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Chapter 1
One month – to most, a month meant little beyond the time separating them from one end of the month to the other. To me, it was the difference between the life I had known and the life I was starting to live. It was all that divided me from being aware of the dangerous world I was part of, and actually feeling first-hand the dangerous world I lived in. A month had passed since I had killed to protect Daniel and my family; a month had passed since I had learned my blood was special and could turn people into a demon called a Nightstalker. It was all that separated me from the knowledge that I was hunted; that I was different in ways that made me even more 
hunted than your typical human/angel hybrid known as a Watcher. 
My blood pounded now. It coursed through my veins, filling my ears with the sound of its 
pulsing beat. Sweat poured down my face and back in conjunction with the all-encompassing 
beat, as my feet created a steady rhythm on the hard ground. I increased my pace, loving the way the beating of my heart erased all thought and the fleeting freedom of my run. The summer sun stretched high in the sky as I raced towards it, the morning dawning fast with the brightness of the season. I lowered my head and increased my pace even more, trying to catch up to the sun, knowing it was impossible. When I ran, I felt in control of my life, pro-active; not like I was waiting around for the unknown to catch up to me. There was a profound freedom in the act. My feet were tools of change, of forward motion, that could not be stopped. It was the only form of running I allowed myself anymore. 
I was so intent on the feeling of my feet on the pavement, and the heat on my skin, that I didn’t notice I was being followed. I should have noticed. It should have been the first thing that registered to my senses. I had become paranoid over my month of waiting; it was hard not to. 
When two ridiculously evil Seekers try to kill you, and a Sheriff of the sleepy community you live in, tries to get your blood to start a ‘new dawn’ for humankind, it puts you on edge. Still, it wasn’t until I crested the hill of my high school that I recognized the threat. Even though the normally quiet streets were full of tourists flocking to the tiny hamlet of King’s Cross to partake in the outdoor recreation scene and the nostalgia of a simpler way of living, there was no excuse for not noticing. 
A hand touched my shoulder at the top of the hill, startling me. “You’re dead.” 
I spun around at the touch, my heart pounding harder from the fear. Daniel, his green eyes sparkling in the sun, his black hair messy, stopped running as well. He was wearing jogging clothes and, from the sweat on his face, appeared to have been following me for a while. 
“I feel awfully alive to be dead,” I said, trying to hide my fear. 
“If I were a Seeker, you’d be dead,” he corrected. 
“But you’re not, so I’m not.” 
“I thought you were going to tell me when you go on runs,” he said. 
“And I didn’t think I needed a babysitter.” 
“I’m not trying to babysit you. I’m trying to keep you alive,” he said. 
I put my hands on my hips. “I know you are,” I said in contrast to my combative stance. 
“Then why do you keep going on runs without telling me?” 
“Because I’m sixteen,” I said. 
“That’s no excuse. Especially for you,” he said. 
“Because…” 
The truth was I never planned my runs. When the dark thoughts of guilt and fear started to get too overwhelming, I ran. Sometimes I ran twice a day; sometimes I didn’t run at all. 
“I sound ridiculous, don’t I?” Daniel asked over the excuse I was forming. He could probably sense my reason. His eyes told me he did. He had been there – he had killed. He had taken lives he regretted and knew that the ways we dealt with those consequences didn’t always make the most sense. 
“You’re worried,” I said. “I am, too.” 
He shrugged one of his shoulders in a question. I wasn’t sure what he was really questioning. 
“Are you finished?” 
“Nope…I’ll race you to Robbie’s Grocery,” I said. 
“That’s three miles.” 
“You tired or something?” I asked him. 
Daniel’s competitive smirk erased the tension between us. He took off down the street without warning, and I raced on his heels, trying to catch up. As we ran, the thoughts I’d been hearing – a gift I’d had for a while now, because of the curse of my existence – faded into silence. I knew Daniel was protecting me from the masses. Normally, I would have complained, wanting to 
block out the thoughts myself, but I was eager for the silence today. It was very much needed after the lonely night I had spent in worry. Daniel’s long legs ate up the hilly streets with unrelenting grace as I chased after him. 
The last quarter mile I put on an extra spurt of speed to try and pass him, but he kept moving in front of me, blocking my attempts. I kept trying to shove him, to make him trip, but he just danced out of the way of my attempts, maintaining his lead. He won, but only by a little. 
“Not bad,” he said as we stopped. 
“I lost,” I panted. 
“Yes, you did” he said happily. 
I made a face and tried to catch my breath. He was breathing heavier than normal but nowhere near my level of panting. It was another gift Watchers had…the gift of extended lung capacity – 
a gift I had yet to inherit. We started walking to my house, the hot sun pounding into my skin. 
Daniel’s presence took away some of the dark thoughts away, more than the run, though I was suspicious of his appearance. 
“I didn’t think I was going to see you today,” I said. “I thought you were helping Beatrice with a mystery errand.” 
“I wanted to see you,” he said. 
“Uh-huh…” I said. 
“I did!” he protested. 
“I’m sure it was just coincidence that you showed up right when I was going on my run…and 
that you were prepared for that run.” I gestured at his exercise clothes. 
“I’m sticking to my story,” he said. 
“Of course you are. Has Beatrice and Han figured out anything?” 
They had been testing my blood to figure out how I could do the things I could do. So far, all they had determined was I had the same blood type as Ellen. 
“No.” He stepped in front of me. I stopped walking and met his eyes. “Do you want to go on a date with me tonight?” he asked. 
“A date?” 
“That’s when two people partake in an activity together, which is generally considered ‘fun’,” he said. 
“So, when you and Jackson do something together that you have ‘fun’ doing, you’re actually on a date?” I asked. 
“Maybe my definition needs work,” he admitted ruefully. 
“Definitely,” I said. 
“So?” 
“A date sounds great,” I said. 
“What do you want to do?” 
“We could go see a movie…something with gratuitous violence, ridiculous scripting, and bad acting, so I can laugh.” 
“Philistine,” he accused me. 
“No, I’m American.” 
He laughed. “A movie it is, then.” He stepped out of my way, and we started walking again. 
The sidewalk took us back through the small downtown of King’s Cross and away from the 
farmland Robbie’s Grocery was surrounded by. We passed the high school again and the many 
quaint shops aimed at tourists. As I passed an antique store, I saw a small flyer hanging in the window and stopped walking. The sick feeling in my stomach was instantaneous. 
“What’s the matter?” Daniel asked, also stopping. 
I pointed at the flyer. On the front was Sheriff Cobb’s face. He was holding his granddaughter and looking at the camera with a smile. His brown eyes, eyes that had looked at me in my 
darkest moment, were full of purpose. There was a phone number and the words: Missing. Please call with any information. 
I knew exactly what had happened to him: he had tried to kill Daniel, and I had killed him in response. We had burned his body along with the Seekers he had under his control. But I 
couldn’t call that number and let Cobb’s family know the truth. It would just get me locked up in a padded room. His family didn’t deserve the questions, though. It was unfair that they had to spend the rest of their days wondering about someone they loved. It was also a reminder of my month spent thinking about the people I had killed. All I wanted to do was find the nearest phone and call the number on the flyer. I wanted to tell them the truth, to get the feeling of guilt off my chest. Contrarily, the thought made me feel sick to the stomach. Daniel touched me on my 
shoulder, his touch telling me there was nothing I could do. I sighed and turned away from the flyer. He was right. There was nothing either of us could do to change the past. The past was done. 
“What did you help Beatrice with?” I asked to clear the thoughts of Cobb from my mind. 
“An experiment,” he said. 
Vague. Simple. Beautifully obscure. A lie. 
“What kind of experiment?” I asked. 
Daniel looked out at the street and his eyebrows narrowed in thought. He didn’t answer. 
“It didn’t have anything to do with proving I’m right about water being bulletproof?” I joked lightly to get him talking. 
He fixed his expression by smiling slightly. “Nope.” 
“Pity.” 
I was well aware he was keeping something from me. The lie bothered me, but I wasn’t in the mood for arguing. I would press him when I wasn’t drenched in sweat, tired from a night on my window seat fighting sleep, so I wouldn’t have the usual nightmares, and, of course, when I wasn’t fighting the guilt from that damned flyer. We kept walking, our unspoken words slowly filling the space between us. 
The narrow streets near my house were filled with sounds. Lawnmowers threw grass in the air as people wandered around their yards pruning hedges and watering rose bushes, searching for 
something to do on a muggy Saturday. Kids ran around in their yards and raced past us on their bicycles. My house remained unchanged, and unchangeable, as it sat at the end of its dead-end road. It was lofty and large against the more common looking houses surrounding it. Daniel’s black Audi was parked behind Ellen’s station wagon. Two motorcycles, which belonged to 
Jackson and Margaret, were in our driveway. The day was peaceful and perfect; the community was in full sleepy mode. It was something I would have never thought I could enjoy before 
moving to King’s Cross. 
Enjoying the sights of the bright flowers and cozy atmosphere, I walked across my short lawn, Daniel trailing after me in thoughtful silence. In the foyer, I was greeted by something more alarming than my guilty thoughts. I stopped walking and stared in confusion…and slight fear that one of the people I loved most in the world had lost her mind. 
Ellen was in the middle of the living room standing on her head. She had her eyes closed as her feet reached for the ceiling. Every couple of seconds she would let out a loud breath, followed by, “Ohmmmmm!” In the background, strange music, full of birds and flutes, accompanied her chant. 
“What on earth are you doing?” I asked her as Daniel shut the door behind us. 
Her eyes popped open and her body wobbled. With a squeak, she toppled to her right and hit the floor. The whole house rattled with her fall. 
Laughing, I helped her up. “Have you gone crazy?” 
“No. I’ve gone yoga! Sam bought me a book,” she said. 
“That explains a lot,” I said. 
Ellen was a fan of new hobbies and skills. I usually joined her in her new hobbies, but I had been distracted lately. I felt a pang of regret she was practicing without me, but was glad to see her so normal and Ellen-like, especially after the lockdown we had all been under while we – Daniel – 
searched for answers. 
“I was doing fine until you walked in!” She laughed as she dusted off her the remainder of her ruined dignity. 
“Is standing on your head part of yoga?” I asked picking up the book she was referencing. I flipped through the pages curiously, seeing lots of positions I could never fold myself into. 
“I skipped to the back,” she confessed. 
“Sounds like you,” I said. 
“Hey, Daniel.” Ellen said smiling warmly at him. 
“Hello.” 
“Are you here to stay for a while?” she asked. 
Daniel had been staying with us off and on for the last month, to guard us from any Watchers that Marcus – the leader of the Seekers, and an all-around bad guy – might send. He was 
relegated to the ground floor at night, not that he stayed ‘relegated’. 
When he wasn’t staying with us, Jackson and Margaret were. I was tired of having bodyguards around all the time. Not that I minded Daniel’s company – he made me feel normal and his 
banter kept me laughing. It was the idea of constant protection and limited freedom I didn’t like. 
Jackson and Margaret didn’t help the feelings of wanting to be alone, though they were less restrictive of my movements. Making eye contact with Margaret was some sort of unspoken 
challenge, ‘unspoken’ being the operative word. Getting her to speak was like asking a mime for directions…painful and not the best of ideas. I liked Jackson well enough, when he wasn’t 
making fun of me – at least, he knew how to laugh. Too, he didn’t freak out when I went on runs; they both left me alone as long as I left them alone. But there was no denying their bodyguard status. They certainly weren’t staying for fun and made their dissatisfaction about their lack of privacy abundantly clear. 
They came down the stairs as we spoke. Jackson’s blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail like normal, his square face illuminated by his usual mocking smile. He filled up the stairs, the sheer mass of his body urging the house to get out of his way to make room for him. He was the 
biggest person I had ever met – also the most gentle. Margaret was another story. Though no taller than me, her glare could fell empires, make men weep, and cause a lightning bolt to hit you midstride. Her face was neutral, however, as she walked behind Jackson; it was her default mode. Her beautiful black hair, for whatever reason, was in braids today. It made her look younger and more innocent. I wasn’t deceived. It had to be a trick of some sort, a move to throw me off guard. 
“Thanks for keeping an eye on Clare for me,” Daniel said sarcastically as Jackson reached the bottom stair. 
“You’re welcome,” Jackson replied, choosing to ignore Daniel’s sarcasm. 
“Are you done with your errand?” Margaret asked from behind Jackson. 
“Yes.” Daniel turned to Ellen to answer her question. “I’ll be here. Beatrice only needed help for a couple of days.” 
“Okay…Oh, I’m going on a date with Sam tonight,” Ellen said. “I don’t want to be followed, so don’t even think about it. I don’t care if Seekers attack us. I need some privacy or I will explode into tiny little atomic pieces.” 
“All right. I’ve got my own date to go to,” Daniel said. 
Ellen nodded then bent down to stand on her head again. I smiled at the sight and started up the stairs to shower off my run. Daniel pulled Margaret and Jackson into the kitchen as I walked up. 
Their conversation was quiet, but the tension of it permeated the house. I assumed it was about my run and its lack of supervision. 
When I was done with my shower, I went downstairs again. Margaret and Jackson were gone; 
probably happy they didn’t have to hang around the house anymore. Ellen had finished her 
attempt at yoga and was talking with Daniel in the kitchen. When they saw me, their 
conversation trailed away. I could tell they had been talking about me, their words lingering in the hall, but Ellen switched her thoughts quickly. She smiled and put an arm around my waist, hugging me close. 

She has that look on her face again. I wish I could take it away. It makes her look so sad,  her thoughts reached out and brushed mine quietly. “How about you cook me lunch?” she asked 
cheerfully, masking her worry. 
“That sounds fun,” I said dryly. 
“It does for me.” 
I laughed and started pulling out things for a grilled cheese sandwich. 
“Alex is here,” Daniel said, moving to help me with the food. 
“Good! She can help me pick out something to wear for tonight,” Ellen said. 
“I don’t know if she’s going to feel like it,” Daniel said. 
“Why?” 
Before he could answer, the front door creaked open and tired feet drug along the wood floor in a very un-Alex way. Seconds later, Alex appeared in the doorway of the kitchen. Her normally happy face was etched with lines of sadness. Unlike Ellen, Alex worked hard to keep her 
thoughts scrambled, so the reason behind her sadness was obscured. She was getting better, to the point where I couldn’t hear her unless she let me. Her sadness was obvious, though; no amount of thought scrambling could take away the expression on her face. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
Alex sighed and sat down at our round kitchen table. “I just broke up with Davis.” 
Davis and Alex had only been dating for a month, but Alex really liked him. He was polite and quiet, and absolutely adored her. It was enough for any girl to want. 
“Why?” Ellen asked. 
Alex shrugged and looked down at the table. The tired lines grew more pronounced as she 
started tracing invisible lines on the table with her finger. 
“Alex…if you don’t tell us Ellen will ‘mom’ it out of you,” I said. 
“I will,” Ellen agreed. 
“Then I’ll ‘Clare’ it out of you,” I added. 
“She will,” Ellen agreed again. 
“How are you supposed to date someone when you can’t be honest with them?” Alex suddenly 
asked the room in a fit of irritation. “I mean, how? How do you have a real relationship when you can’t tell the person you’re with that you have the ability to turn into a demon? How do you go about mentioning that without putting him at risk? How does that even work? I can’t be 
honest with him…ever. It’s useless…Dating is useless.” 
Daniel shifted uneasily next to me and turned to keep the bread from burning. He took the 
spatula from me and flipped the sandwich. His flip was deft and graceful, but the movement was rushed, awkward, so unlike him. It was strange, but I kept my attention on Alex. Her problem was the more immediate one. 
She shook her head in frustration as she continued speaking. “Davis is great, but I can’t lie anymore…he was upset about the breakup, too. I could see it.” Alex shut her blue eyes, eyes that were capable of seeing straight into the heart of a person’s motivation; eyes that saw more since I had given her my blood a month ago. 
Not only had I given her the ability to change into a Nightstalker, but other talents were starting to develop. She wasn’t a Watcher like Daniel, but she wasn’t strictly human anymore. She was as much between worlds as I was. It was another thing I had placed on my ‘things to feel guilty about’ list. 
“This is my fault,” I said. 
Alex rolled her eyes. “God, if we have this conversation again, I’m going to scream.” 
“That would be loud,” I said. 
“Some things just aren’t meant to be,” Alex said. “End of story.” She turned to Ellen, her face purposefully transforming away from the sadness. “You and Dad are going to dinner tonight, right?” 
“Yes…” Ellen agreed. 
Alex grabbed Ellen’s hand and stood. I sensed an epic distraction in the making; one that would keep her mind away from her breakup. “Come on. Let’s find you something amazing to wear,” 
she said to Ellen. Alex forced Ellen down the hall and up the stairs, their laughter and their conversation filling the house with sound. 
Daniel turned off the stove and put three sandwiches on a plate. He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms. I leaned next to him on the counter and mimicked his stance. Alex’s 
breakup made me sad…I had loved seeing her in a normal relationship. It was proof that normal could exist in my world. As far ‘normal’ as normal ever really was…
“I guess I’d better take this up to them,” I said gesturing at the food, knowing Ellen would forget to eat if I didn’t take her food to her. 
“I think I should shower,” he glanced down at his sweaty clothes. 
Neither of us moved. Daniel stared at the floor, and I stared at the clock over the kitchen door. 
We both remained lost in separate, serious thoughts for a long moment. Then, I closed the 
distance between us and put a hand on his cheek. “I’m glad I don’t have to lie to you.” His eyes met mine, full of doubt. “I’m glad…I’m just glad,” I added. 

You shouldn’t be.  He realized I could hear his thoughts through our shared touch and cut me out abruptly. To cover for his hasty block, he kissed me on the neck. He started to leave the kitchen to take his shower, another distraction to get away from me. He paused at the door, his back to me. “I promise to try my hardest to make sure you don’t regret feeling that way.” 
He stepped down the hall and up my stairs without another word. I picked up the sandwiches and followed him up, hearing him start the shower, and went to Ellen’s room to help pick out a dress. 
Alex was sprawled out on Ellen’s bed, her feet dangling over the edge. She was talking to Ellen as Ellen changed in her closet. 
“Daniel and I were going to go to a movie tonight, but I’ll stay home instead,” I told Alex setting the food down on the nightstand. 
“What for?” Alex asked, grabbing one of the sandwiches. 
“‘Cause you just broke up with a guy you like, which has made you sad, which, in turn, makes me sad.” 
Alex shook her head at my offer. “Thanks, but no thanks. It’s not like Davis is my first breakup or anything. My first breakup, now that was hard…Andy Henderson. He had the best smile too. 
Man…you could swim in that smile. You could swim laps around that smile…laps and laps.” 
“That’s a visual…” I stared at her, doubting she was as okay as she was trying to make me 
believe. “We can watch one of your horrible reality TV shows and binge on Rocky Road.” 
“Oh, you do know how to tempt a girl, but I’m fine. Honestly,” she said. 
“Swear you’re not just being selfless,” I commanded, holding up the thumb I had cut to give her my blood; the blood that made us sisters. 
She touched her thumb to mine. “I swear.” 
“All right, but when I get back we’re going to talk about it,” I said. 
“That sounds so ominous. Oh! I love that one, Ellen!” 
Ellen stepped into the middle of the room and twirled around in a dark blue dress, the dress beautiful against her pale skin, and smiled. The room brightened with her smile and some of the negative emotions I had been harboring dropped away. Alex was right. It was perfect. I joined Alex on the bed and felt myself unwind as I joined in on their conversation. It was a feeling that couldn’t last. 
Daniel and I got into the car in silence. His dark mood spoke a thousand times louder than any words ever could. He had been introverted since our conversation in the kitchen. ‘Introverted’ 
was a word Daniel didn’t know most days of the week. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked over the music he had playing. 
“What makes you think something is wrong?” he asked. 
“You’re showing symptoms of keeping things from me. Minor symptoms include avoiding my 
eyes. Major symptoms include trying to touch your nose with your eyebrows.” 
His scowl faded, and he laughed. “Is there a cure?” 
“Truth,” I said pointedly. 
His answer was immediate. “I’ve been in contact with an old friend, who seems to think there’s a way of finding out what Marcus is planning, and why he has spent so many resources in tracking you down.” 
“Shouldn’t that be a good thing?” I asked. 
Daniel made a face and looked out at the sky. 
“Is that what you were doing these past couple of days? Seeing your friend?” I tried again. 
“Can we talk about it later?” he asked. 
“Define ‘later’,” I said. 
“Not now.” 
“I can handle ‘not now’,” I said slowly. 
“Me, too,” Daniel said. 
“But it’s not the end of it,” I tacked on. 
He smiled crookedly in response, knowing I wouldn’t give up. 
We sped to the lonely interstate out of King’s Cross talking about other things then, things that felt real on the surface, but were starting to unravel the further we got from home. Around us, over the blue mountains of my home, dark clouds started to form, a summer storm barreling 
towards us. I knew it would reach us soon. 



Chapter 2
The movie Daniel took me to see was gory, horrible, and absolutely hysterical. I wiped away tears, which had leaked over from laughing so hard, as we walked out of the theater. Daniel smiled at my laughter, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. I could tell he was trying hard to act natural for my benefit. I wasn’t fooled. Even as he smiled at me and my laughter, I sensed the tension in his body. 
Outside, rain poured down in great sheets of noise, the storm having released its furious power while we were inside. The sheets of water were so thick I couldn’t see two feet in front of me against the dark evening. The transition from the light we had walked into the theater in and the dark of the storm we had walked out to, made me feel as if we had went in during one life and had come out during another. 
I was willing to run to the car with Daniel, not minding the rain, but he stopped me. “I’ll bring the car around. No sense in both of us getting wet.” He kissed my neck and ran out into the storm before I could argue. 
I tucked my hands in my pockets, annoyed he was being so pushy, and leaned against the cement building to wait. I watched the rain fall and tried to make sense of his mood and the strange sinking sensation that mood left in my stomach. As I waited, the door to my left opened, and I heard two voices I could have lived without hearing for the rest of my summer – or even the rest of my life. Alex hung out with them sometimes, but I made a point not to. Seeing them at school was bad enough. 
“It’s not funny, Mark!” Jennifer said. 
“Is so! Didn’t you see her fall?!” Mark chortled happily, stupidly. 
An image of a larger girl, an underclassman from our school, flashed into my mind as he 
replayed it in his rather small brain. In the memory she tripped over an uneven bit in the carpet and face-planted right in front of Mark. He thought it better than the action movie they had just left. At least, Jennifer was showing some humanity. I sunk back into the wall hoping they 
wouldn’t notice me, afraid to get angry and do something I regretted. I should have known better. 
Jennifer looked back at the girl – from her thoughts I knew the girl was her cousin – and caught sight of me. She stopped and tugged on Mark’s hand to make him do the same. He hadn’t 
noticed me. He had been too busy trying to think of ways to get Jennifer to go get the car instead of him. 
“Clare?” 
Crap. 
“Hey, guys,” I said, my eyes raking the rain for Daniel’s car. 
Jennifer’s eyes were wide with surprise. “What are you doing?” … skulking in the shadows like
that? It’s way creepy. 
Hiding from you. “Daniel’s getting the car. He didn’t want me to get wet, I guess.” 
“He’s here?” Mark asked cautiously, looking over his shoulder casually, but I sensed his 
trepidation. 
Daniel and Mark had argued over me once and didn’t talk anymore. Mark was bitter, thinking his friend had chosen a girl before friendship. What was it? Bros before hoes? It didn’t help Mark’s feelings that Mark was entirely aware that should they fight, Daniel would win hands down. It just made him feel bitter. 
“Yes, he is,” I said. 
More thought from the pair followed my answer. 

What in the world does he see in her? 

I guess she really is off limits now. I’d like to get with her just once, but chances are she’s into
freaky stuff. 
My eyebrows lifted. I wasn’t the one imaging the things Mark was imaging about us. He 
definitely had a problem…more than a few, from the looks of things. My blood pressure rose and my hands clenched in response as his thoughts pounded into my brain. Killing them both during a fit of irritation, in a crowded move theater, would only complicate things. I didn’t need a murder charge on top of the other worries I had riding on my shoulders. Taking deep breaths to calm my anger, I looked past the pair again, but the rain was too thick. Where was Daniel? Of all the times to be late! 
“Do you have any plans for the summer?” Jennifer asked over an awkward beat of silence. 
“I might be going to L.A to see my mom’s best friend,” I said, happy to have a distraction. 
We were unsure if we could go with everyone after us. I was all for Daniel, Sam, and Alex 
coming along, but Ellen didn’t want to put Naomi, her best friend and de-facto aunt to me, in a dangerous situation. I could see her point, but I really wanted Alex to see my birth city, and I really wanted Daniel to meet Naomi. 
“That’s cool!” Jennifer replied in fake excitement. Her question had just been a cover so she could talk about her own plans, a trip to Alaska. 
She rambled on about her plans, and I looked past her again. Really, where was he? Mark caught me looking and his lips curled up into a smirk. The scowl on my face was no longer contained; I glowered at them in hatred’s cousin, loathing. Finally, a car horn sounded from under the 
covered area, and a beautiful black car beckoned me: my knight in shining Audi. Thank God. 
“I hope you have fun on your trip,” I said, circling around them. “See ya.” 
I sprinted to the car, not waiting for their replies. Their mean thoughts trailed after me, but I didn’t care. I was just happy to get away from them. 
“Sorry,” Daniel apologized as soon as I was in the car. “I didn’t mean to leave you to them.” 
“What were you doing?” I asked. 
“Talking on the phone,” he said vaguely. 
“Is this later?” I asked, referring back to his promise to talk about his method of finding out Marcus’s plans. His face said the phone call had been about something dangerous, the sort of dangerous things he had been keeping from me. 
“No.” He turned up the radio to block me out and kept his hands firmly planted on the steering wheel to avoid my touch. 
If I didn’t know any better I would have thought he was frightened about something and that he thought telling me would only make it worse. 
I turned down Artie Shaw, his jazz a welcome distraction any other time. “Are we really going to play this game all night?” I asked. 
“Which game? Life? I hear its hours of fun.” 
“Until you lose,” I said. “I was thinking more like poker. There’s a thing in it where you pretend like you have one set of cards when you’re really holding another. They have a name for it even 
– bluffing.” 
“Really?” he asked, his mouth twitching. 
“That’s what they call it on Celebrity Poker. Alex’s been watching it.” 
“I see,” he said seriously. 
“I’m sure you do.” 
I crossed my arms and waited, full to the brim with determination to get to the bottom of his weirdness. He turned the radio back up in response, mutely refusing to answer my questions. I turned away and stared out the passenger window. He knew how I felt about him keeping things from me, so why the secrets? Was he contemplating doing something I wouldn’t like, or was he simply keeping secrets out of habit? 
The blurred lights of the downtown faded into the tall mountains, which rose beyond the veil of rain as we made our way back home. The city life that was Asheville – such as it was – quickly fell behind us and the forest wrapped around us, closing us in. I watched as row after row of dark trees faded out of view of the glare of Daniel’s bright headlights. 
Finally, he sighed and reached out to turn the radio down again. “Sorry,” he said. He ran a hand through his midnight hair, then brought the hand back to the steering wheel so he could tap on it impatiently. 
“Yeah?” I asked. Sorry wasn’t what I was looking for. 
“We need to talk about something,” he continued, “but not right now. I want this night to be ours. Please?” 
“Promise you’ll tell me what’s going on,” I demanded. 
“I promise. Now stop scowling before I do something desperate.” 
“Desperate how?” I asked playfully. 
“Something that involves total humiliation on my part,” he said. 
“Like what?” 
“Like letting Beatrice get out her photo album,” he replied. 
“There’s a whole album?” I asked. 
He nodded, his face rueful at the admission. 
“Interesting. I’ll have to remember that,” I said. 
“Don’t think I don’t know where Ellen keeps your, ‘box of memories,’ I believe she calls it,” he said. 
I imagined him seeing the picture of me naked in the bath, while I made a fort out of rubber-duckies and washcloths, and shuddered. There was no way I was ever going to let Ellen pull that out from blackmail hell. 
“That’s what I thought,” he said, smiling at me. 
“I think a truce is in order-” I began. 
My words were cut off as the horizon in front of us lit up like a Christmas tree. Lightning flashed between the mountains, not once, but three times in a row. Even through the metal of the car, and the distance separating us, I could feel the aftershocks of the electricity. The rain increased its tempo on the hood of our car as the light faded back into dark. The inside of the car suddenly felt charged and alive; it was a feeling I associated with Margaret when she got angry. The car started to drift to the shoulder of the road as the thunder rippled out in furious sound. I pulled my eyes away from the storm to look at Daniel and saw that his eyes had turned as distant as the moon. I grabbed the steering wheel to prevent us from wrapping around one of the trees, which closed the road in. Our speed made the jerk very dangerous. The car fishtailed as I fought to right the car, but Daniel didn’t take his foot off the accelerator. From his body language, and his blank, faraway stare, I knew he was lost in the future. We swerved again as I fought to right the fishtail and his eyes cleared. He took control of the car with a funny jerk and his eyes narrowed. 
Another surge of lightning lit up the rain that was sheeting like hammers against the earth. 
“What is it?” I asked. 
His foot slowed on the accelerator. “I just saw us in the forest.” 
King’s Cross was surrounded by nothing but forest, so that wasn’t hard to imagine, and didn’t explain the worry on his face. His visions could sometimes be days into the future, but mostly he saw only minutes. In minutes, though, we wouldn’t be home. His foot let up on the accelerator even more as his eyes searched the road ahead and behind for signs of danger. We were at fifty now, inching toward forty. Another sizzle of lightning rippled out through the night, only this was much closer. With a loud BOOM! a street lamp exploded directly behind us. 
“This is starting to feel rather mercenary,” I said around the lump in my throat as I turned back to watch the lamp fall to the road. 
“Ya think?” Daniel growled as he searched for the person behind the attack. 
A light appeared out of the rain. It was small and dim, barely able to combat the darkness of the rain. The light passed us in the opposite lane of traffic, and I saw a sleek motorcycle tearing up the road. I turned to watch its progress, amazed anyone would be riding in this rain and saw the light arch around on the wet pavement as the driver turned around. The motorcyclist honed in on our bumper, recovering from the turn quickly. 
“He’s crazy!” I said. 
“That’s one word you could use,” Daniel replied, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. 
“Is it a Seeker?” I asked. 
Daniel didn’t answer. Lighting danced in front of us on the road, and the motorcyclist swerved around to my side of the car, riding on the shoulder. Through my window I saw an Asian man with shoulder length hair and coal black eyes. I noticed that the rain drenched the road around him but left him inexplicably dry. As we connected eyes, he smiled. I shivered at the evil behind the smile, but it was Daniel who wasn’t in the mood for smiles. He jerked the car toward the motorcyclist without any warning. The man’s eyes widened at the jerk and his bike wobbled 
dangerously on the wet pavement as he moved out of the way of the car. Not able to control the bike, he careened off the road, his tail lights disappearing into the dark forest. 
While I was busy watching the man’s crash, Daniel was still in motion, sensing more than I had. 
He moved across the space dividing us, ripping out his seat belt in the process. With his 
momentum carrying him, he used his shoulder to ram my door. It tore out of the frame of the car easily with the hit. Daniel wrapped me safely in his arms, maneuvering midair so that I was on top of him on the door. With a hefty bump we hit the pavement, the door our only protection from a serious case of road rash. Sparks flew around us as we gouged out chunks of asphalt, traveling far because of the speed the car. After a lifetime of being aware of nothing beyond Daniel’s arms around me and the heat of sparks as they flew, our door stopped on the shoulder of the road. Dazed, I looked at the car we had so unceremoniously left. 
A nightmare was in place of the car; more precisely, a Nightstalker was in the place of the car. 
Its claws ripped into the space Daniel’s head had been only seconds ago with animal desire to kill. The creature finally realized its claws were grasping at air and growled in dissatisfaction. It turned slowly and inhaled deeply, trusting its noise to tell it what its limited eyesight couldn’t. It didn’t take long. Its red eyes brightened when it caught our scent. Its excited growl was deadly. 
Daniel jumped off our door to intercept the Nightstalker, before it attacked us. Their meeting was Colossus taking his first steps on earth. They slammed into each other, the Nightstalker ripping and tearing at Daniel. Daniel was unbreakable as he wrestled with the Nightstalker, its size nothing compared to Daniel’s strength. 
Against the broken metal of the door, and the now shattered glass of the passenger window, I stood, and started forward to try and help, feeling impossibly useless. I had managed to go super human once, but the strength of that night hadn’t happened again. As I stood, my necklace – the one I had learned was my father’s – pulsed with a steady glow of warmth, lighting with the worry I felt for Daniel. Before I could think of a way to help, to maybe use my necklace against the Nightstalker, Daniel and the Nightstalker – tearing and hitting each other with vengeful anger 
– rolled off into the woods, oblivious of anything that wasn’t their fight. 
A deluge of lighting danced around the pavement at their departure. I was pushed back toward Daniel’s car which, with another strike of lighting, caught on fire, hemming me in. I was trapped in an impossible electrical storm, unable to see a clear path to safety. How could I fight something that was everywhere? From the light of the dull fire, which was fighting to live around the rain, I saw the motorcyclist step out of the woods casually, as if his bike hadn’t just crashed. His coal-black eyes were trained on mine. 
“Marcus made it sound so difficult. He went on and on about how the last team, his best Seekers, had failed. Those were his family, you know. His wife and daughter. Cassandra was not his first child, but she was invaluable to the organization…and Selene, well, she was what they had in mind when they coined the term ‘fear’.” 
He took out a very large knife from the small of his back that would have made Crocodile 
Dundee jealous. It reflected back the light of the car fire. It was creepy…and made me want to run away. But I had nowhere to go and even less inclination to let him scare me. 
“And now he’s sent you to get revenge…blah, blah, blah,” I said firmly shutting away the fear. 
“Can you skip the dramatic part and get to the part where you try to kill me?” 
“He hasn’t sent me to kill you, Eve. No, not to kill. Revenge is for people without vision, without purpose. ” He gestured with the knife negligently. “You can look at this is an invitation to visit with the greatest Watcher of all time.” 
“I’m going to have to decline,” I said. 
He moved closer at my reply, bringing his inexplicable dryness with him. “I’m really not 
asking,” he said. 
A flicker of movement from the dark woods behind him caught my eye. Hope replaced the fear. 
“It’s good you’re not asking...cause I have no intention of going.” I prepared my body to move, coiled like a tightly wound spring. The man’s eyes narrowed as I leaned forward, ready to run. 
Daniel had finished fighting the Nightstalker. He crossed the short distance between the man and the woods and attacked the man with a fast lunge. I spun out of the way as they fell to the ground and rolled beyond me, kicking and punching. Lightning shattered the space between us, throwing me to the ground. All my air whooshed out as I hit the ground right on top of a shattered piece of metal from the car. My neck throbbed with painful fire and automatic tears of pain welled into my eyes as I landed. 
I raised my head, everything swimming, and saw Daniel and the man, now standing, dance 
around the road. In the distance, another car sped toward us, heedless of the danger. The bright lights counted down the time we had left until an innocent got caught up in the chaos. I couldn’t let that happen. Blood dripped from my neck, merging with the rain coursing down my body, as I stood again. The sounds of their fight meshed with my throbbing head in a symphony of 
destructiveness. Every step was a battle against passing out. As I tried to make my way over to Daniel, to help him somehow, another flash of lightning hit the road and Daniel and the Seeker were thrown apart. The Seeker ran into the darkness, the rain increasing to hide his passing. 
Daniel rolled to his feet and started forward, but he stopped before he had taken even two steps. 
He stood in the road for a minute fighting against two powerful urges, panting heavily. His back remained tense, his fists clenched in his anger; his shirt was ripped in places and his hair was plastered against his forehead in dank realism. I stumbled across the road to make sure he was okay, my ears ringing from the second lightning blast. He noticed the movement of my 
stumbling feet and ran to me, forgetting about his anger in an instant. The headlights down the road were much closer now. 
“Are you okay?” he asked. 
“Yes….no…I don’t know,” I said. 
He grabbed my hand, a spark dancing between our fingers. “We can’t stay here,” he told me. 
The headlights started to slow at the sight of the car fire, and the people’s thoughts from inside reached out to graze my mind. I heard their panic as they, a couple, wondered if someone was hurt. They hadn’t noticed us standing here. Yet. Daniel tugged on my hand to get me moving, and we ran to the woods. We passed by a much smaller fire as we ran, the charred remains of the Nightstalker Daniel had killed. 
“This area isn’t safe. The Seeker is in here somewhere,” Daniel said, still all business as we walked. 
“Mmhhhh,” I agreed. 
My knees started to tremble from the hit to the skull. A trickle of the blood coursing down the back of my arms, down my hands, caught his attention. He stopped and looked at my arms, 
which the asphalt had grazed in my fall. “You’re hurt!” 
“Mmmmmmmhhhhhhh.” 
His worried face slid in and out of focus. He stepped around me to take a closer look and noticed the wound on my neck. I focused on the blurry trees as he disappeared from view, fighting 
against the urge to pass out. 
“You’re really hurt,” he said. 
“I thought we covered that?” I asked. 
“I can’t fix it here,” he told me. “I’m going to call Jackson to pick us up. Do you think you can walk?” 
“Walk? No. Stand? No.” 
I swayed, and he caught my arm. All the adrenaline from the fight had left my body, and I felt impossibly weak. He pulled a small knife out of his pocket and cut a strip of fabric from his shirt. 
He pushed it against the back of my head. “Hold this here,” he commanded me. 
Not knowing what I was agreeing to, I held the fabric in place without argument. Daniel flipped open his phone and pressed the speed dial. He talked to Jackson for a long couple of minutes, forcing me to sit as he did. I sat on a low rock, wet with the passing rain and kept staring at the trees. 
“He’s going to meet us on a back road. I’ll carry you,” Daniel finally said, his conversation over. 
He helped me stand then pulled me into his arms. He was gentle, but his touch made my neck hurt worse; anything and everything made it hurt worse, including the soft which fluttered through the trees. 
I had no idea how long we walked. It felt like days. Water dripped from the trees above, and crickets and wildlife made music in the dark. The rain had passed with our attacker’s departure, but the forest was still drenched with the storm. Daniel talked to me constantly, to keep me conscious, not that I could have repeated back to him anything he said. As he talked, and I fought the darkness, a slow realization crept into my thoughts. Perhaps, it was being on the edge of unconsciousness, or the loss of blood making me crazy, but I suddenly knew what I had to do. It was obvious. When Daniel set me down next to an old dirt road, I felt weak, but strangely alive. I knew what had to be done, and that gave me purpose. 



Chapter 3
While we waited for Jackson to pick us up, Daniel checked on my wounds. He took the shirt 
away from my neck and touched it with gentle fingers. It stung and throbbed, Daniel’s touch only making it worse. I kept up a long string of expletives under my breath to keep from crying. 
Finally, along with my flow of words, which would have made a sailor blush, he moved on to my hands and arms. “These don’t look too deep. When we get back, we’ll need to clean it. Your neck on the other hand…” 
I nodded at the ground, understanding the seriousness of the wound, but determined to downplay it. “It’s not that bad…” I said. 
I sensed him rolling his eyes, but he didn’t comment. He circled around and lifted my chin with one finger, delicately, sensing my emotions. “Hey, it’s okay.” 
His green eyes glittered around the moisture from the rain, which was clinging to his face and eyelashes. He words cleared the dizziness and the chaos of my conflicting thoughts. The 
realization I had made while we had been walking found words on my lips. 
“It’s not okay,” I said slowly, staring at a large bush where water was dripping down constantly from a tree above it. I picked up a rock off the forest floor and weighed it in my palm for a moment. “I’m sick of this.” I threw the rock at the bush. 
“Getting hurt?” he asked, thinking I was upset about my wound/
“Being hunted. I’m done. I’m through.” 
Daniel sighed. “You can’t just turn that off, Clare. It’s part of who we are.” 
“But you can fight it,” I said. 
Daniel was hurt. “You think I’ve just been sitting around amusing myself? I’ve been trying to get answers! I’ve contacted everyone I can think of to find out why Marcus is after you, and how we can prevent him from getting what he wants.” 
“Answers don’t matter,” I decided. “Not nearly as much as stopping this from happening again. 
I’m sick of the tension, of waiting around for the next attack. I’m sick of always having to be guarded and feel like I’m in a small little box of silent terror. I won’t do it anymore.” I swayed a little as I stood up. “I’m done running, and I’m done pretending like everything is normal. 
Nothing about my life is normal. And...I have to protect Ellen. What if she had been with me instead of you? She’d be dead.” 
“You’d both be dead,” Daniel corrected. His face was narrowed in thought, his eyebrows almost touching his nose. 
“Right.” I hated I wasn’t more able to protect the people in my life, but was no less determined to do what I had decided. “I’m going to take the fight to Marcus. He’s the one hunting me…he’s the problem.” 
“Do you know what you’re saying?” Daniel asked me. 
“Yes,” I said automatically. 
“Do you?” He stepped closer, generating an aura of alarming intensity. 
I wasn’t intimidated enough to step away. I had a purpose, and that made me stubborn. “Yes.” 
He doubted me. He expressed his doubt in words that were careful, precise. “It means more 
death, possibly people you care about. It means having to kill again. It means fighting hard, and, perhaps, fighting for a long, long time. Marcus isn’t an easy target. He’s paranoid. He switches locations often. No one knows where he’s going to be on any given day…only his most trusted companions, and even they are sometimes left in the dark. He has an army of loyal fanatics, who are all as paranoid as he is. A whole army of Seekers and Nightstalkers willing to do his bidding for money, power, whatever…and we have, well, four of us, not including Han and Beatrice, 
who I would never ask to fight.” 
“I would rather fight than run,” I said. “That’s my choice. I don’t care about the odds. I don’t care why he’s after me…I just want it to stop. I just want to stop him from doing it to anyone else.” 
Daniel’s lips moved to form a reply, or perhaps to tell me about the mysterious plan he had, but he was cut off by the sound of tires ripping through the dirt road. We both turned at the sound. 
Jackson appeared over a hill in a large, rusted truck, his grin irrepressible despite the danger we were all in. Daniel kicked at an unoffending pine cone and looked down at his hands where my blood drenched the tips of his fingers. His face contorted with a strange emotion. Fear at what my blood could do? Or irritation at the interruption? I couldn’t tell. 
“We’ll talk about this later,” he said. 
“Yes, we will.” 
“Need a lift?” Jackson asked. 
“We wouldn’t mind one,” Daniel said. 
“I thought we weren’t supposed to take rides from creepy-looking strangers?” I asked. 
“I could leave…” Jackson threatened playfully. 
“On second thought, a ride would be great.” 
“Crawl in stomach first,” Daniel commanded me. 
I crawled in the large covered back, ignoring Jackson’s mocking smirk. Daniel crawled in after me. He sat next to me and put his hand on the cloth to keep it in place on my neck. His hands were gentle, his presence a reassurance that everything would be okay. Jackson turned the truck around without any more banter, and drove us down the unnamed mountain I would remember 
forever. 
The two men blurred in and out of focus as I fought a sleepy darkness. Now that I had verbalized my choice, had expelled the energy of that choice, I was incredibly tired. Daniel kept in constant contact with me, his thoughts working hard to keep me conscious as he filled Jackson in on the story. I tried to focus on their words, but I simply couldn’t. It was as if they were speaking in a language I didn’t understand; a language I was too tired to understand. 
It didn’t take us long to get to Daniel’s house. I felt every bump, every jar, and every painful shift in the road. The mansion I had come to love as a second home stood stark against the darkness. Bright flowers and manicured hedges were bent from the deluge of water the storm had brought. The moss on the stone wept with the rain, dripping a constant waterfall on the steps and ground. Jackson pulled the truck to the broad steps of the front of the house, and Daniel helped me out. He took the pieces of his shirt away as he helped me up the stairs. 
“I can fix it, but it’ll mean stitches. I’ll need some things, though.” 
“Stitches,” I repeated. 
“Yes.” 
Jackson had followed us up the stairs. “I’ll go steal some stuff from the hospital,” he offered. 
“All right. You know what to get?” 
“I think I can manage,” Jackson said. He reached out and very gently ruffled my hair. “Learn to use those feet. They’re great for not falling down.” 
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. 
Jackson’s answering grin was lopsided. He turned and started back down the stairs. Daniel shut the door behind us, shutting out Jackson’s departure. “He won’t be gone long,” he assured me. 
“How bad is it?” Beatrice asked, stepping out through the door which led to her lab, her warm brown eyes full of worry. Her auburn hair was thrown into a messy bun and her youthful face was tight with anxiety. 
“I’m okay,” I said. 
Daniel sighed, annoyed. “She’s not okay.” 
“Come sit down,” Beatrice said. I followed her to the long dinner table, and heard her ask in her best mother voice, “Daniel, dear, what happened to your shirt?” 
“Clare’s using it. I’ll go get another one.” He kissed my hand and released me. “I’ll be right back.” 
I nodded and sat, setting my heavy head on the table. I didn’t care the table was antique and beautiful, I just cared about resting. Beatrice didn’t comment about me dripping blood on her table like she normally would have. She simply reached out and rubbed the arm that wasn’t 
holding the pieces of Daniel’s shirt in place. Her hand was warm and electric; it told me I would be okay, though she kept a solid wall between our thoughts. Something I was grateful for. I wasn’t in the mood for thoughts. But even through the wall, I could sense her agitation and fear. 
She hesitated for a moment, searching for ways to keep me conscious. “Han would have come 
down but he’s testing some of the more recent blood we took from you. He thinks we might have discovered something quite interesting.” 
“Interesting?” I asked dreamily. 
“Yes. Very. I was getting quite vexed at your blood to tell you the truth.” She said it as if she thought I would take offense at her hating my blood. “I had a tiny moment of…irritation and I slammed the sample down a little too hard. It broke and mixed with another sample I was 
working on for a friend of mine. I started to clean it up when Han noticed the most bizarre reaction. He checked in the microscope to be sure, of course, and he was right!” 
“Right?” I asked. 
“Yes! Your blood changed the blood I was working on. More than that…it got rid of the cancer cells I was trying to isolate. And your blood did all this without changing! It would seem you have a sort of…auto response mechanism.” Beatrice frowned. “But the merging wasn’t quite 
right…it seemed tenuous, breakable…like it didn’t want to complete its hold on the second 
blood.” 
“Because I hadn’t given it permission,” I said dreamily. 
Her science talk, while interesting, wasn’t enough to keep me awake. A dark cloud of wonderful rest swirled around my eyes, and I felt it pull me down. I closed my eyes. 
“Clare!” Daniel’s voice was sharp. 
I jerked out of the darkness and found Daniel again. He wore a black crumpled shirt, which looked as if he had picked it off the floor, and his face was worried. 
“Sorry,” I apologized when I saw his worried face. 
“Don’t apologize. Just don’t fall asleep.” 
“Okay,” I said. 
He made me put my head back on the table and started cleaning the wound with a small first aid kit. His hands were certain, confident. “It’s lucky you didn’t fall harder. If you had, I don’t think you’d be walking.” 
“Lucky?” I questioned. 
“Han is about to call for you,” Daniel told Beatrice. “He wants to run a theory past you about Clare’s blood.” 
It was a kind dismissal, but a dismissal all the same. Beatrice nodded and stood, not taking offense at the fact that he wanted to be alone with me. She touched my arm again. “Let me know if you need anything.” 
“Thanks,” I said into the table. 
We were left alone and, for a long moment, we were silent. Daniel checked the wound for debris and cleaned it thoroughly. Through our touch I heard him going over technical, medical terms I’d only read on WebMD. 
“How do you know so much about medicine?” I asked to keep my mind away from sleep and the 
pain, wanting to hold true to my promise of staying awake. 
“Med school. Lost a bet to Jackson in the sixties. But he lost a bet to me not long after…he had to join the circus for two years. Best two years ever,” he said with a chuckle. “I didn’t miss a performance.” 
“Dr. Adams?” I asked. “That’s great. Fantastic.” 
“What?” 
“Next, you’re going to tell me that you’ve built rockets for NASA, hung out with Albert 
Einstein, and invented the telephone,” I said dryly. 
“I would never take credit for inventing the telephone,” he replied. 
“I hate you,” I said. 
“Liar.” 
“I never lie,” I said. 
“Everybody lies. Sometimes, you have no other option.” 
“There’s always an option,” I replied. 
His hands lifted off my skin, and he set his elbow on the table. There was a long moment of isolation between us, then he stroked the side of my face with the hand not resting on the table. 
He started talking; picking topics he knew would keep me awake. Though our conversation was interesting, it wasn’t enough to take away the severe pain. When Jackson returned with the medicine, I was more than ready for pain relief. 
“Margaret is with Alex,” he told us. He was in a pair of stolen scrubs, his long hair tied back. He looked every inch a professional doctor. “She called Ellen, but no one is picking up.” 
“That’s because she left her phone at home,” I said. “She always does when she goes on a date with Sam.” 
“I’m sure she’s fine,” Daniel said. “We’ll keep calling.” He stepped behind me with a needle and a small vial. “You’re going to feel a sharp sting.” 
“I already feel a sharp sting.” 
“Then, you’re going to feel it worse,” he said. 
“Awesome.” 
The needle going in wasn’t worse than the pain of the cut, but I still had to grip the table to keep from crying out – added pain was the last thing I was hoping for. But, it wasn’t long until the pain receded, the shot working its magic. Beatrice and Han came downstairs as Daniel finished sewing me back together again, the medicine relaxing me to the point of near sleep. Daniel moved me to the sofa, careful to lay me on my side, and they started talking about the attack in more detail. I heard them going over plans for keeping my family safe. I didn’t get the chance to tell them I was planning on drawing all the bad guys away by going somewhere else, by hunting down the lion stalking us all. I passed out before I could. 
I’ve had some sucker punches of nightmares. One reoccurring one was Daniel turning into a 
demon and facing a whole battlefield of Nightstalkers against black, lighting touched skies. That one always guaranteed I would wake up covered in sweat and gasping for air. I did wake up, gasping for breath and covered in sweat, but the nightmare was different. The fear was less from an action, or from losing a loved one, but more from a feeling of malice that had been associated with the images. 
In the dream, a man with yellow eyes looked out of a tower very high somewhere. Below him 
was a barren stretch of land that had no trees to break its arid, thirsty landscape. His tower room was etched into the mountain we were looking down. In the distance, I saw a stretch of 
snowcapped mountains. I watched as the yellow eyed man surveyed his realm – whose white 
hair and face was oddly familiar. The wasteland wasn’t as deserted as I had originally thought. A mass of Watchers and Nightstalkers seethed around the land, training, preparing, hurting, 
carrying out his will. He turned back and looked directly at me, a smile playing along his delicate lips. Our eyes connected and I knew, I felt, he was aware of me. 
That’s when I woke up. 
My eyes raked my unfamiliar surroundings searching for an enemy, my thoughts still lost in that dry, arid landscape. Sharp moonlight streamed through glass doors. The sofa I was lying on was comfortable, but definitely not my bed. My clothes were different, warm pajamas from my 
house. I looked up and saw an elegant painting decorating the ceiling, which was very tall. It took me a second to recognize Daniel’s living room, the man’s yellow eyes piercing me through my dream. How could a set of eyes affect me so? 
I stood, thinking that if I could look out at the moon, look at something pure, the image would fade. I stumbled over to the glass door, fumbled with the latch, which felt overly complicated in my dazed state, and went out to the large veranda. I plopped down on the stone steps that led out toward the Adams’ flower gardens and took a deep breath. Crickets chirped happily, and a soft breeze billowed around, chilling me slightly around the heat of the evening. I wrapped my arms around my body and breathed in the damp air. 
My vision swirled again, in a very different way than head trauma, as I looked out over the dark. 
A buzzing whine started up around the swirling. I put my hands over my ears and waited for the sound to pass. The noise increased in tempo contrarily, swirling with sounds – a scratching tap, clinking of glass, soft music playing, the sound of a squirrel scampering around, the soft pad of deer through the woods, whispers, more whispering, then:
“I very specifically told you not to come here! I told you I would call you with my answer. I don’t need a sitter, and I don’t need Odette meddling in my life more than she already has!” I heard Daniel say from…somewhere. 
“But your choices affect us all, Daniel, dear,” a sultry voice replied with a hint of a French accent. The voice was feminine and undeniably attractive. “The girl is too important to risk on your stubbornness.” 
“Is that why you’re here? Did you come to get a look at her? I won’t allow it. She’s not Odette’s plaything, either.” 
“Odette is not playing a game, merely trying to prevent what you have seen. Besides, phone calls are too easily traced. What we have to discuss should remain between us, I think.” 
“I haven’t made my choice. I told you that already,” Daniel said. 
“Odette says otherwise,” the woman said. 
“Oh, and what does the ‘all powerful’ seer see?” Daniel asked scathingly. 
“She has seen that the proposition I have brought before you will come to pass. You can’t resist. 
It means lives saved, and it means continuing your mission of atonement. But when you decide to go matters as much as if you go. If you are not there by Tuesday everything you hope for will die.” 
“I don’t need vague hints and cryptic messages from some two-bit pawn of a meddling Elder, who has nothing better to do than to try and coerce me to join her hapless crusade,” Daniel said. 
“Odette is your friend, Daniel. It is Odette who has protected the girl...who has made her presence felt against a full out attack on your people. You should also keep in mind that in this world you need powerful people backing you. You need allies, not enemies, and your list of enemies seems to grow by the day.” 
“Was that a threat?” Daniel asked. 
“A reminder.” 
“Serenity…you can take you ‘reminders’ and shove them up your entitled ass,” Daniel said. 
“I’ve never heard you be so ungentlemanly. You must be upset.” I heard the sound of high heels on stone as the woman ‘Serenity’ started walking. “I can help take you mind off your worries…
just like the old days.” 
“You never took my mind off anything.” His words were harsh, a rebuke. 
“Darling, I would love to play this game with you all night, but I must be going. The offer stands. You know where to come if you decide to listen to common sense.” 
I heard a much closer sound in front of me and looked up. Out from the tall hedges Daniel and a woman appeared at the bottom of the steps I was perched on. “It was lovely to see you again,” 
Serenity said as they paused near the shrubbery. 
I peered through the darkness, wanting to see the owner of that decidedly feminine, sultry voice. 
Someone inside the house obligingly turned on a light. It cascaded through the window, casting its shade on the hard stone. I didn’t like what I saw. Her face was elegant and beautiful, the dark ebony skin unmarked by time. Dark black hair trailed down to her thin shoulders. She wore a dark purple dress with black shoes I would look ridiculous in. The sultriness I had heard in her voice carried over to her form, filling out the dress with unrelenting curves. 
“Enchanting,” Daniel said, pushing away the hand she had placed on his arm. 
She smiled. “I’ll be waiting.” 
He nodded and didn’t reply his face twisted into indecision and anger. She glanced up the steps at me, obviously aware of my presence, and I saw her eyes were a sharp gold. They cut through the darkness eerily, like a wolf’s. She smiled at me and bent toward Daniel to give him a 
goodbye kiss. Then she was gone, leaving Daniel to the company of the wind whispering 
through the hedgerows, the pale moonlight, and, of course, me. 
He waited a minute – his hands tucked in his pockets as he stared after her – then he started his slow way up the stairs. He paused on the third stair up, his eyes large, finally noticing me. I would have found his expression of surprise and boyish alarm amusing had I not been seething around the headache. 
“You’re up…” he began cautiously. “I thought you would be out for the rest of the night.” 
“Did you?” 
He rearranged his expression and came up the rest of the stairs. “How do you feel?” 
I pointed to where Serenity had disappeared, my face a question. I wasn’t in the mood for his distractions. 
He made a face and explained quickly, “She’s an old friend. Knew Jackson from the Second 
World War. He was stationed in France. Lied about his age to get in the army, and met her 
during a mission with the French Resistance.” 
“Where’s Jackson?” I asked. “Surely he wouldn’t want to miss out on seeing his ‘old friend’?” 
“He’s…” I saw a lie forming. 
I shook my head. “Forget it. If you don’t want to tell me who Serenity is, or why you have to be somewhere by Tuesday then just….just forget it.” 
I stood up, my anger overriding my pain, and went inside, to cut-through to the front of the house. I would find a way home, even if it meant stealing one of the cars. It was better than being lied to. He ran after me and caught my arm, blocking the way. His green eyes danced with black anger. “You have no right…you have no idea what I’ve put up with…what I’ve had to do…” 
“That’s right. You know why? You’re not telling me a damn thing!” 
“You can’t think of a single reason why not, huh?!” he snapped back. “Like the fact that you do stupid stuff without thinking?” 
My hands clenched and unclenched in anger as a thought occurred. The pieces of his actions and this meeting merged together into a situation that made sense. “You’re going to leave, and you want to leave me here, don’t you?” 
He didn’t reply. His eyes bored into mine in sudden fear. 
“Don’t you?!!” I yelled. 
“I don’t know!” he yelled back. 
Beatrice and Han appeared in the door that led to their tower lab, their eyes alarmed. Jackson hovered on the massive steps that lead upstairs. “Is everything okay?” Han asked. 
“No!” I growled. I stomped past them and opened the door. Daniel caught up with me again, but I threw his hand off. 
“You’re not leaving like this,” he said. The black was gone from his eyes. They were more panicked now, less upset. He saw I was serious and something about that terrified him. 
“To hell I’m not!” 
He put his hands in front of me in the air, a peace offering. “What do want me to do? I’ll do it.” 
Beatrice and Han disappeared back up the stairs giving us space. Jackson lingered a moment more, his eyes curious. 
“Tell me the truth!” I demanded. 
He crossed his arms and sucked in a harsh breath. “Serenity was here because she is one of my contacts. I went to meet her…instead of helping Beatrice, like I said I was.” His nostrils flared, and his hands clenched in anger. “She has found a way for me to find out why Marcus is after you, and possibly get enough information to find out where he is.” 
“And?” I demanded impatiently. “What’s the plan?” 
“Can we sit like civilized people first?” 
I still had one foot out the door. I realized it probably wasn’t the best way to find out 
information. I nodded and followed him back to the living room. I sat on the sofa, my arms crossed and my feet ready to move in case I sensed another lie. He perched on the edge on the coffee table, so he was facing me. He looked down at his strong hands for a long moment, 
collecting his thoughts. “Marcus trusts no one, a byproduct of his youth, but he’s always 
practical. In cities all across the world he has nests, which are a collection of Seekers. It’s where he does his recruiting and training for that city, and it’s where he holds other Watchers to sell them on the black market. In New Orleans his old recruiter met an unexpected end through….an encounter. Stupidity on his part; he messed with the wrong group of people. Marcus is in need of a replacement.” 
“And you’re going to be the replacement?” I asked. 
“No, of course not. Marcus picks out replacements personally. He would know me in an instant. 
The man that Serenity thinks they are going to choose is relatively new, but brutal, a perfect candidate to lead the Seekers down there.” He paused thoughtfully. “The thing about the men Marcus chooses is that they are, to a fault, paranoid. They spend a lot of time right at first securing their power in the nests, getting rid of old hands – allies are always needed. Serenity suggested that I let myself be recruited, then worm my way up to the new leader’s ear.” 
“That’s…” I thought about it, “extremely dangerous, doomed to fail, and rationally, will never work.” 
“You think I shouldn’t go?” he asked. His eyes sparkled with determination to go despite my answer. 
“I think you should take me along.” 
He was surprised. “No.” 
“Yes.” 
“No.” 
“You can’t act like it’s okay for you to go into danger, and not me. You’re going, despite the danger. So am I,” I said. 
“Just because I’m thinking about doing something dangerous, doesn’t mean you need to stick your neck out, too,” he said. 
“I can take care of myself. Besides, the last place they would expect me to be is in a city where a nest is. They would never think I’d go walking into the lion’s den,” I said. 
“Because that would be amazingly foolish…” His eyes lit up as a way to get me to stay occurred to him. “What about Ellen? Are you just going to leave her?” 
I hesitated. What about Ellen? “Ellen and I will talk. She’ll let me go if I explain my reasoning. 
She trusts me.” It came out harsher than I’d intended. 
“But can you leave her? Can you leave everything you know to hunt Marcus? I don’t know how long it will take…I don’t know if it will even work. We might be talking weeks, and we might be talking years. Can you stand to be away for that long? Can you give up so much? High school…
college…normalcy…gone,” he said. 
“I have to do what I know is right. The only way to really protect her is to get rid of the threat. 
Plus, if you are right about this life, I know I will be faced with that choice eventually anyways. 
My years will be longer than hers that go beyond normal. And I know that I won’t be away from you for that long. I simply won’t.” 
He smiled, then something occurred to him. His face fell and he stood. He backed away from me and what I was suggesting. “No…No…You’re not coming. I won’t be there to watch out for 
you. What if something happens?” he asked. 
“What were you planning on doing with me?” I asked tartly. “Stuff me into a box until you 
return? Not going to happen. Besides, I get the feeling a new leader for one of these nests means a lot of violence. I can help protect people. I may not be super human yet, but I can I help carry on your mission of saving people.” 
“Especially if Margaret and I go with you,” Jackson said walking into the room. He had been eavesdropping on us, not as ‘gone’ as I had thought. 
Daniel threw up his hands in exasperation. I think he had been counting on Jackson to keep me here, my figurative ‘box’ until Daniel returned. “I can’t take the whole world with me!” Daniel said. 
“You’re over thinking it, Danny,” Jackson replied. 
“Am I? These people are trained to track Watchers. They are trained to find people like Clare, like Margaret, like you. They would find you.” 
“We’ve managed to not get caught before,” Jackson said indifferently, plopping down on the sofa next to me. “And this place doesn’t seem to be that safe anymore. Not after tonight…. Tell you what, I’ll duel you for it. If I win Margaret and I, along with Ms. Stubborn of course, can come along without any complaints on your part. If you win, we all stay here and hate you from afar.” 
“I can live with that compromise,” Daniel said eagerly. “Rules?” 
“No use of talents. Man to man. Weapon?” 
“Sword,” Daniel said with a grin. 
They both stood and sized the other up with a professional eye. 
“Clare, can you referee?” Jackson asked not looking away from Daniel as he spoke. 
The headache was back now that I wasn’t angry anymore, but this was my chance to be a part of Daniel’s next adventure. I was willing to do whatever it took to go with him…in a way that meant me not having to find my own way to New Orleans. I pushed away the pain of the 
headache and focused on what we were doing. 
“I don’t really follow what we are doing,” I admitted. 
“Daniel and I are going to fence. The winner takes all,” Jackson said. 
“What are the rules? I’ve never done it,” I said. 
Daniel looked at me in mock shock. “You mean Ellen didn’t put you in that class, too?” 
“No, we never got around to fencing,” I admitted. 
“The way we play it is that the first person to get five strikes on the torso is the winner,” Jackson explained. “Has to be the torso.” 
“Okay.” 
Daniel disappeared upstairs, so eager to make us all stay in King’s Cross that he took the stairs three at a time. When he came back, he was carrying two fencing foils with a smirk on his 
handsome face. He thought he couldn’t lose. I hoped, for the first time since meeting him, that he lost spectacularly. 



Chapter 4
They took their weapons – Jackson with a wicked flourish of sound – and faced each other in the living room. They bowed formally, smiles tugging at the corners of their mouths despite the serious nature of what was riding on this contest. They started circling around the open area, looking professional and deadly. Both held their swords low as they eyed each other. Daniel made the first lunge. It was fast, but Jackson fended him off with a swift block and an even faster counter attack. Daniel blocked, made a feint, and swiped at Jackson’s head in one fluid motion, but Jackson managed to block that, too. And on it went. I watched as they danced around each other in fascinated wonder. There was a grace about what they were doing, a sense of history, skill, and sportsmanship. I was impressed with Daniel all over again. 
Daniel scored the first point. I started to clap automatically, but stopped when I remembered I wanted him to loose. Jackson smirked mysteriously as they backed up and got back into the 
starting position again. In the next instant I knew why. In a flurry of aggressive movement he spun Daniel’s sword out of his hand and caught him square in the chest. Daniel was surprised for a brief moment, then his eyes narrowed dangerously. He went over and picked his sword up from next to the large fireplace. They started moving again, more intense, fevered, and I had to back into the kitchen to watch. Jackson managed to score three more points on Daniel in quick 
succession, his smirk turning into a wide grin. Daniel’s expression switched to chagrin, as if he thought he had been conned into doing something he didn’t want to do. He managed to score one more point on Jackson, before Jackson’s final point. 
“Yes!” I yelled as the foil hit Daniel in the chest, right over his heart. “Ha!” I grabbed my head at the pounding and had to lean against the wall for support. I kept grinning, though. This would be the beginning of the pact I had made with myself. This would be the end of running. 
Daniel eyed Jackson suspiciously. “You’ve been practicing with Han?” 
“I’ve been learning constructive things, while you and Ms. Stubborn have been off doing…
heaven knows what.” 
“Damn.” 
Daniel set his foil on the table and came over to me. He was trying hard not to smile. “I have conditions,” Daniel said to me. 
He always had conditions. 
“What?” I demanded. 
“If I tell you do something you don’t like, you do it, no questions. There will always be a good reason. And you don’t go wandering off on your own. Ever. No stunts…no stubbornness…” He 
paused, obviously trying to think of more things to list. 
“Okay,” I said with a shrug. 
He glared at me and my tone, not trusting how easily I agreed. 
“That’s just common sense, and I can’t argue anymore tonight.” I reached out and touched his face, bridging the distance the fight, and the secrets he’d been keeping from me, had caused. “Do you have an aspirin?” 
“What’s this?!” Beatrice walked into the living room, following the sounds of fighting. “Put the sofa back right this instant! And is that a sword on my antique table? The table I got from France during the Revolution?” Daniel and Jackson stared at Beatrice like school boys caught smoking cigarettes. “Clean it up!” she barked. Her hands were on her hips, and her face was angry. Tigers would have been terrified of her expression. 
They started moving instantly at her command, their faces sheepish, knowing better than to argue. Somewhere between righting furniture and avoiding Beatrice’s stern gaze, Daniel found me an aspirin. I took it gratefully. 
When the living room no longer resembled a war zone, Daniel came back over. “I have a 
question.” 
“Yes. ‘Perfect Strangers,’ was the second best song Deep Purple recorded,” I answered from my place next to Beatrice. 
He chuckled and shook his head, obviously wanting to disagree. He asked instead, “How did you know what Serenity said to me?” 
I avoided both Beatrice’s and Daniel’s eyes, embarrassed to get caught eavesdropping. It was not my most favorite habit in the world. “I heard you,” I admitted. 
“Really?” he asked. 
“Yes. Really. I didn’t listen on purpose, but it was sort of the loudest thing around so…” 
“What is it?” Beatrice asked when she caught sight of Daniel’s face. 
“She’s starting to develop hearing abilities…and the ability to convert languages,” Daniel replied. 
“That’s ridiculous!” I protested with a laugh. 
The only thing I could do with any certainty was read minds, and I hardly thought of that as a gift. More like the greatest annoyance in the history of the world. 
“We were at the lake when we had most of our discussion, and we were speaking in French,” 
Daniel said. 
“No, you weren’t!” I scoffed. 
“We most definitely were,” he said firmly. 
“A person can’t just understand another language instantly!” I retorted, crossing my arms for emphasis. 
“See?” he said to Beatrice. She nodded as if he had just proved that two plus two equaled four. 
“I was speaking German just then,” he told me. 
“Interesting. It appears that her mental abilities of recognition and interpreting are developing at a linear rate, while her physical abilities are tied into her anger.” 
“Couldn’t you argue that her physical abilities are mental, if it’s tied into her anger?” Han asked. 
He had waited until the cleanup was finished, and it was safe to be around Beatrice, before joining us. 
“Yes, one could argue such,” Beatrice agreed. “How, then, are her abilities developing?” 
They started discussing how to classify my abilities, and what it meant, and how I could do some things but not others. They kept returning to what they had learned about my blood. I tried to focus on their science talk, but the aspirin hadn’t kicked in yet, and their words simply made my head hurt worse. Daniel noticed my exhaustion first. He took my hand and pulled me over to the recently righted couch. I put my feet in his lap and rested my head on the cushiony pillow. He rubbed my feet as I mentally went over the events of the night, feeling conflicted and slightly overwhelmed. We sat in silence for a long time, everyone eventually finding their way out of the room. 
When we were alone Daniel said, “You’re really coming to New Orleans.” 
“Yes. I am,” I replied. 
“I can’t shake this feeling that everything is about change,” he said. 
“Change isn’t necessarily bad,” I said, closing my eyes. 
“Humph,” he replied. He kept up his slow rub on my feet, making me feel even sleepier and 
warm. “But I can’t see which way the change is coming from,” he said very quietly. 
“Daniel…” I sighed with my eyes still closed, “let’s worry about it tomorrow….” 
“It is tomorrow,” he said. 
“You know what I mean…” I mumbled. I was already drifting off. As I fell asleep, I heard him start to hum a sad, old, melody. Between one melodic note and the next, I shifted into a more peaceful sleep than the one I had woken from. 
I woke up to talking. I blinked to clear away the sleep and the strange dreams of foreign places. 
Daniel was in the same spot as last night looking as if he hadn’t moved an inch. He played with my toes as if, during the night, he had decided to adopt them. He smiled when he saw me wake, but he didn’t get a chance to say anything. 
“She’s up! Alex, she’s awake!” Right. That was what had woken me up. I tilted my head back and saw Ellen and Alex at the long table eating a banquet of breakfast food. Ellen ran over and put her arms around me. “I was so worried. When I came by last night you were asleep, and I didn’t get to talk to you, but you looked so pale...” 
“I’m fine, Mom. Just a bit banged up.” 
“Just a bit banged up!” she repeated. “Getting a bruise is getting banged up! Not getting 
stitches!” 
“You came by last night?” I asked to divert. 
“Yeah. I forced Margaret, when they finally got a hold of me, but they thought it was better for me to go back home. I brought your pajamas, because Daniel said your clothes were soaked…
which reminds me! Change of clothes!” She pulled out a set of clothes, her cute face happy at remembering. 
I took the clothes she pulled out of her bag, knowing she loved doing ‘mom’ things like that. 
“Thanks,” I said. 
“Are you hungry?” Daniel asked me. 
“Starving,” I admitted. 
“Daniel made enough to feed the whole state,” Alex said from where she was hovering over 
Ellen’s shoulder. “He’s probably trying to make you a un-beanpole.” 
I ignored her comment about my lean frame and sat up. The table was laden with heavy dishes overflowing with food. Daniel and his family didn’t need to eat, so any kind of food in the house was ridiculous. “Where’d you get the food?” I asked, amused. 
“I didn’t get to make you dinner, so I thought I’d make you breakfast instead,” he replied, not answering my question. 
Alex pulled me up the rest of the way, gave me a quick hug, and led me over to the heavenly smelling food. She forced me to sit in the chair, and Ellen pushed a plate in my direction. As I ate, Ellen chatted about her date and anything but the serious things we all need to discuss. 
Daniel sat next to me in comfortable silence. He had made his choice and had come to terms with mine. It was my role to convince Ellen now. Despite the fact that she was talking a million miles a minute to cover her anxiety, Ellen saw my thoughts on my face. There’s that look again. 

What is she thinking? Is she thinking I’ve been selfish by staying here? I should have left
earlier…This is all my fault. 
“Mom…” I interrupted her thoughts. “Don’t think that. Ever.” 
“We should have left when you were attacked. I trust Daniel,” she reached out and patted his hand, “but you wouldn’t have gotten attacked if we were here. We were never attacked before.” 
“That was luck,” I said. 
She shook her head, disagreeing, but not wanting to argue in circles. “So, what do we do now?” 
“Um…” They all looked at me. “Mom, I need to talk to you about something.” 
“Oh, God…” she said. 
“I’m, uh, I’ve decided, well…” I searched for a way to begin that wouldn’t hurt her feelings. 
“Since when do you have trouble with words?” Ellen asked. 
“Since I’ve decided to do something reckless, stupid, and dangerous…all without your 
supervision,” I admitted. 
“Something else that’s dangerous, you mean,” Ellen said pointedly. What kind of dangerous?  she asked with her thoughts afraid to say it out loud. 
“Daniel is going on a mission to New Orleans to find a way close to Marcus, and I’m going with him,” I said. 
“Are you?” she asked, her eyes narrowing at my words. 
“Yes,” I said. “I figure the only way I can stop the attacks is by going to the source. I can’t sit here anymore and pretend like I’m not a ticking time bomb.” 
“So, you’re telling me you’re going to New Orleans under the supervision of your boyfriend to search out a crazy Watcher who will most likely kill you if he finds you?” she asked to be sure. 
“Well, Daniel is searching for information. I’ll be with Jackson and Margaret helping innocent people escape from bad Seekers.” 
“That’s so much better,” she said dryly. 
“It’s what I have to do,” I told her. 
Alex had been x-raying me with her baby blues. It was hard to avoid her stare. Her thoughts were silent from me, but her eyes said it all. Anger, hurt, determination, and a desire I had seen only once, lit a cool fire in her eyes. I shifted away from her gaze determined I wouldn’t let her make me feel guilty about my choice. 
Ellen was running through reasons for my choice. She got up, finally, and came around the table. 
She knelt next to my chair. “I understand why…I just don’t like how. Can I come with you?” she asked softly. 
“Mom, the whole point of this is to keep you and the others safe.” 
“I’ve known since you were born that you were different, that you wouldn’t get the chance to live the life others get, but I had hoped this moment wouldn’t come so soon. I had hoped I could protect you from it, but now that we’re here…I’m so proud of you, sweetie,” she said. 
“Does this mean I can go?” 
“I, of all people, know that when a person feels compelled to do something they have to do it. 
I’m just proud that you’re leaving for the right reason instead of a selfish one,” she said. Like I
did. 
“Maybe there is a little selfishness in there,” I said thoughtfully. “But I think my reasons are good.” 
She reached out and put her hand on mine, gripping it forcefully. “You’re going to be careful, and come back as soon as you have answers, you hear me?” 
I laughed, while a swoop of regret tried to make me stay. “Yes, Mom” 
“And you’ll call every single day?” Her thoughts were suddenly a scrambled mess, and I didn’t know if she was doing it on purpose or more worked up than she was letting on. 
“That might be a little tricky,” Daniel said. “Calls are easily traced, and the people who are tracking us definitely have the resources for those kinds of traces. We’ll have to be careful.” 
He tapped impatiently on the table despite his appearance of calm. I think a part of him had been hoping Ellen would forbid me to go, would make me feel guilty enough to stay. He didn’t 
understand how understanding Ellen could be. Or else he had underestimated Ellen’s ability to know when a person had to do something for reasons that didn’t always make sense. 
Ellen let out a long sigh then her honey brown eyes narrowed with fierce emotion. She pointed a finger at Daniel. “You take care of her,” she demanded of him. 
“Forever,” he replied. 
Ellen gave my hand an extra squeeze and stood. She took a moment to compose her thoughts. 
“When are you leaving?” she asked. 
“Tomorrow. We’re going to drive,” Daniel said for me. 
“You’re going to drive to New Orleans?” Alex asked. 
“It’s the best way to stay off the radar. It would look a bit funny if I showed up with a bunch of Watchers in tow to get myself recruited by Marcus’s new pet down there. They will do their homework on me, and I have to look the part…desperate and alone.” 
“You make it sound like they’re everywhere, and that they can hack into anything,” I scoffed. 
“Yes,” he agreed. 
“Oh.” 
“We have a lot to do before tomorrow,” Ellen said as casually as she could manage. “Stories to tell the school, and packing, and whatever, so, I think we should get started.” 
I knew she really just wanted to spend time with me before I left. I didn’t have to tell her that I didn’t have a clue how long this mission would take; that we could be gone for months, maybe longer. She knew. She always knew the things I didn’t say. 
I changed into my clothes in one of the many rooms on the second floor. I heard Margaret and Jackson talking in low voices from the room Beatrice and Han gave them whenever they stayed. 
Most of their conversation was out of my range of hearing, but the words which escaped the confines of the room were words of preparation and determination. At least, they weren’t 
worried I would die a horrible death the moment I stepped out of King’s Cross. They were 
focused on the mission, not the likely outcomes. I appreciated they were coming for that fact alone. Worry wouldn’t make this any easier. 
I finished changing and went back downstairs. Ellen and Daniel were in deep conversation again, while Alex chatted with Beatrice. Alex avoided my gaze, her normally bubbly smile gone. 
Beatrice was somber as well, her radiant face heavy with the weight of what we were all 
preparing to do. I knew she was used to Daniel going on missions, but she never liked them; she could never stop the worry that accompanied each of his trips out of town. 
As soon as she saw me, Ellen popped off the sofa, scrambling her thoughts. “Ready?” she asked me. 
“Yep,” I said. 
Daniel took my hand to talk privately. I’m going to follow in a moment, to keep an eye on things,
but I think you should have this day with your mom. I’ll be close if anything happens. 

Okay. 
I released his hand reluctantly and followed Alex and Ellen down the hall, after a sad goodbye hug from Beatrice and Han. My feet dragged a bit as I savored the sights around me. The overly large fireplace, the exposed ceiling, the stone floors and lush carpets – they had become as much a home as my house. And now I was saying goodbye. The first of several, I was sure. 
The drive home was silent. Alex wasn’t speaking to me, and Ellen was contemplating if she had made the right decision. I could understand Ellen’s thoughts of fear and confliction, but was having trouble understanding Alex’s huffy silence. I tried to listen in to her thoughts, but she wasn’t that easy. 
When we got home, Alex didn’t waste any time getting to her Jeep, slamming her door, and 
barreling off down the street with only the briefest of goodbyes to Ellen and an angry glare at me. Ellen and I watched her leave from our front yard. 
“What was that about?” I asked, confused and a little hurt she would leave so abruptly. 
Ellen sighed. “Sweetie…you’ve just decided to run off on an adventure, a scary adventure, but an adventure none-the-less. She’s hurt you’re doing it without her, especially since she is so invested in your life now.” 
“Oh…” I found Ellen’s eyes. “She’ll forgive me, right?” 
Ellen’s eyes went to harass the ground. “I’m sure she will…eventually.” She sighed and shook her head. Then, not wanting to spend the day in sadness, she grabbed hold of my arm and pulled me close. “What outrageous story should I tell the neighbors to explain your disappearance?” 
“Alien abduction,” I said. 
“Nah, they’d believe that too easily…” 
“I got a contract to Sumo wrestle in Japan,” I offered. 
“How about you joined the circus?” she asked. 
“Hm…I don’t think that would work. Everyone knows I have a fear of clowns.” 
She laughed, and led me to the porch swing, offering more suggestions. We sat, talking over the stories we would feed the neighbors, the stories growing more ridiculous with the passing 
moments. Rocking companionably, it wasn’t long before our conversation shifted to other 
stories, stories from her childhood and the swing we were rocking on, and I knew I was facing another goodbye – a sendoff from her past and the house I had grown to love. It was almost as difficult as the knowledge that, after tomorrow, there was a possibility I would never see Ellen again. There was a possibility I wouldn’t come home alive. 
When I woke up the next morning it was early. A slow dawn crept over the dewed grass of my back lawn. The window I had left open brought me scents of summer and the steady growth of the old forest. My head pounded, and my neck throbbed, from my injury, but I knew they 
weren’t the reason for the bad feeling in my gut. I rolled over, feeling a presence next to me on the bed, and saw Daniel. He had a computer on his lap, which he was staring at intensely. When he felt my movement, he looked over and smiled. The smile wavered a bit when he saw my 
expression. He shut the computer and put his hand on the side of my face in compassionate 
understanding. “No one would think any less of you if you stayed.” 
“I would. Did you stay all night?” I asked. 
“Well…just the morning hours. I had to wait for Ellen to go to bed. She had to call Sam to come over, because she was, um...crying.” 
“Oh.” I sat up and avoided looking at the duffle bag she had helped me pack, which was by the chimney in the center of my room. “What time are we leaving?” 
“As soon as Jackson gets back with a proper vehicle.” 
“What’s with the computer?” I asked. 
“It’s a tracking program I designed. It pulls the police database of a city in with state and federal databases and creates a map of the unusual disappearances. It then narrows down the criteria to disappearances related with our kind. I use it to track down Watchers and Nightstalkers killing humans. I was updating it for New Orleans, so Jackson and Margaret could use it.” 
“And me.” 
“And you…” he said. 
“So, it tracks down bad Watchers?” I asked. 
“It tracks down deaths. You have to use your own common sense and skill to find the Watcher. 
This just narrows it down,” he explained. 
“That’s pretty cool.” 
“It’s always worked in the past.” He sat the computer on the ground and rolled out of the bed. He walked around to my side of the bed and held his hands out to help me up. “You should probably shower and get ready. Ellen is about to get up. I’ll go pretend to just arrive while you’re in the shower.” 
“Okay,” I agreed. 
He kissed me lightly and left. I took a moment, savoring the slight breeze in my room and the delicate light on the trees, then gathered my clothes and went to the bathroom to get ready for the day. Ellen was red-eyed, but in control, when I finally went downstairs. Sam held her hand and glared at me as I entered. He didn’t say anything, but his thoughts were in full lawyer, accusation mode. They pointed out every guilty emotion I was feeling. How could you leave her? How can
you put her at risk? Why are you being so selfish in following Daniel? There are other people in
this world beyond you…What of Alex? How could you leave her to what you have done to her? 
His eyes told me he knew I could hear every single accusation. I sat at the table, accepting his blame, and found Daniel’s eyes. He was leaning against the counter, watching the scene with a curious expression on his face. 
“Morning,” I said to the room. I catalogued the people around me. “Is Alex coming by before…” 
“She didn’t say,” Sam said. “She locked herself away in her room and wouldn’t come out when I told her to.” 
“That doesn’t sound like her,” I said, hurt beyond words. 
“Sometimes, people act in ways we don’t like,” Sam said pointedly. 
“Sometimes,” I agreed. 
“Jackson is here,” Daniel said softly. “I’ll get your bag…” 
He was really giving me time to say goodbye. I was upset I wouldn’t get to see Alex, but I couldn’t change her choice; I couldn’t change the fact that I was leaving. I had already made up my mind. Ellen’s brown eyes were a doe’s caught in headlights as she looked at me. She didn’t know what to do now that the time had actually arrived. Her thoughts were panicked that we were really saying goodbye; she kept circling around the idea that it had always been me and her. 
I stood and pulled her into my arms. Her hug was tight and said more than her thoughts. 
She finally held me at arm’s length and smiled, setting aside her panic so that it wouldn’t be last thing I remembered her by. “I’m going to learn how to cook while you’re gone,” she declared. 
“Poor Sam,” I laughed. 
Sam actually smiled. He reached out and gave me a one armed hug, not forgiving me, but not wanting to part on bad terms. “Be careful, and call when you can,” he commanded. 
“I will,” I promised. 
They followed me to the door. Daniel was waiting with Jackson and Margaret on my lawn, the three looking like surreal lawn ornaments as they talked. Beyond them was a minivan. It was old, with duct tape holding the rear window in place, and had a sticker that said, “I hate bumper stickers”. I took that to be an ominous sign. So did Ellen. 
“I feel better about this already,” Ellen muttered to Sam. 
My grin at her words was crooked, but I didn’t let the scary looking van deter me. I waved uncertainly then turned to the van. The first step inside the van was the worst. It smelled of cigarettes and stale sweat as if someone had purposefully rubbed their sweaty body over the seats until they smelled as bad as humanly possible. I started coughing at the smell, but I didn’t back out. I crawled in the back and pretended to look comfortable around my coughing. Jackson and Margaret got in the front with Margaret at the wheel. 
Daniel wrinkled his nose at the smell and joined me in the back, not pretending he was happy with the smell. “Could you have picked a smellier piece of crap?” he asked Jackson. 
“I didn’t have to sign a title,” Jackson said. “Or pull on my contacts for an identity, which keeps us off the radar.” 
“You should have leaned on someone,” Daniel said. 
“Yeah, like someone with an air freshener,” I added. 
I turned in my seat and watched as Ellen and Sam faded out of view, Margaret driving slow 
down the narrow road of my dead-end street. Ellen waved once then turned and put her face in Sam’s shoulder to hide her tears from me. He held her tight, his eyes distant. I settled down into the seat, my arms crossed against the emotions in my chest, and tried not to think of the 
goodbyes. It had felt so simple…so easy. How was it that easy? I watched the flickering trees pass us in a blur of dark morning, and listened to the song Margaret had turned up to prevent Jackson and Daniel from bickering about the van. Jackson pulled out the morning paper and, after a cursory glance at the headlines, turned to the Sudoku. He started filling out numbers as if we weren’t all headed toward the unknown in a minivan. 
Daniel reached across the space and nudged my knee. “You okay?” 
“Yeah...” 
His face was skeptical, but he accepted my confirmation without argument. “Have you ever been to New Orleans?” he asked quietly. 
“Ellen and I stayed there for a week once, but she felt weird there, didn’t like it. We moved to Baton Rouge instead. That lasted for about six months….what?” 
He was staring at me thoughtfully. “Ellen always seems to know what places to avoid and when to move…” he said. 
I shrugged. “It’s called being flighty.” 
“Flighty has probably saved your life.” 
“Maybe. Why?” 
He turned toward me in the van, his long legs searching for a place to stretch out. “New Orleans has always been one of our cities. The fallen ones tend to congregate there for whatever reason, and that inevitably means more of us. Los Angeles is another big one – in America, at least.” 
“Oh. I wonder why.” 
“Because there are more people there,” Daniel said as if it were obvious. “Fallen ones have always been drawn to humanity.” 
“I think certain cities have magic,” I replied, shaking my head at his logic. I’d been through enough of them to know. “Savannah had magic. There was just something there that went 
beyond the people and the buildings. It was in the air, in the smells, in the way the night talked to you. New York is the same way.” 
“So, you’re saying that a place isn’t just made up of the people and buildings, or important simply because of the value we give them?” 
“I think that our conception of places, the conceived value we put to things, affects how we view a place, but I think places can be beautiful or important regardless of how any one person feels about them,” I said. “It’s sort of egocentric to say this place or that place is beautiful because people are there….what about all of nature? What about our lake? Does it stop having value when we leave?” 
“But the idea of value is an idea that only people can put into effect. Value, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. If no one beholds it, how can it retain value?” Daniel said. 
“You’re arguing that a place is limited by value, because of language or thought, right? That if no one is there to value it, it has no value?” I asked. 
“Doesn’t it take a person to think a flower sweet smelling or a forest pretty?” Daniel countered. 
“That’s assuming that people are the only ones that can appreciate life,” I said. 
“I just think that life is limited by thought,” Daniel said. 
“I think, therefore I am?” 
“Something like that,” he agreed. 
“How about I am, therefore I think?” I said. 
“That doesn’t make any sense,” he scoffed. 
“Life usually doesn’t. I think that there are places on this earth, places you and I will probably never see, that have wonderful value – value beyond our imaging. Just because we can’t put words to it yet, or ever, doesn’t mean it’s less,” I said. 
“You’re…you have whimsy!” he said in surprise. 
I laughed at his surprise. “It’s realistic to be a dreamer. Your parents probably know that. Isn’t there a quote…dreamers make the best scientists…” 
“I think you just made that up.” He closed the distance between us and his eyes danced with mine playfully. “But I concede to your point. Perhaps, things have meaning beyond the words we give them.” 
“If this what it’s going to be like being around you two, I think I’d rather stay,” Jackson said. He filled in another number, his tongue perched thoughtfully in the corner of his mouth. Margaret gave a small grunt of agreement. 
“We’re just having a discussion,” Daniel said. 
“You’re going to have to explain to them what that is. I don’t think they know,” I said. 
“How about we discuss what the plan is,” Jackson said. He put the paper down and turned 
around in his seat. 
“There’s not much of a plan. I have to contact Serenity when I get down there, and she’ll set me up with an acquaintance of hers, who is a recruiter for Marcus. I pretend to be a powerful, new Watcher with a penchant for killing. As far as you guys go…well, I can only do so many things.” 
“What’s the best way to handle protecting people while we’re down there?” Jackson asked, 
ignoring the implication that we were all in Daniel’s way. “We’re bound to attract notice if their Seekers start turning up dead. And I think any kind of unusual happenings would be bad for you.” 
“Seekers die all the time. They’ll just figure that they crossed the wrong people. The trick is to not get seen or leave no witnesses…and to not get carried away.” Daniel tapped Jackson’s seat with his foot. “Did you hear me?” 
“No witnesses…got it.” 
“Once you’re in, if you can get in, will you be able to contact us?” I asked. 
“I don’t know,” Daniel replied. “We’ll see when I get down there. I’ll have to get a feel for this new leader first. Gaining his trust won’t be easy.” 
“Trust never is,” I agreed. 
The trip was tedious. Not the way I imagined a grand adventure to start. The progressive, 
monotonous symphony of wheels on pavement lent a throbbing to my already throbbing head. 
After a while, I lost where my headache ended and the sound began. It became engrained in my very being. While the sound was a promise of an unknown future, the conflicting emotions 
raging inside were almost as bad as the circular click of rubber on asphalt. Leaving had never felt this scary. I had always kept one foot ready to hit the road, in case Ellen changed her mind about our latest town – King’s Cross wasn’t even the longest I had ever lived somewhere – but leaving had never been harder. I thought it was because I had never really had a home before. I knew I had to be crazy to give that up – crazy enough to go to New Orleans in a stinking minivan with three people who could kill as easily as I buttered bread. 
The architecture of the landscape subtly shifted and moved with the passing hours, lending itself to long arcs of forever flat that was familiar, yet foreign after being in the mountains for so long. 
I found myself missing the variation of height and width as we trekked ever south. Something else, beyond the oddness of the flat, permeated the very air the further from home we got. It was a feeling of history, of gentle unending time that swept forever in both directions. It was the feeling I got whenever I was in the deep south. The change had an obvious effect on the others. 
Daniel’s eyes became lost in a thousand memories as we passed city after city. Margaret and Jackson were silent – not unusual for Margaret – but I could feel an awareness that wasn’t there in the mountains. It was as if a part of their history was found in the history of the place we were in. It was a past I could only ever know secondhand. 
The city of New Orleans did not tremble and fall to the ground at our approach. In fact, our entrance into the city of soul, voodoo, and blues was unremarkable. I perked up from my book as the city appeared and watched as the buildings passed by. 
Margaret knew the city well, so we were spared the bickering of lost tourists without a map. She drove us to the French Quarter, an area I only remembered vaguely, and let the van idle on the corner of a fancy hotel. We unpacked our stuff in front of elegant, black ironwork of the hotel then she drove off again to ditch the van and find another way back. We had all thought we would be less noticeable without the thing lingering on the corner. 
As she pulled away, I settled my bag over my shoulder and breathed in the moisture of the 
summer air. Droplets of rain clung to the narrow streets, and I knew we had just missed a 
rainstorm. Darkness had covered the city with the night, but the smell of the storm was 
invigorating and renewing. Something in the pit of my stomach responded to the flow of the city, and I, more than ever, agreed with my previous statement. A place could have power. This place was certainly working powerful magic on me. 
Daniel gestured with his head for me to follow him inside the hotel. I remembered our mission, and the fact that nowhere was safe, with the gesture. In that one gesture I saw tension and a cool alertness to the fact that nowhere was really private. 
The interior of the hotel was elegant, yet simple, as if the designer had known elegance wasn’t about cheap baubles meant to distract to beholder. Gold walls and a thick staircase dominated the lobby. Carefully done flower arrangements accentuated the color scheme. People moved around the lobby area, some headed to a late dinner, other the arts scene nearby. Wrapped up in their destinations, no one looked at us twice. 
A man wearing the pressed uniform of the staff perked up when he saw us and quickly stopped texting on his phone. “Can I help you?” he asked, his voice thick with a southern dialect even King’s Cross couldn’t manage. 
Daniel smiled, and his whole face shifted into a look I hated. It was the look that meant he was about to get his own way. It took him a while, the clerk being particularly stubborn, but a hefty tip, and many smiles later, Daniel managed to get us a room paid in cash up front, no questions asked. The man’s eyes raked over our faces carefully, cataloguing details to spread to the rest of the staff later. I just hoped it wasn’t the sort of details that got us noticed by the wrong sorts of people. I assumed it would remain fodder for the bored staff until the next big mystery came along. 
Key cards finally in hand, we went to our rooms to get settled in. As Daniel shut the door to our room with his foot, checking his phone with one hand and carrying his bag with the other, I said in a low voice, “You think this place is low key? If snobby from downstairs doesn’t inform the whole French Quarter about us by the morning I’ll be shocked.” 
Daniel looked up and shut his phone again with a shrug. “They have cable here…and wireless internet.” 
“Most hotels do…” I said. 
“Serenity suggested it,” he said reluctantly. “This area is where our kind with lots of cash stay. 
Watchers with cash always have bodyguards. Starting something here is extremely foolish, so it’s safe.” 
He moved past me and sat down on the large bed. I kept my place in the center of the room. “I knew you’d find a way to be all protective despite being away…” I hesitated. “It seems like we’re putting a lot of trust in this Serenity. Are Jackson and her really that good of friends?” 
“Not really,” he admitted. 
“Okay…” I crossed my arms. “Then why do you trust her?” 
“Because we have no other choice,” he replied. His face told me he didn’t like the idea any more than I did. 
“Uh-huh.” I started pacing. “When do you have to go?” I asked. 
“Tomorrow morning I meet Serenity then she’s going to arrange a meeting with her contact. She has to make it look like she’s not involved, though. They know her down here.” 
“It sounds so Jason Bourne-ish,” I said. 
I looked at the alarm clock by the bed and realized that ‘tomorrow’ wasn’t that far off. Then, I would be stuck with only Margaret and Jackson for company. I wasn’t looking forward to it. For multiple reasons. 
“It’s much more confusing than any movie,” Daniel said. “And a lot less certain the heroes are going to live.” 
That was a great thing to mention on the eve of his departure…I stopped pacing and stared him down, his words scaring me. “You’re going to be careful.” 
He stood and took my hands. His eyes bored into mine. “I am going to be more than careful. 
Careful is going to be jealous about how cautious I will be. It’s going to look at me and go, ‘Man I wish I was that safe about things!’” 
I smiled. “That was the lamest assuring I have ever heard.” I slipped his arms around my waist. 
“But I accept, provided you mean it.” 
“I do.” 
“Good, cause I’ll find you if you don’t,” I promised. 
He smiled and bent forward to kiss me. Just as our lips met, the door linking our room with the central room of the suite burst open. Standing in the middle of the doorway was an extremely irritated Margaret. And beside her, looking for all the world as if we had never parted, was a grinning, smug, Alex. 



Chapter 5
“Alex?” I asked more shocked to see my best friend than I had ever thought I could be. 
“This place is fraking awesome. I thought you guys would be holed up in a sleazy hotel peering out the blinds or something. This is totally opposite of that. Way cool,” she said. She threw her bag on the bed and smiled at the room, approving of the décor. 
Margaret was less inclined to smile, but that was just Margaret. “She could have been followed,” 
Margaret told Daniel as if he were the only one in the room. 
“If she was followed, we were followed,” Daniel said. “You should probably check.” 
Margaret nodded and, with an extra glare at Alex, left the room. 
“I’m more concerned about how Alex got here then if she were followed,” I said. “What the 
heck?” I asked her. 
Alex shrugged as if finding me was nothing. “I rode the bus.” 
“I mean how you found us here in this hotel,” I said. 
“I came to New Orleans then I just sort of…” She pointed to her belly. “Followed my gut…and there you were. I was starting to get a little worried, because of the dark. Oh! Cable TV! Yay.” 
I snatched the remote out of her hand before she could turn the TV on. Daniel and I both crossed our arms and stared at her. She got the message. 
“I wasn’t going to stay behind and let you guys do all the world saving. The fact that you didn’t even offer me the chance to come along was very hurtful, by the way. I mean, really!” She 
paused thoughtfully. “I made a choice. I’m not going to sit idly by and let my best friends risk their necks. Not when I could do something.” 
“‘Something’? You mean run away and follow us down here?” I asked, figuring she hadn’t asked Sam for permission to come. 
“The same ‘something’ you’re doing,” she pointed out. “I have as much a right to hunt down bad Watchers as you do.” Her blue eyes blazed with determination. I knew the look, and I knew there was no reasoning with that look. 
I turned to Daniel for his opinion. His face was thoughtful, but, when he caught my eye, he held up his hands. “This is yours,” he said, opting to not get involved. 
“Great. Thanks,” I said. 
I put my hands on my hips and turned to Alex again. I tried to think about the consequences of her being down here and her possible reasons for coming. I knew one thing for sure: Alex was looking for answers…just like I was. She was searching for answers to her condition and what that condition meant for her future. That she couldn’t even date a boy because of it, was proof she felt the change more than she was letting on. She was also trying to be loyal to her friend, something I had neglected by not offering her the chance to come with me. The fact that she had to sneak after me was proof I had been a bad friend to the only other person who really 
understood how being between two worlds felt. 
“Don’t ever do this again,” I said, willing to let her stay, but unhappy she had done something so dangerous. 
“Only if you promise to not run off on me again,” she said. 
I pulled her into my arms and hugged her tight. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
“Because I can help in your mission?” she asked hopefully. 
“No, because Margaret is a horrible conversationalist and Jackson thinks he’s funny.” 
“I’m always funny,” Jackson said coming into the room. 
“…Looking,” I added. 
“Do you have a phone you don’t mind throwing away?” Daniel asked him. 
“Yeah…why?” 
“Give it to Alex, so she can call her dad.” He turned to Alex. “Keep the call short, but let him know you’re okay. Don’t mention where we are exactly, or that you’re here with us. Get rid of the phone when you’re done.” 
Alex took the phone Jackson offered her with a slow hand. “Okay…” she said, obviously 
unhappy about calling Sam. She walked out of the room, already dialing the number. 
“She said she just walked until she found us…” Jackson said thoughtfully. “How is that even possible?” 
Daniel pointed at me. “They have a connection. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to spend some time with Clare.” He pointed for Jackson to leave. 
“What if I do mind?” Jackson asked. 
Daniel pushed Jackson to get him walking, not being very gentle about the shove. “All right, I’ll go, but only because I was going to scout the area anyway.” 
When Jackson was out, Daniel shut the door with a firm snap. He shook his head and grinned at me. “Friends! Can’t live with them…can’t shoot ‘em!” 
“Why is that when I want to come down here it’s WWIII, but when Alex shows up unannounced 
it’s everything as normal?” I asked him. 
“Because life is unfair,” Daniel replied. 
“Ah. Thanks,” I said. 
He smiled and took my hands again. “Where did we leave off?” 
I smirked and leaned toward him to claim my kiss. 
Daniel left at precisely 8:57 the next morning. The night had faded to a swift, hot, dawn as draining as only the hottest places on earth could be. The parting was very difficult, though I didn’t let him see my fear. 
“Remember what you promised me?” he questioned as we hovered next to our door; a door 
which had not been opened since Daniel had forced Jackson out. 
“Yes.” 
“Good.” He put a hand on my neck. “I’ll try and contact you if I can. But if I can’t…don’t be worried.” 
Yeah…right. 
“If you have to contact us, but can’t overtly do so, we should have a code word or something,” I replied choosing to ignore the stupidity of his statement. Worry would be my best friend until he was back. 
“What would you recommend?” he asked, keeping his eyes glued to mine as if he thought he 
could take a picture. 
“The Shadow?” I questioned. 
“That’s two words,” he said. 
“Code phrase, then,” I replied. 
“I like it.” 
“Who wouldn’t?” I asked. 
He smiled briefly. “Other people. Clare….” he hesitated. 
My heart stuttered and butterflies appeared in my stomach. He didn’t have to say the words forming on his lips. I could see it in his eyes. “I know,” I told him. 
He nodded and kissed me goodbye. His hand rested on the door’s handle for a long moment, and I wondered how hard this was for him – as hard as watching him leave? I saw him fighting 
against the impulse to simply stay and forget the mission. A part of me hoped he would. Instead, he turned the elegant handle and stepped out of the room. He didn’t look back, though I knew he wanted to. I heard him call goodbyes to the others and then, like a soft breeze in summer, he was gone. 
I ran to the window to watch him leave, but my view was of a small fenced in area with round tables and beautiful flowers. I scowled at the pretty flowers, hating them for their unhelpfulness, and abandoned the window. I flopped down on the bed and put my arm over my eyes, counting 
the seconds until he was really gone. The bed creaked slightly as Alex sat on the opposite side. 
She lay back so that her body paralleled mine. We were silent for a long moment then she rolled over and put her head on my shoulder. “Thanks for letting me stay,” she said. 
“Thanks for loving me enough to ride the bus down here,” I replied. 
“What else are best friends for?” she asked. 
“How did Sam take the news?” I asked. 
“He yelled a lot then promised me I would be grounded forever and tried to guilt me into coming home. He even cut me off from my bank…like I didn’t think he would. I pulled all 305.02 out of my account before I came.” 
“That’s smart thinking…” 
“Yep.” She took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Daniel will be fine,” she promised. 
“Yeah…” 
“Clare…can I confess something to you?” Alex asked. 
“Anything,” I said. 
“I’m starving. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse, its saddle, and the grass it was munching on. 
Then, I would probably even eye the owner hungrily.” 
“Cannibal.” 
“Do you think we could get Jackson and Margaret to pay for room service?” she asked. 
“Order it and find out,” I suggested. 
She laughed. “I’m not that stupid.” 
I pulled her to her feet and headed for the door. “Let’s see if we can convince them to feed us, then.” 
Jackson was in the common area, Daniel’s laptop propped on his knees. His long hair was pulled back, and he was wearing clothes similar to the ones Daniel had been wearing. From the slightly shabby, but not too shabby appearance, I understood them to be camouflage. He wouldn’t be out of place in a lot of places. He kept his eyes glued to the screen as he spoke. “I ordered food.” 
“Hey, thanks,” Alex said happily. 
I pointed at the laptop. “So, what now? How can I help?” 
“How can we help?” Alex corrected. 
“What she said,” I said. 
“We could always use more information. And we could use someone to sort all this data. Danny designed this thing for disappearances, but it doesn’t account for people running away and your normal human murders. It’s a lot of data to sort through,” he told us. 
“Data sorters?” I asked in distaste. 
“I’ll do it,” Alex said. “I like lists.” 
“All right.” Jackson gestured her over and showed her the logistics of the program. 
They were just getting into ways to track everything when there was a knock on the door. 
Jackson got up at the sound – his head tilted so he could listen – and peered through the 
peephole. He opened the door slightly when he was convinced the person on the other side 
wasn’t an axe murderer. He talked to the person on the other end for a moment then handed 
whoever it was a bill. He waited until the person was gone then opened the door the rest of the way. A cart full of food was on the other side. 
“Yummy!” Alex said. 
Jackson wheeled the cart in, and Alex started picking pieces of food off the platters. “I forgot to mention…” he said slowly. “Don’t open the door unless Margaret or myself is here. If its 
housekeeping, tell them to come back.” 
“Are you actually making a rule?” I asked in mock surprise. 
“Yes. This is different world down here. Caution is key. You never know who is lurking about.” 
“Makes sense,” I said. 
“This is heavenly…Clare, eat a Danish,” Alex said. 
I made a face of disgust and joined her at the cart. I stayed away from the Danish side and picked a muffin instead. “Did you guys learn anything last night?” I asked Jackson. 
He shrugged. “You don’t learn much from one night roaming the streets.” 
“But you still learn a little,” I said. 
His grin was lopsided. “We know there have been more than your usual amount of 
disappearances, but it’s all homeless people, and people who don’t have any families to claim them.” 
“So…no bad guys lurking menacingly in the shadows?” I asked. 
“Plenty of bad guys, but your normal bad guys. Not much I can do about them,” he said. 
“There’s loads you could do!” I argued. 
“Kill them all? Then we would be as bad as those we’re trying to stop.” 
I hesitated. Limits felt a lot different when I wasn’t the one having to do that actual killing. “Are you channeling Daniel today?” I asked. 
“Someone here has to have a conscience,” he said. 
“Thanks,” I replied. 
Jackson went to the front door. “I’m going to go find Margaret. Keep this door locked, and stay here.” 
I sighed. “Yeah, yeah…” 
He looked confused for a moment and said something Daniel never would have as he paused at the door, “I helped you come down here, so you could sit in a room? I’m very disappointed in you, Clare.” 
“You want me to run off?” I asked incredulously. 
“No, but I had hoped you would put up more of a fight,” he said cryptically. 
The door shut and Alex and I were left to exchange confused glances. 
“He brought you down here, so you could get in trouble?” Alex asked. 
“Trouble follows me wherever I go. He understands that…probably more than Daniel does,” I 
said. 
“Daniel has more optimism,” Alex said. 
“I suppose,” I replied. 
I flopped down on the sofa and looked around the room. Golden light streamed in from the 
windows. The fancy furniture captured the light perfectly, settling it around everything with a calm familiarity. A hazy sense of peace enveloped the room, but I had never felt more restless and agitated. Alex picked another pastry off the cart and plopped down next to me as I twitched uncontrollably. If she noticed my agitation, she didn’t mention it. She started talking to me as if we were home, as if everything were normal. It helped a little. It was enough to distract me from the fact that Daniel was definitely not in the hotel anymore. 
Jackson was gone for most of the morning. When he came back, Margaret was with him. Her 
face was impassive, but I could tell something had happened. 
Alex was faster with her questions. “Did you run into a Watcher?” 
“‘Run into’ sounds so lazy,” Jackson corrected. “Margaret tracked one down.” 
“What happened?” I asked. 
“The usual,” Jackson said. “Oh…I bought these for you while I was out.” He pulled two small phones out of his back pocket. “They’re for emergencies only. If you call a number that might be tapped, get rid of the phone immediately.” He held the phones out to us. 
“Wow. I feel like we’re channeling the A-Team right now,” I said as I took mine. 
“I really, really want to make fun of you for that reference,” Alex said, “but, unfortunately, it’s not as outdated as I’d like. I will make fun of you for referencing the TV show.” 
“Don’t tell me you’ve never heard Mr. T pity a fool! And at least I don’t love Walker Texas Ranger…” I said. 
“Chuck Norris could kick Mr. T’s ass any day of the week!” Alex said. 
“How is the data sorting going?” Jackson asked Alex, probably to shut us up. 
“Oh…I forgot about that. Clare distracted me,” Alex admitted. 
“Margaret and I are going back out tonight, and we’d love to not simply wander around 
aimlessly,” he said pointedly. 
“Right. Data sorting…” Alex said. She pulled the laptop toward her and started examining the dots with a level of concentration I envied. 
I watched Alex watch the screen for a minute, fast realizing that data sorting was a one woman job. Plus, I hadn’t come down all this way to watch a screen. “Can I go out tonight with you guys?” I asked Jackson. 
“No, not tonight,” he said. 
“Tomorrow?” I asked. 
“We’ll see,” he replied. 
Something in the tone of his voice had me doubting it. Had Margaret’s encounter with the 
Watcher made him rethink his promise to let me help save people? Did he think I was too human for such a deadly encounter? I looked down at my hands. What would have happened if I had 
encountered the Watcher instead of Margaret? Would they have casually uttered ‘the usual’? I doubted that, too. Frustration and helplessness welled up inside as he left to join Margaret in their room. 
Two long days passed with me cramped in that godforsaken room. At the eve of both days I 
asked Jackson if I could go out only to be met with “maybe tomorrow.” 
The idea that Daniel was out risking his neck, while I was locked away in a room, was driving me crazy. Alex wasn’t as affected. She stayed glued to the computer, directing Jackson and Margaret to the areas with the most activity. There was another encounter, another ‘usual’ result, but nothing worth mentioning twice... at least, not to Margaret and Jackson, who were rather blasé about their extracurricular activities. 
On the morning of the third day, we got news from Daniel. 
Alex was at the laptop while I paced from my room to the living area in restless energy. 
Margaret stepped in front of me, one eyebrow raised. I thought she was going to make a 
comment about my pacing, when, instead, she handed me the note. 
Confused, I unfolded the scrap paper and saw Daniel’s handwriting: Serenity’s contact was 

good. I was taken to the nest, and managed to convince them not to sell me into 

slavery, which is good. I start the initiation process today. I have to do some 

ritual they call the ‘gambit,’ to become part of their nest. I won’t be able to 

contact you for a while. Be safe. The Shadow
I read the letter three times. It was far from reassuring. But at least he hadn’t been murdered…or sold into slavery, which apparently had been a risk he hadn’t shared with me. 
“Define ‘a while,’” I muttered to the paper, annoyed at his vagueness. “Getting sold into slavery was a risk?” I asked Margaret. 
She nodded and her violet eyes were strangely sympathetic. “Every single day…We’re going out again this morning. Stay here.” 
“Sit. Stay. Roll over. Woof,” I said. 
“Right,” Margaret agreed. Her black hair swayed gently as she turned from me to join Jackson. 
They left quietly, their hands linked as the mentally communicated with each other...I assumed they were communicating ways to annoy me more. 
I went back to pacing. Alex stared at the monitor and ignored me, used to my pacing by now. But I’d had enough. “I drove ten hours in a smelly van to get locked in a room!” I said to nobody. I paced back into my room. “While they just breeze in and out, as if they were on a long vacation! 
Sit, Clare, stay in this room, Clare, go insane Clare! And Daniel…sending me that stupid note! 
What about it is supposed to make me feel better?” I brandished it in furious agitation. 
Alex shut the laptop and moved so she was blocking my path. “Let’s go do something, then. 
Jackson and Margaret aren’t our parents.” 
“What did you have in mind?” I asked. 
“Shopping,” Alex said automatically. 
I groaned. 
“Oh, it’ll be fun…and it’s a lot safer than running around looking for trouble,” Alex said. 
It didn’t take me long to come to a decision. “All right, but let’s be careful.” 
“Careful?” 
“As in, go out the back way, so the nosy front desk dude doesn’t tell the whole French Quarter where we went.” 
“I like it,” Alex said. 
I pointed at the window in my room, and she nodded. I climbed out first, on to a large walkway then I helped Alex out. We turned to go down the stairs and saw a woman with her pre-teen son staring at us in shock, having witnessed our entire escape. 
I frowned and said very seriously, “Our door wouldn’t open. We’re going to tell management about it right now. You should probably check yours.” 
I grabbed Alex’s arm and marched her away from the perplexed pair. Alex was in full silent giggle mode. I couldn’t fight my laughter for long. Clutching at her arm, we giggled our way through the back entrance and out to the street. 
My first impression of being free was of the heat; the humid air sizzled in waves as it bounced off the stone of the street. Sweat started to trickle down my back as Alex and I laughed our way up the narrow, balcony entrenched road of our street. The beautiful buildings, and closed-in streets, were a reminder of what I liked about coastal cities, and the flat roads, and humid heat, reminded me what I liked about King’s Cross. We finally stopped giggling as we reached the intersection of our road and started directing our feet toward shopping. I hadn’t done much shopping on my last visit, but Alex was a pro. With an uncanny sense of direction, she found us a long row of shops full of clothing and early morning tourists. 
“Hey, Bourbon Street,” she said pointing to a sign. “That’s famous, right?” 
“I suppose,” I replied. 
Sweaty people moved around the shops in a slow saunter of tourist ease. Men in high socks and big hats, to ward off the sun, stared at maps, while their spouses pointed out every innocuous thing as a novelty. We passed such a couple as we window shopped, the wife pointing at a 
building, her face excited. I put on a northern accent and leaned close to Alex, imitating the woman. “Oh, look there, hunny, it’s one of those parking meter things I’ve heard so much about! 
And look, it’s one of those gosh darn automobiles!” 
Alex lowered her voice to mimic the man, who appeared irritable. “We have parking meters back home, woman!” 
“Yes, but these parking meters were built by the French, don’t ya know!” I said in that same northern accent. 
She laughed at me. “Oh, look! Sandals!” She pulled me inside a shoe store with a jerk. 
We shopped the stores along Bourbon Street until it was lunchtime. The voices around me were incredibly loud and obnoxious, but I welcomed the way they erased my worried thoughts. I 
didn’t want privacy when all I could think about was Daniel and the danger he was in. It was the sort of distraction I had desperately needed. 
We were circling the shops for a place to eat when I saw trouble. Margaret, her violet eyes flashing strange colors in the bright sun, stormed toward us with a vengeance. I nudged Alex in the ribs to get her to stop window shopping. 
“This wasn’t my idea,” she said automatically when she saw Margaret. 
“It was all your idea,” I pointed out. 
“Yeah, but I wouldn’t have done it if I had been alone. You’re the one that snuck out,” she said. 
“You’re the one that didn’t stop me,” I said. 
“You’re the one that’s looking for something to do, so she won’t think about Daniel,” she said. 
“Know-it-all,” I muttered. 
Margaret stopped in front of us. “What do you think you are doing?” she asked in a low voice. 
“I think I’m chillaxing with a friend,” I said. 
“Are you bringing back chillax?” Alex asked. 
“I was thinking about it,” I admitted. 
“It wasn’t a good idea the first time,” she told me. 
“Like this little trip, you mean?!” Margaret hissed. “You don’t know who could be watching…” 
“They don’t know we’re down here,” I replied. 
“It is best not to assume what they know,” she said. “You should not have endangered Daniel’s mission out of a moment of adolescent ridiculousness. Now, go!” 
Alex and I, both sheepish at the scolding, started down the street with Alex in the lead. Margaret marched on our heels. The anger radiating from her lean form added heat to the already hot day. 
I didn’t try to apologize to Margaret. For one, I knew she would scorn the words. An apology didn’t right the wrong. Secondly, I didn’t feel very sorry. Getting out of that hotel had felt good. 
Besides, how much danger could we really be in? 
We were at the intersection of the street to our hotel when that question was answered. I felt eyes on the back of my neck as strongly as if the person were next to me. It was a slow realization that prickled my senses, gradually making my body tense. I turned to search for the watcher, wanting to place a face to the eyes, and saw that Margaret was tense, coiled tightly. She, too, felt the eyes on us. From her expression, I knew it wasn’t Jackson. Her eyes went distant and a strange breeze billowed softly down the street. It was a wonderful reprieve from the stagnant air and her hot temper. I breathed in deeply, and smelled salty air and sand. 
“That feels nice,” Alex said, as the breeze ruffled her hair. 
The breeze stopped and Margaret’s eyes cleared. She reached out and put her hand on mine. 

Walk faster…away from the hotel. Put Alex between us. Be alert. 
I didn’t question her; I simply did as she asked. Margaret dropped my hand, and I moved in front of Alex. To her credit, Alex didn’t ask what was going on, or question my sudden turn away from the hotel. Perhaps, she felt the eyes on us as well. I maneuvered down another narrow road, and the eyes lifted from my back. 
“False alarm?” I asked Margaret. 
“Keep walking,” she said. She pointed for us to go in another direction her eyes busy and her body tense. 
I wasn’t sure if she was trying to punish us for sneaking out without her knowledge, or if she was being overly cautious, but she made us walk for two hours before she let us go back to the hotel. 
I saw a lot of the city – not that I got to enjoy it. I was too tense, wondering when the attack would come. Alex kept quiet, and I focused on trying to see all the things Margaret was seeing. I felt like I missed a lot. With new calluses on my feet as a souvenir, Margaret finally directed my feet back to the hotel. When the door to our room was shut securely, she let out a strange sigh. 
Then she glared at us and stormed through to her room. I sat down on the sofa and stared at the empty television, feeling guilty and annoyed at the same time. Alex sat down next to me, 
returning us to the state we had been in before we had snuck out. 
“What was that about?” she asked me. 
“Someone was watching us. Couldn’t you feel it?” I asked. 
“No…but there were lots of people on the street. Anyone of them could have been curious about us. Haven’t you ever people-watched?” she asked. 
“Not really,” I said. 
“It’s an interesting sociological experiment to see people in crowds like that.” 
“If you say so,” I replied. 
She plucked at the arm of the sofa. “You don’t think it was a casual people-watcher?” she asked. 
“I don’t think Margaret thinks it was which makes me think it wasn’t.” 
“Who’d be watching us?” she asked. I made a face at her. It was obvious who would be watching us. “Right. I don’t guess there is anything we can do about it,” she said. 
“Trust me. Margaret will take care of it.” 
“Oh, I trust you,” she said. 
“They’ll never let us out now,” I said quietly. 
“They might,” she said hopefully. 
“And Elvis isn’t dead,” I said. 
“I have my doubts.” Alex popped off the sofa and grabbed the laptop. “I’m going to stare at this thing some more.” 
“Let me know if you find anything,” I said. 
She nodded and took the computer into my room for privacy. I went back to staring at the empty television. 



Chapter 6
Jackson found me in that same spot hours later. “Sneaking out?” he asked. 
“We just went shopping,” I said. 
“I see. That makes it so much better,” Jackson said. 
I shrugged and kept my eyes on the television. I wasn’t in the mood for him to guilt me into anything. He reached out with one hand and spun the sofa around, so that the television was to my back. It was startling, mainly because the sofa was so big and he managed it with minimal effort. 
“Come on,” he told me. 
“Come on, where? You’re not going to kill me and dump the body in the bayous, are you?” I 
asked suspiciously. 
“I was thinking about it…but, sadly, no. I figure the best way to keep you from acting like a teenager is to keep you occupied.” 
“It usually works,” I confirmed. 
We walked into his room. Margaret was gone, though I hadn’t noticed her leave. The room was pristine, the bed untouched. I wondered if they had gotten any rest since getting here. It made me feel doubly upset for my days spent in nothing but rest. 
Jackson picked up two fencing foils I hadn’t noticed he had brought from the corner of the room. 
They were shiny and ominous in his hands. He pointed at me with one. “You are going to learn to fence. When you’re not fencing, you’re going to work out.” 
“Are you going to teach me?” I asked, hoping he didn’t mean for Margaret to teach me. 
“When I’m here.” 
Alex had followed us into the room. “Can I learn?” 
Jackson shrugged. “Sure. When I’m done teaching Clare.” He handed me a foil and stepped 
back. 
“Learn now?” I asked. 
“Yep.” His brown eyes flashed with dangerous emotion. I knew I was about to learn a lesson I wouldn’t forget. I also knew I was about to get my real penance for sneaking out. 
Jackson’s method of teaching was brutal. He didn’t waste time with words, and he certainly wasn’t kind. Two seconds after he came at me, I was disarmed, lying flat on my back, and 
gasping for breath. My back and neck throbbed with my sudden departure from standing up 
right. 
“Keep a firm grip on the sword and keep your knees bent,” he said calmly, as he helped me back up. 
I was too busy gasping for breath to be able to answer. Alex had fled the room and had the laptop in front of her for protection. Her eyes were focused on the screen, and she purposefully didn’t look our way. I saw her hoping Jackson would forget about her momentary desire to learn 
fencing. Jackson didn’t seem to notice her departure; he was too busy focusing on me. I got into position again, facing Jackson. A second later, I was on my back again. 
“Better. Again,” Jackson commanded. 
Hours later, totally exhausted from Jackson’s fencing lesson, and working out, I was sprawled out on my large bed. Exhaustion was urging me down in to dark slumber, but I resisted the urge. 
My dreams had turned strange. Perhaps, it had been the hit to the skull, but every night I wandered to strange locations with even stranger people; people I had never seen but felt like I knew. Again and again, I found myself in the company of the white-haired man…when I wasn’t dreaming of Daniel dying in some back alley in New Orleans. Worry and fear were doing a 
backwards Tango in my head as I stared at the ceiling. I contemplated calling Ellen, knowing it was a bad idea even as I thought of ways of getting away with it. 
My door squeaked open and Alex’s whispered voice floated through my dark room. “Clare…are 
you asleep?” 
I blinked rapidly to clear away a vision of Daniel in a different dark room full of torture, and rolled over to look at my friend. “No. What’s the matter?” 
She tiptoed across the floor to stand at the bottom of the bed. “It’s thundering outside.” 
I looked out my window and saw streaks of lightning pepper the night. As she spoke, a roll of thunder shook the building with harsh sound. The rain increased with the sound, pouring in sideways against my window. 
“Yeah, it is,” I said in surprise. 
She hit the end of the bed with her knee in thoughtful nervousness. “Margaret left. She got a call and took off. You don’t think…” She gestured to the storm. 
“I’m sure they’re okay,” I said. “Maybe Margaret’s monthly bill came early or something.” 
“You don’t think that,” Alex said. 
Another roll of thunder shook the building. “They’re fine…if they weren’t, we wouldn’t be 
hearing the storm at all,” I said. 
She hesitated at the foot of the bed, playing with the hem of her shirt. Her eyes cut over to the storm. 
“You want to sleep in here?” I asked her. 
“Can I?” 
I threw back the covers, and she crawled in. “You’re not scared of storms, are you?” I asked. 
“No, I’m scared of thunder,” she admitted. 
“Thunder is just a sound,” I said. 
“And clowns are just people wearing makeup,” she replied. 
“Point taken,” I said. 
We listened to roll after roll of the fierce sound, Alex flinching with each new sound. Jackson had said he and Margaret would be taking alternating shifts watching us after our adventure on the town, so I knew Margaret wouldn’t just leave without reason. The last time I’d heard her get mad enough for this caliber of storm, Daniel had been abducted and we had been searching for a school friend of mine named Amanda. It was the night everything had changed for me. I started fidgeting in the bed. Maybe, we were just overreacting and it was a regular summer storm. New Orleans had enough of them. ‘Maybe’ didn’t account for the uneasy feeling in my gut. 
“So…fencing,” Alex said after a moment. 
“Yeah…you totally wimped out on me,” I accused her. 
“I like my skin un-bruised,” she said primly. 
“It’s not so bad. Once your whole body is hurting, you stop feeling the pain so much,” I said. 
“That sounds so enticing…” Another roll of thunder shook the window panes and lightning laced the sky in malevolent blues and whites. Alex jumped, and pulled the covers over her head. 
“Did you hear where she was going?” I asked pulling the covers off her face. 
“No. She was talking too fast,” Alex said, pulling the covers back over her head. 
“If this is her, she must not be far,” I mused thoughtfully. 
“No,” she said, her voice muffled. “We’re not sneaking out again.” 
I sat up and stared out the window. I frowned, concentrating on my desire to know what was going on. My head swirled with noise then cleared, and I heard distinct, heavy steps on the balcony outside. They slapped against the wood and the rain in strong purposefulness. They stopped just outside my window. I waited with baited breath for the footsteps to move on. The lack of thought meeting my mind was as telling as the thunder outside. It was a Watcher. 
Tap! Tap! Tap! 
I rolled out of the bed at the sound and grabbed the first thing in reach – a shoe. Alex jumped again and rolled off the bed after me, fighting to clear away the blankets from her body. She found the other shoe and hoisted it. I tiptoed to the window and cautiously pushed back the drape. Jackson’s annoyed face looked at me through the glass. He gestured for me to let him in. I fumbled with the latch at the window and shoved it open. He climbed through gracefully then shut out the rain again. He dripped cold rain on the pretty floor for a long second. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“I think we might be compromised,” he admitted. 
“Compromised?” 
“A man was following me. I thought, at first, he might just be a wayward Watcher searching for a challenging kill, but I was shown otherwise. He was smart and slick – not your usual training for a Watcher. He definitely had a mission.” 
“Was it a Seeker?” I asked. 
“He didn’t have a nametag,” Jackson said. 
“But-” 
Another round of thunder drowned out my words. 
“Margaret isn’t happy,” he said. “She’s looking for him, but I don’t think she’ll have any luck. 
He was too good.” 
“What does this mean?” I asked. “Should we switch hotels? We could stay in one a little less noticeable.” 
“He didn’t follow me from here. He followed me from the business district,” Jackson said. 
“Why aren’t you helping Margaret?” I asked. “If he’s so good-” 
“I had to make sure you two were safe,” he said in a low growl, obviously unhappy with the state of things. 
“Oh,” I said. 
He prowled off through my room and into his. I followed him to ask him more questions, but he shut the bathroom door in my face. He locked it, and I heard the water run through the old pipes. 
I took it as a sign he was done talking. I met Alex back in my room, annoyed Jackson wasn’t Daniel. Daniel would tell me what was happening. He would tell me the truth. He always did when it mattered. 
“The hunters become the hunted,” Alex said in an attempt to cheer me up. 
“The seekers become the seeked,” I said. 
“The spy becomes the spied,” she replied. 
“That one doesn’t make sense,” I said. 
“Sure it does.” She bit her lip and looked toward the sounds of the shower running. “The only thing that makes sense is that it’s Marcus. He’s the only one that knows they know you and Daniel.” 
“I know,” I said. “That poses a more important question: do they know about Daniel’s mission?” 
Her blue eyes met mine, and I saw her fear and her lack of answers. She shrugged helplessly, and I realized I didn’t want her to answer as much as she didn’t want to. 
To wait for the storm to pass, and for the return of Margaret and answers to our questions, Alex switched on the television. I picked up a book I had packed and tried to read it. On the second page I threw it on the nightstand and stared at the television, not seeing any more of the program than when I had left it off. 
It was just after dawn when Margaret stormed through the door in a mood only properly 
described as high dudgeon. Alex was fast asleep, dreaming of happy things like shopping and organizing the world. I hadn’t slept at all, despite my exhaustion. I wanted to know the minute Margaret came back; I wanted to be sure she was safe. 
I knew better than to try and intercept Margaret when I saw her face, though I couldn’t help feeling glad she was back. Her sour mood couldn’t deter the relief. She slammed through the main room and into her shared room with Jackson as I lay in my bed. I shut my eyes and tried to overhear her conversation with Jackson. Dim words floated through the space, but they were disjointed and hard to follow. 
“escaped…trap…Clare….no…” 
Margaret’s throaty voice lowered even further as I shifted on the bed and it creaked in protest. I heard their door shut with a low click as they blocked me out. I gave a discontented grunt and went back to staring at the ceiling. Alex snorted at my grunt and rolled over in her sleep, elbowing me in the face. I grabbed my nose with a painful ‘ow!’, and she jerked awake. 
“What’d you do?” she asked groggily. 
“You hit me with your elbow.” I said, pushing her so she fell out of the bed. 
She rolled and hit the ground with a funny grunt, taking all the blankets with her. She popped back up, her hair sticking at odd angles. “I’m sure you’ll earn it eventually,” she told me. “Is there breakfast yet?” 
“I dunno.” 
“You’re useless,” she told me. “Totally useless.” 
“Don’t I know it,” I grumbled. 
My back and shoulders ached in protest as I sat up. The workout from yesterday made me feel ninety, and the night spent in worry made me feel even older. Grunting and groaning, I followed Alex through the door as she went in search for food. When we didn’t see any food waiting for us I went to Jackson’s door. I knocked and waited, knowing better than to just go in. Walking in on Jackson in his birthday suit was only funny the first time. 
“Yeah, yeah…What?” Jackson asked. He was dry now, his blond hair spilling over his shoulders. 
Beyond him, Margaret rested on their small couch reading the morning paper. She ignored us, though I sensed her tension. 
“Did you find him?” I asked Margaret. “The guy who was following Jackson?” 
“No,” Jackson replied for her. “The food should be here in a minute. You should eat before our lesson.” 
My joints creaked in protest at his words, and I made a face I hoped didn’t make me appear as if I were about to throw up. From Jackson’s look, I was certain he knew about the sick feeling in my gut. 
What made this morning’s fencing lesson worse was that Margaret didn’t leave. I wasn’t sure if she was lying low after her tantrum last night, or she was feeling vindictive about how I snuck out: all I knew was that I paid for her presence. Halfway through Jackson’s lesson she decided to take a more active role in my learning. Alex was hiding behind her laptop again, safely shut away in my room, but she peeked around the door when Margaret started talking. 
“You’re stance is all wrong.” Margaret used her foot to move mine then adjusted my knee by hitting it with her knee. My knee buckled, but I kept my footing. “Keep your hips parallel.” She took Jackson’s foil – Jackson grinned evilly at me as she did – and started forward. “Don’t flinch back when I come at you. Meet the attack head on.” 
The sword flashed toward my face. I parried out of instinct, with only inches to spare. She nodded approvingly and came at me again. She swung low, and I moved to follow her 
movement. She used my distraction to hit me solidly in the chest with her free hand. 
“Pay attention to distractions,” Jackson said. “Just because the sword is all pointy, doesn’t mean the person’s unarmed hand isn’t dangerous.” 
“I’ll remember that,” I said as I clambered to my feet again, feeling a fresh bruise on my chest. 
“Learn to anticipate,” Jackson added. “Watch her movements, and try to figure out what she’s about to do before she does it.” 
Margaret shifted slightly. Her body told me she was about to attack from the right, but something in her eyes told me she was bluffing. My foil met hers in midair as she came at me from the left. 
I smiled in happy satisfaction. Her violet eyes flashed in surprise when our swords met, but she quickly recovered. She spun the foil out of my hand and pointed hers at my throat. 
“Remember my grip…” I said, before they could, as I held my hands up in surrender. 
Jackson and Margaret stayed inside the hotel all that day and the following. I got lots of sword practice and Jackson even sparred with me a little in karate. It definitely kept me occupied and my mind away from dangerous things, like tracking Daniel down just to make sure my 
nightmares weren’t based in reality. Jackson went out again on the eve of the second night, leaving Alex and me in the care of Margaret – such as that was. I was sore and exhausted, my body still adapting to their intense exercise regime. Alex sat next to me on the sofa, which moonlighted as her bed, watching TV. Sitting with her, my body unable to move from the 
soreness, was actually sort of peaceful. My brain was simply too exhausted to do much beyond watch the people on television blow stuff up in the name of science. 
As I sat in thoughtless peace, just starting to unwind, a sound pierced my ears. First, there was the low buzzing I had experienced at Daniel’s house, then a roar of sound. It was foreign and extremely loud. It sounded as if the hotel was falling down. I jumped off the sofa, my exhaustion replaced for the moment by adrenaline. 
“What?!” Alex demanded as I stared around the room in panic. 
“That noise! Don’t you hear it?!” 
“No…” 
My eyes darted around the room in expectant fear. Were we about to be attacked? Over the roar of sound, I heard other sounds. Voices, cars, a buzzing whine that could have been something electric. It all merged together, torturing me. 
Margaret came to her door and stared at me in calm neutrality. “What does it sound like?” 
“A roar.” 
“That’s the air conditioning. Have you had any other experiences beyond the one at Beatrice’s?” 
“No.” 
“Sit down,” she commanded. 
I sat and stared at her suspiciously. She knelt in front of me and put her hand up. I hesitated, uncomfortable with letting her into my thoughts. It wasn’t just because it was Margaret – letting other Watchers into your mind was sort of like asking an avalanche to crush you, except for Daniel, who always kept the pressure contained. I knew, though, it was the way Margaret 
preferred to talk. I had learned as much after a month of her constantly being around. I also knew it would be less painful if I did what she asked. 
Her words, like the overwhelming pressure of her powerful mind, were immediate. This is how
you control it. Watch.  An image of a dark wall reaching out and touching all of my thoughts met my imagination. Once it had covered everything, the thoughts, the sounds, stopped. Margaret took away the protection. Now you try. 
I tried to do as she had shown me, but every time I managed to get the wall built up, my 
confidence, my attention, wavered. It didn’t help that Alex was making impatient tutting noises from next to me, because we weren’t explaining what we were doing. 
Margaret shrugged at my third failure. Practice.  She dropped my hand and went back to her room, shutting us out of her private space. I turned, and saw Alex staring at me her annoyance written across her face. I explained what we had been doing, so she would stop scowling then went back to watching the television, my brain not nearly as peaceful as it had been before. 
Alex and I weren’t allowed out again for three weeks. This time, the hours in the room passed in a blur of training. I was grateful for the distraction, though I felt sorry for Alex, who spent the same hours staring at the laptop; something that would have driven me crazy. Margaret and 
Jackson trained me in shifts, not letting me rest between shifts. Jackson focused on the physical aspects, such as fencing and sparring. Margaret spent the evening in fighting as well, but she also insisted on mental training. I had to practice the dark shield for an hour every day, not that it really helped. I had developed a mental block about my mental block. The physical stuff kept me from getting too frustrated as, bit by bit, I improved my fighting skills. By the third week, it usually took Jackson more than a minute to put me on my back. I saw that as a marked 
improvement over the second he had been managing. 
Margaret and Jackson didn’t have any more serious encounters, or strangely adapt Watchers 
following them, but I sensed a tension that hadn’t been there before. It wasn’t until the end of the third week I found out why. Jackson clued me in during one of our morning lessons. 
“We weren’t entirely honest with you,” Jackson said as I jumped out of the way of swipe at my head with his foil. 
“About what?” I asked. 
He wacked me on the arm with his foil a silent reminder to stop overextending my arm, before he spoke again. “We followed the man that was tracking us to a part of town near here. We think he might be a Seeker. He’s not staying in the Seeker’s nest, but it’s pretty obvious he’s staying in a two block radius of where we tracked him to. We’ve been watching the area and saw him again yesterday.” 
“Did you kill him?” I asked. 
Alex had come to the door to listen. “Is he looking for us?” she asked at the same time. 
Jackson didn’t answer either question. “Margaret and I have done some thinking, and we have decided it might be time for you to explore some of the city.” 
“Why?” Alex asked. 
I was staring hard at Jackson, putting together the reason he would tell me the truth, and the reason for his sudden happy desire to let me out of this stinking hotel room. “I’m bait? You’re going to lure him out and see if I’m the reason he followed you?” 
“More or less. If we could catch him and get him to talk, we could save Danny a lot of time and energy.” 
“I thought we were supposed to just rescue innocent people while we’re down here…not 
interfere with Daniel’s thing.” Even as I said it I knew I was on board with Jackson’s plan. I wanted to help. I wanted Daniel’s mission to end; I wanted it more than I wanted answers. 
“Do you want to do it or not?” Jackson asked, obviously growing irritated at the questions and second guessing. He wasn’t one for long conversations over what to do. He preferred action – it was no wonder he appreciated Margaret’s silence so much. 
“Yeah, sure, why not?” I asked. 
“I have a whole list of ‘why not’,” Alex said. 
“I guess you’ll be staying here, then,” I said. 
“Are you crazy?! Of course not! If you’re going to do something stupid then I’m coming along to supervise.” 
“Yeah, I got that point when you followed us down here,” I said. “When did you want me to go wandering around?” I asked Jackson. 
“Are you busy now?” he asked. 
I smiled. This moment was the reason I had come down here. It was why I had fought so hard to not be left behind. I would finally get to help, and it was at something I was sure I couldn’t fail at. I had been bait since the moment I had been born. All I had to do was continue being a large human target. Jackson’s return smile was uncertain but determined. He knew the risks, just like he knew he couldn’t back out now. It was important to find this man and make sure the violence didn’t spread to Daniel. 
I gathered my phone and wallet from my room and, with Alex at my side, prepared to go out on the town in search of a deadly Seeker. 



Chapter 7
We left through the lobby, not having to use the backdoor this time. I managed to keep the thoughts from the tourists and the employees down to a dull roar as we let ourselves out. It was all I could manage after three weeks of practicing. Jackson went a different way down the street the moment we were all outside, disappearing around a corner. I wasn’t worried. He would track us, along with Margaret, and see if we stirred up any interest from the Watcher-kind. Alex had her expensive bag slung over her arm, and her large sunglasses blocked out the sun, looking every inch the tourist. A small smile clung to her face as she looked around the balcony 
entrenched streets of a town we hadn’t seen since we had been sequestered in the hotel. 
“You seem awfully calm,” I said, surveying her serene face. 
“I’m just glad to be out of that hotel room. Three weeks! Three weeks of staring at a computer screen, watching people disappear and not being able to do anything about it…I’m ready to start karate chopping everything in sight.” She made a chop motion with her hand, looking ridiculous. 
“I don’t think there will be much karate chopping…not for us anyways. Margaret and Jackson will get those honors,” I said. 
“I know…but still…” she said. 
“When have I become the voice of reason?” I laughed. 
“It is somewhat startling,” she agreed. “Oh! Look!” 
Our steps had led us the end of the narrow road – in a way we hadn’t explored yet. Beyond the asphalt of the road intersecting our road, and behind a grassy park full of vendors selling trinkets, was a church. White spires touched the sky with majestic purpose as the building stretched behind the park with graceful magnitude. I sensed a historic peace about the large church, which let me know the structure was destined to outlast the generations. 
“It’s huge,” I agreed. 
“I want a picture,” Alex told me. 
“Go right ahead,” I said. 
“With you in it!” she demanded. 
“I don’t…” 
She grabbed my wrist and spun me around. Her fast hands had taken the picture before I had time to catch up. Her wicked smirk was irrepressible. I rolled my eyes at her and poked her in the side to keep her walking. Had I been more aware, I would have noticed the eyes on us from 
across the road assessing Alex’s phone with greedy eyes. 
“You’re evil,” I said. 
“Yep.” She slid the phone into her back pocket and grinned at me. “Which way?” 
I recalled Jackson’s directions, my brain memorizing them without thought. “Left.” 
“It feels weird to be bait,” Alex said after a moment, her eyes roaming around the street with more alertness than before. “I’m not sure I like it.” 
“Don’t you want to catch the bad guys?” I asked. 
“Oh, I am all for catching bad guys. It just feels funny wandering around, hoping to be noticed…
sort of stupid…” 
“I thought you knew…stupid is my middle name.” 
“Is that before or after annoying and smart assed?” she asked. 
“After annoying. Smart assed is more of a title, less of a name.” 
“This should be interesting…” she said. 
“‘Interesting’ is better than boring, and I’ve had enough of unbearable, disturbing boring.” 
Alex hooked her arm through mine, knowing what I was feeling in a look. “I bet Daniel will send another message any day now. He’s probably just waiting for the right moment,” she said soothingly. 
We hadn’t heard from him over the course of our three weeks on lock down. Nothing to let us know he was still wandering around the world of the living. 
“Or he’s dead.” 
Alex jerked me to a stop, her nails digging into my arm. “Don’t you dare say that. Ever. You would know if he’s dead. I would know if he’s dead. He’s not dead.” 
It was impossible not to think he was gone after three weeks of silence, three weeks of being locked away in a room while he risked everything. But I knew it wasn’t true. I knew she was right – I would feel it if something had happened to him. 
“Sorry,” I said. 
“I forgive you.” We started walking again. “You’re getting really good at fencing,” she 
complemented me after a moment searching for something beyond the seriousness of our fear. 
“Oh…I’m not sure that’s saying much.” 
“No, really-” 
She was going to say more, perhaps to try and convince me I didn’t suck as bad as I thought I did, but I didn’t give her the chance to finish. It happened so quickly. I glanced back – feeling eyes on me – and saw a boy deftly pull her phone out of her back pocket, without her noticing, and stick it into his ratty clothes in one fluid motion. When our eyes connected, he knew he had been made, and his cocky smirk turned hard. He didn’t wait for an invitation to go to jail. 
Without a second glance, he took off. I chased him out of instinct. 
Alex yelled for me to stop running, finally catching up to the situation. She chased us much slower, the stupid sandals she had bought getting in her way. I ignored her, and focused on the thief, my indignation overriding good common sense. How dare he steal her phone right in front of me? I didn’t waste my breath yelling for him to stop, knowing that would do little beyond take precious air, and concentrated on following him. 
He knew the streets well, his lanky legs taking him fast and far. He led me away from the park, cutting through a back alley, across a street bordered by brick, and into another back alley. As he cut into the second back alley I lost sight of him, his sharp turns, and years of practice at running, working to his advantage. But he had never been chased down by me. As I rounded the corner of the alley, I caught sight of him again. He had stopped running, confident he had lost me, 
confident in his abilities. He jumped in surprise when he saw me running at him and started to run again, but it was too late. Throwing aside all dignity, I tackled him to the ground. He grunted in pain as we hit the hard pavement, his body taking the full force of the fall. The phone he had stolen flew out of his hand and crashed into a million pieces. I noticed several things as I tackled him. He was small, very young, had swimmingly green eyes, and was very, very dirty. He tried to scramble away, his fear of me overriding his pain, but I pinned him again. 
“Get off!” He shoved at my arms, but I was resolute. 
“You dirty rotten thief!” I exclaimed, shaking him hard. 
He kicked at me in response, and I gripped his arms harder. I felt my anger at him rise. All my frustration of the past month was suddenly focused on his dirty, smelly body. 
“Hey, man! You’re hurting me!” he yelled, his eyes widening in pain. 
I released him in reflex, the fear in his voice too sincere for comfort. He rolled away and stood, dusting off his pants, which were so dirty and full of holes, I didn’t get why he bothered. 
“Nothing is worth this,” he muttered starting to run off again. 
A dark tingling started at the base of my spine and traveled all the way up to the top of my head. 
The same tingling erupted along my scalp, and the hairs on my arms rose in preternatural alarm. 
It was close to the feeling I’d had when we had been watched after our shopping trip, but was infinitely more dangerous and tangibly more immediate. In the next instant, the reason for the odd feeling was made terrifyingly apparent. For the second time in a matter of moments, I 
tackled the boy. Not because he had stolen a phone, but because a large industrial trash can had decided to learn to fly, speeding towards the boy’s back with dangerous speed. 
“I’m sorry about your freaking phone!” he yelled as I pinned him again. “It’s just…” 
His words trailed away as he turned over in time to watch the heavy metal arch low and fly upward. Together, in mutual shock, we followed the progress of the dumpster. It continued its steady progress up and flew over the side of a building as if gravity were merely a joke science had conjured out of nothing. The dumpster swirled around the ledge like a dog circling a bone. It was then that I noticed a pair of people – a man and a woman – on the rooftop of the building the dumpster was swirling around; two very graceful, tall people. They were obviously Watchers. 
My first thought was that I had been found, but the pair weren’t paying me any attention, though I could tell they were aware of me. They seemed content enough on trying to kill each other. I stared harder, trying to piece together an explanation around all the movement and swirling debris and noticed the swords in their hands. From the gleam of the hot sun on the cool blade, I saw that the sharp metal had a silver tint. 
As I watched them slash at each other with remarkable grace, more items in the alley suddenly decided they, too, had learned the miracle of flight. Trash, pebbles, the remains of Alex’s phone, dangerously large objects, everything, rose into the air. They swirled around like a miniature tornado in terrible purpose and started launching themselves at the man. But the objects didn’t seem to bother him more than the quick flick of the wrist it took to send them pelting back down to the earth. The woman, her red hair sticking out the back of her baseball cap, increased her delude of items at the mocking smile on his lips. 
I stood up, the tingling in my scalp worse with the added adrenaline, and pulled the boy after me. 
My necklace pulsed into life with a bright light at the urge to protect the wayward thief. Even if he was a thief he didn’t deserve the sort of punishment my kind tended to inflict on humans caught up in the fight. Ignoring the light, I focused on the best plan of escape. 
As soon as the boy gained his feet again he tried to run, but I grabbed him. “Wait,” I warned. 
On cue, the dumpster dropped where he would have been had he moved. He gulped, and his eyes darted around the narrow alley for another way of escape as more items fell around us. I kept my eyes on the Watchers, figuring, despite the chaos around us, they were the most dangerous aspect of this equation, and that they would be my clue for when to run. 
From my many sword fights with Margaret and Jackson, I sensed the tide of the fight subtly shift directions. The man’s swings got increasingly messier and uncertain, the woman’s own 
swordsmanship turning even more impressive and dangerous. The woman started to break 
through his guard, blood running down his arms and legs from her blade. In a desperate last act to save his life, the man tried to trick the woman into falling off their ledge, but it was too late. 
He had already lost. The woman twirled the sword out of his hands in a move Jackson had used on me a million times, disarming him in an instant. It landed right in front of me, wedging into the cracks of the cement and vibrating from the force of the impact. I took a deep breath at the near miss. The boy whimpered slightly, but was maintaining his cool. 
The woman stabbed the now unarmed man straight through the heart with her sword. Silver 
blood bubbled from his lips, and he fell to his knees on the rooftop. All the swirling objects dropped to the ground as she bent down and did something I couldn’t see. When she stood back up she had his silver heart clenched in her limber fingers. A thin trail of smoke circled to the sky from where she had set his body on fire. 
Not knowing if she would attack us next, I took advantage of the sword lodged at my feet. In my adrenaline fueled state it came out of the ground easily, eagerly. I gripped it with both hands feeling unbalanced after using the light fencing foils for so long. It flashed evilly in the thin sunlight of our shadowed alley. 
The heart now safely tucked away, she stared down at us with black and dangerous eyes. The black eyes were uncertain and curious as she took in my shining necklace and the wicked sword I was holding. She leaned forward on the ledge in preparation for a leap down. I felt my breath catch, even as I worked to keep my hands steady. There was no way I could win a sword fight with her. She had just proven her skill...and there would be no ‘again’ like there was with Jackson. This would be a true test of my ability; a test which would have deadly consequences. 
Her weight shifted on the ledge as she bent her knees to jump, but she stopped herself. She cocked her head to one side and listened. I heard the same thing she was hearing. People had heard the fight and were coming to investigate. There were quite a few, their thoughts panicked and worried at the violence. Something in her eyes told me she didn’t want the attention. She cursed, her black eyes returning to mine one last time before she stepped backwards and 
disappeared from sight. 
“Run,” I told the boy. 
He didn’t need to be told twice. He was a passing wind over a distant prairie as his feet flew down the uneven street of the back alley. He was gone in seconds. Figuring attention wouldn’t be good for me either, hearing the thoughts grow in fervor as the people approached the mouth of the alley, I grabbed a smelly piece of cloth off the ground and wrapped the shiny blade of the sword as best I could. Then, I followed the boy out of the alley, trying hard not to look guilty. 
I ran into Alex half a block away. Her round face was flushed with red, and her blonde hair was plastered to her forehead from running. She looked annoyed and relieved at the same time. 
“There you are! I’ve been running around this whole fraking neighborhood trying to find you!” 
She caught sight of the growing crowd and the destruction of the alley. Her eyes grew large. 
“What happened?” 
I took her arm and started searching for a more familiar street, one which was infinitely more crowded. Hopefully the woman, if she was watching us like I suspected she was, would lose us in the crowds. If she wasn’t, then, at least, I was learning caution…Everything felt like a hidden danger, every person we passed, a Watcher, as we circled back to the park we had just run away from. 
Alex’s surprise and fear at the conclusion of my story weren’t enough to keep her from being practical. “Did you call Jackson and tell him? I mean…I think this qualifies as an emergency.” 
“I forgot about him…” I admitted. “Why wasn’t he there? He said he would be watching.” 
“I don’t know, Clare, maybe he lost track of you when you decided to chase after a thief for stealing a phone you didn’t even pay for.” 
“Oh, sarcasm, that’s original,” I retorted, knowing she was right. 
She shook her head in irritation and focused on keeping up with my long strides. I sensed her unspoken worry and her uncertainty, but she was keeping it to herself; she was good at that. We stopped three blocks away and ducked under an out-of-the-way awning. I pushed speed dial on the phone Jackson had given me and waited. Alex was look out, her eyes searching the street and roofs for possible Watchers as I waited with electrical tension for him to pick up. I got the voicemail. 
“Jackson, are you there? It’s important. Something happened.” My stomach was already in 
knots. There was no good reason he wouldn’t pick up. Cars hummed by, people shouted about 
the chaos of the alley, and, somewhere down the road, rap blared out of a stereo. The sounds were louder in my panic. “We’ll meet you back at the hotel,” I added. 
I shut the phone and shared a helpless look with Alex. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” she said. 
“Me too, Luke,” I joked, loving her unintentional Star Wars reference. 
“Huh?” she asked, not getting it. 
“Never mind…Let’s get back to the hotel,” I said. 
Alex looked around the street again. “You think it’s safe?” she asked. 
“I think it’s the only place we know to meet up with Margaret and Jackson…and they’re the 
safest place to be. If we have to switch hotels, then so be it.” 
Alex frowned and ran her hand through her hair as we started walking again. “What does what you saw mean?” 
“That someone died, I guess.” 
At my words the sword I was carrying grew heavier. A dark power radiated from the blade as if it enjoyed my use of the word ‘death’. I didn’t tell Alex, but I gripped it with increasingly uncertain hands. In that instant, I wanted to throw it away and never look back. What kind of sword was it? How had it killed that man? Nothing beyond another Watcher was supposed to be able to hurt another Watcher. What had I stumbled on? 
“No, I mean…it feels a bit convenient, don’t you think?” 
“Not really. We know they’re all over town, so why not run into one of them?” 
“You go strolling down the street and just happen to witness what you witnessed?” Her 
eyebrows furrowed. “Maybe that kid was a trap. Maybe he was supposed to lead you into that alley.” 
“Nah,” I replied. 
“How do you know?” she asked. 
I tapped my head. “He told me so. He was too scared to be in on it. My bet is coincidence. At least, we know one Watcher with some serious fighting skills in town. Margaret and Jackson might be able to track down the redhead and get some answers from her.” 
“Hm,” Alex said noncommittally, her face narrowed in thought. 
We made our way through the park and past the church in silent contemplation, each too 
preoccupied with our own thoughts and worries to speak. I was less concerned with the run-in being a trap as I was with Jackson’s strange absenteeism. He was supposed to be following us. 
What if something happened? 
Near the street to our hotel a strange premonition of what we were about see rippled through my body. I forced Alex to slow down, my brain trying to protect me from the feeling of impending doom. But there was no stopping the feeling. We were walking into something bad – something as bad as what we had just left. We turned the corner and I saw the reason behind my gut feeling. 
Ash and a blaring heat filled the narrow streets in relentless danger. A flashing red fire truck passed us, sirens wailing, and came to a screeching stop behind another fire engine parked right in front of our hotel. The hotel was thick with boiling black fire, the source of all the chaos. 
“Holy…” 
“Shh!” I shushed Alex. The voices were so overwhelming I was having trouble standing. I 
leaned against the edge of a building to keep my balance. The slim shield I had started to develop had fled with the adrenaline and fear I was operating on. I couldn’t take it. “Go see what happened. I can’t…” 
Alex disappeared into the crowd without a word, understanding my pain. I put my hands over my ears and started humming loudly, counting on the fire to distract people from my strangeness. 
After a minute, I reopened my eyes to look for Alex and caught eyes with one person who wasn’t watching the fire. His hair was filthy, his face tan, but what I noticed most was his eyes. One was brown and the other was blue – a sharp contrast, which was freaky against his tan skin. When we connected eyes, he pulled a hood over his sandy hair and disappeared into the growing crowd. 
Seconds later, Alex was back. She pulled me away from the building and up the street to the park. “The fire is only about ten minutes old. I heard over the radio that they’d found some bodies. You think it was arson?” 
I raised an eyebrow at her in response. 
“Yeah…me too,” she agreed. “Try Jackson again.” 
I went to pull my phone out of my pocket, but was greeted with air instead. It was gone. 
Someone had stolen my phone while I had been distracted by the noises. I turned back to search for a culprit. The street was too crowded and hectic to pick out the guilty party. What was it with today and phone thieves? 
“Are you kidding me?!” I kicked at an unoffending trash can, sending it sprawling down the sidewalk. 
My ears buzzed with more sound, increasing my frustration. I could hear the firefighters from inside; I could hear them talking about a strange pile of ash, and I heard every creak as they searched through the rooms before the building was totally consumed by fire, I heard the people on the street, the talking, the laughing, the worry, places I shouldn’t have heard within normal limits. 
“What? What’s the matter?” Alex asked at my kick. 
“My phone is missing. Do you have Jackson’s number? We could go somewhere and call him.” 
“No. He had it programmed into the phones he gave us.” 
“This is a mess. Where do we go? Where…Should we wait for them or hide? Is this aimed at us? 
I can’t think.” I sat down on the curb and put my hands over my ears again. 
Alex pulled my hand away. Her face was worried, but serious. “Clare. Snap out of it. Sitting here is dangerous, if we were supposed to be in that fire. It could be a coincidence, but…” 
She was right. I valued her life more than that. I valued seeing Daniel again more than that. I stood up, urging the sounds to calm in my ears. They lowered to a dull roar as a rash plan formed from my encounter with the kid. I walked to the first vendor I saw and bought the most sedate shirt on the rack along with another bag that was bigger and had a shoulder strap. When my purchase was complete, I grabbed hold of Alex’s hand and marched her into the closest 
convenience store’s bathroom. I avoided the clerk, hoping he wouldn’t see my accessory. A 
sword bag wasn’t exactly Couture. When Alex and I were safely locked in, I retrieved the pocket knife from my boot Alex had given me as a reminder of our blood pact, insisting it was prudent to always have a knife. I poked a couple of holes in the shirt then handed it to her. 
“Put this on. Ditch the sunglasses and your bag, and think dirty,” I said. 
“Think dirty?” she asked, already changing shirts. 
“We’ve got to hide. How many ratty kids and homeless people have you seen down here?” I 
asked. 
“I don’t know. I didn’t notice,” she said. 
“Exactly.” 
I tried to tug her bag out of her hand, but she had a vice grip. “Do I really have to leave it?” she asked. 
“It’s a hundred dollar bag, Alex.” 
“That’s my point, Clare” she said. 
“Alex...” I warned. 
She sighed and reluctantly released her grip. “Aren’t you going to change?” she asked. 
“Does anything about my outfit scream ‘money!’?” I asked. 
Though rhetorical, she answered my question anyway, “God, no.” 
“Where do you think the best place to run into Margaret and Jackson would be?” I asked. 
“At the hotel,” she replied dryly. 
I started pacing in the tiny space. “No. They won’t hang around there. Where would they think we would go to wait for them?” 
“They’d probably think I went shopping and you went to mope.” 
“Shopping area,” I snapped my fingers. “Good idea.” 

Damn kids in there...I bet they’re tweaking. I am sick an’ tired of these young punks thinkin’ they
can come in here and use my bathroom for that crap. I’ll show them! 
“We gotta go,” I told Alex. I dumped her bag, sans her wallet, into the trash. “The owner thinks we’re doing drugs and is marching over to throw us out.” 
“After you,” she said holding open the door for me. 
The man, who was half way down the aisle, glared at us as we scampered from the store. I waved as he called out for us not to come back. 
Alex squinted into the sun as we stepped outside, missing her sunglasses. “Maybe we should call Dad,” she suggested. 
“That’s a great idea. Here’s you: ‘Hey, Dad, so my hotel just caught on fire, probably set by Watchers out to get us. People died. Oh, and we can’t find Margaret or Jackson, because Clare’s phone was stolen and mine got smashed…can you send money, so we can stay alive long enough to find them? Thanks.’ He’ll love that.” 
She rolled her eyes. “The Adamses?” she asked. 
“Maybe…if we can find a phone. But if we are being watched or followed, they’ll trace the call. 
It might put them at risk.” 
“They know the risks,” Alex said. “And they’ll want to know about this.” 
We were walking as fast as we could without attracting attention, our destination the same row of shops we had originally snuck out to when Margaret had caught us, but I felt we weren’t moving nearly fast enough. My eyes roved around the streets, along the rooftops, everywhere, for a sign of someone, anyone, friend or enemy; a sign that the world of Watchers was still real and hadn’t been erased with the fire. I was grateful for one thing as we walked: Alex’s 
admonishment that we needed to be doing something had cleared my mind and all the noises of the streets had faded. The purpose of protecting her, of staying alive long enough to find help, had created the block I never could imagine for myself. 
“Clare…what if…you don’t think they’re dead, Jackson and Margaret?” Alex asked me as we 
walked. 
I remembered the firefighters talking about the pile of ashes. Daniel had explained to me how the only way to keep a Watcher’s dead tissue from reanimating in a “Dawn of the Dead” tribute was to burn the Watcher until they turned into ash. It was why fire was our biggest enemy. 
“No. They’re not dead,” I said. “Come on, they’ll be here.” 
It was better to hope than to give in to the reality that two friends had been killed and we had been left alone to the brutal streets of a strange town we knew nothing about. It was better than accepting the alternative: that nothing would ever be the same again. While on most days I scorned people who trusted their whole lives to hope, instead of skill or actively pursuing their destiny, I was clinging to hope like an old friend I had spent long days with. It was the only thing that kept me from resigning me to the dark nature of our situation. 
There had to be hope somewhere…



Chapter 8
We circled around the shops near Bourbon Street looking for Margaret and Jackson – near the shops we had snuck out to so many weeks ago. We made a sandwich shop our base of operations and met back there every ten minutes or so. We waited there all day…until the shop closed its doors, and the hostess ushered us out of her outdoor seating with pursed lips and a stern frown. 
She thought we were freeloaders and a nuisance to decent, hardworking people. It was proof we looked the part of beggar. I eyed Alex to be sure. Some of the ash had fallen on her face from the fire. Sweat from a day full of walking in the heat smudged the dirt, aiding her appearance of dirty. She was in full vagabond disguise. I figured I always looked the part – at least, a lifetime of wandering parts of cities I probably shouldn’t have had given me the ability to always blend in. 
The sun was sinking below the horizon as we walked away – the muggy air rich with scents and sound – the slim breeze which blew around not enough to wipe away the encompassing heat. My shirt was soaked through, my hair a sieve for the sweat and dirt dripping down my neck. The city was starting to get a different feeling now that the darkness was taking over the light. In the light I hadn’t seen what people talked about as New Orleans being a city of mystery. The dark, 
though, was entirely different – I could feel the city waking up in ways no person could ever truly understand, even if they spent a lifetime living it. The very air felt alive. The feeling wasn’t all good. 
Predators circled around the partiers, searching for prey; pickpockets merged with tourists, bums begged on the street corners. Through my gift, I heard shadowed thoughts of darker doings in unseen places. I wanted to help, but I was superhero-less and limited by my inabilities. Besides, protecting Alex was the most important thing, not getting into wayward fights with people who were older, meaner, and more resigned to murder. It felt wrong, like I was fighting a war against my very nature. 
“They didn’t show up…” Alex said as we slowly walked in a direction neither of us had had 
consciously picked. 
“Maybe they didn’t know where we were. They could have been looking for us in another part of town.” 
“If they were looking for us, they would have found us,” she said slowly. 
I’d been thinking the same words all day. They always found what they were after. 
“What now? Do we call Dad? Do we leave?” Alex asked. 
“You can do whatever you want,” I said. “But I’m not going anywhere.” 
“Excuse me?” 
I’d been thinking about this a lot as well, during our wait. “I’m not going to run away at the first sign of fire,” I said. 
“Choice of words…” Alex warned. 
“Sorry. Point is…I’m not leaving. I have to know if Margaret and Jackson are dead. If they are dead, I will make sure I find their murderer. Then, I’m going to find Daniel and make sure he’s okay, this stupid mission be damned.” 
“But what about money? Dad cut me off…took all my credit cards. I just have the money I took out of savings. How much do you have?” 
“About a hundred.” 
“That’s not enough to get another hotel, and it’s not enough to feed ourselves for more than a couple of weeks,” Alex pointed out. 
I breathed a sigh of relief at her words, even though they were a reminder of our bad situation. 
She was staying; I had hoped as much. I wanted her to be safe, but having a partner was a lot better than contemplating the search alone. 
“We’ll make do,” I said. 
“We’ll make do!” she hissed at me, annoyed with my blasé attitude. 
“I don’t know what we are going to do permanently for a place to stay, but I think I can find us a place for tonight,” I continued, ignoring the hiss. 
“Are you going to wave your magic wand?” she asked sarcastically. 
“Don’t be silly. I broke my magic wand ages ago,” I replied. 
My eyes turned skywards as I searched the roofline for a decent looking building. I walked away from the major thoroughfares and headed in the general direction of our once-elegant hotel. We would get caught if we stayed in tourist central…and not just by the police. There were others other who might be looking for us. Alex followed me quietly, either lost in thought or fuming over my indifference to planning. I was too busy looking to make sure. 
“There.” I pointed at a stone building, which was three stories high and had other buildings jammed up against it. 
“What’s there?” Alex asked. 
I looked both ways down the closed-in street for cops or any curious passersby. The streets were empty. “Did I ever tell you about when I lived in New York?” I asked. 
“Just vague things,” Alex replied. 
“Ellen always worked odd hours when we were living there…when she could get hours. 
Whenever I knew she would be gone at night, I would go out and find a building to climb to watch the city. You’d be surprised at how many people ignore what’s on their roofs.” 
“Did you ever get caught?” she asked. 
“Once,” I replied. “The cop let me go, though.” 
“That was nice of him,” she said. 
“Not really. I let him know about the drug dealers across the way, and he went to bust them mid-deal. I ran off before he could find me again.” I set the sword against the edge of the building. 
“See that fire escape?” 
“Yeah….” She looked up at it, then at me, her face suspicious. 
“I’m going to boost you up, and you’re going to let the ladder down for me.” 
“Why can’t I boost you up?” she asked. 
“You think you can lift me?” I asked, measuring my tall frame against her petite one. 
She tilted her head to measure the distance up. “All right, just be careful.” 
I rolled my eyes and put my hands together in a brace for her foot. She pushed down on my 
shoulders, then on my head, as she reached for the ladder. She caught it, after managing to hit me in the face more than once, and swung up. A second later, after some cursing and a hiss to be quiet from me, the ladder descended. I grabbed the sword and followed her up, my climb a lot easier than hers had been. Together, we pulled the ladder up and latched it, so no one would follow us – no one human, at least. Alex in front, we climbed the metal stairs all the way to the top of the building. The roof was littered with trash and natural debris from storms. In the corner was an old couch someone had left to rot. A heavy door in the floor was the only other access point. 
“Home, sweet home,” Alex said dryly. 
“Better than the ground,” I replied. 
She pushed on the torn fabric of the old sofa. “At least it’s dry.” She measured the distance. “It’s not big enough for the two of us.” 
“You go ahead and sleep. I’ll keep watch,” I told her, having not planned on sleep. 
I knew the kind of people that roamed the darkness. I also knew that coming up here would only stop the human kind. The fight I had witnessed was proof of that. Sleep would not only be 
impractical, but deadly. 
“You’ll wake me up when it’s your turn?” she asked. 
“Uh-huh,” I agreed. 
She lay down, after trying to dust off the soaked through mold and dirt, and made quiet 
discontented noises. It took her a while, but a long day of running around, tension, and utter terror had exhausted her to the point where she could have slept anywhere. Soon, her steady breathing was another sound in the full night. 
I, on the other hand, felt more alive. The tension and the fear had awoken a part of me that had lain dormant since Ellen had brought me to King’s Cross. My body had stopped operating on 
normal wave lengths and was searching for ways to adapt to our situation, to swing back into the rhythm and spirit of the city. My brain kept urging me to think two steps ahead, to focus on surviving. It was less a symptom of being a Watcher – more a symptom of having been raised in cities just like this one. 
The ledge of the roof was wide and low, offering a perfect vantage point. I settled on it with my legs crossed and took the sword out of the bag. I put it across my legs for easy access. A Spartan breeze played with my hair, mingling the sweat and soot emanating from my body with the 
smells of the city. For the first time since the fire, I let the magnitude of what had happened settle into my brain. 
Were Jackson and Margaret really gone? Had I done nothing while they had been murdered? 
Had I been the cause of their murder? Why had they gone back to the hotel if they were 
supposed to be following us? If they weren’t the pile of ashes, who was? What good could we honestly do without the other’s help? Why the fire? Who had set it? Was it meant for me? Was it Marcus? If not, did I have someone else to worry about? Was there an answer? 
A single tear of worry and regret tracked down my dirty face; a single tear to mark the 
uncertainty I knew we faced, and the sad fear that two people I cared about had been burned from this world. I wiped away the tear in irritation, not wanting to succumb to emotional 
hysterics when I had survival to think about, and focused on the future. But somewhere in the city a trumpet player’s sad song reached toward the heaven adding music to my dark emotions. It was as if the player had somehow seen my sadness and decided to share it to the world. The music continued for a long time, reminding me of the sadness I faced. It was hard to ignore. 
I sat unmoving on my ledge for hours. The lights danced below as cars moved down the streets and lights turned on and off in the buildings. The water from the river flickered with those lights in a sporadic tempo. The moon arched over the horizon in a slow orbit across my world, marking the time. In deep thoughts about what to do next, and terror based in uncertainty, night slipped quietly back into day. 
Alex woke up at dawn. As the light touched her blonde hair in gentle highlights, she blinked awake with a snort. She was disoriented for a minute, not understanding what she was doing outside on a smelly couch, but she caught up soon enough. 
“You liar Mc-liar!” she scolded me. She sat up and rubbed at her neck. “You were supposed to wake me.” 
“I didn’t get tired,” I told her. 
“It’s not about if you got tired. It’s about saying one thing and doing another.” 
“I’ll try and remember that,” I replied. 
“You look like a ninja,” she told me seriously. She stood and tried to brush the dirt off her clothes, eyeing me with combined amusement and annoyance. 
I stood up and jumped down off the ledge, my joints sore from sitting still for so long. With the sword in my hand I started pacing across the roof. “You know how you love plans?” 
“Of course I know how I love plans. I live with me,” she replied. 
“Well, I took the night to come up with a plan. Wanna hear?” 
“Boy, do I!” she said. 
“First, we go back to the end of town we were supposed to go yesterday, and we track down that Watcher through talking to the locals. Surely someone has seen something. Then, instead of killing him, we follow him and find out why he’s here and if he set the fire. 
“If he did set the fire?” 
I didn’t answer, but my hand gripped the sword more tightly. My hand knew what I would do 
more than my brain did. “The Watcher might also know where the nest is, which could lead us to Daniel,” I said. 
“So your big plan is to find information?” 
“It’s all we’ve got,” I said. 
“But how do we follow one home…especially the one that tracked Jackson? How do we even 
know what this guy looks like?” 
“That’s why we are going to blend in with the street population. If those people can’t tell us something strange is happening, and where that strangeness is coming from, they probably 
haven’t lived on the streets long.” 
“But how are we going to fit into the culture without someone noticing?” she asked. “I’ve never lived on the streets…” 
“Kids run away all the time. New faces aren’t that unfamiliar, unfortunately,” I said. 
“So…really, you have a plan to keep to the plan we already made,” she said thoughtfully. 
I twirled the sword absently. “Yes. But now we do it our way. We find information the best way we know how: through asking people, not tracking them on some laptop.” 
“Yeah, and that sounds like it’s not stupid and deadly.” 
“Any other ideas?” I asked. 
“Breakfast. My idea is breakfast,” she said firmly. 
I laughed and some of the dark thoughts lifted from my brain. She hopped up to the ledge and started down the fire escape. I followed her, glad, again, she had stayed. Alex would make sure the seriousness I could sometimes get lost in didn’t consume me. She would keep me sane. 
We got bagels…Alex’s choice. She even somehow managed to talk the shopkeeper down on the 
price. As she gobbled hers in unfeminine, hunger-induced bites, and I took tiny bites to preserve the flavor, we walked in a direction we should have been avoiding had we been normal, sanity-loving people. 
It didn’t take us long to find what we were after. The streets grew more cluttered, the expressions on people’s face more desperate. People waited for the bus to go to jobs that paid barely 
minimum wage, while crime was dealt behind the closed doors of businesses and apartment 
buildings. Through my gift, I was able to sense quite a few criminals, but I was also able to sense people trying to get by, managing their businesses in peace. It was a strange contrast of good and evil, hope and hopelessness. 
“Which homeless and/or criminal street person should we start with?” Alex asked when it was obvious we weren’t in Kanas anymore. 
“I don’t guess it-” 
I stopped walking as a rundown television store with bars along the windows played the news. 
Captions ran along the bottom of the scene. Our hotel was in the background as a reporter talked in the foreground. I followed the captions. 
“Police have confirmed that five people are dead from the blaze, which happened around 10:00 
a.m. yesterday morning. One confirmed victim was a housekeeper for the hotel.” A picture of a matronly black woman smiling for the camera made my heart sink. “The other four victims were guests at the hotel. The police have told us that they were checked in under, what appears to be, a false identity, but did not elaborate. The fire appears to have started in the room the guests were staying in, Room 103.” That had been our room. “Police say that it is the work of arsonists unknown and ask that anyone having information come forward immediately.” 
They switched to the housekeeper’s devastated family, the reporter interviewing the woman’s weeping granddaughter. I turned to Alex for her reaction. 
“You don’t think?” Alex’s eyes were huge with the question. 
“It’s a setup,” I confirmed. “Someone is working really hard to make everyone think we’re dead. 
But why?” 
“I don’t know,” Alex replied. 
I started walking again, noticing a pair of decidedly not nice people watching us from across the street. I glared at them, not in the mood for their awfulness, and they switched to staring at the ground. “I guess it doesn’t change anything,” I said to Alex. 
“Except for the fact that we’re now dead,” Alex said. “What if they tell Dad I’m dead? Oh, Ellen will be so worried!” 
“They don’t have our names or anything, and if they do DNA tests, it won’t be ours,” I said to calm her down. 
“I guess…” she said dubiously. 
We agreed to talk about it later, then focused on the reason we had walked so far. We started questioning people, trying to be as unobvious as possible. After a couple of unhelpful people, people who sensed we hadn’t been long on the street, we devised a tactic. She would ask rather simple questions to get them thinking along the lines of what we needed, and I would pick the information out of their brains. It worked well enough, though most people were oblivious to anything beyond staying alive or their next fix. I learned lots of things I would have given years of my life not learn, but nothing about a possible lair for nefarious Watchers. 
After a break for lunch, and a morning of annoying, disappointing, results, we ran into a hobo in a back alley; our first real lead. He had a pack over one shoulder and was talking to a man lying against a wall across from us. We hesitated when we saw them, uncertain of the territory. This alley was more like a home than a hangout. It was squatter’s paradise, complete with improvised shelters and large bins for fires on chilly nights, not that they were in use now. 
“Do you think we should ask them?” I asked. I surveyed the people around us, unconsciously gripping the hidden sword tighter. 
“They certainly look streetsy. Is it safe?” she asked. 
Alex meant for me to scope them out first. I concentrated to clear the images addiction, 
hopelessness, and various survival methods from my mind. The man lying down was loud and 
clear in my brain, but the man standing with the pack was fuzzy and indistinct. He was 
questioning the man lying down about finding work and scorned that man as lazy. He thought of himself as a master of traveling work; he never begged for money, rather he worked for food and lodgings. He had a firm morality and couldn’t abide the handout mentality of many on the 
streets. He was obviously the one we should be questioning. 
“I think…” I started to say to Alex. 
“Assassins! You’ve come to take me away again! I won’t go back! I won’t go! Murderers! 
Fiends!” A woman with long grey hair and overly bright eyes stepped in front of us, screeching her words in a thick southern accent. Globules of spit flew in our direction as her loose skin wobbled with every movement she made. “You, sirs, cannot have me!” she added. She started 
giggling and the fevered impressions of her thoughts let me know she was insane. It was my first run in with a mind consumed by disease. There was a compelling draw to get lost in the 
madness. I pulled back, afraid to dig in too deep. 
“Did she just call us ‘sirs’?” Alex whispered. 
“Yeah…” 
“Shoo!” the man with the pack said. He came up to us with long strides. “Go on, crazy, get!” 
The woman scampered away, her loose skin flapping with her fleeing feet. I watched her 
scamper into what shadows an afternoon in New Orleans allowed. 
“Thanks,” I said. 
“I think you two are a bit lost,” the man said delicately. “Angelinas, I should think. Don’t you have a proper home you should be in?” 
“Angelina?” I asked. 
He laughed. “You are new at this. I thought as much. What are you doin’ wandering around down here?” 
“A friend of ours ran away from our foster home, and we’re worried about him,” Alex said, 
before I could mess it up with my honesty. “We’re trying to find him, but we haven’t had any luck. We keep hearing from people about some strange disappearances, and a sort of new gang hanging around. It’s making us nervous.” 
“Damn right you should be nervous. These are dangerous times. ‘Specially for pretty girls too stupid to know that wandering around is a dangerous business.” 
“We’re not worried,” I said. Not about dangerous humans, at least. 
“You’re stupid, then,” he said bluntly. 
“Well, if you help us find our friend we can go back home, and you’ll have helped us be, um, un-stupid,” Alex said. 
I nodded in agreement, even though it was a lie. If he knew something, it would only bring us closer to danger. “Is there anywhere around here that young kids might hang out at? Or 
somewhere that people avoid? I mean a place our friend might have gotten mixed up in or…
anything connected with the disappearances?” I asked. 
“The streets are always a bad place to get mixed up in, especially in areas like this one. Kids think they know it all. They get burned out and get themselves on drugs or killed, usually both. 
If he’s missing cause of that, you won’t ever find him. Now the disappearances…if he’s gotten messed up in that – God help him.” 
“Why do you say that?” Alex asked. 
“The ones who disappear aren’t seen again.” 
“Great,” I said. 
His eyes locked on mine at my sarcasm, and I saw they were a very pale shade of grey. I took a step back automatically. There was a power in his eyes I couldn’t quite place. It went beyond my understanding. His eyes were thoughtful as he looked at me. 
“You learn where to go and where you shouldn’t go when you’ve been on the streets for a while, Angelina. There’s places here you have to worry about; places where people don’t like the 
homeless. Those are normal worries, worries we’ve managed to adapt to. This area you’re in is full of those types of places, not the other kind,” he said. 
“We’ll never find him,” I complained. 
Why was information so hard to find? People here had to know something! Or else they were too afraid to even think about the truth. 
“I said: ‘in this area’,” he said. His eyes twinkled with amusement at the hint. I realized around the dirty face and scruffy beard that those eyes were laced with intelligence. He finally moved on to the information we wanted to hear the most. “I’ve heard word since I got into town to avoid the French Quarter. One Bo told me not to go around the clubs, and to be in the shelters by dark. 
He said strange things were circling around the streets. He thought it was dark voodoo magic come to make the people of the city pay like it did in Katrina. I don’t know about that, but I do know that people disappear in this part of town and end up dead in that end.” 
His thoughts, though fuzzy, were in agreement with his words. He was telling the truth. But what was there to avoid in the French Quarter, other than overpriced trinkets? And buildings set on fire…and run-ins with sword fighting Watchers. It clicked. Everything had been focused in that area. People were disappearing here, but that didn’t mean the danger was coming from here. 
It was a good way to keep the curious distracted. Watchers were always good at keeping 
ordinary people distracted from the real danger. And the man that Margaret had tracked…he was obviously good at deception. The fact that he had been seen in this area probably meant he wanted to be seen. Perhaps, he had been seen in an effort to draw us out, so he could kill Margaret and Jackson. It seemed logical enough. 
“Thanks,” I said to the man. “You’ve been a big help.” 
“I hope you find your friend and…be careful. It might not be magic, but it’s still dangerous.” He shouldered his pack and walked off without a backward glance. 
“Did you notice it?” Alex asked her eyes distant and sad. 
“Notice what?” 
“He was…” her hands circled around the words, “different.” 
“Thanks for that,” I laughed. 
“All I could think about was my mom when we were talking to him. It was strange…different,” 
Alex repeated. 
I had noticed the feeling. It wasn’t a tangible difference, more like he was different, pretending to be normal, pretending to be different. I shrugged the feeling off, not wanting another mystery over top of the ones we were currently trying to solve. 
We set our feet in the direction of the French Quarter, the danger having been closer than we had thought. We passed the building we had spent the night on and traveled to the park with the colossus church. Not interested in tourists, who knew little beyond the world as it appeared, we kept walking until we reached a river. There more tourists and the consequent people who 
followed the tourists bumming for money along the river. There were kids here, too; kids with ratty hair, smudged faces, and sad eyes, who definitely were not tourists. Some kept to the shadows, while others openly begged. 
“Hey, man. You got a dollar? My sister hasn’t eaten for a week, and our mom is real sick…” A boy and a girl had approached a young yuppie couple. Their eyes were shining with unshed tears and the hint of a catch in his throat was perfect. From their thoughts I knew the girl had actually eaten this morning. Rather well, too, for someone homeless. The man handed them five dollars, avoiding their sad eyes, and the kids moved on. The girl nudged the boy when she noticed me staring at them. Their expressions shifted from helpless to entirely aware. They moved away swiftly, even as they sized us up as competition. 
“Do I look that bad?” I asked Alex. 
Alex stared at an ice cream stand, licking her lips lustfully. “Yep,” she agreed without looking at me. “Why?” 
“Those kids think we’re homeless.” 
“We are,” she reminded me. She folded her arms and watched them move on to another 
unsuspecting victim. “You think we should ask them if they know anything?” 
I shook my head. “They won’t tell us jack, not when they think we’re competition. Let’s just sit here for a while.” 
“Sit?” she asked. “Why?” 
“Well its real pretty here, ya see,” I said in a faux southern accent. “I want to…listen to people,” 
I added. 
“Oh,” she replied, picking out a bench for us to sit on. 
Letting people in wasn’t the hard part. It was organizing the chaos that was the problem. I shifted through the conversations and images people kept up in their heads all the time, whether they were aware of it or not. 
“Well?” Alex asked finally, fidgeting impatiently. 
“Nothing interesting,” I told her, keeping my eyes shut. 
“Nothing?” 
“Did you want to know the secret ingredient to grandma’s chili?” I asked her. 
“Um, not really.” 
“Then, yes, nothing,” I said. 
“Who would be thinking about their grandmother’s chili?” Alex asked. 
“Somebody who really likes chili,” I replied. 
She chuckled, and I went back to listening. We sat there for a long time, but either we had no luck, or we were on the wrong track…again. It was possible the bad stuff wasn’t happening on this end after all. It was possible the hobo had just been trying to protect us from being in a bad part of town. He seemed like the type of guy who would do something like that. 
By nightfall, I was frustrated, confused, and frustrated at my confusion. 
“It’s getting late,” Alex said finally. “And I’m getting hungry.” 
I opened my eyes and rubbed at my temple to get the voices to stop. I put up my shield, dimming the voices to a long distance shout instead of a roar. “Yeah. Me too.” 
She hooked her arm through mine, and we went in search of food. Why had I thought this would be so much easier? Why couldn’t someone just walk by and be thinking about what I wanted 
them to think about? The difficulty of our task, and the thought that it was pointless, that Daniel was dead and everything was shattered, crept back into my brain. The slow, dark thoughts of my night as a gargoyle over the city returned in triplicate, and I felt that the only way I would see Daniel again was through a stroke of luck or divine intervention. 
I was counting on neither. 



Chapter 9
“We need to pick a food place with a bathroom,” Alex said, interrupting my personal darkness. 
“I’ve been holding it all day.” 
“I call dibs,” I said. 
“You can’t call dibs on a bathroom,” she said. 
“If there’s only one, I can,” I said. 
“I call dibs on first watch tonight, then,” she said, pushing me into a Subway. 
“Oh, look, more than one stall,” I replied. 
I held the main door to the bathroom open for her and the young kid at the counter scowled at us. 
She started grumbling to herself at my words. She was still grumbling when we met up at the sink. 
“Oh, come on. It’s not that big of deal,” I told her. 
“I know…I switched grumbles. I’m going to try and call Beatrice,” she said. 
“Okay.” 
“What’ll ya have?” the boy asked, squinty eyed and suspicious. 
From our ragged appearance, he thought we were going to steal all his money and leave him duct taped in the corner. I ordered for the both of us in as nice of a voice as I could manage under the circumstances and paid. As he made our sandwiches, Alex worked on the clerk. She turned up the charm and, by end of ten minutes, was chatting with him as if they were old friends. I knew by the end of fifteen he would have let us move in with him had she asked. 
Alex smirked happily as he let her use to store phone to call Beatrice. I didn’t need the 
headshake, or the pursed lips, to tell me there was no answer. I had gotten as much from the lack of conversation she had while on the phone. We walked out into the twilight feeling worse than when we had walked in. 
“I tried to call Ellen and see if she’s seen them. I promised I’d check in with them, anyways,” 
Alex said around big bites of food as walked back outside, headed back to the same building we had spent last night on. 
“And?” I asked. 
“I would have told you if I talked to her,” she replied. 
“Right,” I said. 
My stomach sank to my knees. It was weird we couldn’t contact anyone. People didn’t just fall off the map. Unless they had their deaths faked…or had their deaths not faked. 
I waited for her to say something about our situation, or her fears, but she remained silent the whole way ‘home’. I helped her up to the top of the building again, duplicating last night’s awkward climb up. Once up, she didn’t even try and argue with me about who would stay up 
and who would get the couch. She threw her feet over the edge of the sofa, finished her 
sandwich, and let the dimming light fade into darkness. She stared up at the sky, where the stars were barely visible over the lights of the city, for a long time. I could see the flash of light from her eyes searching the sky. I perched on the ledge again, the sword across my knees. 
“You know, I don’t even really know what Marcus does,” she told me. “I mean, I get he collects Watchers and sells them, but…I guess, I don’t get the war that’s going on. It doesn’t make any sense why Lorian and Darian are fighting...what’s the point?” 
“When does war ever make sense?” I asked. 
“And why is Marcus spending so much time trying to hunt you down?” 
“Well, Alex, that’s why we’re down here,” I said dryly. 
“I know, I know…Here’s another question: why would someone fake our deaths?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“What could be the benefit?” she asked. 
“To make everyone else think we’re dead?” I asked. 
“Exactly. But who?” 
“It could be a lot of people, Alex,” I said. “There are a lot of people who would like to see me dead…or have me thrown off balance, to make me easier to find.” 
“It’s rough being you, huh?” 
I blinked away the lights from a passing car and readjusted the sword on my lap thoughtfully. I didn’t get the strange events of the past two days, either. Things were flying at us too fast, and this day, a day wasted in vain, had served in no other capacity but to dash my hopes of finding out information. 
Why hadn’t we arranged a safe place to meet up if things went wrong? How could Daniel have not seen this coming? Had the fire been a sign to Daniel or to us? Was he dead, and the fire an extension of his failed attempt to infiltrate the nest down here? He had made his mission down here sound so easy, like a walk on the beach or breakfast in bed. Had his ego been the death of him? 
Alex creaked on the couch as she readjusted her weight, and I could sense her thinking about home and not being able to contact anyone. I knew we both were hoping for the same thing: that whatever was responsible for the hotel fire hadn’t been to our homes first. 
Morning dawned muggy and slow; a coal fire slowly kicked to life. It was a beautiful dawn full of dazzling color but, on the horizon, I sensed a storm. I was eager for it to reach us, hoping it would help cool things down. 
“Morning,” Alex said, waking up all at once as the light touched her face. I grunted at her, my throat too tight from a night of silent worry to speak. She didn’t seem to mind. “Are we going to go back to listening today?” she asked. 
“I guess,” I said. 
“What’s the matter?” she asked as I let the stairs down to the road. 
She could tell from my tight back and worried face I was getting depressed. Her gift was too strong for her to ignore my obvious sadness. “This is going to take a while,” I admitted. 
“You didn’t think it would be easy, did you?” she asked. 
“No.” One of my shoulders rose involuntarily. “But it’s going to take a stroke of outrageous luck to find anything out,” I slung the sword over my shoulder as I stepped onto the cement, “and I don’t believe in luck.” 
“Do you think we should go to a shelter?” Alex asked. She obviously didn’t want to lose what slim hope she had, so she focused on the positive. “They have free meals there.” 
“What if someone reports us or something?” I asked. 
“You think someone would?” she asked. 
“I dunno. I’ve never lived on the streets before.” 
“Well, I think we should think about it. We need to save as much money as possible in case of an emergency or something. Eating out every day is going to erase our money supply pretty 
quickly.” 
“Eating out!” I scoffed. 
“You know what I mean,” she replied, wrinkling her nose. “And we need showers. Bad.” 
“Okay…Oh!” Everything spun, the street, Alex’s face, and my equilibrium tilted off balance. I stumbled to keep my feet and put a hand out to brace myself against the sound. The spinning only lasted for a second, but, when it was through, my head was full of sounds again. 
“Clare?” Alex said. She touched me on the arm. Her words, though soft, were a scream in my ears. 
“Shh!” I pleaded. 
She kept her hand on me and, for the first time, I felt a connection through our touch. It was like what happened when I touched Daniel, only less intense. Her thoughts of worry and concern 
reached out to brush me in a whisper. The external sounds increased, and I blocked out the connection I felt to Alex in reflex. I heard something then, above the cars, the people, the banging, the whirling, and the overwhelming pain. It was the sound of angry voices raised in violence and a thinner voice yelping in pain. My brain visualized a scenario to go with those sounds. A group of five loomed over a boy. They were taking turns kicking and punching him. 
He curled up to protect himself from the blows, even as he slowly became bloodied and bruised at their violent ministrations. There was something familiar about the scene I was witnessing, something that struck to the core of my soul. 
I was running to those sounds before I was aware of what my body was doing, the curious sense of déjà vu circling my brain. Alex ran after me out of instinct, unsure of why I was running, but aware I had a good reason from the expression on my face. Again, she lagged behind, her shoes slowing her down. I made a sharp turn into an alley, following the sounds, and saw what my mind had imagined. They were actually there! 
The clothing of the five figures, and their demeanor, were one of thugs. They were regular humans; just bad, regular humans. My blood boiled with anger as one man kicked the small, 
crumpled figure in the gut, and the boy whimpered in pain. 
“Hey!” I yelled at them without thinking. 
They stopped kicking the boy, but only so they could direct their attention at me. Their thoughts let me know they would have no trouble letting me join the bloody figure on the asphalt. The thought of a witness didn’t scare them; it was just another person to take care of. 
The leader of their posse turned around and sized me up with a strange nod of his head. His dark eyes switched to a lustful evil. I took the bag with the sword off my back at the look. I gripped it tightly at the sex fueled thoughts he shoved into my brain. 
“Hola, bonita. You shouldn’t wander down dark alleys. There might be bad men in one of them,” 
he said in an attempt at being suave. 
His voice was thick with an accent that matched his dark skin. Tattoos on his arms and the names circling through their minds clued me into the fact they belonged to a gang – a very bad, 
dangerous gang. I knew that every single one of the five had guns tucked somewhere in their clothes. I looked past him to the boy they were beating and felt a jolt of recognition. The small figure on the wrong end of their wrath had clear green eyes, a dirty face, and the lean form of someone who could run fast and steal well. It was my friend from a different alley. 
“Yeah, that’s real scary and everything,” I said, “but you’re not the scariest thing I’ve seen this week, and I’m really not in the mood.” 
“Oh, yeah?” he asked. He came closer, malicious, intimidating, a true bully in every sense of the word. I had trouble not laughing at him. He was just so insignificant compared to the evil I knew was in the world. 
Alex finally caught up. She took in the scene with a glance. “Clare….” 
Her voice was a curious mixture of warning and fear. The tone suggested she wasn’t afraid for me, but for them. We both knew what happened when I got angry. The boy tried to gain his feet behind the hulking figures, so he could run away. 
The leader noticed the movement. “I didn’t say you could stand,” he said. 
One of his flunkies kicked the boy’s legs out and the boy hit the ground with a thump. The man laughed as the boy fell and more blood formed on the boy’s face from the fall. That did it. 
Trembling, I handed the sword to Alex, not wanting to tempt myself, and ignored her wordless warning. 
“You should really be more careful who you mess with,” I told the gang leader. 
He bit his lower lip, smiling slightly, and put his hand on his pants, to keep them from falling down as he stepped closer. “Oh yeah? And what are you going to do about it, puta?” 
I took my own step closer and smiled down at him. “This.” 
I threw a right hook straight into his nose, putting the whole weight of my body behind the blow. 
He hit the ground with a hard thump, his eyes crossing from the hit. His henchmen’s reactions were typical and mentally stunted. They rushed me, counting on fear and their large size to cowl my reaction. It didn’t work. 
I ducked under the first punch the largest guy in the pack threw then elbowed him in the throat. 
He collapsed, too, gasping for air. I kicked the next guy in the gut and spun around for the other two. One was trying to get his gun out of his ridiculously baggy pants, the fabric hanging him up. 
The other had fled down the street, obviously allergic to bleeding. I ran to the guy with the gun to stop him from getting the gun, but it wasn’t necessary. He grunted and his eyes glazed, just as he freed the gun. He tipped forward and hit the asphalt hard, something breaking with his 
collision with the pavement. 
The boy I had rescued dropped the pipe he had hit the man with and went back to holding his bleeding nose. His eyes widened as he recognized me then they shifted to something behind me in alarm. I spun and saw the leader had groggily climbed to his feet again. He started toward Alex, his thoughts on causing pain, not caring who the target was. It was the wrong thing to do. 
As Alex backed up, I grabbed him by the back of his white shirt and threw him to the ground. 
The next couple of seconds were a haze of white anger. The moments were blurred and choppy as my brain worked to protect me from the burning emotion. I never did remember the actual attack. The only thing I could remember was Alex’s voice urging me to stop. 
“Clare! You’re going to kill him! Stop! Stop!” 
The fog lifted. My fist was red from his blood, and the beating I was giving his face. It hovered over the unconscious man’s nose while I thought over her words. I gasped when I caught sight of his face and realized I had lost control. I fell back and away from the man, disgusted with myself. What would have happened if her warning hadn’t been there? The disgust I felt at myself wasn’t the only emotion I faced. Why was it so appealing to finish the job? 
Alex’s eyes flashed dangerously against the morning sun when I found her eyes. Mine asked hers for an answer to the conflicting feelings. She had no reply. 
“Do you feel better now?” she demanded angrily. 
“No…” I was terrified, sick to my stomach, and definitely not feeling better. “Are you okay?” I asked the boy. 
He nodded and stepped over the grunting men. The leader was silent, his rough breathing the only clue that let me know he wasn’t dead. I found my feet, remembering the gang member who had run off. He might be getting more of his gang friends to finish us. I didn’t want to find out. 
“Come on!” I grabbed the boy’s and Alex’s arm and ran. 
“Clare Freddie Michaels!” Alex hissed at me as we turned down another street, my hands 
gripping them both. “Of all the stupid things!” 
“You promised you’d never say my middle name out loud,” I said. 
“They could have shot you! Or me! Or him!” she continued. 
“I’m pretty sure they could have,” I replied. 
“It was stupid!” she said. 
“They were going to kill him!” I said. 
She sighed, registering that the stupidity of my actions was done out of goodness. Her eyes swept the street nervously for cops and the curious. As they did, I noticed a faint white sheen had taken over her irises. Her blue eyes waged against the filmy white. It was a fight I had seen a million times in Daniel’s eyes, only Daniel seemed to know it was there. Alex was oblivious to the war her eyes were facing. Was she close to turning into a Nightstalker? The thought was terrifying. 
The boy finally found his voice. “Who are you people?” he asked. 
“I’m Clare, that’s Alex,” I said. 
“That’s not what I meant,” he said. His voice was nasally as he held his nose to keep the blood from running down his chin. 
“Yeah, I know.” 
“We should take you to a hospital,” Alex said, stopping to take a look at his nose. He wouldn’t take his hand away to let her look, but his injury was obvious. “It looks broken. And your eyes are starting to swell.” 
He pulled away from her hand, obviously not trusting the touch. The memory of our first alley rang through his mind. His fear and natural instinct to run away were at war with the gratefulness he felt for me at stopping those men. 
“No, man…are you kidding? Hospitals ask questions. I’ve got it covered,” he declined. I
wonder where Eli is?  he thought, his eyes sweeping the streets. 
“You’ve got it covered?” Alex asked. 
“Yeah, covered,” he repeated. 
“Great,” she replied. “Well, we need to get out of this general area, so I say we go back to the shopping area,” she said to me. 
“You would say that,” I said. 
“This was nice,” the boy said. “We should do this, like, never again.” 
“Hey,” Alex warned, “Clare just saved your butt. A little gratitude wouldn’t hurt you.” 
“It might,” he replied. 
I almost laughed. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
“I will be,” he replied with more sincerity. 
“All right…” I took the sword from Alex and slung it over my shoulder. 
He followed the movement and recognized what I had bundled in the ill-fitting bag all at once. 

Holy crap…that’s that sword…No way I’m hanging around that thing… “See you dolls later,” he turned abruptly and streamlined his way down the street. 
“He’s real friendly,” Alex said dryly. 
“I have that effect on people,” I replied. 
The sound of sirens in the distance steadily grew closer, aiming for the alley we had left. It was a clear sign to walk faster. We did, and I felt the fire from only days ago haunting us. We seemed to be running from danger more than we were preventing it. 
“Sit here for a minute,” Alex said when we reached our street of shopping. “I’m going to get a different pair of shoes since you keep running off. Get us some food while you’re at it.” 
Most of the shops were still closed because of the hour, but she had found us an early morning pastry shop. I didn’t ask how she planned to get shoes at this hour; she would find a way. I bought food from the sunny shopkeeper and picked it apart at the table while I waited for her to come back. My thoughts were on the man I had beaten and the lack of control I had experienced. 
It was the first real fight I had gotten into since the night I had killed. If Alex hadn’t been there, it was possible I wouldn’t have stopped. I would have kept beating him until he was dead. It was everything I had feared since my night facing Sheriff Cobb. Did my reaction mean I was losing the battle of control? Was it my Watcher nature rearing its ugly head or was I facing a much more personal demon? I hated to think I was capable of murder, but the fact that I hadn’t turned meant I was less likely to believe it was my Watcher nature that had directed my fist to his face. 
It had been all me. 
When Alex returned, we sat in thoughtful silence. I wrestled with the darkness I had found in myself then focused on the day ahead of us, deciding that planning was better than dwelling. I hoped the day would be more productive than the last. Alex was thinking whatever she was 
thinking, her shield as strong as ever. 
I felt the eyes on me before I saw the person staring at us. I kicked Alex under the table as the sensation of being watched went down my spine. Our watcher was behind me and close. There 
was no mistaking the feeling. Alex grabbed her leg in protest, but leaned forward at the 
expression on my face. “What?” 
“We’re being watched,” I mouthed at her. 
She sat up a little straighter and looked around. “Who?” 
I shut my eyes and concentrated. The pulse of people on the streets was increasing, but the roads were mostly empty. It didn’t take me long to find the trail of thought. I stood up and marched to the corner of the building, my sudden fear at being watched replaced by irritation. I yanked the boy I had just rescued around the corner by the front of his shirt. He yelped as I did, but I ignored him. “Why are you spying on us?” I demanded. 
He pushed away from me and fixed his ratty clothes primly. “Not spying…checking out. Big 
difference.” 
I searched his face for the truth and noticed something. I pushed him against the building again in reflex at what I saw. His face was perfect, not a blemish or scratch in sight. People didn’t just heal from a broken nose in a matter of thirty minutes. The only people that did were Watchers. 
He was obviously much too young to be a Watcher, but something strange was definitely going on. And that strangeness had me on the defensive. 
“How’d you do that?” I asked him. 
“Do what?” he asked, trying to push me off. 
I pointed at his noise. “Your face!” 
“I told you I had it covered.” He pushed at me again. “Let me go, will ya?” 
“Not until you tell me how you have it ‘covered’,” I said. 

Eli! The boy’s thoughts yelled out suddenly. His thoughts were worried that I meant what I said. 
He knew I could handle myself – he had seen proof enough in the alley – and was searching for help... 
“Who’s Eli?” I asked quickly. 
“I didn’t say nothing about no Eli,” he said. 
We stared each other down. I was annoyed I had given one of my secrets away to this street rat with questionable morals and even more questionable motives. His thoughts weren’t upset about the possibility of me reading minds – he was rather open to the concept actually – he just wanted to know how I was able. 
“Why are you here?” I asked. 
He looked down at the shirt I was clutching. I let him go slowly, seeing he wouldn’t answer until I did. “Look…you saved my life. Twice. I got curious. So sue me,” he said. 
“Maybe I will,” Alex said. “My dad’s a lawyer.” 
“Your dad’s a lawyer?” he asked. 
I scowled at Alex to shut up, but she shrugged indifferently in response. It wasn’t any worse than my slip. 
“Okay…” he said. “Let’s start over. Hi, I’m Spider, your run-of-the-mill homeless kid living day-to-day by the sharpness of his wit and the skill of his hands.” 
“Unless he’s caught by gang members,” I retorted. 
“They surprised me,” he said with shrug. “They’re very territorial, and I made them angry last month by begging on ‘their streets’ without paying my ‘dues’.” 
“They were pretty upset about you just ‘begging’,” I pointed out. 
“Well, I may have stolen the leader’s wallet, and they took it a little seriously,” he said. 
“Smart,” I said. 
He bowed ironically. 
“Did he say why he’s stalking us?” Alex asked me. “I didn’t hear.” 
“I do believe he gave a vague answer meant to throw us off,” I replied. 
“Gratitude,” he replied. “I wanted to say thank you.” 
“Uh-huh,” I replied. My eyes swept the streets and the skyline. The feeling of being watched hadn’t faded despite catching our watcher. Was it the mysterious Eli? 
“Does he strike you as the type to say ‘thank you’?” Alex asked. 
Spider’s brain was working two steps ahead of our questions, thinking of answers before we even knew the questions. I let him think he had the dime on us; it helped me hear two steps ahead. I could hear he was genuinely grateful, despite his real reason for being here – which he hadn’t thought of yet. That honest gratitude was the only that kept me from walking away – that and I wanted to know if we had been found…again. 
“Nope,” I replied in response to Alex’s question. 
“You know about them, don’t you?” he asked me suddenly, catching me off guard. “Those 
strange people.” 
“Vague,” Alex said, crossing her arms, mirroring my stance. 
I knew what he meant – the fight we had witnessed. “Yes.” 
“Who are they?” 
“Something you don’t need to know about,” I replied. 
“What if I did?” he asked. 
He had started to scramble his thoughts. He couldn’t block them out entirely, but he started thinking about technical things, things that were so over my head I felt insignificant. It was then I knew for sure he knew more than he was letting on. The only reason he would scramble his 
thoughts was because he knew about my ability. He wasn’t curious about how I could read 
minds, he was curious if the ability went beyond me. Spider knew about my world, and the only way he would know about my world is if he had encountered it before. Possibilities ran through my head as I searched for an explanation. One thing was clear: Spider wasn’t as ‘run of the mill’ 
as he had stated. 
He crossed his arms and looked between Alex and me. “I just want to know what happened in 
the alley.” His green eyes flashed with an idea. “We can make a deal, if it’ll make you trust me. 
A kind of, I’ll scratch your back if you scratch mine.” 
“What kind of scratching?” I asked suspiciously. 
“Just tell me what’s going on, who, or what, those people fighting on the building were, and I’ll do whatever you want. I’m a good friend to have, doll. I can guarantee you that.” 
Alex pulled me away from him. “We could use someone who knows this town. We’ve not had 
the best of luck so far…” 
“I know that,” I said tartly. I didn’t need her to point out our lack of situation or my inability to get results. “What exactly did you want to know?” I asked Spider. 
“Everything you know,” he said with a shrug. 
“It could get him killed,” I told Alex quietly. 
“Tell him that,” she said. 
“I’m not worried,” Spider said. 
“You should be,” I warned him. I stepped close again. “Because what you saw the other day was tepid compared to the fire you’re asking to jump into.” 
“Very scary.” He took a couple of steps around us. “We should get out of here. The rent-a-cop is going to come by in a minute, and he does not like my kind. He thinks we’re homeless on 
purpose.” 
I looked between Spider and Alex, trying to decide. Alex’s face was impassive but Spider’s face screamed something familiar at me; there was something about the shape of his eyes I trusted. 
Something inside told me I should follow him and see where this went. Plus, we needed help, and he was the only one offering it. Knowing it was stupid, I decided to put my trust him, feeling like doing so was asking for more trouble than we already had. 
“You first,” I said meaning for him to lead the way. “Make sure you keep your hands where I can see them, though.” 
“I wouldn’t steal from my savior, doll,” he said grandly, pacing away from us with long strides. 
“I have morals, you know.” 
Alex and I shared a skeptical look then turned to follow him. Our doubts trailed after us in curious acceptance of our choice. 



Chapter 10
Alex hooked her arm through mine as we walked after him. “You getting anything from him? Up here?” She tapped her forehead. 
“Not really. He’s smart,” I said grudgingly, “and knows more than he’s saying. He’s blocking things out. What about you?” I asked her. “Is your gift telling you anything?” 
“It’s not much of a gift,” she said. “I don’t always see convenient things. I can tell he’s more capable than his smart mouth would lead us to believe. He’s used to being underestimated and uses it to his advantage…Why do you think he wants to know about…you know?” 
“I have a feeling we’ll find out. Where are we headed?” I asked him, aware he was 
eavesdropping. 
He turned around and started walking backwards. “I got a place.” He wiggled his eyebrows 
suggestively. 
“What are you, eight?” Alex asked. 
“Eleven,” he replied. “So, what do you say?” 
“Not even in your dreams,” I replied. 
“Aw, that’s just mean,” he said in a mock hurt voice. 
He had led us to a small back street, which was isolated and closed off by cars and balconies. I slowed down. The eyes I felt on me were more intense now; closer. Spider had led us to the real watcher. I dropped Alex’s arm and took a stronger grip on the sword. Spider stared at me 
curiously as I slowed. Maybe he wasn’t as aware of our watcher as I thought. Maybe. 
A flicker of movement to my right had me reacting instinctively. The sword was out of the bag and hanging in midair before I fully understood the nature of the threat. Anger dominated my senses as the shadow shifted into a person. Spider had led us to a trap; our tentative trust had been misplaced. Alex took a step back as the figure materialized from the shadows at the end of my sword. His strange eyes, one blue, one brown, brought back a memory. He had been at the fire. He had locked eyes with me as everything had spiraled out of control. 
“Whoa, he’s a friend,” Spider said. 
I didn’t reply to Spider – he was too new an acquaintance to trust him at his word. I considered my options, automatically considering what it would take to end shadow-man before he ended me. 
Our visitor and I stared at each other assessing, probing for weaknesses. The tension from the moment locked my body into a strange sense of action. Our hotel wasn’t that far from here. A couple of blocks? Maybe, this was his territory to prowl – to find innocents to kill. For all I knew, he had set the fire. He could have gotten Spider to lead us here to finish the job he had started. 
“I’ve seen one of those swords before, Spider,” the man said. His voice was tight, controlled. It teetered on the edge of irritated anger. 
“She has answers,” Spider said. 
“She’s one of them. She probably started that fire at the hotel.” 
“Eli, come on! Look at her! She’s saved my life twice now. She’s not like the others.” 
Around the tension, I was surprised at how adult Spider sounded. He was the voice of reason – a mature voice of reason around Eli’s suspicion. 
Eli and I kept up our shared glare of distrust. My main concern was Alex. I wasn’t sure if I should fight or run away. What would be best for her? The last time I had gotten in a fight with a Watcher she had turned into a Nightstalker. This wasn’t the best place for that. Not just because it could get us killed. She dreaded turning again. She never mentioned it, but I knew. 
“Clare…” Alex warned, perhaps seeing some of my thoughts on my face. The fear in her voice was enough for me to seek out a better resolution than fighting. 
“Who do you work for?” I asked Eli. 
“Work for?” Eli asked back. 
“Marcus? The brothers at war? Someone else?” I listed them out for him. 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Eli said. 
“That’s what I was saying,” Spider said. He put a hand between us, pushing me back. “Why I need information. Please. This isn’t a trap, or whatever you think it is. I’m just trying to help out a friend.” 
My anger spoke to me – it told me to do the easy thing and start a fight. The sword agreed eagerly, thirsting after the blood of another Watcher. The part of me that reminded me of Daniel was saying other things, suggesting temperance instead of violence. I choose to listen to the Daniel-voice…for now. I lowered the sword from Eli’s neck in a tentative form of trust, but I kept a tight grip on the hilt. The tense silence hummed down to merge with the increasing traffic on either end of the road. Eli’s eyes made me uncomfortable as they bored into my face with an intensity that went beyond human. I waited for him to speak, to do anything, but he didn’t feel compelled to talk first. 
“So, who wants to start first?” Spider asked. 
“I don’t think this is the best place to do talking,” Alex said. “We don’t know…” 
“There’s no one around, and I’m not taking you anywhere unless I know you’re not one of 
them,” Eli said. 
“One of who exactly?” I asked. 
“The ones who hurt people. The ones who haunt this town for victims.” He pulled his hood up to shadow his face against the rising sun. He glared at the light in strange hatred. “The evil ones.” 
“I’m not one of those,” I said. 
“What are you? What am…” 
“What are you?” Alex repeated, astonished. “Clare, he doesn’t know.” 
“I’m beginning to figure that out,” I said slowly. “How could you not know what you are?” 
“I-I…” Eli searched for the words. 
Spider interceded. “We’re street kids, doll. We only know what the streets tell us. The streets don’t know nothing about the freaky stuff Eli can do. They just know he’s different, and that difference has chased him for a long time.” 
“That has got to be…” 
“The single most frightening thing I’ve heard,” I finished for Alex. 
Eli didn’t know what he was, or what was happening to him. I had been blessed with Ellen, then Daniel, to tell me what was happening. He had no one. I understood him being paranoid about who he asked; especially if he had noticed the bad Watchers running around town. The miracle was that Marcus’s Seekers hadn’t found him yet or that he hadn’t otherwise been attacked by a wayward Watcher. I didn’t know how they were able to track Watchers the way they did, but I knew they were good at it. Two of them had tracked me for two years and that was no mean feat with a gypsy of a mother who had a knack for disappearing. 
My suspicion wavered at the questions in Eli’s eyes and Spider’s genuine concern for his friend. 
Alex and I shared a questioning look. If we told Eli who he was and what that meant, maybe, he could be the key to finding the people we were looking for – if they were still alive. 
“Are you sure we’re alone?” I asked Eli. 
He nodded in affirmation. 
“I swear to you what I’m about to say is the truth,” I said. “Try to believe me.” 
Again, a silent nod. 
I launched into the story, secretly waiting for him to scoff, or laugh, or try to kill me. He didn’t. 
He simply watched with those odd eyes until I had finished. His intensity was disarming. He flicked his eyes to Spider when I’d explained the majority of what he needed to know – about Marcus, the war, who he was, and what that meant – and Spider perked up. 
“So everyone has a unique talent?” Spider asked for Eli. 
“Yes,” I replied. 
“That explains why you can heal people, Eli…” Spider said. 
That also explained why Spider’s broken nose was suddenly unbroken. Eli scowled at Spider, obviously not wanting us to know his talent. Spider ignored him with a familiar shrug. While Eli was the superhuman in the group, I got that Spider didn’t always agree with the way Eli acted. It was curious Eli put up with it, especially since he seemed so impatient. 
“And this Marcus person is the reason for all the stuff starting to kick up around town…all the disappearances, and the other ones moving through town?” Spider asked. 
“Yes,” I agreed. “That’s why we’re down here. Marcus is up to something – he’s set up a nest here to recruit new members and sell others for money. Daniel is trying to figure out what his plans are with me, and why he’s stepping up his game. Only things went bad. We’re trying to find Daniel and our other friends, and make sure they’re okay.” 
“I got all that from the first time you told the story,” Spider said. 
“She’s doubly serious about it,” Alex replied. 
“We’ll help,” Eli decided. “Don’t think I won’t be watching you, though. Telling the truth now doesn’t mean you aren’t lying about something,” he said. He turned and walked off, his long legs taking him out of eyesight quickly. 
“Friendly,” I said, wrapping the bag around the sword again. 
“That went well,” Spider said with a clap. “I guess that means you are officially invited.” 
“Invited?” I asked. 
“We’re going to help with your search...it’s only fair after what you’ve told us. That means you can stay with us for a while.” 
“Oh…we’ve got a place,” I said, wanting to maintain a level of privacy. 
Trust wasn’t instantaneous for me, even though Spider seemed to be telling the truth. They could be hiding something. After everything that had happened in the past two days, it seemed as if everything was a hidden threat and trust was a luxury. 
“Not like this. Come on.” He waved for us to follow, ignoring my refusal. 
Alex shrugged. “First good thing that’s happened in days.” 
“First thing that appears to be a good thing,” I corrected. 
She made a face of agreement, but we followed him regardless. We caught up with his quick 
pace and walked through the streets of the French Quarter. Occasionally as we walked, Spider bumped into the tourists around us, his quick hands always finding a wallet or piece of jewelry which didn’t belong to him. I didn’t say anything. I just watched, curious and envious of his practiced skill. 
“So…you two aren’t really homeless?” he asked stuffing yet another wallet into his ratty clothes as we turned the corner of another street. 
“We are, but we aren’t,” I said. 
“Huh?” 
“We have a home, yes, but it’s too dangerous to go to it right now,” I explained. 
“A good home?” he asked. 
“The best,” I replied. 
“I can’t believe you have a home, and you’re just…man, that makes no sense.” 
“Oh, well, Clare is saving the world,” Alex explained. “That never makes any sense.” 
I rolled my eyes. “You’ve never had a home?” I asked Spider. 
“Nah. I mean, I had foster parents, but they were all a real drag. I got tired of it all, so I ran off. 
Cops aren’t really concerned with hunting another runaway down, so it’s been me and the mean streets since I was seven.” 
“That’s awful!” Alex said. 
“Better than some things,” he said. 
“Is Spider your real name?” I asked. 
“Nope.” 
“How’d you get it?” 
“I like spiders,” he replied. “And, well, I like doing things with my hands, building things. My first robot was a spider, and the name kind of stuck.” 
“Cool,” I said. 
“You girls got any real life skills?” he asked us. 
“I think you saw we do,” I replied. 
“No, I mean…you’re going to have to make your way while we help you. We’re not rich, 
obviously. Everyone in our group has to take care of themselves…” 
“I don’t think I could steal,” Alex said. 
“What about begging?” he asked. 
“I don’t know…” Alex replied. 
“Your perception of it is all messed up. It’s not stealing if they willingly give you the money. It helps if you think of it like acting,” Spider said. “Or a game.” 
“A game?” Alex questioned. 
“You’re trying to best your opponent. You win if you get money.” 
“That sounds fun,” I said. 
Alex and I exchanged another look. Her eyes told me she wouldn’t be able to beg. She could live on the streets and follow me in to danger, but she wasn’t programmed to beg. We would have to figure something out for her. 
“It is.” He stopped abruptly in front of a white building and gestured grandly. “Welcome to my home.” 
“The Orpheum?” I read the words across the green awning over the front door. 
“All the world’s a stage,” Alex said. 
“And all the people merely…something profound. You live in a theater?” I asked Spider. 
“Yep. It’s got some flood damage from Katrina, and has been abandoned for a while now, but it’s as good a place as any.” 
“It’s better than a roof,” I said. 
“You’ve been staying on a roof?” he asked. 
“Yeah.” 
“Smart, but what happens when it rains?” he asked. 
He took us around to a side parking lot. Metal stairs hugging the building led up to a heavy metal door. The stairs creaked and groaned at our steps as if the stairs wanted nothing more than to collapse to the ground. At the top, he jiggled the handle of the door and the heavy chains slithered loose. He grinned at me and gestured for us to go first. I was hesitant, the darkness beyond the door almost absolute, but his mocking smirk spurred me forward. 
“Is it just you and Eli?” Alex asked, stepping into the dark. She stayed close to my side, not caring if Spider saw her afraid. 
“No. We got a group, sorta like a family. So…this is Eli’s rule, not mine, but I agree with it…If you hurt any of them, Eli will kill you.” He said it very calmly, bluntly. I had no doubt he meant what he said. 
“You invited us here,” I reminded him. 
“Yeah, I know, but it’s good to get that out right at first. Another rule is that we share what we get during the day. No keeping the good stuff. It’s a sharing endeavor we got here, and it works…so no selfishness.” 
“Clare here is very rarely selfish,” Alex said. “And she keeps me in line.” 
“Oh, shut up,” I told her. 
Her teeth flashed white in the darkness in response. 
Spider led us down a set of stairs, through a set of double doors, and in to a large room. This room was the only lit room in the whole place. There were no windows, but the broad stage, elegant seating and shadowy back stage were touched by lanterns set up intermittently 
throughout the space. The light sparkled out around the large room leaving shadows thick in the corners. I imagined, as we walked down the aisle towards the stage, a thousand plays being performed on the wooden stage. 
“How do you have electricity?” Alex asked
“Oh, I’m stealing it from next door. Just enough so they won’t notice. I thought about getting cable, but they’re always so touchy about those sorts of things…” he told us. “The others are out right now,” he continued. “They don’t come back until dark.” He jumped up on the stage. Old costumes and blankets were laid out in rows for beds. “I’ll find you some things to sleep on…
there’s lots of stuff downstairs they didn’t take with them.” 
“Thanks,” I said. 
He shrugged. “It’s part of our deal.” 
“How’d you know I knew the truth about Eli?” I asked curiously. “For all you knew, I didn’t have a clue.” 
“I could tell. You were just so confident you knew what to do…” 
“That’s just because you don’t know me yet,” I told him. 
“What does your friend look like…this Daniel?” Spider asked. He plopped down on the edge of the stage with his feet dangling over. 
“Green eyes, black hair, about six foot three…I think it would be easier if we just found the nest. 
He’ll be there.” 
“But how do I know what a nest is? Do they have a sign on the door that reads: ‘Super bad guys here: we devour souls for free’?” 
“That would be helpful, but no. Haven’t you heard anything about this end of town?” I asked wondering if the hobo had been wrong. I had thought Spider of all people would be up on the darker goings on of the city. 
“I just know people have gone missing,” he said. “I can’t say where to or how…well, I can say 
‘how’ now, at least.” 
I thought over all the impediments in my way. The frustration was almost palpable. Alex’s baby blues bored into the side of my face as she read my emotions. I turned away from the stare, not wanting the analysis. 
“I guess if we’re going to have to beg for a living, you’re going to have to show us the ropes. No sense in wasting any more time,” I said to Spider, feeling full of nervous energy suddenly. His questions were only letting me know how little we really had to go on. Being here wasn’t any different than being on the streets, only now we had Spider. 
“I like your enthusiasm, doll. It’ll take you far…” 
He jumped off the stage and beckoned us to follow. The daylight outside was alarming after the dark of the theater. I blinked rapidly to clear my eyes of the dark. As I did, I saw a hooded figure turn the corner and disappear. It was obviously Eli; it was also obvious he had followed us to make sure nothing bad happened to Spider. I didn’t blame him for being suspicious of us, but I wasn’t happy about being followed. It wasn’t my favorite feeling – I had spent long enough feeling chased. 
“Begging boils down to three basics,” Spider said, not having noticed Eli. “Make the sell, be the sell, and always, always, sound like your heart is about to break if you don’t get that sell. You don’t want to cloud the sell with too much history. They don’t want to have a conversation with you. You have a sentence to convince them to give you money. Competition is never good. Pick a spot where others aren’t staked out. We all have territories we like to cover, but it’s a ‘get what you can, if you can’ kind of thing. Don’t let some of the older ones scare you off. They won’t do nothing.” 
“Sounds like a lot more than three basics is involved,” Alex said while I laughed. 
“Nah. Watch this,” he said, walking away from us. 
We were back at the park with the massive church – somehow we kept ending up there. The 
streets had started to swell with post-breakfast tourists. Spider made a casual, non-linear path to a thirty-something man wearing a baseball cap. Their meeting was brief, but rewarding. Spider walked back and flashed a dollar bill our way as proof of his success. 
“Your turn,” he told me. 
Alex pulled me to the side, far enough away from Spider for it to matter. “I don’t think I can do this.” 
“I know,” I replied. Spider watched us curiously. I pulled her further away, not trusting him with her weakness. “What do you want to do, instead?” 
She started fidgeting. “I can talk people into things. I can bring people down on prices and convince them to let me use their phone, but asking for money straight up? I just…” 
“We’ll figure something out…” 
“You heard him,” Alex said. “Everyone has to contribute. It’s their rules.” 
“He won’t be around all the time…so, let me take care of it,” I said. “It’s the least I can do.” 
“What are you dolls talking about?” Spider asked trying to edge closer. 
I went over to him and put my finger in his face. “Call me ‘doll’ one more time and see what happens. Go on, I dare you.” He put his hands up and backed away. “That’s what I thought,” I said. 
He bowed, mocking me with his smirk. I ignored him and squared my shoulders in preparation for the task at hand. I willed my mind to think of it as Spider had suggested. All I had to do was ask for money: it didn’t matter what they thought of me, only that I won. Thinking about it like a game helped with getting over the moral questions. I always liked games. My competitive nature helped the insecurity fade away. 
I slowly walked through the people, trying to look casual. As I did, I listened to their thoughts, searching for a compassionate soul. I found one in moments – an old lady who was feeding the birds. She accepted my need without a second thought, her smile warm and compassionate. I 
didn’t even have to lie. When I walked back to Spider and Alex I had a five dollar bill in my hand. Spider crossed his arms, annoyed I was so successful so quickly. 
“How was that?” I asked. 
“You did all right, I guess…” he said, starting to walk away. 
“Where are you going?” Alex called. 
“To work,” he replied. “Be at our place by dark. I’ll see what info on this nest I can get for you by then.” 
Alex turned to me as he disappeared in to the crowd. “So…this is an interesting turn in events. 
From homeless to beggar in a day.” 
“It’s a means to an end,” I said. 
“To what end?” she muttered. 
“At least I found a use for my mind reading,” I pointed out, trying to stay positive. “I’ll be able to find people willing to give money, and hopefully make enough for the both of us, so you won’t have to beg.” 
“What do you want me to do while you’re making a living?” she asked, fidgeting with restless energy. 
“What we were doing before. Talk to people. It’s only a matter of time before we find the 
information that matters.” I wasn’t sure if I was lying. It was hard to tell what I really thought. I just knew we couldn’t give up. 
“Okay. Fine. Sure,” she said, strangely upset. 
She turned away and wove through the crowd before I could get another word in. I watched her go, wondering at her reaction. It wasn’t long before she, too, was lost in the crowd, and I was left with nothing but my confusion for company. 
I managed to get thirty more dollars over the course of three hours. With every dollar earned, I understood better why Spider had called it a ‘game’. It was about strategy and maneuvering, only you had seconds to maneuver them where you wanted them before they told you ‘no’. At the end of three hours, I pocketed my cash with a smile and crossed the street, headed away from the church. I figured thirty dollars was enough for two people for a day…
Alex had abandoned the tourist traps in her search for information. She had turned her search toward the local bars and restaurants, knowing the locals would know worlds more information than the tourists. 
We had agreed to meet back at the theater for lunch. It was the first time we had separated since the fire. I worried about her – worried that the second she left my sight she would get hurt or killed. Things kept happening when I wasn’t looking; it didn’t help that most of those things were deadly. 
My feet wandered off course as I searched for the theater, the unfamiliar roads confusing me. I turned on a familiar looking street, hoping it led back to the theater, and realized too late it was the street for the hotel. People were going in and out of the front of the charred structure – people in official city uniforms. I backed up slowly, not wanting the reminder of the past two days thrown in my face so abruptly. I half turned to find another street to get to the theater but stopped mid-turn. My eyes told me the impossible; my body stopped moving with what I saw. Frozen, I stared hard at the person coming out of the charred wood of the once beautiful hotel. 
The tall figure stopped at the edge of the sidewalk and looked up at the hotel briefly. He adjusted the hat of his city personnel outfit and bent down for a second, placing something on the ground, and then he moved over to a motorcycle along the curb. The shock melted. I knew that figure. I knew his form and the curve his face better than anything in the world, even over the distance. It was Daniel. 
I started walking toward him, my shock suppressing my ability to speak. Was luck real or was I imaging this? The motorcycle roared to life, and my fast walk turned into a run. He was leaving. 
My time was running out. 
I found my voice. “Daniel!” 
The motorcycle peeled away from the corner and was gone before I could yell a second time. 
“Crap!” 
I kicked a crumpled can into the road. I followed the path of the can in dejected anger, wishing I had been faster with my run or quicker with my words. The can stopped parallel to where he had been standing, almost as if it knew the spot and had stopped there on purpose to torture me. 
Glaring at the spot, I noticed a rock on the edge of the sidewalk. I raced over to it and picked it up eagerly. It was smooth and perfect, though a bit charred as if it had been in the fire, too. I recognized it as well. 
Daniel had once done a magic trick with a rock – after the school pool had blown up around us – 
to prove he could do anything. I had kept the rock, wanting a part of his magic. It had been in the hotel when the room had caught on fire. He had gone inside and found my rock! It proved what I had thought. I had just missed Daniel. I turned it over in my hand and looked at the hotel. A couple of workers stared at me oddly but didn’t comment, figuring I was loitering because of the appeal of mass destruction. They’d had many such visitors in the past day. Not wanting to look too suspicious, I shoved the rock into my pocket and walked away. 
My eyes scoured the roads for somewhere close I could hide and think. An obliging side road provided me with privacy. I slumped on the stucco and looked up at the bright sky. It was hard not to just start running, to chase after him, regardless of the fact that I didn’t know which way he had gone. 
He had been so close! I kicked at the building behind me, while still leaning against it. I set the bag with the sword against the wall and gripped my necklace. It was cold against my skin. It was the coldest thing in the hot sun. Sweat trickled down my back and face, a contrast to the gem Ellen had given me so many years ago. Why couldn’t one thing work out on this stupid trip? All I had needed was a couple of seconds, and I had blown it. I took a deep breath to calm the feelings in my chest. 
Frustration gave way to determination, and I dropped the necklace. It was just another set-back in a long list of set-backs. Now, I knew he was alive. He wasn’t rotting in some gutter, dead by the hands of evil Watchers. Our fire hadn’t been a continuation of his death. It had been 
unrelated. However fleeting the satisfaction of that fact might be, for now, it was enough. I would keep looking. Eventually, I wouldn’t be too late. 



Chapter 11
Remembering that I had to meet Alex, I pushed off the wall. The sword was heavy as I picked it up again. It weighed almost as much as the thoughts on my mind. I was curious, wondering if it could sense my emotions or if I was transferring some of gravity to the sword. It was weird to think of a sword as a living thing, but it felt sentient. It was creepy. Wondering about its strangely alive feel helped take some of the anger out of my thoughts. Any distraction was a welcome one. 
I finally found the right road, the unfamiliar roads growing more familiar as I walked. Alex paced impatiently in front of the green awning of the Orpheum as I approached. 
“Where ya been?” she asked when she saw me, obviously worried. 
I reached out with my free arm and pulled her in tight for a hug. I put my head on her shoulder and took a moment. Even though I loved her dearly, I wished she was Ellen. Ellen would make me feel better in an instant. All she had to do was share that bubbly laugh of hers with me and my mood was better. Ellen didn’t have to say anything to take away the worry. 
Alex rubbed my back soothingly, trying her best to comfort me. “Something bad?” she 
whispered. 
“I was too late,” I said. “Daniel was at the hotel. He left this. It was mine.” I held up the rock. “I yelled, but he didn’t hear.” 
“Oh, Clare…are you sure it was Daniel? I know you might think so, but the brain can be funny sometimes.” 
“I’m sure it was him,” I said. “I would know him blindfolded in hell.” 
“Which way did he go?” she asked, believing me. 
“He went straight then turned left. That’s all I know. He could be anywhere in the city by now.” 
“Clare…” 
“Yeah?” I said into her shoulder. 
“You really stink,” she said with laughter in her voice. Because of my height, her face was right at my armpit. 
I released her quickly. “Sorry.” 
“We’ll find him,” she promised. “He’s alive, at least.” 
“But we don’t know about Jackson and Margaret. What if he blames me if they’re dead? I have to know for sure before I see him…” I sucked in a deep breath and gathered my thoughts. “Did you find anything out?” I asked her. 
“Yes. There are some great clubs around town, I look like Marilyn Monroe, I have a nice butt, whatever I do, I should try Gumbo, and all the old women around here like to call young people 
‘baby’ for some reason.” 
“So….nothing,” I said. 
“Sorry,” she said. 
I smiled briefly at her, not blaming her for the lack of information. It wasn’t her fault. She was doing her best to help in ways she didn’t have to. But the fact that information was so hard to find was depressing. Why had no one mentioned to me that information could be as elusive as fully clothed people at Mardi Gras? 
Lunch looked tasty; the four bites I took were tasteless. The memory of Daniel being so close hammered against my mind almost as bad as the thoughts from the crowded eatery, which was 
saying a lot. Our time in the eatery ended with a screaming baby, who was wailing in the corner of the seating area. The parents ignored its cries, punishing the rest of us, because they were too lazy to take the baby somewhere until it stopped crying. I tugged at Alex’s arm, unable to handle the sound any longer, and threw my sandwich in the trash. She took her sandwich out into the heat, understanding my desire to get away from the noise. She didn’t talk to me. Instead, she focused on her sandwich that went beyond my desire to not hear anything. 
We separated at the boardwalk, after agreeing to meet at the theater later. I went back to begging as a distraction, desperately eager for the time away from my thoughts, and Alex went back to chatting people up. 
The darkness which slowly slid over the moving city meant little to me as I mingled with the tourists and locals. I gathered more cash, and explored the city some, as the party crowd stormed the city in barely there dresses and ridiculous amounts of hair gel. 
Alex had to come find me, before I remembered my promise to meet her at the theater. “It’s dark,” she said. “You we’re supposed to meet me at the theater.” 
I was sitting on a hard bench. The water I had found again lapped at the banks of the river, the kindest sound I had heard in days. Lights reflected off the water in dark, rippling, shades of perfection. It was easy to get lost in that perfection. Sitting there among the peaceful perfection, I had lost all sense of time. 
“Huh?” I asked. 
She sat down next to me, understanding of the state I was in. She didn’t try to comfort me with soft platitudes; she focused on something that would really make me feel better. “I’ve been doing some thinking. Daniel being at the hotel makes the French Quarter more likely to be where the nest is.” 
“He can drive anywhere. That’s the beauty of cars,” I said. 
“I’m right. You’re wrong,” she said. “I think we might want to look at some of the clubs in this part of town,” she added. 
“Why?” I asked. 
“I’ve talked to a lot of people today. They kept mentioning clubs I should go to, and it got me to thinking. Clubs make for a good cover. People go in and out all night. Disappearances would be easy to cover up…and it would be easy for a super-spy-Watcher to hide out in one.” 
I sat up straighter on the bench. “That’s not half bad.” 
“Thanks a lot,” she said. “We’d better get back. You don’t think they’ll lock us out if we’re late, do you?” 
“No,” I replied. 
“Why?” she asked. 
I pointed to my right. Spider poked his head from around a light pole then bobbed back, so we couldn’t see him. 
“Oh. How long has he been there?” she asked. 
“About a minute,” I said. “He’s trying to see if we’re talking about him. I think he likes you.” 
“I think he likes anything with breasts,” Alex retorted. 
“Spying on us?” I called to him. 
“Sup?” he asked, ignoring the question and stepping out from his hiding place as casually as if we hadn’t caught him spying. “You almost missed our nightly tally of who got what during the day…” 
“The ‘be back by dark’ thing is more of a command than a suggestion?” Alex asked. 
“Course not, doll. It’s just…” 
“You didn’t think we were coming back,” I said. 
“My heart breaks easily, so I’ve learned not to trust easily. I’ve been loved and left before,” he said grandly. 
“What? By an Xbox?” 
“Ouch. And here I was worried you two had gotten in trouble.” 
“Me? Trouble? Never,” I said dryly. 
Alex laughed. Spider rolled his eyes at me. “Yeah, right…come on. I don’t want to keep the others waiting.” 
Spider was already walking away. Alex pulled me off the bench, and, together, we followed him to our new home. It didn’t take us long to get back with Spider setting our pace. I didn’t get lost this time, at least. 
Spider filled the walk with meaningless conversation along the way. He used the conversation to try and lower our guards, so he could learn more about us, but he had forgotten about my talent. 
With the intelligence I saw in his youthful brain, there would be no guard lowering on my part. 
Not until I was sure I could trust him – if trusting him was even possible. Trust made people easy to con…or so he thought. How do you someone who doesn’t trust in others? 
Alex did most of the talking to him. He didn’t realize it yet, but he was dealing with someone almost as skilled at speaking and saying nothing. And, unlike him, Alex could learn his whole life story by what he wasn’t saying. She watched him with those razor sharp eyes, every shift in body weight, every word, telling her something about our new friend. I knew whatever 
conclusion she came to about him would be the right one. 
Once back at the hotel, he jiggled the chain off the heavy door again and gestured us inside. 
“Will Eli be at this tallying of money thing?” Alex asked carefully as he held the door for us. 
“Sometimes he is, sometimes he isn’t,” Spider said. “Eli does what he wants to do. He stays here at night sometimes. Other times…well, I don’t really ask.” 
“How’d you meet him?” I asked. 
“It was about a year after I ran away. I was starting to get into some things I shouldn’t have – 
dangerous things – and he found me. He saved my life, gave me a home…gave me a big 
brother.” 
“You steal and beg for a living,” Alex said. “How bad were the ‘dangerous things’?” 
We navigated the steps down to the lobby as he spoke. “Drugs. Boosting cars. Let’s just say those gang members weren’t the first gangs I’ve been around…or beaten up by.” 
“God…” Alex said. 
Spider made a wry face and led the way into the dimly lit stage area. The light was the same, the darkness spooky, but the place felt more alive than our previous visit. Laughter and talking bounced off the walls, coming back to us in strange, ghostly echoes. Spider whistled, and the figures on the stage stopped talking. As they turned to stare, I got a good look at my new roommates. 
On the corner of the stage sat two girls. One was black, her hair slicked into a long, dirty ponytail. The other girl had flaming red hair, which was dulled by dirt and grease. Their tattered clothes fit their bodies poorly; it was obvious the clothes had been collected piecemeal, probably stolen or out of dumpsters. The black girl was familiar. She had been on the boardwalk the other day, eyeing us with that same look of suspicion she was eyeing us with now. 
Her companion from the boardwalk, an older boy, sat with another boy, who fidgeted and 
twitched almost constantly. Her companion had a dark tan, like he spent a lot of time outdoors, but he wasn’t black, leaving me to wonder how they managed to get away with their story of being brother and sister…probably, because no one ever really looked at them. The tattered clothes and skinny frames were universal to the group, though the boy who twitched was the smallest. The twitching boy also looked the most terrified. His eyes were wide, full of fear as he eyed us. 
Their eyes all spoke of hard lives, lives that shouldn’t have been as hard. Abuse, neglect, drugs made up the foundation of their earliest years. They had seen things I couldn’t have imagined in my darkest thoughts. Alex gripped my arm at what she saw, fighting the tears of sympathy. 
If Spider noticed our reactions, he didn’t mention it. He pulled himself on the stage and 
addressed the group. “All right everyone. This is Clare and Alex. Eli said it was cool for them to hang for a while.” 
“I seen them before,” the black girl said. “On the boardwalk.” 
“That’s not a miracle, Sprint. We’ve seen lots of kids on the boardwalk,” Spider said. “Everyone agree to let them in?” 
Even though Eli had given permission to let us stay, Spider knew the rules of good governing. 
Let the others have a voice; even if that voice didn’t mean a whole lot. 
“Eli said it was cool?” the boy from the boardwalk asked. 
“Yep,” Spider agreed. 
“Cool with me, then,” he said. 
The others gave nods of approval. The girl Spider had named as Sprint eyed us suspiciously but agreed to his question without hesitation. Spider looked around the group, noticing the curiosity and suspicion they had about the two strangers Spider had brought into their lives. “Right. I should introduce you guys. The girl glaring is Sprint, and the redheaded, pasty creature next to her is Cora.” Cora rolled her eyes at Spider and gave a half wave to us. “That brown-haired boy there is Ethan and the boy twitching is Twitch.” The boy twitched more at the introduction and avoided my eyes. 
“Creative name,” I said. 
“No one knows his real name,” Spider admitted. “He doesn’t talk.” He looked around the group, and his green eyes narrowed. “Money down,” he said. 
They all pulled wadded up bills and trinkets from their ragged clothes. The pile grew 
impressively; impressively for only a day’s time. I threw my money into the pile, and they looked at me in surprise. I smiled slightly and stepped back. Spider started circling the group when everyone had finished emptying their pockets. His eyes were full of thoughtful suspicion as he watched our faces. He stopped in front of Cora. She was blushing, her pale cheeks full of color. She refused to look up and met his eyes. 
“You’re holding something back,” he said. 
“Am not!” she said. 
“You know he knows,” Sprint said. “Just show him.” 
Cora pulled a small necklace from a pocket. She held it up to show him. 
“We could get twenty bucks for this,” Spider said letting the necklace dangle over his fingers. 
Her hand tightened around the chain. “I just…” 
“What?” Spider demanded. 

Mama used to wear a rose just like this… Spider wouldn’t understand…  I heard her think. She ran a finger over the small steel rose. 
“Can I buy it for her?” I asked Spider. 
The others turned to stare at me again. Spider’s face was confused. “Why?” 
“Can I?” I asked again. 
“I guess…” he said. 
I pulled out the last of the money Jackson had given me. “I didn’t get this from begging. It was all I had left from…before. This for the necklace.” I added the money to the pile. 
Spider shrugged. “All right.” 
He counted out the cash and put a value to the trinkets and jewelry. “This is a pretty good haul.” 
He divided the cash into equal piles for us all. “Don’t waste it on frivolous crap,” he said to Alex and me. 
The kids took their cash and stuffed it back into their clothes. Cora held her new necklace tight in her pale hand, staring at me in disbelief. Kindness was such a rarity in her world that she doubted the intention of my act. I turned away to avoid her eyes, embarrassed, pocketing my own money, and went to one of the red seats to rest. My legs were tired from spending all day walking around, and I had a headache from being immersed in people’s thoughts for so long. Even now I had the kids’ thoughts pounding into my brain. My neck throbbed from the wound Daniel had 
doctored, not helping the headache. 
Alex sat down on my right. “I never knew life could be like this,” she whispered. 
“The world is full of all kinds of dark,” I replied. “This is just one kind.” 
“The world is full of good things, too,” she said. “Friends, people who help others when their wandering the streets of New Orleans, chocolate, four course meals, family…” 
“Hot showers, good books, Daniel…” I stopped at his name. 
Cora, ignoring Sprint’s hiss of disproval, jumped off the stage and joined us at the seats. She sat down awkwardly, putting a chair between us as a buffer. She held the necklace out to me. “You should have it. You bought it.” 
“It’s a gift,” I said. 
She shook her head. “I don’t want to owe anybody anything.” 
“It’s not an obligation,” I told her. “Seriously. I won’t collect.” 
She hesitated then brought the necklace to her neck. She fastened around her pale skin and hid the rose under her dirty shirt. “We’ll see,” she said. 
“I guess we will,” I agreed. 
“I like your tattoo,” Cora said. 
“The angel?” I asked. 
She nodded an affirmative. 
“Thanks,” I said. 
“Are you from here?” Cora asked. 
Spider was eavesdropping. “What’s one of our rules?” he called from where he and Ethan were talking next to Twitch. 
“Don’t ask for people’s stories. Let them tell you first,” Cora said promptly. “I’m not an idiot.” 
“No, just ugly,” Spider teased. 
“We’re not from around here,” I said in answer to Cora’s question. 
She nodded, but left her questions there, Spider’s words reminding her that she didn’t want me to ask her questions about her past. 
“Eli’s back!” Sprint said from the stage. 
Cora turned around at the words, and her face lit up as Eli stepped through the double doors. 
In his arms, he carried four boxes of pizza. Though his face was emotionless, I sensed a feeling of peace as he looked at the kids; there was a release of his dark emotion for their sake. They circled around him, taking the food from his arms in excited anticipation. They took the boxes back to the stage, chatting happily. Eli’s eyes turned arctic when he caught me staring. I shrugged, his attitude not my problem, and turned to watch the kids swarm the pizzas. It was like watching Shark week on the Discovery Channel, only the sharks on TV were more civil. 
“If you want some you’d better dig in,” Spider said as he stuffed pepperoni pizza into his mouth. 
“I’m not hungry,” I said. 
Alex was already up. She pulled the pepperonis off and gave them to Spider, then sat down next to me with a hard thump. Her face was contented as she smelled the cheesy goodness. “I never thought I could lust after a pizza so much. I mean, I honestly think I’ve never felt about a boy the way I feel about this pizza.” 
“Says a lot about your taste in men,” I said. 
“Says a lot about hunger,” she corrected. 
The other’s conversation swirled loud against my ears. Not up to taking the energy to block them out, I listened in. 
“And then he actually apologized to me!” Spider said around the other sounds the theater was producing. Everyone in the group laughed. 
“What a tool!” Ethan said. 
“Seriously! He never even knew what hit him. It was a seventy dollar watch, too!” 
Different sounds invaded my mind – the sounds of their thoughts. 

I can’t believe she just gave it to me. 

Why would Eli let them stay? They don’t look like the type that needs to be rescued…  This from Sprint. 

And the animals were there singing together, all their voices singing, with big strong voices
rising from even the filthiest animals. I mean, I've seen animals come together and sing before,
except in high fancy vaults where bits of colored glass are pieced together into stories…Some
days I want to sing with them. 
The voice of the last thought was strange – soft and beautiful. It was a voice I hadn’t heard from any of the kids. I searched for the owner with my eyes eventually landing on the one Spider had called ‘Twitch’. He picked at his food and looked on at the others with jealously. The thoughts he left me with were beautiful, and I vaguely remembered them from a poem. Twitch read 
poetry. 
The soft sound of Eli taking the seat on my other side drew me from my fascination of Twitch. 
Unlike Cora, he did not fearfully put a seat between us; he was more confident in his abilities. 
For a long moment we sat in silence. Per my combative nature, I turned it into a contest of wills to see who would speak first. The only sign that Alex was aware of Eli was her awkward 
shifting. She, too, was determined to make him speak first, though I sensed it was for different reasons. 
“I tried to look for this nest you mentioned,” Eli finally admitted. 
“Oh, yeah?” I asked. 
“I had an idea,” he said. 
“I’ve had several. I’m pretty sure they’re all illegal,” I replied. “Well, they would be if this were 1987” 
He dug at the armrest with his fingernail, his lips clamped together in irritation. 
“She’s sorry,” Alex said for me. “Clare thinks she’s clever. It gets her in trouble more than you know. What were you going to say?” 
He relented at her apology. “The clubs around here would be a good place to check. They hide a lot of other illegal activities, why not this nest you mentioned?” 
“Oh, well, Alex…” I started to say. 
“Thinks it’s a good idea,” she finished for me. She put a hand on my arm, a silent gesture to let him have this idea. It was a reminder that we were dependent on his help. He was the only 
Watcher we knew who wasn’t dead, or bad, or currently unavailable. 
“But how do we test that theory?” I asked. “We’re not exactly club worthy.” I gestured at my dirty clothes. 
“Spider…” Eli said. 
Spider turned to us, food hanging out of his mouth. “Yeah?” 
“Explain to them how we get what we want,” Eli said. 
“Through whatever means necessary,” Spider replied promptly. 
“So….what does that mean?” I asked. 
“We could break in,” Spider suggested. 
“That’s a lot of clubs,” Alex pointed out. 
“Do you want to find out information?” Eli asked. 
“And did you have anything else to do?” Spider added. 
“Oh, you had me at ‘break in,’” I replied. “Breaking in sounds fun.” 
Alex wasn’t happy about my words. “That means it’s the most dangerous, stupid thing we could possibly do.” 
“That’s not stopped us yet,” I said. 
“What are you guys talking about?” Ethan asked. 
“They’re trying to find some people,” Spider said. “I’m going to help them, so long as it doesn’t get in the way of my day job.” 

But why would he volunteer to do that?  Ethan thought. “Oh…” 
“I brought you a radio,” Eli said to Spider. “It’s upstairs.” 
Spider wiped his greasy hands off on his pants and rushed out to find the radio. His thoughts were excited at having electronics to play with. I slumped down in the chair and, using my foot, played with the sword, as the others went back to their conversation. The silver that peeked through the fabric reflected light on to my face. I stared at the light thoughtfully. 
“That thing can’t stay here,” Eli said quietly. He, too, stared at the silver blade. “It’s dangerous for the others.” 
“I can’t just leave it lying around,” I said. 
“No,” he agreed. 
“What do you have in mind?” I asked. 
“We’ll put it somewhere safe,” he said. 
“Somewhere safe?” I asked. 
“Yes,” he agreed. 
“Just because you say it’s safe, doesn’t mean I’m going to take your word on it.” 
Alex put her hand on mine. Clare…don’t piss him off. We’re just going to have to trust him…for
now. 

I didn’t know we could talk like this,  I thought at her. 

Me, either. Let’s just take the sword wherever. I’ll feel better when that thing isn’t hanging over
our heads. 

All right. 
Eli was staring at us. He hadn’t missed our silent communication, but I sensed he didn’t 
understand the full spectrum of it. 
“I was tired of lugging it around anyways,” I admitted to him. 
He stood and walked away without a word, trusting we would follow him. I grabbed the sword and shared an exasperated look with Alex before we trailed after him. She followed at a much slower pace. 
Spider was still upstairs. He sat at the top of the stairs with a flashlight tucked under his chin and the radio in his lap, tinkering away. He didn’t try and follow us, or ask to join us…he was too busy trying to figure out how he could rework the radio. He muttered a brief goodbye as we passed him on our way out, his thoughts full of mechanical knowledge. 
The streets outside were full of that same energy I had noticed the past three days. It was a dark magic I wasn’t sure was entirely healthy. Eli walked ahead of us, so he wouldn’t have to talk to us. Alex hooked her arm through mine as we took a corner and set her pace to slower than slow. 
A saunter would have told her to ‘hurry up’. She smirked as he was forced to wait for us at the end of the road. He paced like a caged animal as he waited. 
“So much for not making him mad,” I said. 
“If you’re going to piss someone off, you have to do it un-obviously,” she said. 
“Un-obvious. Right,” I said. 
We walked for a long time. Just as I was starting to get annoyed, figuring he was yanking our chain, we caught up with him again. This time he didn’t pace away as soon as we reached him. 
We were on a side street littered with parked cars. The clubs and restaurants were sparse now. In their place were industrial buildings and business offices. The building he stood in front of was brick and looked large in comparison to the others next to it. He pointed at a fire escape. 
“What is it with fire escapes?” Alex grumbled as I went first up the narrow steps. 
I helped her up and waited for Eli to join us. Without accepting my hand up, he went directly to a white door on the landing and opened it. He left the door open for us. The room was small, but open. Large windows slanted to the floor, helping the space feel bigger than it really was. Tall shelves of books, dusty from disuse, and a small bed were all that decorated the room. It was a monk’s study, rather than a home. 
“Do you stay here?” I asked. 
“No.” A door in the corner slid open with a reluctant squeak. “I come here to think.” 
“Is it yours?” Alex asked. 
“It was my father’s,” he replied. 
“Look at all these books…” I said in wonder. 
Eli grunted indifferently. 
Alex was more on point. “You knew your father?” 
“No,” he said. “I tracked him here. It was the last place he was seen. Here.” 
He held his hand out for the sword. I hesitated before handing it to him. It was the one thing I had that could kill Watchers; I had seen its rival slice a man easy enough, and that was supposed to be impossible. Should I give up my only protection? Eli snapped his fingers, impatient to get this over with. Uncertain, I handed him the sword. He placed it in the room and forced the heavy door back into position. 
“Do you ever read any of these books?” I asked to hide how uncomfortable I was at handing him the sword. I ran a hand over a row and thick dust came off on my fingers. 
“No.” 
I stopped as a title caught my eye. It was a collected book of poetry. “You should let Twitch read this one,” I said. 
“Don’t act like you know him after one meeting. You don’t know any of them,” he growled. 
I threw my hands up in surrender and paced back to the door. 
“We’re not here to mess with your world,” Alex assured him. “Once we find our friends, we’ll be gone.” 
“Whatever,” he said. “Just don’t build their hopes up that’ll you’ll stick around. They don’t need those sorts of disappointments.” 
“I just thought he’d like it. I heard him quoting poetry earlier…in his thoughts,” I said. 
“You can hear him?” Eli’s eyes locked with mine. 
“Yeah. Course. I can hear everyone who isn’t a Watcher. Why?” 
Eli pulled his hood over his greasy blond hair and didn’t answer. He made his way out and down the stairs. 
“I guess that means it’s time to go,” I said. 
“And that we shouldn’t ask questions,” Alex added. 
“And that he doesn’t like us,” I said. 
“He doesn’t like you,” Alex corrected. “You’re the one who has all the questions.” 
“True,” I agreed. 
We followed Eli back down to the street level. This time he didn’t wait for us like he did before. 
I guessed he figured we would know the way back. 
“I miss Dad,” Alex admitted when we were close to the theater. She had her arm stuck through mine again. I wasn’t sure if she was looking for comfort or trying to give comfort through the touch. Maybe it was a little of both. 
“I know.” 
She gave a strange laugh. “I thought I was going to go on a summer vacation that was actually fun. Dad was talking about going to L.A with you guys. That would have been cool…instead, we have this…” She hugged my arm tight. “You know what the last thing I said to him was?” 
“No,” I admitted. 
“I said, ‘I don’t care what you think.’ What if something happens to me down here? I can’t let that be the last thing I said to him,” she said. 
“I won’t let anything happen to you, Alex,” I promised. 
“What if…what if I change again and you can’t help it?” she asked. 
“Alex….” 
“I feel like there is this…” she struggled with the words, “darkness inside of me waiting to get out. Every time I get angry or irritated it comes out a little. And I have these thoughts…bad thoughts that come out in my dream sometimes. When you were fighting those gang members, I just wanted to change and rip their throats out, just tear them to pieces. I wanted to so bad.” 
“Why didn’t you?” I asked. 
“I got scared, I guess. Scared of killing someone else,” she said. 
I hugged her closer and didn’t say anything. Not that I knew what to say anyway. It was a 
reminder that the three lives I had taken in April weren’t just riding on my conscience. Alex had taken her own lives, and she was dealing with the consequences as much as I was. She 
understood, better than even Daniel, what the unanswered questions and guilt could do to a person. 
I let Alex walk up the stairs first, gnawing over the questions again. Where was Daniel? How could he have come down here on the suggestion of a stranger? Serenity, her gold eyes, dark skin, and perfect form as she’d walked away floated through my head. I hadn’t thought about her in weeks. Everything else that had happened, and the time separating her visit and our mission down here, had erased her from my mind. She had brought this plan to Daniel. It was her plan which was backfiring. Had she set this whole thing up in the hopes it would fail? 
The kids had settled down now that the food was gone. They lounged around the space in singles and pairs, entertaining themselves. Twitch, who was the youngest, was fast asleep in the far corner. Cora and Sprint were in whispered conversation, giggles emanating from their corner. 
Ethan helped Spider with the radio, their tinkering adding a counter melody to their conversation. 
As we walked in, I realized that Eli, who had walked in way ahead of us, was nowhere to be seen. 
“Cora fixed you a bed,” Spider said as we sat down in our chairs. He pointed to a corner of the stage that was a bit removed from the others. Two heaps of costumes and old blankets provided the best looking bed I’d seen in days. 
“Thanks,” Alex said. She yawned and kicked off her shoes. “I’m beat. And my feet hurt. And my head hurts. And I’m going to bed.” 
She crawled on to the stage and, still crawling, made her way to the bed. She curled up without bothering with a blanket, the heat overwhelming in the humid space, and promptly started 
snoring. 
I watched Ethan and Spider mess with the radio, until they got too tired to mess with it anymore. 
Cora and Sprint had fallen asleep long before, their giggling slowly petering out to the soft sounds of sleep. For the first time in a couple of days, I sucked in a long, deep breath. The place was quiet; it was perfect in its quiet. The kids around me reminded me that not everything was life and death, even though they had seen plenty of both, and Alex reminded me why we were here. With the promising balance of quiet and the purpose of my mission, I sunk into the moldy chair with a roll of my shoulders. 
My sighting of Daniel wouldn’t be the last time I saw him. It couldn’t be. And if there were such a thing called ‘luck’ when I saw him next I would have the person who had set fire to the hotel, and I would know for sure about Jackson and Margaret. 
In the mood I was in, nothing would stop me. 



Chapter 12
The kids were up at dawn the next morning. They rolled over instantaneously, as if someone had yelled in their ears. I had spent the night on my makeshift bed of costumes and blankets, which smelled of mold and water, trying to get some sleep. Tossing and turning was jealous of how often I shifted on the bed. They stretched and yawned, then silently went to sit on the edge of the stage. Alex caught my eye as they waited. Hers were sleepy and full of tired tears, but she was curious about their strange behavior. Our unasked questions didn’t last long. Eli appeared at the door. In his hands was a box of donuts. He came forward and placed them on the stage. The kids didn’t waste any time in attacking them. 
“The Sister’s sweet shop again?” Spider asked. 
Eli nodded. “They never lock their upstairs window.” 
Spider took a large bite of a donut. “Bless them and their oblivion. They have the best donuts in town,” he added for my benefit. 
Eli sat down on a chair and watched the kids eat. His expressionless face was hard to read, but his eyes were pleased. He didn’t even look at Alex or me; to him we were as important as the moldy clothes we had spent the night on. 
Twitch sat apart from the others, picking his food apart while his feet dangled off the edge. I rolled out of blankets and picked up a sprinkled donut, then sat next to him. His thoughts turned nervous at my presence, but he soon calmed when he realized I wasn’t there to force him to speak. His twitching decreased at any rate. 
We shared a moment then I said, “Had I the heavens' embroidered cloths enwrought with golden and silver light the blue and the dim and the dark cloths of night and light and the half-light I would spread the cloths under your feet: But I, being poor, have only my dreams; I have spread my dreams under your feet; tread softly because you tread on my dreams….Heard that one 
before?” 
Twitch shook his head in response. No. 

“It’s by Yeats. I’ve always liked that poem, but then again I’m a sucker for poems about dreams being more important than wealth. Daniel, my friend, says I’m a closet romantic, but I think he’s just unaware of how much we need dreams…” 
Twitch smiled at me oddly. I like the dark poems. They make me realize I’m not so alone…
“You’re not alone.” I gestured around the room at the other kids near us. 

You can be alone even when you’re surrounded by people you love. 
I blinked at him. “How old are you? You can’t be as old as you look. Not with thoughts like that.” 

Seven. 
“Give me some of that maturity, will ya?” I asked. 
He giggled in the first real sound I’d heard him make. 
I took my first bite of donut and saw that everyone was listening in. Eli’s face was full of jealousy, while the others were simply shocked that I was actually talking to Twitch as if he spoke words. Spider pushed Sprint playfully and made a joke to hide the fact they’d all been eavesdropping. She pushed him back, and he retaliated by stealing what was left of her donut. It was then I saw how she had earned her name. Spider hopped over chairs and ran up the length of the theater to try and escape her, holding her donut as hostage. Sprint’s lanky legs stretched out in full stride as she ran to intercept him – she caught up with him in a matter of seconds. Her tackle was not gentle. They slammed into the ground, fighting over the donut. Cora ran to help Sprint get her food back, while Ethan took another donut when no one was watching. 
Alex sat down on Twitch’s other side to watch the action, and, without thinking about it, she brushed a speck of dirt from his face. He didn’t seem to mind the maternal action; he smiled and went back to picking his donut into pieces before eating them. His thoughts soothed even further, and we all sat in happy peace, watching the friendly chaos of the fight we were watching. 
After Spider had paid his penance for stealing Sprint’s donut, and the food was all gone, 
everyone left to do some constructive thieving and begging. The day flew by. I focused on the gullible and the generous, my story changing slightly with every person, though I avoided lies. 
Around my careful half-truths, I found that I enjoyed the game and the payoff of its rewards. It was fun and interesting; more to the point, it kept me entirely distracted. 
Alex collected information on different clubs we could break into and by noon had a long list. 
When I was certain I had enough money for the day, we found a bench we could talk on without being noticed. Alex gave me the lowdown on the clubs as we sat, happy to have a plan again. 
“I think we should start with the ones near the waterfront and work our way inwards. That way we can be sure we won’t miss anything. I also think we need to case the places out some, and make certain they don’t have video cameras and stuff. We can do that tonight…” 
“Once we know where the cameras are, I think Spider and I can disable them,” I said. “I think you should focus on linking the information we find.” 
“Okay.” Alex paused thoughtfully. “I tried to call Beatrice again today. She didn’t pick up. I got a really strange message, though.” 
“What?” 
“It said: The fox is out of the den, and the dove has taken to the morning.” 
“Weird. What do you think it means?” I asked. 
“That the fox is out and the dove likes to fly in the morning,” Alex said. 
I frowned. “It sounds like a message.” 
“To who?” 
“Whom,” I corrected. 
“Now is not the time to correct my grammar, Clare.” 
“Sorry. I don’t know who it could be directed at. Daniel didn’t tell me anything about coded messages…” 
“Great….another mystery.” 
“Tell me about it.” 
Putting the message off as something we couldn’t solve, she leaned forward and started making plans and plans in case our plans failed. I wasn’t sure if the plans would help anything, but they made Alex feel better, and that was worth everything. 
At dusk, we went to the theater, still talking, hoping we were on the right track. Inside, we found the others already waiting for us. We repeated the giving of funds earned to the collective pile. 
This time, no one held back and the pile grew respectively large. Like the previous night, Eli’s arrival wasn’t long after the division of funds. He had more food with him and even less to say. 
He hunkered in the corner, away from us, only talking to the kids when they talked to him first, which they did only to tease him or get him to settle a dispute for the group. 
After dinner Spider led us out into the dark. “Where first?” he asked. 
“We’re going to start with the clubs closest to the water, then work our way out,” Alex said. 
“Sounds good,” Spider replied. 
“Tonight, we’re going to find out what kind of security these places have and start breaking in tomorrow,” I said. 
“This isn’t the first time I’ve broken into a building,” Spider said. 
“It’s a first for us,” Alex said. 
“Don’t worry, doll, I’ll show you the ropes.” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. I punched him on the shoulder to get him to stop, and he grinned wickedly. 
“Here’s club number one,” Alex said, coming to a stop on the sidewalk. 
There were a few people hanging around outside the metal doors of the club, but it was too early in the evening for it to be truly busy. Spider leaned against a wall across from the club to watch the place in unobtrusive silence; he blended in seamlessly with the dark. Alex and I looked more out of place but we managed to not get noticed. 
“This place is a joke. I could sneak in here blindfolded. Let’s move on to the next one, this place won’t bother us none,” Spider said finally. 
“Okay,” I agreed. 
Spider led us through back alleys to the next club, past rotting garbage and shadowy dealings. He was tensely aware of every danger, every law being broken, even as kept an outward appearance of cool indifference. 
Before we could get to the next club, we were stopped. At the corner of a road bustling with traffic, two boys around fifteen were loitering. They had their hands jammed into their pockets and hoods pulled over their faces as they watched people pass them on the sidewalk. As we 
rounded the corner, one of the boys caught sight of Spider. He perked up and nudged the other boy, pointing out Spider to the second boy. I immediately focused on them, hoping they weren’t more gang members come to hurt my new friend. 
“Spider…hey, bro.” The boy who spoke had a voice full of nervous energy. 
Spider’s face was immediately wary. “Hey, guys.” 
“Man…can you spot me a couple bucks? I swear, I won’t ask you for anything again,” the same boy said. 
“You already owe me for last week,” Spider said. 
“Come on man, be a pal.” 
“How much?” Spider asked. 
“Ten bucks, man, just ten bucks.” 
Spider sighed and pulled bill out of his pocket. “Last time, Chris.” 
“Thanks, man.” 
Chris took the bill and stuffed it into the pocket of his dirty hoodie. The two boys immediately walked away and met up with another figure down the street. This figure was less the giving sort, more the selling. 
“What was that about?” Alex asked. 
Spider watched the boys, friends from before he had met Eli, and didn’t reply. That could have
been me. I shouldn’t have given them the dough… A vision of the boy named Chris protecting Spider from an older kid circled in my thoughts, and I knew Spider felt indebted to him. It was the same way he felt indebted to me. 
“Drugs,” I said quietly to Alex, so Spider couldn’t hear. 
“Oh.” 
We followed Spider, feeling sobered by the meeting. Spider, however, wasn’t eager to dwell on the moment. He talked a million miles a minute, doing his best to get in a friendly argument with me. Aware of the distraction he was searching for, I kept up our argument until we reached the second club. He didn’t mention the boys again, but around his bantering and sarcasm, I could sense his pain. It was difficult being indebted to someone who was so determined to ruin their own life. It was difficult for Spider to acknowledge how close to being like those boys he had been…before Eli had taken him in. 
After the second club, we moved on, carefully cataloguing the security of each place we visited. 
Spider was confident in his ability to break in to all of the buildings. Though it was mainly just standing around and watching the partiers do what they did best, I had a lot of fun scoping the places out. Alex’s quiet disapproval of the scene and Spider’s purposefully controversial 
comments kept me entertained. 
By the next night we all felt ready to do some constructive breaking and entering. Beads of sweat rolled off me in waves from the heat of the night and the nervous energy as we started a more hands-on approach to collecting information. Alex was keeping a look-out from across the street, while Spider picked a lock on a window in the shelter of an alley. Around the corner from us blaring techno music echoed out from the front of the club. 
“Do you need help?” I asked Spider as he worked at the lock. In my nervous state I felt he was taking entirely too long. 
“Would you ask Boggie if he needed help with a scene? Would you ask Cagney if he needed 
help memorizing his lines?” 
“Boggie?” I laughed. 
“Humphrey Bogart,” Spider said. 
“I know…” I said, surprised a street kid knew anything about classic movies. 
He was more than willing to explain his favorite pastime even though I hadn’t asked. “I sneak into the theater sometimes. They play classic movies after midnight,” Spider said, opening the window with a nonchalant smile. 
I whistled to Alex for her to join us and followed Spider into the dark room. The room was a low-key office with desks separated by chest high cubicles. Pictures of people’s families tried to make the cubicles more personal though ‘personal’ was difficult to achieve anytime cubicles were involved. The architecture was old and unique, proof the building had, at one time, served another purpose, perhaps as a family home. Our feet made the old wood floor creak and groan in protest, but I doubted anyone would hear over the music. Spider disappeared in the dark, 
scouting the area. As I helped Alex through the window, I called to him. 
“Sh!” he chided me. “You two take the filing cabinets. I’ll sort through the computers.” 
A dull blue light illuminated his face as he turned one of the many computers on. Alex and I started shifting through the papers at his command. It was obvious pretty quickly that the club owner had his hands in a lot of questionable businesses, and an obsessive compulsive habit of leaving those dealings on paper, but nothing that mattered to our search. We had all agreed to not take longer than five minutes, figuring our time for getting caught doubled after then, but we didn’t need five minutes to know this wasn’t our place. It was just too human; illegal in nature, but human. We sneaked back out, leaving everything as it was. 
“I could make a fortune over what that guy puts on his computer,” Spider said. “I can’t 
understand why anyone would put those sorts of things into a place so easily hacked.” 
“Probably because he’s human and humans like to feel organized,” I said. 
“It’s stupid,” he disagreed. 
“Yep,” I agreed. 
“You know, you dolls aren’t half bad at this. You got a natural talent for the larcenous arts,” 
Spider complemented us. 
“Oh, geez, you do know how to make a girl blush,” I said. 
“You’re not blushing,” he pointed out. 
“No, no I’m not.” 
Spider made a face at me and led the way to the next club on our list. Behind us, the techno music continued its assault on the streets of New Orleans oblivious to the fact that we had paid the building a visit. 
The night passed in repetitive excitement. We broke into three buildings after our first. None of them provided us with any sort of hint to the nest here, but I had a lot of fun. To me, the adrenaline rush was well worth the climbing and sorting through piles of papers in search of something that probably wasn’t where we were looking. It helped, too, that I finally felt useful – 
my mind reading ability usually gave us plenty of warning before someone could catch us, even by accident. It was hard to hide my exhilaration from Alex, who, while happy to help, was not happy about the idea of getting caught. 
It took us a week of long nights to find a clue. The long hours hadn’t affected me nearly as much they had Alex and Spider, and Alex seemed the most affected by the lack of sleep. She took to using a good portion of her food money on buying coffee to stay awake during our midnight 
adventures and shadows developed under her eyes, but she refused to stay at the theater when I suggested it. Spider was able to manage on a lot less sleep. I wasn’t sure if he napped during the day someplace no one would find him, or if it was the advantage of his upbringing, but he was always ready for a break in and was always in the bantering frame of mind. I knew he was 
having a lot of fun. 
“Get your hands off my ass!” I hissed at Spider as he helped me through another club’s window exactly a week after our first break in. We were on a metal stairway to the side of a brick building. Spider was helping me through the window, which was at an odd angle in relation to the stairway. Even with my height I was having trouble getting through. 
“It’s the only part of you you’re currently offering me!” he hissed back. 
“Shut it, you two! You’re going to get us found!” Alex said from the base of the stairs. 
I grunted in agreement as I pulled and Spider pushed. With another grunt I fell hard on to the tile floor. I rolled to my feet, surveying the room for dangers, and moved back to the window to help Spider and Alex up. 
“This place looks promising,” Spider said when I had helped him in. 
“You said that about the others,” I reminded him. 
“Yeah, but this place is fancy,” he pointed out. 
“Well, it’s settled, then,” Alex said. “Solved. We can all go home.” 
“Hey, look! An old-fashioned French telephone,” Spider said. He picked up the receiver and listened. “It works, too.” His fingers itched with the impulse to take it apart and see how it worked. 
“Fascinating,” I said. “Can you pick this?” I jiggled a filing cabinet drawer, its locked state intriguing me. 
“Ouch, doll. It hurts you even have to ask,” Spider said, setting the phone down. 
“I told you not to call me ‘doll’,” I said as he moved to the cabinet. 
“Yeah, yeah…” he replied. He took out his lock picking tools and started on the lock. 
I looked through the books along the wall as he worked. I shifted a couple, curious about the titles. They were all in French. Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus – authors I had heard about but had never read. The music from the club below shifted into a different hard hitting beat as I looked. It pulsed through my body, cancelling out the other sounds from the club I had been having trouble keeping out. 
“This is all paperwork for the club,” Alex said from her place near the desk. “Nothing 
legitimizing abductions, murder, and mayhem.” She raised an eyebrow at me, and I smiled. 
“I still think we should’ve taken advantage of that first club’s dirty little secret,” Spider said. 
“Of course you do,” I replied. “You have the mind of a blackmailer.” I dug through another filing cabinet that wasn’t locked, trying to find my focus again around the sound of the music. 
“Messing with mob-esk types probably isn’t a good idea right now, though. We’ve got enough on our plates.” 
“You know…the Seekers are sort of like a mob,” Alex said thoughtfully as she read a piece of paper. 
“A mob who has no loyalty to family,” I said. 
“And one who doesn’t put dead horses in your bed,” Alex said. 
“Well, there is that,” I said. 
Spider opened the door to the cabinet and eyed the room for a second time now that his task was complete. “No computer. It might be in a different room…” he suggested. 
“We’re not risking it,” I said as I started to thumb through the files in the cabinet. 
“Third one from the back,” Spider said, pointing over my right shoulder. 
“You looked through this already?” I asked, annoyed he hadn’t told me. 
“Didn’t have to.” He pointed at the third file from the back. I saw that its lettering was larger than the others and had my first name written in elegant handwriting. There were more flourishes in my five letter name than I had thought possible. I pulled the curiously named file from the drawer, my mind racing over possibilities. 
All three of us jumped at the sound of a door banging open from somewhere down the hall. 
Deep, masculine voices slowly approached our door, voices which didn’t take super hearing to notice. “I’m tellin’ you, I heard something.” 
“A mouse crapping, maybe,” the second voice said. “You always think you hear something, and it always turns out to be nothing…” 
“Whatever, just help me look.” 
All three of us started moving at the same time. Alex was to the window first. I helped her out, then Spider, who, with my added frantic push, landed with a hard thump. With the folder 
clamped in my mouth I dove out of the window and hit the metal stairs hard. My hands stinging from the fall, I ran down the stairs as fast as I could. Alex and Spider were already at the end of the street. They didn’t wait for me, but I didn’t want them to. They split up, going in opposite directions like we had planned. We would regroup at the theater later, when we were sure we weren’t being followed. 
I slowed down once I was off the side road and went in the direction of Canal Street, giving them space to get away. On the corner, a jazz quartet played, filling the streets with a soulful sound I loved. Wanting to be close to the melancholy peace of their playing, I ducked into the open bar they were in front of. I settled on a red stool, enjoying the anonymity of the darkness of the interior. Trying to look casual, I waited to see if anyone followed me in. Thoughts of drinking, of hidden secrets, of buying and selling, of flirting and loving, were all meshed together in the symphony of normal human thought, but nobody was unduly interested in me, no one even 
looked twice. Except for one person. 
“Can I getcha something?” The bartender leaned forward to talk to me, his bright white teeth a beacon in the dark. 
“Soda,” I said. “Can I have this paper?” 
“Sure.” He put a glass of coke in front of me as I slid the paper across the bar. 
The title of the paper immediately jumped out at me. POLICE STILL HUNT FOR ARSON 
SUSPECT. I read the first few lines of the article, enough to know the police still didn’t have a clue as to who had set the fire at my hotel. The people in the blaze still remained a mystery, no one coming forward to claim them as family or friends. Around my sadness that the real people in the fire, the people who were our stand-ins, might never have their stories told, I was glad for the mystery. It meant Alex and I stayed safe. 
Hiding the file with the horoscope section of the paper I looked inside. The file contained a single photo. I felt an instant jolt of recognition when I saw it: it was Daniel. He was looking behind him, his eyes searching, perhaps feeling the eyes of the photographer. His dark hair and green eyes stood out against his white linen shirt. His face was changed – tense and full of darkness. The bank clock beyond him dated the picture. It was from two days ago. I turned the picture over. Written in that same elegant writing was: Jackson Park. Tomorrow, noon. 
Jackson Park was the park with the church. It was the park I spent so much time in. Did that mean Daniel was in the park, and I had missed him? Or did it mean he would be there tomorrow? 
Why did the folder have my name on it instead of Daniel’s? My leg tapped an irregular beat on the floor. Had I found the nest? And, more importantly, did they know about Daniel? Had his cover been compromised? 
“Hear about that fire?” the bartender asked. I glanced up and saw that he was watching me. I didn’t need the visuals from his brain to know he was hitting on me and using the story in the paper as a conversation starter. His face said enough. 
“Yeah,” I said. 
“Crazy right? That sort of thing never happens here.” 
According to you. “Yeah…crazy.” 
“I’ve heard that it was a mob hit. The owner is connected or something.” 
“Yeah, well, I’ve heard it was done by half angels,” I said. 
He laughed and nodded knowingly. “I hear ya, I hear ya. I hope they catch them at any rate. I know the son of the housekeeper who died. They were close, ya know? It’s hit him real hard. 
Want another round?” 
I hadn’t even touched my coke. “No.” I put a couple of dollars on the bar and tucked the paper with the folder inside under my arm. 
“Come back and see me!” he called. 
I didn’t reply. Instead, I walked out with a million more questions than I had walked in with. 
“Where have you been?!” Alex demanded as soon as I appeared in the doorway of the stage. 
The kids were still awake and were gathered on the stage talking quietly. Alex and Spider were taking turns pacing in front of the door like a pendulum on a particularly agitated clock. 
“Wanted to make sure I wasn’t followed,” I replied absently. 
“Were you?” Spider asked. 
“No.” 
“What’s in the folder?” Alex asked. 
I pulled the picture out of the paper and handed it to her. She and Spider studied it. “Who’s the dude?” Spider asked. 
“Jackson Park?” Alex asked. She had turned the picture over. “Was that where this was?” 
“Definitely not,” Spider said. “That’s a bank from near the trade center. Who’s the dude?” 
“You sure?” I asked Spider. 
“Is it a yuppie idiot easy to con?” he asked back. 
“It has to be a meeting place for tomorrow, then,” Alex said. 
“Yeah,” I agreed. 
“But which part of the park? Who are you supposed to meet? Did Daniel leave this for you?” 
Alex asked. 
“I dunno,” I said. “None of that changes the fact that I’m going to be there tomorrow at noon.” 
“That’s stupid,” she said. “You’re just going to hang out there?” 
“What other choice do I have?” I asked. 
“You could break into the club again…” Spider suggested. “Find out more about who you’re 
dealing with.” 
“It’s too dangerous,” I disagreed. 
“Could be.” Spider pointed at the picture again. “So, who is this?” 
“Daniel.” 
“I would have thought he’d be better looking,” Spider said. 
I made a face at him. Alex was staring at the picture. “This feels like a trap,” she said. 
“What feels like a trap?” Eli appeared behind me. 
Spider’s quick voice explained everything, and the picture passed to Eli for examination. “This is your friend?” Eli asked. 
“Yes,” I agreed. 
“Which club?” 
“Maquis,” Spider answered. 
“Oh,” Eli said. 
“Oh? ‘Oh’ as in ‘Oh, that place is totally a nest for Seekers’ or ‘Oh, I have gas’?” I asked. 
“Just…oh,” Eli said. He turned the picture around and pointed at the words. “Spider?” 
“Jackson Park, tomorrow at noon,” Spider said quietly. 
Eli nodded in understanding and handed the picture back to me. 
“I’m going to go,” I said. 
“I figured,” Eli said. 
“You’ll be there?” I asked. 
Despite my uncertainty about him, and the fact that over our week with them I hadn’t gotten in a single conversation with him, I wanted him there. I sensed he would do what needed to be done. 
That part of him was very obvious. 
“I owe you,” Eli said. 
“How did you do it?” I asked before he could walk off. “How did you survive for so long 
without being found?” 
He leaned forward and his impassive face twitched. I wasn’t sure if he was fighting a smile or a frown. “I hid,” he said. He walked into the darkness of the lobby without another word, pulling his hoodie over his greasy hair as he walked. 
“Why do you keep testing him, Clare?” Alex asked. 
“Because he annoys me,” I replied. 
“There’s more there than you think,” she said. 
“How do you mean?” 
She tapped her head. “I can just tell. He isn’t closed off to annoy you. Something happened…
something profound. He’s trying his hardest to make sense of all this. Just like we are.” 
“Uh-huh,” I said. “Did you see that with your gift? Or do you like him?” 
“Of course not!” she exclaimed. 
Her refusal had been too quick and had been followed by the face she reserved for when she was keeping things from me. I made kissy faces at her, letting her know I wasn’t deceived. She pushed me away, rolling her eyes at my teasing, and went to sit at the front of the theater, her blush lighting up the dark surrounding her. I followed, tucking the picture of Daniel into my pocket for safe keeping. 
Cora and Sprint giggled together in the corner while Ethan – who was joined by Spider as I sat – 
tried to overhear their conversation. Cora and Sprint stopped talking as soon as one of them got close enough. They were making a game of it. I could have told them that Cora and Sprint were discussing Cora’s crush on Ethan, but that would have ruined the fun. Twitch sat close to the light, away from the other’s laughter and talking. His thin hands held a dusty, old book, while his mind devoured the words on the page with an overwhelming hunger. I recognized the book from Ethan’s hideout. He had given Twitch the book of poetry after all. 
“We found a lead,” Alex pointed out as she sat. 
“Looks that way,” I said. 
“You don’t think so?” she asked. 
“I’ll let you know,” I replied. 
She sighed. “I am dying for a shower. And a toothbrush. I would literally do anything for a toothbrush,” Alex said. 
“How many times are you going to complain about that?” I asked. 
“If I don’t vocalize my desire to bathe I might just up and leave. Which would you prefer?” she asked. She raised a hand to cut my reply short. “Don’t answer that.” 
“I’ll go buy you a toothbrush,” I told her. 
“How will I brush them? There’s no water.” 
“How do we use the bathroom?” I asked, thinking of the convenience stores we had grown way too familiar with. I had never thought I would be so glad to see the nasty bathroom of most of those places as I was every morning when I had to pee. Spider had shown us which stores were friendly and which ones to avoid…it was the best thing he’d done for us so far. 
“Oh, right,” Alex replied. 
I stood up and she made to follow, but I put a hand on her shoulder. “You should rest. You haven’t slept all week,” I said. 
“You just want to go all ‘Dark Knight’ and brood about life and our situation while you’re gone,” she teased. 
I shrugged and tucked my hands in my pockets. 
“Alright...don’t take too long…” she said, settling back into her chair. 
“I’ll be back,” I said. 
Alex was right. Sitting in the cramped, humid theater was driving me insane. And, while the narrow streets of New Orleans were usually full of some kind of danger, at least it was private. 
There was privacy in a crowd of people who didn’t know you; privacy in not having to explain why you were scowling or looked so sad. Plus, there was the added benefit of the thoughts 
driving out my own to the point where, for a time, my own reality didn’t feel as closed up in my head. 
I jumped down the last two stairs and breathed in the heavy air of the city. The thick balconies and beautiful, if not mismatched, architecture closed me in on thin streets that screamed out with a dark history. My pace was slow, my head bowed against the thoughts as I walked. 
What was the chance I would actually find something in a club? I knew we had focused on the clubs on a whim, to have a focus for our desire to find information, but to have one of the clubs actually contain a real clue? And to have my name on that clue? I wasn’t stupid enough to accept chance as a reason. Chance was sloppy. It was easy. Nothing about my life was easy. 
I stopped at the corner before the convenience store and pulled the picture from my pocket to look at Daniel’s transformed face. There was another question. There was so much tension in his body, so much darkness in his eyes. He wasn’t the Daniel I knew. How much could a person 
change in three weeks? Had I changed? 
I looked down at my clothes, which had picked up quite a few holes and dirt since I had started breaking into buildings and decided maybe I had. While I had spent my formative years running, afraid I would be discovered by people like the Seekers, I had never been forced on the streets. 
Ellen had made sure I always had a home, had love, and enough to eat. Things had been tough, but I’d always had her. Part of me felt as if I were becoming closer to Daniel and what he had experienced when he was young, and another part of me felt light-years away from him. 
Distracted by the overwhelming sounds around me and my own thoughts, I didn’t notice the 
danger until it was too late. The click of the hammer being pulled back on the gun was 
alarmingly loud to my alert ears. I put my hands up in front of me in reflex as a large, silver plated gun forced its way into my field of vision. 
“You don’t look so tough now. Where’s all your karate skills at, huh?” 
Behind the gun was one of my friends from the alley – the one who had run away from my 
attack. His thoughts were loud and intrusive; they worked themselves to a fever pitch of sound. I flinched from the assault. I knew enough of Spanish to translate: This little bitch thinks she can
mess with my friends! No one messes with us and lives…if I kill her in front of witnesses the
others won’t blame me for running away. Then, I’ll go find that rat-kid friend of hers and make
sure he ends up nose first in the gutter he came from. 
“Why don’t you put the gun down so we can find out?” I said his thoughts letting me know he had no intention of letting me go. 
“You’re a real comedian. If you didn’t notice, I have a gun in your face,” he said, pushing the silver gun closer to my face. 
I leaned away from the gun, my back pressing harder into the thick wall. “I noticed. What 
happened to your friends? I thought you lot worked in groups.” I asked in a distraction as I furiously worked through options. There weren’t many options that didn’t end with me being dead. 
“They’re in the hospital!” he shouted. “The next place you’ll be…in their morgue, I mean.” 
“Yeah, well, I’ve already been dead once this month,” I muttered. 
His thoughts held no compassion for me; his dark eyes reflected that fact. All I could think looking into those eyes was that he would have been perfect for the life of a Seeker, and that of all the ways I could have gone out it had to be in New Orleans on a dark corner by a gang 
member holding a ridiculous silver plated gun. The man smiled and his finger moved toward the trigger in preparation for my murder. I held my breath, unable to move in that moment. 



Chapter 13
Frozen from fear, I didn’t move when he pulled the trigger. Even though I could hear his 
thoughts, I was surprised. He had actually shot me. 
The bullet ripped into my chest, shoving me against the hard wall. I gasped at the overwhelming pain. I slid down the wall, clutching at my chest, as the warm blood spurted over my pale fingers. 
As my legs lost their ability to stand, I didn’t have any great all-seeing moments where my life flashed in front of my eyes, or come to any grand revelations. Everything turned blurry then started to turn black. The dark pulled me under. Whispers floated out of the darkness, 
surrounding me entirely. The whispers urged me to stay, welcoming me with a dark acceptance as I joined the whispering ranks. 
From somewhere – it felt like it was very far away – I heard a scream and the sounds of sirens rise up out of the night. The scream might have been me: it vocalized my pain perfectly. My attacker ran off, and I was left to die alone. I sunk into an encompassing darkness, the whispering increasing, as the lights disappeared into a grey fog. 
When I felt the electric hand on my chest I was too weak to pull away. The touch was different, unique. Through my pain and weakness, I marveled at it. It was alternately warm, cold, and electric and reminded me of Ellen and Daniel. The pain in my chest lessened and the burning, searing heat of the bullet cooled and died. I gasped and coughed back to the land of the living. 
Those hands moved from my chest and helped me off the wall. I walked without thought. The 
lights slowly stopped swirling as I walked and color came back to the world. I finally recognized Eli at my side. He pulled me along the city streets, urging me to go faster. Behind us, I heard sirens and screams of panic. 
“Am I dying?” I asked him. 
“No,” Eli replied. “Walk.” 
“Isn’t that what I’m doing?” I asked. 
I looked down and saw dark crimson blood had stained my black shirt. A hole where the bullet had passed was the only sign of what had just happened. Not only was that injury healed, but my neck and arm injuries had been replaced by unblemished skin. 
“How am I…did you heal me?” 
He grunted in what I took to be a ‘yes’. “Up here,” he said. 
We were back at his safe house; back to the sword. I crawled up the ladder and collapsed on the roof, exhausted, despite feeling better than I had in my entire life. I didn’t bother going inside the small room. Instead, I watched the stars, hating they were so far away because of the smog and lights of the city. Eli sat down next to me, far enough away so that we couldn’t touch had we tried. 
“Holy crap,” I said to the night, figuring Eli didn’t care. 
“What happened?” he asked. 
“He was just kind of…there,” I said. “It happened so fast.” 
“With as many people looking for you as you say, wandering around is stupid,” Eli said. 
“I wanted to get Alex a toothbrush. And think. I wanted to think. What happened to the guy who shot me?” 
“He fell down and broke his neck. It was tragic,” Eli said calmly. 
“Oh. You killed him.” 
“Don’t waste your time feeling sorry,” Eli said in response to the tone in my voice. “People like that choose their fate.” 
“Like you chose yours?” I asked. 
I wasn’t as upset about the man being dead as most would have been, but I thought Daniel would have at least regretted killing him more. I would have regretted killing him more. But now wasn’t the time to think about that. I placed a hand over my heart and felt the blood. Eli had saved my life. He stopped me from becoming another statistic in the city of blues. 
“Thank you for saving me,” I said. 
He shrugged, and his strange eyes moved to stare out over the city. 
We listened to the sirens die and the regular sounds of the city crept over the sounds of drama. 
The city moved on, irrepressible despite what had just happened to me. For all the city knew, I had died tonight and, yet, it moved on. Slowly, my concept of death shifted. There had been no fanfare or crying multitudes as I passed from the world. There had only been pain and a darkness 
– deep and terrifying – to call me under. That I had no choice but to succumb to that call was extremely humbling…and more than a little irritating. 
“Why are you and Alex so loyal to each other?” Eli asked eventually over the sounds of my 
world shifting and changing. 
“I’m sorry, was that an actual question from our inglorious leader?” I asked. 
“It won’t happen again,” he replied quickly. 
“I’m just kidding. Lighten up.” I hesitated and kept my eyes heavenwards. “Alex and I are sisters in a sense,” I said. “Family. It’s the same thing as you being so loyal to the kids.” 
“Sisters…” Eli said slowly. 
“Yes.” 
“Is she like you?” He meant my status as a would-be Watcher. 
“No, not like me.” I wasn’t prepared to tell him about Alex’s strange ability to shift into a Nightstalker. He was still too much of a stranger, and it was definitely not my secret to tell. If Alex did find Eli attractive, or whatever it was she was keeping from me, it was her right to tell him the truth. 
“I think you should stay here for the night. Let the action die down some. I’ll let Alex know where you are,” Eli said abruptly. 
“Oh…kay” 
Apparently, our conversation had ended. He was already down the stairs without a goodbye. I put my hand to my chest where I had been shot and breathed deeply. What a night… I pulled the picture of Daniel out of my pocket and stared at his worried face. Enveloped in his features, overwhelmed by what had just happened, I stared at his face until I was too tired to stay awake any longer. That night I dreamed for the first time in weeks. 
The first dream brought me back into the world of desert landscapes and cold, yellow eyes. The white-haired man I’d seen on the night of the attack in King’s Cross appeared in front of me again. He was tense, a prowling cat. He paused on every return pace and checked his phone. 
Finally it rang. 
He answered it swiftly. “You have them?” he asked. “Good…make sure they cooperate…I don’t 
care how…Don’t fail me, Nguyen…” He hung up and smiled a slow, cruel smile. 
The next nightmare was familiar. Daniel stood before a howling hoard of Nightstalkers. They swarmed around him in organized chaos; a chaos bred of violent natures and deadly intentions. 
As I watched, Daniel changed into a one of the beasts he stood against, his red eyes soulless and malevolent. He roared to the sky and charged at the hoard. 
The vision of him against the others on the battlefield shifted. Suddenly, he was standing against me instead of the Nightstalkers. We were in a large room with a white altar in the center. His eyes locked on mine and his body slowly shifted into a Nightstalker. I glanced down and saw my hands were covered in silver blood. He lunged at me with snarling, ripping, teeth. 
I sat up from the hard roof, awake as suddenly as if I hadn’t slept at all. Light had crept back into the world. Its shade spread out across the roof, reaching the small room Eli had hid my sword in. 
Daniel’s picture had fallen from my chest with my sudden jump awake. His curiously worried eyes in the picture mirrored my dream. I picked the picture up, staring at those eyes, which were thankfully green, then carefully folded the picture and put it my pocket. 
The nightmare fresh in my mind – not wanting to seek out Alex until it had faded – I went to Eli’s room. Dust swirled lazily in the early morning haze as I pushed the glass door back. The books were faded from the constant deluge of light during the day, but they were beautiful, containing a history and a story that went beyond their pages. 
A small desk I hadn’t noticed on my first visit was crammed between the shelves. I saw another book on top. This one was covered with dust also, but it intrigued me. I picked it up carefully, wondering why it was on the desk and not on the shelves. Was it the last thing Eli’s father had looked at before leaving this solitude of books? Had Eli placed it here? 
The binding protested as the heavy book opened in my hands. I flipped through the pages. The words were in another language, the writing quietly elegant. My eyes scanning the pages 
curiously, I stopped when a crinkled picture slid out from the pages. I set the book back on the table and stared at the picture. 
Eli – who was actually smiling – had a small girl in his arms. Her hair was a dull blonde and her eyes – brown and blue – matched his. Eli’s clothes looked cared after and loved; his blond hair short and washed. The pair looked so happy, so carefree. 
“What are you doing?” Eli asked from the door. I jumped, and he took several steps toward me and the picture I was holding. 
“I wasn’t prying,” I said swiftly. “I swear. It was just sitting here.” 
He held his hand out for the picture. I handed it to him quickly. His impassive face went through a gauntlet of emotions: sadness, regret, guilt, and pain – it finally settled on anger. 
“Out,” he commanded. 
His strange eyes melted to blackness in an instant. I didn’t need the familiar sign to know I had crossed some unspoken line; his voice said it all. I left quietly, curious about the girl, curious about his reaction. 
Alex was waiting for me at the theater. 
“What the frickty frak frankness happened to you last night?!” she demanded. “All Eli said was that you got into some trouble and were lying low for the night…” 
“Truth?” I asked. 
“I think I’m entitled to it.” 
“But can you handle it?” I asked, before I could stop myself. 
“Clare…” she said with a sigh. 
Two sentences in to my story she was shaking her head, her eyes wide with fear and surprise. 
When I was done she said, “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
“I’m fine.” I touched the hole in my shirt unconsciously. “I didn’t get your toothbrush…” I added. 
She laughed and hugged me close. “From now on I am your shadow. You go nowhere without 
me. Understood?” 
“All right,” I agreed. 
“I wonder why I didn’t feel it.” Alex said thoughtfully as she released me. 
“Feel it?” I asked. 
“You know…last time you were about to bite the bullet I changed,” she said. 
“We don’t know why you changed. It could have been because I was in danger, or it could have been because we shared blood that night and whatever I gave you was strongest then,” I said. 
“I didn’t think of that,” she admitted. 
“It could be you’ll never change again,” I said. 
“We both know better than that,” she replied. 
“Are you two gonna stand there and yap all day, or did you want to make some money?” Spider asked. 
The others were gathered on the stage preparing to go out for the day. I could sense they had been waiting for my return as well, as it was well past the time they normally went out. I was touched at their concern, but I replied to Spider with our customary confrontational tone. 
“Sorry if our personal lives get in the way of you making money,” I said, knowing he didn’t mean the words he spoke. 
“Personal lives are for people who don’t have to worry about survival,” he said. “Speaking of that…Ethan take Twitch today. Me and the dolls have some business to take care of first.” 
“What business?” Ethan asked. 
“We’re going to go see a park about a person,” Spider said. 
“Huh?” Ethan asked. 
“Spider is helping us find someone,” I said. 
“And what are you doing for him in return?” Sprint asked us. “Nothin’ is free to Spider, not even a favor.” 
“Hey, I’m a nice guy,” Spider said in a hurt voice. 
“Uh-huh,” Sprint said doubtfully. 
Spider started to pull us away from the theater doors, subtly not answering Sprint’s questions. 
“Thanks a lot,” he said to her in a hurt voice. 
Sprint stuck her tongue at him as she and the others followed at a slower pace. None of them were fooled by Spider’s evasion, but they didn’t press the issue. 
“Where’s Eli at?” Spider asked as soon as we were outside. “Is he going to be there, just in case?” 
“I don’t know…” I said. “I didn’t ask him.” 
“I’m here,” Eli said. He was walking behind us as if he had been there for a long time. His hands were tucked in his pockets, his hood pulled over his hair. He didn’t look at me. Instead, his eyes focused on Spider. “I don’t think you should be involved in this.” 
“Not involved? I’m already involved. More than you. I’m the one who helped them break into places and find this clue. You can’t just tell me to scram when things get interesting. Not after all I’ve done,” Spider argued. 
“It’s dangerous,” Eli said. 
“Oh, yeah, ‘cause living on the street is the safest thing I’ve ever done,” Spider retorted. 
“He’s old enough to make his own choices,” Alex said, siding with him. 
“And stupid enough to make the wrong ones,” Eli growled. 
“At least, he doesn’t bark commands at us without explanations,” I said. “At least, he acts like a real boy.” 
Eli pushed past us and headed the group, so he didn’t have to look at me. 
“What was that about?” Alex asked. 
“Ask him,” I said. 
“All right. I will,” she said. 
Her bubbly step caught up with his predatory one easily. She started talking, her words bubbling over in an endless stream. She didn’t let his silence bother her; she simply kept talking. I knew, eventually, he would cave into her will. Everyone always did. 
I focused on Spider again, eyeing him curiously. Of all the kids, he seemed closest to Eli. He probably knew the most about him. 
“What?” he asked. 
“Do you know how long he’s been…you know?” I asked. 
“Not long. He said five years once.” 
“Oh,” I said. 
That felt like a long time, but I knew how little it was compared to the length of a Watcher’s life. 
I wondered if Daniel had been as angry as Eli when he had been younger, or if that was just Eli’s personality rearing its head. From the joining I had shared with Daniel, I was betting on the second one. Though Daniel had faced lots of personal demons and quite a bit of darkness in his search toward his present course, he always managed to face things with a sense of humor. 
Maybe Eli would outgrow his anger; or else he would be consumed by it and turn into a 
Nightstalker, which wouldn’t be good for anyone involved…
The park wasn’t crowded when we arrived. Occasional tourists meandered around the green 
grass, but it was still too early for it to be truly overwhelmed with the masses. The booths and blankets laid out by hopeful entrepreneurs dotted the landscape in a strange patchwork quilt of hopeful American capitalism. The church, as always, loomed over the ceaseless humanity. 
“Right,” Spider said looking at my watch. “We’ve got a couple of hours. That gives us some time to look around and think of all the escape routes.” 
“Escape route?” I asked. 
“You should always have an escape route,” he said. 
“It doesn’t always help,” I said, thinking of our first run-in and how epically his escape route had failed. 
“It doesn’t hurt,” he replied. 
Eli looked over his shoulder from where Alex was still talking at him in her fast voice. He gestured with his chin toward the road and Spider nodded. Eli walked away quickly, circling the park, looking for threats, cutting Alex’s words off without explanation. She stared after him, her mouth locked around the word she had been forming. She finally shrugged and turned to me. 
“Get anything?” I asked. 
She made a face and didn’t answer my question. “Now what?” 
“Ask Spider. He seems to know,” I said. 
Spider grinned mockingly. “We all know what to do if something bad happens. Eli is going to survey the area and let us know if anyone is hanging around. We know the meeting is at noon, but I think it would be a good idea to stay away from each other until then. We have to assume they’ll find you, Clare, since they called you out. If something doesn’t feel right, leave the park. 
We’ll keep an eye on you.” 
“I feel just like James Bond…without the Sean Connery accent,” I said. 
“James Bond didn’t need help,” Alex disagreed. “You need a lot.” 
“Thanks.” 
“Sure.” She eyed me sternly. “Be careful.” 
“I’ll try.” 
We split up. I sat near the statue they had in the center of the park, facing the church in expectant alertness. Alex went in the opposite direction and sat on a bench, while Spider roamed around the park begging and occasionally stealing, fitting in perfectly with the crowd. I couldn’t see Eli, but I knew he was around. 
The sun climbed higher in the sky. Sweat trickled down my back and face as the park slowly filled with more people in a progression of endless movement. I felt perched on the edge of time as the people moved in and out of my field of vision. It was like watching a time-lapsed scene in movie, only I was aware of every shift in the frame, every second that divided me from noon. No one approached me or even looked at me funny. I was just another dirty kid loitering on a bench. 
I pulled the picture out as the time slipped past noon and stared at the words on the back. Had this really been meant for me? Not willing to accept the alternative, I pushed the picture back into my pocket and stood. Sitting wasn’t working. All it was doing was making me feel useless. 
And hot. A group of senior citizens with cameras passed me, blocking my view of the church for a moment as I stood. After they had passed, their pictures taken, I started to head toward Alex, so we could rethink our strategy, but my eyes were drawn to the church again. It was there, I found my answer. A bum had appeared on the steps of the church around the senior citizen camera 
brigade. He had a course beard and dark eyes; ragged clothes and a small pack were his only possessions. Out from the pack, he had pulled a small sign written on cardboard. For a crazy-person sign it had strangely eloquent handwriting. It said: We all walk in the shadows. Repent for your sins or burn in hell. 
I was certain he hadn’t been there a minute ago. It was likely he was just another crazy man with a sign, but the words…the words grabbed my attention. The shadows…did it meant the Shadow? 
As in the code word I had agreed to with Daniel? The writing was too close to the writing on the picture. I couldn’t take the chance. If it wasn’t a clue, maybe we could just talk about how we were both crazy. 
Without looking to see if anyone was watching me, I went to the man. He met my eyes with a warm recognition and gestured with his head to go inside the massive church. When our eyes connected, I noticed his were jet black and that, despite his ragged appearance, he had a 
magnetic appeal; it was a sultry sexiness I found undeniable. I found myself blushing in spite of the seriousness of the moment. I did, however, hesitate before following his direction to go inside. Who was he? I started to speak, but he gathered his pack and his sign and took off down the stairs without a backward glance. He was quick, and was lost in the crowd in a matter of seconds. 
Left with no choice – if I was to get answers – I forced open the heavy door and went inside. The interior of the church was as beautiful as the exterior suggested. Rich colors and detailed frescos accentuated the religious mission of the church. I looked around, expecting someone to throw me out for trespassing, but the few people who were in the pews ignored me. Their heads were 
bowed in prayer, and the feeling of peace was palpable. Uncertain of what I was doing, I picked a bench in the middle of the lofty hall and sat down with nervous anticipation. A minute later, Alex followed me through the door and joined me on the bench. 
“Have you taken up religion?” she whispered in my ear. 
“The bum’s sign said I should…and you know how I’m a sucker for signs,” I said. 
“Oh.” She stared at the religious iconography and the many candles in awe. “This place is 
amazing.” 
“Do you think we should let Eli know we came inside?” I asked. 
“I’ll go,” she said. She pointed a finger at me. “If you move from this spot and go chasing fires or criminals with guns, I swear to God…” She trailed off and looked up at the altar 
apologetically. “You know what I mean.” 
“I won’t move.” I held up two fingers. “Scouts honor.” 
Her face was skeptical as she went back out to find Eli and Spider. She wasn’t gone for more than half a minute when a sultry voice, silky smooth with feminine attraction, and oddly familiar, made me jump. “You got my message, I see. Daniel did say you were clever.” 
To my right, seated as if she had been there for ages, was someone I had not been expecting. The dark skin, perfect clothing, and golden eyes reminded me of the night we had made the choice to come down here. Serenity, her eyes mocking and smug, smiled at me as she readjusted her dress primly. My heart started pounding in response to her unexpected, and unquestionably dangerous, presence. 



Chapter 14
“Cat got your tongue?” Serenity asked. 
“Something does,” I said. 
“You’re wondering why I’m here, and why I left that picture for you. You’re wondering why 
we’re having this conversation and, perhaps, wondering if this is a set up – if I didn’t get you and Daniel down here just to betray you,” she provided for me. 
“Yes,” I agreed half standing, prepared to run. “And I’m also wondering who you really work for, how you know mine and Daniel’s secret password, how you knew I would come to that club last night, if you know where Daniel is….” 
“Lots and lots of questions,” Serenity mused. She looked at her watch. “And so little time. 
Either sit or stand, Clare, you look quite ridiculous crouched over like that.” 
I sat and crossed my arms. My initial mistrust was amplified after long weeks of not seeing Daniel and those same weeks having been spent wondering if, in fact, she had sent us down here just to create chaos. I could sense she was fond of chaos and knew it wouldn’t be beneath her. 
“Let’s start with an easy one,” I said. “What do you want? You didn’t go through all the hassle of arranging a clandestine meeting just because you’ve seen too many James Bond movies.” 
“It is my nature to be secretive. It is every woman’s nature to be secretive.” She smiled a seductress’s smile, thinking I would agree. I scowled back, not in the mood for her games. She gave a long sigh and pulled out a makeup compact to check for flaws on her flawless face. “I need something from you,” she admitted. 
“That’s a great way to start a conversation,” I said. 
“This is a mutually beneficial arrangement,” she corrected. 
“Mutually beneficial…hm…like us coming down here based on your suggestion and everything 
blowing up? How exactly has that helped us?” I asked. 
“It has helped you,” she replied. “And it will help you. Daniel knows that what he is doing isn’t just about information. That’s why he went to your little town and waited for so long and 
endured your little high school the way he did. You have to fulfill the prophecy laid before your feet or we are all doomed. He knows this, just as you need to learn it.” 
I stared at her. I wanted to scoff or laugh at what she had just said, but I couldn’t. Daniel had come to King’s Cross to find me? No, that wasn’t possible: he had come to find a quiet place away from Marcus and the war. He had been seeking refuge…But, no, that didn’t make sense. 
Seeking peace didn’t mesh up with how committed Daniel was to helping people. If anything, it would just make his mission harder. It meant he had to travel further to help them. Daniel coming to King’s Cross to wait for me would explain why he had put up with high school, and why he had been there when I had come to town. He was sent to find me. I scowled at the 
thought, not wanting to think such things of him when everything was so uncertain. 
“Oh my, he didn’t tell you why he was in your little town? What a terrible slip of the tongue,” 
she chided herself. 
My fists clenched automatically at her tone. “Serenity…you’re used to playing games, I get that. 
I get it is how you do whatever you do. I’m sure you’re the best. But you won’t play them with me. Explain yourself or leave.” 
Her gold eyes flickered with dark, but her smile didn’t waver. “Daniel was told by my employer, Odette, that if he wanted a way to stop Marcus forever – Marcus and Daniel are old enemies, you understand – he would have to go to King’s Cross and wait. He was told when you were 
expected and how to recognize you. Those tattoos are very lovely, by the way. Too big for my tastes, but well done.” 
“But how would she know I would come there, unless…” 
“She could see the future?” Serenity finished for me. “Odette is the most powerful Seer in a thousand generations. Daniel and Odette are old friends. I introduced them, you see. It has been a beneficial friendship.” 
“Daniel used me to get to Marcus,” I said. 
Daniel had been sent to King’s Cross to look for me by the mysterious Odette – our friendship, our love, hadn’t developed as naturally as I had thought. It had been planned. To what end, I didn’t know – but it had been planned all the same. The thought made me sick to the stomach. 
“That’s between the two of you,” she replied. Her voice hinted at a ‘yes.’ “Daniel always has a plan of attack. He always thinks ahead. It’s one reason I respect him…among others. He did not plan this trip well, though. He should have never brought you and the others. It only endangered the greater goal. I have never seen him so thoughtless.” 
“It was my idea,” I admitted slowly. 
“Ah,” she replied delicately. 
“What do you want?” I asked. 
“It’s not just what I want,” Serenity corrected. “I happen to know where Daniel is…if you still want to find him, that is. I’ll tell you where he is in exchange for a favor.” 
“Right,” I said. “And does this favor include selling my soul to the devil?” 
“A person doesn’t sell their soul to the devil, Clare. The devil takes what’s his.” 
“‘Cause that’s not creepy…” 
She put her compact back into her purse and stared up at the altar. Her eyes grew pained. “I made a mistake,” she said in a low voice. 
“A mistake?” 
“I let my guard down, and a piece of highly sensitive information was stolen from me.” 
“What sort of information?” 
“The sort of information that could get a lot of people killed. Odette is committed to peace. She wants to end the war and stop Marcus’s back-alley dealings. The plans I misplaced is a serious threat to peace.” 
“And what did you want me to do?” 
Her painted nails pulled out a piece of paper. “There is a house twenty minutes outside town. I have the address here. The man who stole this information from me keeps his valuables in a safe behind a painting of a woman with a red dress. He will be at the opera tonight with a friend. You have between seven and ten to get in and out without being seen. I should tell you that he has cameras at strategic points around the house you should avoid if you want to remain undetected.” 
“Why not get it yourself?” I asked suspiciously. 
“My friend has safeguards against Watchers. He doesn’t think of humans as a significant risk to his home. They are nothing. I figure you are human enough to get in.” 
“How can you safeguard against Watchers?” I asked. 
She reached out and touched my necklace. “There are ways.” 
I leaned away from her touch. “One more problem…I don’t have a car down here, and twenty 
minutes is pretty far to walk.” 
She reached into her purse again and pulled out a key. “Red car on the corner of St. Ann Street.” 
“You’ll answer my questions once I get this information, right?” I asked, not taking the key. 
“Darling, if you get this folder for me I will answer whatever question you want.” 
I thought about what she was asking and the possibility of truth my actions would bring. She was offering me something no one else was. My hand circled around the note and key she was 
offering. 
She smiled and clamped her purse together again. “Delightful,” she said. “Come back to Maquis when you are finished. I’ll be waiting.” 
She stood and walked away, her heels clicking on the marble floor as she left. I didn’t watch her leave, I didn’t want to. It would just make me mad. Had she been telling the truth about Daniel? I had to know. I had to find him and discover the truth for myself. 
“Clare!” 
I jumped at the angry hiss. 
Alex was next to me, her face angry. “What?” I asked. 
“Where were you?” she hissed. 
“Right here,” I replied. “I haven’t moved.” 
“You were disappeared,” Spider said from the pew behind us. “We thought you had ditched us.” 
“What happened?” Alex asked. 

There here to steal something, I just know it. I’d better tell the Father.  The thoughts were of the woman who managed the front desk. Her lips were pursed tighter than an old man’s wallet, and her eyes were suspicious and scared. She obviously wasn’t as charitable as the mission of the church she worked for. 
I took hold of Alex’s arm, knowing it was time to go. We didn’t need any more trouble. “I’ll tell you outside.” 
The sunlight was blinding after the candle-lit dimness of the church. After the profound truth-like things Serenity had said to me, the revelations she had forced on my brain, I felt as if I were walking into another world entirely. Had everything changed or was it just my perception that had changed? Squinting from the sunlight, I headed for the corner of St. Ann and told them what I had found out. 
Alex was incredulous about my decision to follow through with the robbery. “You’re going to trust her?” she asked. “What if this is a setup?” 
“I don’t have a choice. She knows where Daniel is. Where’s Eli?” 
“He’s circling the park again. We thought you had left with someone, so he was checking the area out to be sure.” 
“Oh…” I said. I stopped walking at the sight in front of me, wondering if Serenity had a twisted sense of humor. Oh!” I repeated. 
I pushed the button for the alarm to be sure the car I was seeing was the right red car. The car made a high-pitched beep and lights blinked twice to acknowledge the car was unlocked. I 
pushed the button twice more to be sure I hadn’t made a mistake. There was no mistaking it: the red car she had so casually given me the keys to was a sport’s car worth thousands. Thousands upon thousands. It was the kind of sport’s car even Ferris Bueller wouldn’t have taken out on a day trip. Was she out of her mind? 
“What ‘oh’?” Alex asked. 
“This is our ride,” I said. 
Seriously?!” Spider’s hands hovered over the perfect red paint for a moment. 
“It’s just a car,” Alex said with a roll of her eyes. 
“Yeah, and ‘Real Genius’ is just a movie,” I retorted. 
“That’s just mean,” she said, hurt I would insult one of her favorite movies. 
“I believe that was my point,” I said. I stepped away from the car, resisting the temptation to get in and go for a joy ride to test the power of the engine. It would just get me in trouble. “We have a while to wait before we’re supposed to go there…all day, in fact.” 
“Oh…no. Don’t be a tease, doll,” Spider said. 
“Don’t call me ‘doll,’” I said, pushing him to make him walk away from the car. 
“I’m going to the movies,” he said grumpily. “I’ll meet you back here.” 
“I thought we weren’t supposed to spend our money on frivolous things like that?” I asked. 
“Who said I was going to pay?” he asked back. 
“Right,” I said. 
Spider passed Eli on the sidewalk. Spider pointed at us without speaking, his face full of disgust, and disappeared down a narrow street. Eli stopped in front of us and raised an eyebrow in a question. 
“You explain,” I told Alex. 
I paced away from the car feeling agitated and full of energy as she started telling the story. 
Serenity had thrown a lot at me, and I had a lot to digest; not that I wanted to digest it all. The questions she had raised were questions I didn’t want to ask. But they were impossible to get out of my head. Why had Daniel lied? Why pretend? Why show me a world I couldn’t be a part of 
the way I wanted to be – why pretend to love me? A lot of what I knew about the world of 
Watchers was from Daniel. How much of that could I trust now? Trust…that was my biggest 
question. 
“You’ll take Spider when you go,” Eli said from behind me when Alex was done talking. 
“I know. I can’t break into a safe by myself,” I said. 
“I’m going to keep an eye on Serenity’s club,” Eli added. “I’ll wait for you there.” 
“Okay,” I said. 
He took off down the road. 
“Oh, look! A voodoo store!” Alex said, stopping abruptly. 
I smiled at her excitement. “You’re irrepressible,” I said. 
“Not all of us like to scowl all the time,” she replied. “Come on, let’s go in.” 
“What about begging? We still have our part to play for the group,” I said. 
“What are they going to do? Make us more homeless?” Alex asked as she held the door open for me. 
“They could decide to stop helping us,” I said. 
“They won’t do that,” she said. “Nice people don’t just stop being nice. There’s a rule about that somewhere.” 
“Where?” 
“Everywhere.” 
“That doesn’t make any sense.” 
“Hello, baby,” an old black woman at the counter said to Alex as the last notes from the door chime faded. 
“Hi,” Alex replied. Her face flooded with color at the use of the woman’s ‘baby’. 
I smiled at the woman and her thoughts, which were kind and full of compassion. It was hot inside but cooler than the outside; a nice reprieve from the sweltering heat. The store had only a couple others among the rows of products. The products themselves were varied and visually interesting, though I doubted the claims they purported to have. I accepted the distraction, curious at the magic surrounding me. Alex marveled at the various trinkets and herbs scattered about, picking up every single item in the store. Most of the items were geared for tourists; the stuff for real practitioners of the faith was kept in back. 
As Alex shopped, totally engrossed in the novelty of the products, I flipped through a book on local graveyards and cemeteries. The woman watched us carefully, like any smart owner would when two street kids appeared in their store, but, while cautious, her thoughts remained friendly. 
“You been to any of the graveyards, baby?” the woman asked. 
“No,” I said, shutting the book and setting it back down on the counter, not wanting her to think I was about to steal it. 
The woman smiled mysteriously. “The graveyards here are different than most. They have power 
– power that bleeds out into the rest of the city. Some say it’s because of the years of summoning the restless spirits. I don’t know if that’s true, but I know taking a walk in one after dark can be dangerous.” 
“The city itself seems dangerous enough without monsters getting in the way,” I said. 
“Lord, it can be,” she agreed. “But there is a difference between the dangers of flesh and bone and the dangers of losing a soul. Best not to tempt the spirits…or the soul.” 
“Makes sense,” I said. 
She reached out and put a hand on mine. “When was the last time you ate, baby?” she asked. Her thoughts were full of sympathy for my situation. She had instantly known I was ‘homeless’ 
having seen my kind in here more times then she would have liked. Through her eyes I saw my state, registering how truly destitute I appeared. Her compassion was touching. 
“This morning,” I assured her. 
“You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?” she asked sternly. 
“No, Ma’am,” I said. 
“All right, then.” She took her hand away and reached under the counter. She pulled out two small bags. “This is a gris-gris, child. I want you and your friend to take one.” 
“A gris-gris? What does it do?” I asked taking the bag she offered while Alex crossed the space to take the bag the woman offered her. 
“It will protect you from evil,” she replied. “You two take care, hear?” 
“We will” we both said. 
The woman smiled at us, her eyes lingering on mine for one long second. Her thoughts told me she sensed a presence, a way about me that went beyond normal. She was curious about my 
oddity in a way that made me uncomfortable. I turned away before she could get too curious and led the way outside. 
As Alex and I stepped back out into the sunlight, the heat did nothing to stop the chills running up and down my spine. ‘It will protect you from evil,’ the woman had said. My hands clutched at the bag. She hadn’t meant the kind of evil I had faced, and would face, but her choice of words resonated through my body. I didn’t know how much good a bag of bones and herbs would do 
me, but I wasn’t willing to take any chances. I stuffed the bag into my overloaded pocket, noticing that Alex did the same. 
“She was nice…” Alex said after a short pause. “Hey! Let’s go window shopping.” 
I sighed as Alex locked my arm in a death grip of looming shopping torture. 
“Move over!” Alex shoved at Spider to get him off her lap, his lanky limbs forcing her face into the passenger side window. Serenity’s car was too small for three people, though that hadn’t stopped us from trying. Spider tried to shift over to my side, but there was no room. He knocked into me, pushing my hand off the clutch. 
“Watch it!” I yelled. 
“Be nice to the only person in the car who can pick locks!” Spider commanded as I pushed him back toward Alex. 
“Are we close?” I asked, ignoring him. 
Alex examined the map Spider had stolen for us. “Three streets more, then right.” 
“Here?” I asked. 
“Does this look like three streets?” Alex asked. 
“It’s dark. I can’t tell three from two,” I said. 
“Turn now! Now!” she said. 
“You just said not to turn!” I complained, jerking the wheel to make the sharp right. 
“That was a street ago!” she said as she knocked heads with Spider. “Ouch! Here!” she added. 
I stomped on the brakes. “I am getting this car,” I said as it jerked to an instant stop. 
“Ruin the transmission some more and Serenity will probably give it to you,” Spider grumbled, rubbing at his head. 
“Transmissions can be fixed,” I replied. 
“You would have to have the whole thing replaced the way you were driving,” he said. 
“At least I can drive, kid,” I replied. 
“I can drive just fine. Boosted my first car at seven.” 
“What was it? A Matchbox?” I asked. 
“Hate to ruin this heartwarming moment, but we have a house to break into,” Alex pointed out to get us to stop arguing. 
Refocusing, I looked out her window to see what exactly I had gotten myself into. It was 
immediately obvious I was in over my head. “She wants us to break into that?” I asked. 
The stone house was guarded by a big black fence with harsh spikes on top that made climbing difficult, but not impossible. Large weeping willow trees covered with clinging moss spotted the yard at random intervals, adding shade to the yard. In the trees, and around the trees, I counted ten video cameras; I was assuming there were more. A man with his dog walked past the gate and two Rottweiler dogs ran across the green yard to bark and snarl at the unwelcome guests. 
“Serenity must think a lot of you if she expects you to break into this,” Alex said. 
“Or she wants you to experience an epic fail. I mean, if a person were going to epically fail, this would be the place to do it,” Spider said. 
“Thanks for the confidence vote, Spider. It means a lot.” I went over options. “Forget about the dogs for a minute.” 
“Yeah…sure,” Spider said sarcastically. 
“If I can get you to the door, you think you could disarm the alarm system? You had any 
experience doing that?” I asked. 
“Doll, I already told you. Electronics are a piece of cake. Give me something electrical, 
mechanical…whatever, and I’ll figure it out before you can get your brain around that face of yours.” 
“So…yes,” I said. 
“‘Yes’ is such an underrated word. We should all use it more…” Alex said. “I think we should get out and see if the back side is any less guarded.” 
“Are you kidding?” Spider asked. “People are paranoid about the places they think of as less guarded, so they guard them more. The front is always the best bet.” 
“Unless they’re paranoid about being too paranoid about the less guarded places and over 
compensate by guarding the front more,” I said. 
“You’re giving me a headache,” Alex said. 
“We’ll do it my way. There’s no way to avoid the cameras entirely. Try to stay low and don’t look up,” Spider said. 
“I’ll take care of the dogs,” I said. 
“Am I lookout again?” Alex asked. 
“Do you mind?” 
“Nope.” 
“I’ll call you when the coast is clear,” I told her. 
Spider crawled out of Alex’s lap, with lots of hits and curses from Alex, and followed me out of the car. Alex followed and leaned against the perfect paint of the car casually. Despite her appearance of calm, I knew she was aware of everything happening on the street. I trusted her baby blues to be aware of danger long before it could trouble us. The dogs started barking with more fervor, some of the spit hitting my boots, as I approached the gate. 
“Nice puppies,” I said to them. 
Drool dripped from their large teeth as they tried to muscle through the bars to get to me. One dog even took to gnawing on the bars in his desire to get to me. 
“Doing great,” Spider said. “You’re almost best friends.” 
I glared at him, and he stuck his hands in his pockets with a grin. His gesture and expression was so familiar I thought for a moment I was looking at Daniel. I blinked to clear the memory of him and turned back to my snarling friends. 
Not knowing what else to do, also not wanting to lose face in front of Spider, I did what came naturally. I listened to their thoughts. I had never tried to hear an animal before, but it was definitely a unique experience. Their thoughts were visual and focused on wants and desires. I felt from their desires that their owner ignored them often. He rewarded them with treats but, like all creatures, they wanted more than treats. They wanted love. 
With that thought in mind, I reached through the bar. The dog closest to me lunged for the hand. 
I tapped him on the nose mid-lunge. “No!” I scolded him. He whined and sat down. “Good dog,” 
I said, starting to rub the first dog on the head. His companion stared at us in confusion. I put my other hand through the bars and rubbed the second dog. He sat down as well, enjoying the 
attention. 
“Go on,” I told Spider. 
I moved my hand to the dogs’ chest, and their legs started moving in happy bliss, their eyes almost shutting from the joy. Spider’s smug smile disappeared. He moved to the doors of the heavy gate at my command and squeezed through, grumbling to himself at my success. The dog on my right put his paw across my arm, directing my rub to his belly, totally ignoring Spider and his path across the yard. After a long moment, a shrill whistle floated across the yard. 
“Was that you?” I called. 
Spider appeared at the edge of the flood lights. “What else would it be?” 
“A sick bird?” 
“Hurry up!” he called. 
Losing a bit of skin in the process, I forced my way through the metal gates of the drive. The dogs met me there and danced around my legs, begging to be rubbed again, as I crossed the yard. 
“I guess they like you,” Spider said. 
“Just ‘cause I liked them first,” I replied rubbing them both between the ears. “Did you get it open?” 
“After you,” he bowed me through the heavy front door. “The guy had a second silent alarm that trips if you cut the wire. I guess that works on someone who doesn’t know what they’re doing. 
Only an amateur cuts the wire…he should have planned for a pro,” he said knowingly. 
“Are you waiting for a compliment?” I asked. 
“I had ‘You’re a genius’ in mind,” he said. 
“How about ‘you’re about to trip’?” I asked. 
He stumbled over a low table. I caught his arm, preventing him from crashing through the glass top of the expensive table.. 
“Did you say the safe was behind a woman in a red dress?” Spider asked primly, choosing to ignore his clumsiness. 
“Yep.” 
“I’ll go upstairs. You look down here,” he said heading upstairs. 
“Don’t get sidetracked,” I said. “We here to steal what’s in that safe, not the kitchen sink.” 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. The kitchen sink would never fit in my pockets. 

Before I searched the bottom floor, I went back to the front door. I double checked if anyone was around then whistled for the waiting Alex. “What was that?” she asked when she reached me. 
“A whistle…” I said. 
“Sounded like a sick bird,” she said. 
“Why don’t we look for that painting?” I asked. 
“Kay,” she replied. She gave a low whistle as she looked around the living room. Her whistle was the first whistle of the night that did not sound like a sick bird. “This guy is loaded.” 
“Loaded times two,” I agreed. 
“Oh! A shower!” She had found a spare bedroom with its own bathroom. She went to the closet. 
Clothes of all kinds hung in the space. Clothes that were clean and for both sexes. She looked back at me hopefully. 
“We’re stealing from this guy!” I said. “Not spending time at a salon.” 
“I know…you’re right…It’s just…I miss hot water….I miss shampoo…” 
“Up here!” Spider called over her rambling. 
“Soap…I miss not smelling bad...and a toothbrush!” 
“Did you find it?” I asked Spider heading upstairs. 
“Yeah. In his study room thing,” Spider said. 
“Warm lathery water…I miss the fresh feeling after a shower…and warm fluffy towels…” 
“Study room thing?” I asked Spider. 
“Well it’s more like a…” 
“War room?” I asked. 
There were maps along the walls and rolling cork boards full of faces and names. A lot of the faces had a shopping list of weapons and ammunition next to them. 
“And pajamas…I miss pajamas straight from the dryer…hot baths with a book…” 
“Is she okay?” Spider asked pointing at Alex. 
“She’s fine,” I said. 
“Here’s the painting.” Spider pointed at it. The woman in the dress was beautiful. The clothing, along with the hair style, hinted at the 1920s though the picture was in rich, colorful detail. 
“She’s pretty hot,” Spider added. 
I rolled my eyes and took the picture off the wall. What I saw was not comforting. I didn’t know much about safes, but the one in front of me was large and silver and looked entirely 
intimidating. 
“This is…impossible,” Spider said. 
“Define ‘impossible,’” I said. 
“What else can ‘impossible’ mean?” he asked. 
“Never mind,” I said, missing Daniel horribly in that instant. 
“Lavender bath salts…clothes that don’t have holes…” 
“Oh, just take one!” I snapped at Alex. 
She jumped happily and kissed my cheek. The water in the bathroom off of the war room was 
running before I could turn back to the safe. 
Spider paced back and forth gnawing on his fingernail, oblivious to Alex and me as he thought over the best ways to crack the safe. “I don’t have the technology to break it the easy way. It would cost a year’s worth of stealing. Doll, go get me a glass.” 
“Come on,” I said to the dogs, so I didn’t have to wander around the big house by myself. They followed me, their tails wagging. 
I jumped the last three stairs and went to the kitchen. The clock on the pristine stove counted down our disappearing time as I searched for a glass. Hopefully, Spider’s plan wouldn’t take long; getting put in prison would only make what I was trying to do harder. Before I went 
upstairs, I looked through all the cabinets for food, the habit of the past week’s, ‘take what you can get,’ mentality making it instinctive. They were empty though, and I knew that this guy ate out all the time or he was a Watcher. If he were a Watcher, I knew I had more to worry about than the police. If he caught us, he would kill us. Upstairs again, Spider took the glass I offered him and set it against the safe to listen. 
“What are you listening for?” I asked. 
“When you get near the right number it makes a click,” he said starting to move the dial slowly. 
“You missed it,” I said rocking up and down on the ball of my feet, feeling nervous and full of energy. I just wanted to get this part over with and get my information. I wanted to leave before the owner came back and found us here. 
“You can hear from there?” he asked. 
The amplified hearing had been happening more often than not. It was rarity to be without it now. I nodded a ‘yes.’ 
“You do it,” he commanded, placing my hands on the dial. 
The sound of the first click was unmistakable to my ears. I spun it the other way slowly, feeling more confident with every slow click. The dogs settled at my feet and Spider started roaming the room. He stuck small things in his pockets when he thought I wasn’t watching and appreciated the beauty of the rest of the things he couldn’t fit into his pocket. 
“Spider...” I said at one point. 
“Yeah?” he asked, turning to me. 
“If you take one more step toward that bathroom I will make sure you understand the word 
‘eunuch’ better than you understand the word ‘thief’.” 
He stepped away from the bathroom door, where he had been trying to spy on Alex through the glass shower door and sat on the leather chair behind the large desk. “Clare…” he said after a moment. 
“Yeah?” 
He swirled around in the chair thoughtfully then put his feet on the elegant desk. He clasped his hands over his stomach and looked at me seriously. “Tell me about your mom…about living in a real house with a family.” 
My hand hesitated on the safe at his request. The sadness and curiosity in his thoughts was surprising. The wistfulness in his voice was opposite the impression he had left with me while he had been busy organizing the others and helping us break into buildings. He had never gotten the chance to be a kid and, while he had made the choice to run away, he yearned for the existence of carefree youthfulness. Not that anything about my childhood had exactly been ‘carefree’. He longed for a family, however, and that was something I had always had. 
“Sure,” I said, starting to turn the dial on the safe again. 
All the cities I had been to, the places I had explored, and, more importantly, all the memories of Ellen came pouring out. He listened quietly, leaning back in the chair as he absorbed my 
memories. His eyes roamed the richly decorated room as I told my stories, the flash of green bright against the dark light from passing cars and street lamps. Lost in the stories, I was surprised when the safe clicked and the door popped open. 
“Ha!” I said surprised even with myself. 
“We’re lucky he didn’t have a digital combination…” Spider said popping off the chair. “What’s in there?” 
We both stared into the vault. A manila envelope sat exactly in the middle. Neither of us had expected the safe to contain so little. We shared a mutual look of concern then Spider shrugged. 
He reached in and pulled the folder out, his body ready to run. Nothing happened; no trap was sprung with the removal of the documents. Before he could open the envelope, I pulled it out of his hand to look for myself. It was something else unexpected in a day full of surprises. 
Chemical equations lined the crisp white paper the envelope contained; equations that I only understood the beginnings of. 
“What’s it for?” Spider asked over my shoulder. 
“Bad stuff,” I said. I shut the folder. “Alex! Are you done? We need to go.” 
She stepped out of the bathroom. Steam boiled out from behind her, the light from the room illuminating the mist and gave her a halo. She was wearing the same clothes she had before, but her curly hair was wet and her tan skin was perfectly clean. 
“Better?” I asked with an arched eyebrow. 
“Tons,” she agreed with a smile. She sniffed the air. “It wouldn’t hurt you two, either.” 
“I’ll just get dirty again,” Spider said with a shrug. 
“The stink helps me fit in…Come on,” I said. I shut the safe and locked it again, using my shirt to wipe away the finger prints. I made sure the picture was perfectly straight before we left. With any luck, our theft would go unnoticed for a while. 
“Spider, reset the alarm before we go,” I said. “Let’s not give away our theft quite yet.” 
“Sure,” he agreed. 
I rubbed the dogs’ chests again, sad I had to leave them to a master who neglected them. They licked my hands and face with their rough tongues in response, their brains not getting that I was leaving. Spider held the gate for Alex and me to squeeze through, then followed us out. The dogs whined as I walked away. 
My stomach was filled with excited butterflies as I joined Alex and Spider in the car. We had done it! We had actually gotten away with it. The car started with a low purr, accentuating the feeling running through my gut. Alex flipped through the file curiously as I carefully pulled away from the corner. 
“Why would Serenity go to such lengths to get this?” Alex asked. “It looks like my unfinished chemistry homework.” 
“Do you know what it’s about?” I asked. “I couldn’t make sense of it.” 
“I understand one thing,” she said. 
“What’s that?” I asked. 
“We’re right in the middle of things we shouldn’t be,” she said. 
“What else is new?” 
The bouncer at club Maquis was huge, his broad face intimidating. There was a long line of partiers all dressed to the nines waiting to get in. When we stepped to the front, ignoring the desperate crowd, his eyes remained bored and disinterested. “Back of the line,” he said pointing at the line which turned the block. 
“We’re not here to party,” I said. “We have a meeting with Serenity.” 
“Name?” he asked. 
“Clare,” I said. 
He poked his head in the door and checked a list that was hanging on the wall. “All right. Tell Mick at the bar who you are, and he’ll let you up.” 
Angry yells from the people waiting in line followed us through the door. The bouncer ignored them and re-crossed his arms, his face still impassive against the insults. I navigated through the moving bodies, the pounding pulse of music creating a sense of purpose to the madness of 
movement. I kept a firm grip on Spider’s arm not wanting to lose him in the madness. Alex kept a firm grip on his other arm. We squeezed our way through the people to the back of the club, where the bar was busy with orders as men and women, both, prowled for fun. 
Mick was a tall, handsome man with sharp bone structures and the olive skin of someone from the Mediterranean. His dark eyes went beyond normal darkness. It was hard to tell in the dark room, but their darkness suggested they were black. When he caught my eye I instantly 
recognized him. He was the bum from the park, though he was cleaned up, his beard gone. He poured three drinks at once and slid them down the counter in a steady rhythm of capable habit. 
He smiled slightly when I leaned in to speak. 
Around the rhythm of his non-stop pouring I said, “I’m here to see Serenity.” 
“Clare,” he said. It was weird how he said. It wasn’t the way a person would normally say a name. It was like he was calling me out on something. He poured another drink and leaned 
toward me. “You have gorgeous eyes.” 
“I was born with them,” I said, my face flooding with heat. 
The disarming sensuality I had noticed when he had been less kempt was intensified with his clean appearance and the close way we were talking. Too, I hadn’t been told I had gorgeous anything for weeks. He smiled and raised the bar for us, kicking behind him twice on a solid seeming wall. A door swung open for us, and he gestured us to go up. He turned away and 
poured another drink, dancing back into his rhythm without missing a beat. 
The stairs were narrow and crooked. The door Mick had opened for us swung shut as we stepped through to them. We all paused and shared a look as the door shut again, then focused on the purpose of our visit. Alex walked on my heels and Spider walked on hers as we walked up. 
The hall at the top of the stairs was long and dimly lit with lamps, which matched the Persian feel of the place. A long row of doors stretched out of sight. Serenity stood in the middle of the hall checking messages on her phone, apparently waiting for us. “My, it did take you a while,” 
she said. 
“I didn’t know I was being timed,” I replied. 
“What are these?” she asked, gesturing lazily with her phone at Alex and Spider. 
“Those are humans,” I said. 
“Charming,” she said, holding out a manicured hand for the folder. 
“What is this really?” I asked, ignoring her hand. 
“It is what I said: a weapon. Getting this will save countless lives.” 
“You said that before. How do I know you won’t use it?” 
“You don’t. Just know that you stopped a sniveling rat from selling these to the highest bidder…
namely Marcus.” 
My fingers tightened on the papers. I didn’t want to give her a weapon, but I wanted her 
information on Daniel. She had put me between a rock, a hard place, and my desire to see 
Daniel. “How do I know I’m not handing it to a different kind of sadistic?” I asked. 
She smiled oddly, liking that question. She didn’t reply, but I understood she didn’t intend to. I was either going to give the papers to her or I wasn’t. She wasn’t interested in talking about it. 
“Where you gonna put it?” I asked, stalling for time. 
“Somewhere secure,” she replied. 
“Like a wall safe?” 
She finally put her phone away and crossed her arms, giving me her full attention. It was 
attention that felt deadly. “I don’t know how Daniel puts up with you…or why. Talking to you is like talking to a rock.” 
“Rocks have more sense,” Alex muttered. 
“You are a practical person, correct?” Serenity asked me, ignoring Alex. 
“I guess…” 
“If you don’t give me that folder, I won’t tell you what I know. Then, there is the fact that if I have to take that folder from you, you will regret it.” 
A part of me really wanted to find a lighter and set the papers on fire then do a happy jig on top of them just to spite her. The overwhelming satisfaction of seeing her face loose that smirk wouldn’t improve my situation, though. After a long second of uncertainty, I handed her the folder. She opened it and her gold eyes lit with a dark fire as she surveyed its contents. “Club Paradise,” she said. “That’s where the nest is.” 
“That’s only two blocks from here,” Spider provided. 
“It’s convenient, at least,” I said. 
“We could walk,” Alex agreed. 
Serenity turned and swished her hips to her office door, the office we had burglarized yesterday. 
She put her hand on the elegant handle. “If you don’t have any more questions, I think we’re even.” 
“I have lots more questions,” I said,” but you’re not going to answer them the way I want you to.” 
I understood what Daniel had meant about her. Talking to her was a study in talking in circles. 
Besides, she had gotten what she wanted. Anything else she told me would be suspect at best. 
“I have a question,” Spider said before we left. 
Serenity looked at him in a question, her eyes perplexed at the oddness of the boy in front of her. 
Perhaps, she sensed something familiar in him, too, because her eyes light up with recognition. 
“Will you marry me?” Spider asked. 
I shoved him to the stairs with a roll of my eyes. Serenity’s golden eyes, which were full of suppressed laughter, followed us as we let ourselves back out into the hypnotic movement of the club and the night beyond. 



Chapter 15
“No,” Alex said as soon as we were outside again. 
“No, what?” I asked. 
“We’re not going there tonight. We’re tired. It’s late. And we know it’s dangerous. They’re Watchers, so we need to approach this differently,” she said. 
“I wasn’t even thinking about it,” I said. 
I honestly hadn’t been. I was thinking about Mick and how his features were somehow familiar in another way than seeing him dressed as a bum. It was as if I’d had his face described to me. I had also been wondering if I had done the right thing by giving Serenity that folder. It didn’t feel like I had. 
Alex’s face was skeptical, but she didn’t say anything else. Eli came out of the darkness as we walked toward the theater. “Well?” he asked. 
“Club Paradise,” I said. 
His eyes narrowed, and he nodded. “I’ll go look.” 
“Alex says we can’t go until tomorrow,” I said. 
Eli looked at Alex, who blushed. “He can do what he wants,” she corrected. “I just don’t want you running off and doing something stupid.” 
Eli’s face twitched with a funny jerk. “If you make her go back, she’ll get restless and leave when you’re asleep.” 
“That’s probably true,” Alex said. Her blush hadn’t faded, and she avoided his eyes. It was so out of character that I found myself staring. She avoided my eyes, however, and I was left to guess at the possible meanings. “What do you suggest?” she asked him. 
“I’ll watch her,” he said. 
Alex yawned. “I’ll come, too.” 
“Spider?” Eli said to Spider for help. 
“You’re tired,” Spider said to Alex. “And if too many of us are hanging around, it’ll get noticed. 
I really don’t think we want that.” 
“Fine.” She pointed a finger at Eli. “If she does something stupid I am holding you responsible.” 
“If I do something irresponsible it’ll be my choice, thank you very much,” I said. 
“That’s part of the problem,” Alex replied. 
Spider held out his arm for Alex to take in an old-fashioned gesture. She took his arm and waved a goodbye to me. As they walked, she put her head on his shoulder, more exhausted than she had let on. 
“Looks like it’s me and you, partner,” I said to Eli. He didn’t reply. “Man, I wish you could meet Margaret. You guys would have so much to talk about,” I added. 
“Was she in the fire?” he asked slowly. 
“I…” I stuck my hands in my pocket and felt the gris-gris bag, Daniel’s rock, and the picture…
my good luck charms. “I hope not,” I replied. 
“Do you miss them?” he asked. 
“Yes,” I said. “It’s hard to be away from my mom…my family. I would even take Margaret’s 
glares right now if it meant I knew she was alive.” 
“Yes, it is hard,” he agreed. 
“You know?” I asked remembering the picture I had found in the book. 
He clamped his mouth shut but nodded. 
“Who was she?” I asked, referring to the girl he had been holding. 
He kept his eyes trained on the buildings above us and didn’t reply. He was either intensely focused on searching for Watchers or wasn’t interested in answering. I gathered it was both. We walked until there was another line out of a different door and hard hitting music that screamed at people to move to its pulsing sound. 
Eli pointed to a building across the street from the club. “We’ll see more up high,” he said. 
“More climbing.” 
“Nobody looks up,” he replied. 
“I do,” I said. 
There wasn’t a reachable fire escape on the building he picked out – the building with the best view of the entrance – so we were forced to improvise. Eli slid a large industrial trash can under a balcony for us as a stepping stone. I went up first, scaling over the two small balconies until I reached the roof. The top of the building was narrow and treacherous and definitely not meant for sitting. I sat down to keep from falling as he followed me up. He perched on an eave parallel to me with much more ease than I had managed, and we both stared down. 
Club Paradise was typical – nothing on the surface screaming out of unusual circumstances. 
People came and went in more or less intoxicated states. The line increased in volume as the night shifted past midnight, then dwindled down again. It was hard to keep track of so many people, so I didn’t try. Instead, I watched the man and woman who were guarding the door, 
looking at their faces for clues. They had red outfits on, which matched the club’s colors. They didn’t talk to the people in line, but occasionally someone would pass the pair in silent 
confidence they wouldn’t be denied. I started to notice a trend to the people they let in without looking. They were all tall, confident, and had a certain magic grace. Some were more confident than others. 
“Definitely some Watchers hanging around,” I said to Eli after a couple of hours. 
“How can you tell?” he asked. 
Jackson had told me a person would learn to recognize Watchers after a while. I smiled at the memory. “If you’re around them long enough you pick up on things. You see the two in the 
door? They’re Watchers. Watch how they move…and the way they look at the humans. It’s the 
way I look at an ant. And the people they’re letting in without checking their i.ds – they all have this certain set about their shoulders….Can’t you see it?” I asked. 
He shrugged and kept his eyes trained at the two in the door. I stared at him for a moment thinking over what separated humans from Watchers. He had his hoodie pulled over his hair, partially hiding his angular face. He was a lot more confident on his ledge than I was, but it was obvious he wasn’t aware of his full potential as a Watcher. As difficult as his life had to have been, the knowledge I had given him, the truth of what he was, didn’t feel like enough of a reason for him to be so dedicated to helping me find Daniel. He had no vested interest in this. 
“Why are you really helping me?” I asked him softly. 
“We covered that,” he said. 
“You’re helping out two strangers because I told you the truth?” I asked. “I’m sorry, but the world isn’t that generous.” 
His dirty fingernails dug into the shingles of the roof. “You’re the only link I have to this world,” 
he finally said. “To better understand. To fully grasp what I can do.” 
“And were you going to get the information from me through osmosis, or were you planning on asking?” 
“What’s osmosis?” he asked. 
“Didn’t you learn about it in school?” I asked. 
“What school?” he asked back. 
“Any, I guess,” I said. 
“Never went. My…” He rolled his shoulders and stared at the partygoers again without finishing. 
“Geez, Eli…that was a close call. You almost gave away some personal data,” I said. 
He exhaled sharply and cut his eyes over to me. “My mom wouldn’t let me go. She said it was too dangerous. Then she died. Happy?” 
“Not really,” I said. “You knew your mom?” I asked. 
“She died when I was young.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“This place is the nest?” he asked, changing the subject. “That woman wasn’t lying?” 
“It’s hard to tell from a roof,” I said. 
“We’ll have to keep an eye on it for a couple of days to be sure,” he said
“Watching the Watchers,” I said. “I don’t know if I can handle a couple of days,” I added 
thoughtfully. 
“You will,” he said. 
It was my turn to shrug. We went to staring at the building again. The club stayed open late – late enough for daylight to be brushing the horizon when it closed. The pull of sleep was nothing compared to my adrenaline and the rush of excitement at seeing Watchers so close. Serenity hadn’t just fed me a story to get what she wanted; she had kept up with her end of the bargain. 
While I wasn’t thrilled about handing off a potential weapon to an even more potentially 
dangerous person, I was glad to be closer to Daniel. 
When the club shut its doors, and threw the last drunk patron out to the hungry streets, we left. 
The streets were silent and still, the night air heavy on my lungs as we went to the theater. Eli was quiet, of course. I was silent as well, for different reasons. Inside the dark theater, at the top of the stairs, Eli started down the hall of the second story to a part of the building I hadn’t been in before. I started down the stairs, figuring our time together was over, but he stopped me. “The girl in the picture is my sister,” he said. “I killed her.” 
He left with those words hanging in the darkness. My body was a frozen statue on the dark steps for a long moment. Slowly, his words pounding through my brain, I found my way to the stage. I didn’t know what had made him tell me, I wasn’t sure if I had wanted to know. All I knew is that it changed my opinion of him. 
The only way I knew daylight had arrived to the world was the slow waking of the kids. They were clockwork when it came to waking up and getting breakfast. I had learned to tell the time of day by their stomachs. Ethan was first to wake up. He rolled over on his bed of costumes and sat up. His dirty hair stuck out in odd angles as he stretched and yawned. He jumped when he 
noticed me sitting in the chair watching the group. 
“What the…that’s totally creepy, man,” he chided me. 
“Sorry,” I said. 
“It’s cool,” he replied. “Just don’t stare.” 
“All right.” 
He came over and sat next to me feeling a bit nervous. He was uncomfortable with the 
strangeness I had brought to the group, and the way Spider had committed himself to my mission of finding Daniel. A part of him wondered what con I was pulling and how it would affect the others. I didn’t take offense; it was simply the way he thought after years of being on the street. 
For the thousandth time he contemplated asking me what we all did at night, but stopped just shy of the question. 
“I’ll tell you, if you honestly want to know,” I said around his unasked question. 
“Huh?” he asked. 
“What we do at night…why Spider is helping me. I’ll tell you, but you’d better be ready for the answer.” 
“Why would you trust me with that?” 
“You have a code of honor I respect. I know you won’t tell my secret.” 
“You can tell all that?” he asked even more nervously. 
“Yep. I can also tell that you have a burning crazy crush on Cora,” I said. 
“Sh!” he hissed looking over at the sleeping kids nervously, particularly Cora. 
I leaned closer. “She likes you too,” I said. 
His slow grin was the best thing I’d seen in days. As slow as the grin had spread across his face, the frown was twice as fast. His thoughts returned to what Spider, Alex, and I did at night. 
“You’re doing dangerous stuff, right? Things that involve Eli’s strangeness?” 
“And my strangeness,” I agreed. 
“Spider knows, but he won’t say, and I don’t ask. I can’t tell if it’s because he likes feeling important, or because he thinks it’s best not to know.” He thought about it. “I don’t gotta know. I trust Spider…” He looked me over. “Spider said you saved his life, is that true?” 
“Well, I don’t know…” 
“As true as I am sitting here,” Spider said from the stage. 
Ethan jumped, not having noticed anyone was awake. Spider had his shirt off, because of the heat, and I saw dark scars across his arms and chest; scars where he had been hit repeatedly. He pulled his dirty shirt on as he spoke, indifferent to the scars, though I couldn’t help but stare at them. 
“Did you find anything out last night?” Spider asked me. 
“Serenity wasn’t lying,” I said. 
“My fiancée would never lie,” he said grinning at me crookedly. 
“She didn’t say ‘yes,’” I reminded him. 
“She didn’t say ‘no’ either,” he pointed out. He hopped off the stage and sat next to Ethan. “And, believe me bro, you don’t want to know this one’s story.” 
“I can help with whatever you’re doing, though,” Ethan volunteered. “The way you guys are 
carrying on…it feels important.” 
Spider and I shared a questioning look. His eyes were asking my opinion, while I was asking his. 
Before we could answer, Twitch started thrashing in his sleep, kicking out and punching. His yells were surprising and terrifying after the silence I had come to expect from him. I rushed to his side, Spider and Ethan not far behind. Twitch’s eyes were wide with terror as he yelled and fought against whatever unseen enemy he saw. The others woke at the sound. 
“What’s wrong?!” Alex said jerking awake. 
“He does this sometimes,” Spider said. “It’s like he’s awake, but he’s not.” 
“Night terrors,” I said. “Ellen told me she used to get them when she was a kid.” I took hold of Twitch’s shoulders and shook him hard. “Wake up!” I yelled at him. 
He blinked at me, reason returning to his eyes, and immediately started crying. I pulled him into my arms and started rocking him instinctively. The others watched in concerned silence. 
I was grateful they weren’t seeing the things I was. Twitch’s mind was full of the past, and the reasons he had been so painfully scared in his dreams. The things he had lived through went beyond words. I held him to my chest harder as he tried to clear his mind of the thoughts with the poems he loved so much. His first thought was of Poe and the poem he had read before bed. By
a route obscure and lonely haunted by ill angels only where an E…eid  He hesitated at the unfamiliar word, struggling over it. 
“Eidolon,” I said helpfully, “named night, on a black throne reigns upright, I have reached these lands but newly…” 
He took over the poem again, totally focused on the words. As I rocked him, saying the poem along with his quiet thoughts, he calmed down. The others watched, their thoughts undergoing a silent, but profound shift. In that moment I was no longer an outsider there to disrupt their world with my strange past: I was one of them. 
When Twitch had calmed considerably Spider touched him on the shoulder. “You okay?” 
Twitch blinked away the remaining tears from his eyes and nodded. He was embarrassed at the attention. I’m better now, his thoughts told me. 
I let him crawl from my arms. Alex’s blue eyes met mine as I searched for an ally to the pain I had witnessed. She had tears of sympathy in her eyes. I wondered how much of Twitch’s agony she had seen to the core of. I stood and dusted off my increasingly ragged clothes, trying to brush off the enormity of those emotions with the dust. Alex came over and hugged me silently. When she pulled away, the others were still watching me. 
“What?” I asked them. 
“I want breakfast,” Sprint said moving beyond the moment. 
“Bagels!” Cora said. “I want bagels.” 
“The bagel place knows I lifted some the last time we were in there,” Sprint said heading for the door. She spun around and walked backwards, facing the others. “What about pizza?” 
“You want pizza with everything,” Ethan said. “You want pizza on your pizza on top of your pizza.” 
“What’s wrong with that?” she asked. 
“Pizza is not a breakfast food,” Spider said. 
“Food is a breakfast food,” she corrected. 
Twitch remained surrounded by his friends, his family, as they left in search of food. He kept his eyes on the floor, his mind wrapped around the poems, his source of comfort in the darkness. I didn’t follow the group. My long night, and the experience with Twitch, was too raw and too draining. I sat down on the old stage and let my feet hang over the edge. I swung my feet slowly, letting them create a low sound as they brushed the moldy carpet. 
Alex plopped down next to me and took my hand. “Clare, I totally love you.” 
I laughed and put my head on her shoulder. “Aw, shucks Alex, I love you, too, but I’m already in a relationship with someone.” 
She flicked my ear with her finger, and I winced. She took my hand again. “Tell me what 
happened last night,” she commanded. 
“Not much. We watched for a long time…nothing happened,” I said. 
“Oh.” 
“It’s definitely a place where Watchers are hanging out, though.” 
“Well, that’s good…sort of.” 
“I guess…sort of.” I pulled Alex up at the sound of her rumbling stomach, and we followed the kids outside. They were long gone, getting whatever breakfast food they had settled on. Alex frowned as we walked the narrow streets. “I know that look,” I said. “What have you suddenly discovered about the world?” 
“Something happened with Eli, didn’t it?” she asked. 
“You sure you can’t read minds?” I asked. 
She smiled and waited for me to answer. 
“He opened up a little. As much as possible with him. He said…well, he said he killed his 
sister,” I said. 
“Killed her? Like physically killed her?” she asked. 
“I don’t know. He went all quiet and walked off. You know how he is,” I said. 
Alex thought about my words for a long minute. “That would explain why he’s so protective of the kids. He’s trying to atone for things in his past.” 
“If you say so, doc,” I said. 
“I think that maybe he’s punishing himself for more than what he’s actually guilty of,” she added. 
We stopped at the convenience store and picked out muffins and coffee. I counted out dollar bills for the young guy behind the counter, imagining what it would feel like if I were responsible for Ellen’s death or Alex’s. I would never forgive myself. It was another reason I was so terrified of losing my temper. I didn’t want to hurt them accidently. 
“Could you imagine killing your own sister?” I asked her. The guy at the counter stared at me. 
“Hypothetically,” I added as he handed me my change. 
“Yeah, sure,” he said. 
“I can’t even begin to imagine…” Alex said in response to my question. 
“He knew his mom, too,” I said as we walked back outside. “He said she died, like he knew her when she was alive.” 
“She was his Ellen?” Alex asked. 
“I guess…” I said slowly. 
The mention of Ellen was a reminder we hadn’t been able to get in contact with her; a reminder that I had something else to worry about. I wanted to talk to her and be sure she was okay. I wanted to hear her voice and see her chocolaty eyes again. Her laughter always helped me see things in a different light. If I had her laugh now, maybe I could see answers to all the questions I had. 
“Clare, I have to tell you something…something about Eli…” 
Spider’s unexpected presence as we turned a corner interrupted her words. Alex shifted 
uncomfortably as he spoke to us, annoyed her admission had been cut short. 
“I am awesome beyond awesome. Tell me how awesome I am,” Spider said. 
“Is awesome now a synonym for annoying?” I asked Alex. 
“I believe it is,” Alex agreed lightly. Her blue eyes weren’t as playful as her light tone suggested. 
“Then, yes, you are awesome,” I said. 
“Very funny,” he said. “If you don’t want to know what I just saw, I won’t tell you.” 
I listened to his openly excited thoughts and was serious in an instant. He’d seen Daniel with another man, a red-haired man whose face scared Spider more than he was willing to admit. 
“Where’d you see him?” I asked. 
“Where’d he see who?” Alex asked. 
“Daniel. He just saw Daniel,” I explained. 
“It’s not fair when you cheat,” Spider complained. 
“Spider, this is serious,” I said. “Tell me where you saw him.” 
“He was coming out of a hotel. He got in the car with the red-haired dude and they drove off. 
There was a driver and two others who kind of looked like bodyguards.” 
“Which hotel?” I asked. 
“I’ll show you.” He turned and took us down a familiar road in search of the hotel. 
“Where are you going?” Eli matched his pace with ours on Alex’s side, appearing in his sudden way. Had he been watching or was our meeting chance? 
“Spider,” I said imitating Eli’s terse way of using Spider as his translator. I wasn’t in the mood for a conversation with Eli. It was too frustrating, and I was too focused on Daniel. 
“Here it is. Look,” Spider finally said around his explanation. 
We were in front of a different high-dollar hotel. It was larger than the one that had burned and was a chain rather than an independent hotel. It bustled with activity as people swarmed around the open doors. 
“I wonder what he was doing here,” I wondered. 
“Probably hooking up with someone,” Spider said. 
Alex wacked him on the back of the head in response. He grabbed his head with an indignant 
‘hey!’ “Or he could be interested in that…” Alex said pointing at a sign. It welcomed scientists from across the nation and was an explanation for the crowd milling around the outside. 
“Spider?” Eli mumbled to Spider, squinting at the sign. 
“It’s for scientists,” Spider explained. “Some kind of meeting.” 
“You can’t read?” I asked Eli. 
“Do you think they were here for that?” Alex asked, saving Eli from answering. 
Eli coughed and kicked at the sidewalk, his face tight with embarrassment. It was obvious he didn’t like his illiteracy, even more than the hated me knowing about it. “They could have been here for anything. I’m going to keep lookout at the club and see if they turn up.” 
“I’ll come with,” Alex said. 
Eli shrugged in silent agreement, and they walked off. 
“Bye…” I said as they walked off. Alex hopped and skipped to keep up with Eli’s relentless pace. Neither noticed my goodbye. 
“I guess we should go beg,” I said quietly. I looked at the front of the hotel sadly. Another near-miss in being reunited with him; another moment where minutes mattered, and I had been too late. 
“Let’s do something else,” Spider said. 
“Something else?” I asked. “I thought you have rules about everyone pulling their own weight?” 
“All good rules are meant to be broken,” Spider said. “And it’s only a couple of hours.” 
“I don’t know…I think I’ll go to the club with the others. Daniel might show up, and I don’t want to miss him again.” 
“You need to turn off the worry, or you’ll go mad,” Spider said. “Alex won’t let him get away if he shows up. You trust her that much.” 
“Yes.” 
“So, let’s do something fun.” 
“Fun…” 
“Trust me?” he asked, his green eyes shining with the question. 
I wrapped my arm around his shoulders and pulled him in close. “Sure.” 
He smiled at my affirmation and started to direct us down the street. He kept up a constant stream of dialogue, distracting me with ridiculous things he didn’t mean and funny stories of his time on streets, until we reached our destination. Spider’s idea of ‘fun’ was the movies. We snuck in to the old movie theater through a back door to avoid paying, his words not slowing with our sneaking. 
Inside the theater, Spider waved at an old man in the back of the theater, and the man waved back with a toothless grin. “That’s Jimmy. He’s a friend. I fix his projector when it breaks, and he doesn’t rat me out. He’s pretty cool. Has some crazy stories. Drinks a lot,” Spider filled me in quietly. 
As Spider spoke, the man took a long pull from a flask he had pulled out of his pocket. Spider slouched down low in a seat and settled in comfortably in the dark. My eyes roamed around the dark theater. There were only a few people scattered about – a woman wearing a hat, which 
obscured her face, and two old men in the corner mumbling to each other incoherently. 
“When was the last time Twitch got a night terror?” I asked Spider to take my mind away from Daniel. 
“It’s been months,” Spider replied. “It might be because of you and Alex coming to our digs. 
Twitch doesn’t handle change very well.” 
“Do you know why he doesn’t speak?” I asked. 
Spider’s grin was lopsided. “He never said.” 
“Right.” 
“How come Twitch hasn’t taught Eli to read? Eli could pick up more, because he can read his thoughts,” I said. “Or does he not want to learn?” 
“Well, Eli doesn’t hang around long enough for lessons, and I don’t think…” 
“Yeah?” I urged him to finish. 
“Promise you won’t tell?” Spider asked. 
“Cross my heart,” I said crossing my heart to emphasize my promise. 
“Eli said he can’t hear Twitch. He’s the only other person besides you and Alex he can’t hear…
you know, beyond the others like him.” 
“I can hear Twitch just fine.” 
“You’re strange, though, doll. And I don’t just mean that in the ways that matter.” 
His eyes traveled my form suggestively. I raised my fist to punch him, but he shied away from the blow. “Just kidding! Women are goddesses I totally respect.” 
“That’s right,” I said. 
The lights lowered further and the movie flickered to life on screen. It was an old movie, one I’d seen on the Classics Channel during long, restless nights of insomnia. Spider’s rapt face, and the way his lips and mind moved over the words, was a clue to some aspects of his character 
previously obscured from me. No wonder he was so found of the word ‘doll’; he’d seen it in movies like this one a hundred times. This was his escape from the realities of the street, his oasis away from trouble. 
With his excitement as a catalyst, I let my mind get lost in the plot and uncoiled some of the fear I’d been carrying around my heart. Too, watching someone else’s drama helped me not feel so in the middle of mine. It was exactly the sort of distraction Spider had promised, and one I reveled in. 
As soon as the credits started to roll, Spider hopped up. “Time to work. Are we going…” to
break into that club tonight? 
“I’ll let you know,” I replied. 
I wasn’t sure if we were going to break into the nest or not. I’d probably have to consult with the committee first. Alex would suggest planning and Eli would suggest…well, I wasn’t sure what he would say, or even if he would say anything at all. 
“Later,” Spider said with a half wave. 
I stuck my feet out and sunk into the dirty fabric of the chair to watch another movie as he walked away. I got half way through the film when I realized I didn’t want to be sitting still anymore. The old-fashioned, gritty detective on screen wasn’t as entertaining as when Spider had been next to me. He was just another man getting wrapped up in trouble because he didn’t look past his female client’s looks first. 
The need to be moving too much, I decided to go beg, figuring it would keep my mind occupied. 
I left through the door Spider had shown me, feeling depressed and anxious. How many more 
close calls before I found Daniel again? Who was the red-haired man, and why did the image of him leave me so cold? I wasn’t sure there was an answer. 



Chapter 16
It was raining in thick heavy sheets, and thunder rolled across the buildings in waves of rumbling sound, when I escaped the darkness of the theater. I ducked under an awning and contemplated going back into the theater to wait out the storm. I knew that wouldn’t work, though. I was too curious about the club and the possibility that Daniel was there to sit inside and wait. 
The rain drenched my clothes and hair in seconds as I stepped back out into the storm. I didn’t mind the water; it felt good after long days of humid heat. The rain obscured the familiar roads and closed me in comfortably as I walked. It was peaceful knowing I was one of the few out in the city. I went a different way to the club, ending up on the opposite side of the club than the one Eli and I had staked out. Scanning the area was impossible with the rain, so I decided to wait before I went in search of Alex and Eli, who I assumed were waiting out the storm nearby. I ducked under a balcony across the street from the club and leaned against the brick wall, 
watching the road. For a long moment there was nothing but the sound of my breathing and the cascade of water on the narrow road. Then I braced myself as the sharply accentuated sounds left me painfully debilitated for a moment. Every raindrop was a hammer against the buildings 
around me – particularly the balcony I was perched under. 
Around the noise, and the consequent headache, I heard an unexpected sound. I didn’t try and block the voice. The panic made it impossible, even if I had wanted to. “Help! HELP!!!! 
Someone help me!” a woman yelled out. 
I popped off the wall and searched for the owner of the voice – the fear was too immediate to ignore – but the rain barricaded me in. 
“Shut her up!” a man responded. 
A hard sound of flesh on bone and a painful grunt ended any question I had about what this was. 
Someone was attacking the woman. 
“I’m tired of bringing them in,” a different female voice said. “It’s more trouble than it’s worth.” 
“You tell Damian that,” the man said. 
“Yeah, and go through the gauntlet again? I don’t think so,” she said. 
I crossed the street and rounded the corner of a side street, running in the direction of the sounds. 
I slid on the wet road as I took the corner too fast and fell. As I fell, I saw three figures at a back door of the club. One figure held the door while the other carried the woman over her shoulder. 
Scrambling to find my feet, I raced to help the no longer struggling figure of the woman. The door swung shut seconds before I reached it. I tugged hard but it remained impossibly sealed. 
“Come on!” I hit the metal with my palm and spun around to search for another entrance. 
I ran to the front of the building hoping they kept it unlocked. This door was open, though not unguarded. “We’re closed,” a man said as I stepped in. 
The interior was massive; across from the door, a large stage fifteen feet in the air held the DJ 
station and a bar ran along the far right wall. Standing behind the bar was a man I had seen before. His aura of confident sexiness was unmistakable: it was Mick from Serenity’s club. He had complimented my eyes. He was staring at me now as if we had never met. 
“Oh…I’m…um…” I tapped on the ground with my foot nervously unsure of what to say or how 
to react to his surprising presence. 
“You have problems hearing?” he asked coldly. 
I looked away from his eyes and did some fast thinking. I didn’t know his game, but it was a game I had to play along with if I wanted to get anything done. At least, until I understood the rules of the game I was playing. 
“Look, man… my car broke down a couple streets over, and my phone was drenched in the rain, and I went to another place to call a tow truck but they kicked me out…and I’m drenched. I just need to use the phone….and maybe your bathroom for like two seconds,” I said in the first 
outright lie I had spoken in a long time. 
“This isn’t a charity, belle,” Mick told me. 
“Oh, come on! Have a heart. It’s just a call and the use of your bathroom. I won’t be long,” I promised. 
He stared, and his smooth Italian face shifted into a sexy grin. “Well, I am a fool for a pretty girl in distress.” 
He came around the bar and moved in close. His sensuality was overwhelming, and I blushed 
from the roots of my hair to my fingertips. He took my hand in a way that suggested he knew how to approach women. You are a terrible liar…You also shouldn’t be here.  His thoughts were foreign and strange. The pressure of his thoughts was strong like Daniel’s always was, but they wrapped around mine like silk, caressing me. 

I saw a pair abducting a girl,  I answered.  They brought her in here. 
He walked me through a door toward the back of the club. That happens a lot here. If you chase
after every single one, you will be running for a very long time. 

I couldn’t just leave her,  I said. 

Sometimes, that is exactly what you must do, he said. 

Why are you here? I thought you work for Serenity. 

I work for Odette. There is a difference. And I am here doing what I must. Take a
couple of
minutes, then leave. If someone else sees you they will think it is their lucky day and add you to
the collection downstairs. 

Downstairs?  I asked. 
A small door appeared in front of my eyes for a brief moment, before he dropped my hand. It was a door we had passed on our way to the bathroom. He made a face at the slip, but didn’t try to cover his mistake. 
“Here is the bathroom. Don’t be long. I do not want to get in trouble…or get you in trouble,” 
Mick said. 
I caught the double meaning in his words. “Thanks so much,” I said. 
He took my hand again and kissed the top of it in parting. I went through the door to the 
bathroom and waited a minute. When I was relatively certain he was gone, I peeked back out. 
The hallway was empty. 
Walking on my tiptoes, hoping no one was listening, I went to the door Mick had inadvertently put in my mind. It was another unlocked door. I opened it, cursing every stray sound, and found a set of stairs in front of me. They were lit with florescent lights, which flickered dully against the grey space. Occasionally, one was out, or hovered between working and not, adding an eerie light to the corridor. All I could think about, as I carefully maneuvered my way down, was Ellen and the million scary movies we had watched with scenes just like this one. I hoped I was a character with a name and not ‘Screaming Girl #2’ – she always died at the end of the stairs. 
The stairs finally opened up to a narrow tunnel, which looked to be part of an old sewer system, complete with rats. Water dripped endlessly from somewhere, my heightened senses picking it up; darker, further away sounds of screaming slowly permeated my brain, adding to the feeling of fear in my stomach. Despite my worry, no one was waiting for me, axe I hand, at the bottom of the stairs. 
I followed the claustrophobic tunnel for a hundred yards, until it split off in five directions. 
Beyond the split, I saw more divisions in the system and realized it was a maze – a complicated maze I could spend days lost in if I wasn’t careful. Feeling that finding the woman was too important to spend time aimlessly wandering, I shut my eyes and listened for sounds of the abducted woman. The sounds of water, of screams, of voices, and other sounds of terror were too loud to pick out a single one from the chaos. Resigned to trusting in luck, I opened my eyes and went straight, hoping it was the right way. 
The narrow halls progressively got bigger as I walked, though moisture kept its slow drip down the sides. Doors started to line either side of the hall and dim thoughts of terror, of drug induced stupor, and pain, slithered like chains into my mind. It was obvious I had stumbled into a far greater threat than a single missing woman. I turned to another hall lined with doors, realizing that Mick had been right. Saving her was useless – there were hundreds down here who needed to be saved, and there was no way I could save them all. I walked on though, feeling helpless and sad around my determination, anger at my limited abilities increasing with every step I took. 
“What do you think this one’s going to be used for?” the same female voice from the street asked. 
I stopped walking and flattened my body against the wall. Their voices were coming from 
around the corner. 
“I dunno,” her male counterpart replied. “Doesn’t matter to me. Hey, you want to go watch 
training? Isra’s teaching again today.” 
“Sure,” the woman agreed. She paused thoughtfully as they started to walk off. “There’s 
something different about Isra.” 
“I’ve heard that a lot from the women,” the man replied. 
“Not that way, though I wouldn’t say no if he called me to his chambers. He’s able to fight quicksilver. I’ve seen him win against his temper when he shouldn’t be able to do that. I can’t…
not that I try. It’s weird he fights it so much…” 
“Are you questioning Isra?” the man asked. “You must be crazy. He’s the best fighter we have…
and the most loyal to Damian.” 
“I’m not questioning his loyalty…he’s just not like the others who have been fully initiated, is all. They say he’s met and killed an Elder – that’s how he’s so strong.” 
“He’s just older than a lot of the ones here is all,” the man replied with jealousy in his words. 
They walked past the entrance to my hall, and I held my breath. Neither noticed me and, still talking about ‘Isra,’ they disappeared down a different tunnel. I poked my head around the corner after they had left, to see if anyone else was hanging around. There were more rows of thick metal doors rusted from years of dripping water, but no Watchers guarding them. On silent feet, I went to the one holding the woman whose struggles I had witnessed, and tugged on the handle. The door was sealed tight. Frustrated, I asked myself the next logical question: what would Spider do? Figuring he would do what he always did in any given situation – try to pick the lock – I pulled my knife from my boot and stuck the tip in the hole of the small lock. My knife was too big to pick the small lock. 
“Crap,” I muttered. 
“Who’s there?!” the woman inside yelled. “What is this? Where am I?!” 
People hissed through their doors in response to her yells, urging her to be quiet, sounding like steam escaping from a vent. I listened to the people around me in shocked sadness. 
“Shut up!” 
“They’ll hear you!” 
“They hurt us all if you keep it up!” 
“What is this?!” the woman yelled back. 
“Hell,” another voice said. 
“They’ll punish us all for talking!” 
“I don’t want to die!” 
I was about to say something to calm them down – a promise to get them all out – when the 
flickering lights dimmed and switched to red. 
“They heard us!” a voice hissed. “See what you did?!” 
The tunnels, which had a moment ago been filled with their voices, were suddenly impossibly silent. The reaction of the others to the red light, and the odd color, was enough to let me know something bad was looming. I knew it had little to do with their talking. I slid the knife back in my boot and looked down the hall for a place to hide. Strange, moving shadows from the way I had come danced toward me, and I knew my exit was blocked. Mick’s warning echoed in my 
thoughts. He had told them about me to keep his cover, and they were coming for me. I didn’t blame him. He had to maintain his lie; it had been my stupidity that had brought me here. I should have listened to him, taken him more seriously. All I knew now was that I had two 
options of escape – left or right. I went left – away from the looming shadows – running as hard as I could. 
“There she is!” a voice yelled. “Stop!” 
Behind me, a group of three loomed tall in the hall. Their faces were shadowed and impossible to see in the flickering light. I ran harder at the man’s yell and took the first sharp turn I came across. I took more turns, doubling back on myself several times, uncertain of my direction. 
They stayed close behind me, their Watcher endurance impossible to outrun. Sweat cascaded 
down my forehead merging with my storm-drenched clothes. My boots squeaked from the rain 
as I ran, betraying my path. 
I ducked into another hall and tried the first door I came to, knowing I could never outrun them – 
I would have to hide. It was locked, so I moved to a second door. It swung open and a sharp smell of rotting petrifaction rolled out across the space. The smell turned my stomach, and I pressed a hand to my nose involuntarily. The sound of running feet grew closer, catching up. My choices were running out: it was either the smell or certain death. I dove inside, and the door shut behind me with a solid click. As soon as the door was shut, I tripped over something squishy in the completely dark room and fell hard. Something soft broke my fall and a trash bag from a large pile of rotting garbage fell over my torso. I started to move it away, to go back to the door so I could listen for the men chasing me, but the sound of their feet on the floor made me freeze. 
The red light from outside dimmed as my chasers stopped in front of my door. 
“Where’d it go?” a rough voice asked. 
‘It’ – I was an ‘It.’
“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” another said. 
The door swung open with a sharp jerk. There was nothing I could do. I had been caught. My body was frozen in fear. Their deadly natures and hard faces were terrifying as they stared down at me. I didn’t know what to do, all of my self-assurance and bravado deserting me in an instant. 
I had no one to protect, no one needed me. It was just me and them, and they would definitely win. 
“It’s not in here.” 
One of the figures put his arm to his nose, his face transforming into disgust. “Tell Misha to run the incinerator again. It smells in here.” 
“Maybe it ran for the barracks,” the third man suggested. The door swung shut and they ran on swift feet down the hall. 
Breathing heavily, despite the rancid smell, I finally pushed the trash bag off. Why had they not seen me? I had been looking straight at them, defenseless and obvious. 
I put my ear to the slimy door and listened for them to return, wondering if they were pulling a trick. As I breathed in the stench, and listened for the subtle sound of footfalls, I went over my options. I had to get back to the club, or find another way out, if there was one. But how? I had made so many twists and turns in my panicked flight that I wasn’t sure which tunnel led where. 
My fear of wandering down here for days felt like more of a reality than ever. Too, there was no way I could get out of here without being noticed. More feet stomped past, voices raised in alarm, and I steeled myself. I would have to take the chance. 
I cracked the door open and peeked out. The red lights flashed a pulsing light on the walls and the harsh sounds of yells and screams danced toward me. I opened the door wider once I was confident the hall was deserted. I looked back to shut the heavy door again, and I saw why the men hadn’t noticed me. There where heaps of garbage bags scattered about and around them, on top of them, everywhere, were the lifeless shapes of human bodies. Their wide eyes stared at me in quiet supplication – a final plea for rescue on their dead faces. The faces were varied in race and sex and no characteristic united them beyond the fact they were all dead. Feeling stunned and sick to my stomach, wanting to punish whoever had ended their lives, I shut the door quickly and put my back against it. Trembling, I tried to will the images from my mind. It was 
impossible. 
No wonder the other prisoners feared this place so much! The Watchers here killed often and respected the dead as much as they respected their garbage…I fought an overwhelming anger as I leaned against the door separating me from the dead, knowing it would just get me killed. I did, however, make the quiet resolution to end this place; to burn it straight to hell. 
Footsteps from my right reminded me of my precarious situation and brought me back to the 
present. I pushed away from the door and ran down the corridor. More turns, more lost corridors, which were as disorienting as they were narrow, had me utterly lost, but at least I was away from that door. The dead people’s faces kept appearing in front of my eyes, and all I could think about was the possibility of being next – of joining them in their eternal slumber. 
I slowed my pace three tunnels away from the door and lowered my head, figuring if I didn’t look guilty the Seekers searching for me might not recognize me as an intruder. The flashing red lights kept up their regular blinking and the deserted hall was eerie in its silence. If they knew I was down here why not have more people out looking for me? Unless they weren’t worried 
about me escaping? A place like this was obviously geared toward keeping people in rather than out; the maze tunnels and the locked doors were proof of that. They knew I had two options – 
wander around until I was found or stay lost forever. 
Soft feet on the ground alerted my ears to an approaching sentry and, not able to help the instinct despite my attempt at subterfuge, I hid, knowing that whatever façade I put on wouldn’t be enough to deceive the guard. I was a terrible liar, and they would know I didn’t belong in an instant. I ducked into the first door I touched, hoping it wasn’t another mass grave. It was worse. 
I had walked into the lion’s den complete with lion. 
The room was large and decorated in satin and silk. Red and black were the primary colors, and there was a feeling of opulence, of disregarded wealth to the room. A large dais filled up the middle of the room, complete with a large chair placed in the center. Around the dais were smaller, less impressive chairs, which faced the tribute to the ruler of this underground realm. 
Lounging in the large chair, which was more like a throne, his long legs crossed at the ankles, was a figure I had only seen through Spider’s thoughts. It was the redheaded man Spider had seen with Daniel. He looked up as I shut the door, his black eyes tinted with red, and the people in the chairs turned around to stare. 
“What is it?” the man on the throne asked in a voice thick with malice. 
“Oh…wrong door…” I said starting to retreat back to the corridor. 
“Wrong door!?” the man said. “That is not a mistake I like from my recruits, new blood. Make it again, and you’re dead.” 
“I’m sorry, it won’t happen again,” I promised. 
My backwards retreat was halted as I backed into something with a soft thump. I looked back and saw another set of dark eyes staring at me. “Sorry to disturb you, my lord,” a voice I recognized as one of my chasers said. “Mick said a girl broke in upstairs and ran down here before he could stop her. This one fits the description.” 
“Someone actually tried to break in?” ‘my lord’ asked. 
“Yes, my lord.” 
“Probably another sobbing family member searching for their relative. Take her to the cemetery and teach her what happens to those who trespass. Don’t kill her…You’ve had your share of kills this week.” 
“Yes, my lord. Of course,” the man said. 
The redheaded man waved his hand in dismissal. My captor pulled me out of the room with an iron grip I couldn’t break. “Get off of me, creep!” I said as I fought against his hands. 
“Has it changed or not, Aaron?” one of my other chasers asked, moving forward to peer at me as I struggled weakly against the hand holding me. My lack of superhuman strength was obvious, but they couldn’t hear my thoughts, which was puzzling to them. 
“I think not,” Aaron, the one holding my wrists, said. 
“Then, we won’t need the silver-lined tomb,” his buddy said conversationally, “which is good, because I think it might still be occupied.” 
I felt my blood chill and turn to ice as the man’s face weaved with strange shadows in the dancing red light. Tomb? Panic rising in my chest, I decided that fighting was better than accepting my fate. I put all of my weight against Aaron as a brace and kicked out at the man in front of me. I used Aaron’s surprise at the maneuver to break his grip and started running again, desperate to escape. I didn’t get very far. Aaron tackled me, all the wind rushing out of my lungs with the hit. Angry, he pulled me to my feet by my hair. I grunted in pain as hair tore away from my scalp, but I was still in survival mode. I tried to punch him, knowing it would hurt me more than him. My kick to the other Watcher had done little but hurt my toes. Aaron stopped the punch, and leaned forward with an evil smile as chilling as the word ‘tomb’. 
“You’re lucky I follow orders,” he said. 
“Because if you didn’t, you would kill me and gobble up my soul,” I said. “I wish that threat were scary right now. I really do.” 
Aaron raised his hand to slap me, but stopped himself. “Are ready for a slow death?” he asked maliciously. 
“Go to hell,” I spat. 
“Someday,” he replied. I couldn’t tell from his tone if that fact made him happy or sad. 
Aaron’s friend chuckled, but stopped at the expression on Aaron’s face. He and another figure, my third chaser, closed me in, pushing me toward Aaron from behind. I didn’t get the chance to try and fight again, because in the next moment I felt a sharp pain on the back of my head and knew nothing beyond darkness. 
I woke to more darkness. It was the darkest darkness I had ever experienced. It was a world totally devoid of light. I felt as if it were closer than normal, and that it was trying to suffocate me. I gasped with my return to consciousness, but didn’t move, my body slower than my brain. I felt groggy and confused, so I tried to take stock of my situation. The first thing I was aware of was pain. The back of my head throbbed, mirroring my run-in with the asphalt so many weeks ago. My toes ached from the kick, and my wrist hurt from where Aaron had grabbed it. The 
wound on my neck hurt the worse, though, and I knew that was where I needed to focus my 
attention. It took me a couple of minutes to find the stability to check on the wound, but when I did I realized my problems were a lot bigger than a headache. 
When I raised my hand to put it to my head, I encountered a stone barrier inches above my body. 
Uncertain of what the barrier meant, I put my other hand against the stone and pushed. The stone remained stationary, unbending as I pushed against its flat surface. My breathing turned ragged as my hands explored more of my surroundings. I was closed in on all sides by the stone and only had inches to spare on every side. Panic as frightening as the unknown dark rose as I pounded and pushed at all of the walls, searching for a way out. Had they built a stone fortress around me while I had slept? 
The panic had me feeling lightheaded, coupled by the lack of air I was struggling to catch around my ragged breathing. I stopped pounding on the walls – it was just wasting my air and my 
energy – and focused on calming myself. Using the mental techniques Margaret had been 
teaching me, I urged the panic to the back of my brain. I took slow breaths and imagined a wall protecting me from pain, fear, and desperation. Around the slow breathing, I started thinking again. 
My thoughts focused on escape; that was priority number one. I knew that nothing was seamless, not even a stone box. There had to be a seam somewhere. Still breathing slowly, I felt for the edges of the walls and, inch by inch, searched for chink in the armor. After long moments where the panic teetered on the edge of my awareness, I found a small crack, no bigger than a needle, above me. It was all I needed for hope. I scooted as close as I could to the crack in the cramped space and tried to peer through. The little bit of light that I saw was strange – grey and dim – but at least it was light. Light meant I wasn’t underground or buried someplace I couldn’t escape from. A crack was nothing compared to what I needed to escape, though. I sighed and rested my head on the bed of stone to think. 
Ellen’s face popped into my head, followed by Alex and Sam, Beatrice and Han, Margaret and Jackson. Finally, I saw Daniel, my brain saving him for last. His green eyes were full of laughter and his dark hair fell softly against his skin; it was the way he had looked the night before he had left to go on his mission. It was how he had looked before the picture of him looking so serious. 
The picture! Another surge of hope rolled through me as an idea occurred. I felt my pockets, searching to see if they had emptied them before putting me in the tomb. The shape of the picture was immediately felt against my hand as I squeezed the fabric of my jeans. They hadn’t searched me; the picture, as well as my rock and the bag of magic the voodoo woman had given me were still there. The Seekers hadn’t thought I would have anything that could help me escape. They had thought me another useless human. I was glad, for once, to be underestimated. 
I silently thanked Alex for her advice to always carry a knife and started trying to reach the real source of my bid at freedom: my boot. It was there my knife was hidden safely from prying 
Seekers. It was difficult to reach, but not impossible. Many bruised elbows, knees, and knuckles later, I managed to pull the knife from my boot. I breathed a sigh of relief when I felt the cold steel against my hands and pulled it to chest level. I opened it quickly and started jabbing the knife into the pinprick of a hole that was my freedom. The knife didn’t do as much damage 
against the stone as I would have liked, but I kept digging anyways. I figured if I dug long enough the stone would be forced to bend to my will; even a slightly bigger hole would mean more freedom to breathe freely. If I couldn’t dig myself out at least I could give myself more time. I hoped Alex would come searching for me, finding me like she always found me. I knew she wouldn’t let me down – not when it mattered. 
Millimeter by precious millimeter, I etched away my prison. I had to rest occasionally, but I always stopped with my face close to the hole in order to catch the air, which smelled damp and thick. During one such rest, I heard the sound of hard boots on uneven stone. I focused on the sound, adrenaline rushing through me. Was it my captors back to finish the job? Or was it 
someone who could help me? If I didn’t yell out, would I lose my only chance for survival? If I did, would they open my prison and finish the job? 
I would take my chance. “Help!” I called in a whisper, my throat raspy and dry. I tried again. 
“Help!!” The second time was better, louder. I heard the boots stop, then come closer. My 
precious light from the hole was blocked for a couple of seconds that felt like an eternity. Then light, glorious grey light filtering through the storm clouds overhead, lit my prison. Or was it a tomb? 
I scrambled out of the stone slab realizing I hadn’t been alone. My body had crushed some of the bones I had shared the tomb with, but others had survived. A hand had been near my leg, the remainder of a skull near my head. I shivered at the sight and looked away from the remains. Tall tombs of white and grey were opposite me in long lines. The stone coffin I had crawled from was only one tomb in a marching row of similar tombs. I had been left to die in a cemetery. I would have found it darkly fitting had I not been so terrified. 
I clutched at the edge of the tomb, my head spinning, feeling weak and oxygen deprived. In such a state, it took me a moment to realize I wasn’t alone. In my desire to be free I had ignored my rescuer. It was a wonder I could have ignored him at all. 
Frozen as he held the top of the stone coffin he had removed – his green eyes gloriously wide and surprised – was Daniel. His hair was shorter, and his face was tense, full of restless burning emotion I wasn’t sure he was aware of, but there was no mistaking him. He stared at me for a long time, his lips searching for words. 
“Are you a ghost?” he finally asked. 
I started laughing, unable to help it. His voice was so child-like and full of superstitious belief. 
“Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no such thing as ghosts.” 
“We are in a cemetery,” he replied in a defensive tone. 
“I noticed,” I replied. 
He finally released the heavy slab of stone and took a step closer. “You’re dead,” he told me seriously. 
“Am not. Well, not yet,” I said. 
His face lost some of the hardened emotion, and he brought me in close for a fierce hug. I clutched at him, all the worry and fear of the past weeks transferring through our touch. 
“How? I mean, what? I mean…” he searched for words to express his confusion. 
“Where am I?” I asked ignoring his confusion. 
“A cemetery,” he said unhelpfully. 
“I was down in the sewers and I stumbled into this room, then I was caught and everything went dark and I woke up here…Why didn’t they kill me?” 
“The Seekers have learned to be creative in the ways we kill,” Daniel said darkly. “Killing indirectly keeps more from turning into a Nightstalker. Management likes to control who turns and when.” 
“I’m usually a fan of creativity, but I think I’ll make an exception in this case,” I said eyeing the grave I had risen from. 
He held me at arm’s length for a moment. His face told a story of apology. “I didn’t know it was you. I just heard them talking about putting another human here, and I came when I was free to do so. How long were you here?” His eyes were terrified at my answer. 
“I don’t know…” I told him honestly. 
He shook his head and looked behind him for a moment. I sensed him searching out the future, the tension in his body telling a story of caution. When he turned back to me, he had found the present again – and all the consequent worries we faced. “We have to go. They have to think you’re still here, or they’ll get suspicious.” 
He moved the slab to cover the tomb and handed me the knife I had dropped when I’d escaped. I tucked it carefully in my boot, promising myself I would never go anywhere without it again, and he grabbed my hand to lead me down the rows of tombs. Fuzzy sounds, overwhelming pain, and thoughts closed in on my aching head, but I didn’t let it show. I was just glad it was his hand I was grasping instead of someone else’s, and that neither of us had died. Outside the rows of stone and marble of the cemetery was a street. It was uneven with cobblestone and only vaguely familiar. We had traveled farther than I had thought. 
Daniel tugged on my hand to make me hurry. I stumbled after him until we came to streets I had come to know too well. Sharp turn after sharp turn left me dizzy and disoriented – I hoped it did the same for anyone else who might be curious about our rushed passing. He finally stopped pulling me along and ducked in a hidden alcove. He pressed me against the wall, to keep me hidden, while he checked the roads beyond us to make sure we weren’t followed. 
“I don’t have long,” he said. “I have to be back by dark.” 
I looked up at the grey sky where boiling clouds rolled in an endless stream. There was no sun to let me know of the time. “When is that?” 
“Soon,” he replied. 
“Don’t go back,” I begged. 
He put his hand on my face. “I’m terrified that if I go back you’ll disappear, and this will have been some sort of awful dream to give me false hope but…” 
I already saw the truth in his eyes. “You’re close to the truth.” 
“Damian, the leader of the nest down here…” 
“We met,” I said. 
“I’ve gained his trust. He’s starting to let me on secrets…on missions he does personally for Marcus. I am close to finding out what Marcus is up to.” 
“That doesn’t matter if you’re dead.” 
“It matters,” he said. “More than you know…” 
His eyes turned distant, and his sense of urgency increased at whatever he saw in the future. His hand moved to his stomach and inky black circled around in his eyes. He took long calming 
breaths to stymie the darkness, but I saw how close it was to the surface. It was taking all his willpower to keep it at bay. His hand lingered at his stomach as he found his calm again. “If I don’t leave now they’ll find us here and that won’t be good for anyone. Meet me tomorrow, at noon, at the St. Louis church. You know where that is?” 
He meant the church I had met Serenity in. Why did everyone want to keep meeting me there? 
“Yes…” 
“We’ll talk then,” he said. 
“You promise you’ll be there?” I asked. 
“Nothing could keep me,” he said. 
I pulled the rock he had left me at the hotel from my pocket and forced it into his hand as a reminder. “Don’t forget,” I said. 
He held the rock up to eye level. “I won’t,” he promised. He leaned forward and kissed me. It was a kiss that left me breathless, not only because it was amazing to kiss him after so many weeks apart, but because of the tumultuous, conflicting, emotions I felt through our touch. It was not a kiss of peace. He rested his forehead on mine for a minute, communicating his love through our touch then he pushed off the wall, rock in hand, and disappeared down the street. 
He was gone before I could figure out what had just happened. 



Chapter 17
I wasn’t aware of giving him plenty of time to disappear before stepping out from our little hiding place, but some part of my brain told me it was a good idea. It gave me time to catch up to the situation. It gave me time to realize I had actually touched him again, felt his skin on mine, his lips; had felt what it meant to be held by him again. It felt so surreal and much too temporary. 
Was I still really in the tomb and was dreaming all this? I pinched my skin to be sure. It hurt enough to let me know I wasn’t dreaming. And surely if I were dreaming, I would feel much 
better about seeing him? The knots in my stomach felt entirely too realistic. 
The weirdness of his sudden departure and our abrupt meeting sunk in. I understood that he felt obligated to find out what Marcus was up to, and that he wanted to stop the killing, but why was he so passionate about staying? We could have left and started over in another city – together. 
There were other options – there were always other options. I remembered Serenity and her 
words to me in the church. I had forgotten them around the panic of being locked in the tomb, but they flooded back in horrible detail. Was he hiding something else from me? And how would I tell him about Margaret and Jackson when I saw him again? 
My moments in the tomb replayed in my head as a light rain started. It had been more 
frightening than almost dying when I had been shot. I wasn’t much one for irrational fears, but I had just found a rationale for claustrophobia. Goosebumps that had nothing to do with the rain erupted down my spine at the thought. I certainly didn’t want to see a closed in space again…
ever. 
My feet started their slow way back to Alex, figuring she would be worried, though my brain was trapped in the alcove we had said ‘goodbye’ in. With my slow pace, it took me a while to find the theater. When I saw the green awning and white building I was relieved, more relieved than I had thought I would be. The theater had turned into a safe haven, somewhere the bad guys couldn’t find me. I felt almost as if were my fortress against the world, my interim ‘castle in the woods’. Three steps up the metal stairs, someone called my name from behind me. 
“Clare!” Spider and Ethan ran over, their faces full of concern. Spider’s face was stretched tight in his worry, and his eyes actually burned with fear. Ethan was at a more reasonable level of concern, though he too was deeply worried. 
Spider caught me staring at him – the burning look in his eyes way too familiar – and arranged his face carefully. “You look like hell,” he told me. “Where have you been? Alex is frantic.” 
“Crap. Was I gone that long?” I asked. 
“Almost six hours,” Ethan confirmed. 
“Is she here?” I asked them. 
“Yeah, her and Eli came back to see if you were here. I think they are about to head out again. 
Cora, Sprint and Twitch are out looking for you in a different part of town. I should probably go get them…” Spider said. His whole body was a study in uncomfortable. He shifted and twitched almost as much as Twitch did when he thought someone was going to talk to him. I tried to listen to Spider’s thoughts, but he kept me out with technical, computer stuff I couldn’t even begin to translate. “I’ll catch up with you later,” he added. 
“Okay…” 
He spun around and left again. I looked at Ethan for an explanation but Ethan was equally 
puzzled. He shrugged at my unasked question and made a face of confusion. 
“How come Alex was frantic?” I asked Ethan as we started up the stairs. 
Had she been close to turning at my near death experience? 
“She said she just had a bad feeling in her stomach, and knew something was wrong. Eli trusted her feeling and asked us to go look for you.” 
“Oh.” 
“What happened? Where did you go?” Ethan asked. 
“Alex will be pissed if she hears my story second,” I told him. 
“She’s going to be pissed either way,” Ethan muttered. 
He held the heavy door open for me, and followed me in to the dark hall. We were silent as we crossed the threshold of the hall and made our careful way down the creaky, dark stairs. I heard him thinking about my disappearance, trying again to work out why I was so weird, and why it mattered. He kept his questions to himself, though, and I didn’t try to answer his unspoken questions. I was too exhausted and much too worried. 
At the door to the stage I knew I was in trouble. I could tell from the expression on Alex’s face and the way she paced from stage left to stage right like a lonely player in a particularly restless, upsetting play. She had an audience of one to the madness of her play, but it wasn’t the sort of audience that appreciated the drama. Eli sat out of her way on the second row back. 
When I walked in, I sensed they had just stopped talking about something. Alex noticed me 
immediately. She saw the added dirt and ripped clothes, perhaps even some of the blood from the people in the garbage shoot. Her eyes widened then narrowed dangerously. She crossed her arms and one eyebrow rose to her hairline as she waited for an explanation. She didn’t have to say anything; what she wanted was written large in Times New Roman on her forehead. 
“If anyone wants to leave, now would be the time,” I said to Ethan and Eli. 
Neither moved, but they both eyed Alex’s change of expression in trepidation. They only knew the half of how deadly her glare could get. I almost felt sorry for them, almost as sorry as I felt for myself. 
“Beginning to end. Complete story,” she said in clipped tones when it was obvious they weren’t leaving. 
I took a deep breath, knowing how useless it would be to try and avoid her questions. Alex had a way of finding the truth. She would get her way. I gave her the full story, editing some for Ethan’s sake – he didn’t need to know about the unburied dead or the hopelessness of the people in the tunnels. While it was something I would never forget, he didn’t need the same burden burned into his memories. I watched Alex’s face as the story progressed, noticing how it shifted from irritated worry to downright rage. 
As my voice trailed away she found hers. “You had no right – no right! – to run off and do that! 
It was selfish, dangerous, and stupid! Do you even think about other people, or are you so focused on your little mission of being ‘Ms. I-can-do-everything’ that you don’t find the 
concerns of us mere mortals important?!” 
“Alex…” 
“DON’T ‘ALEX’ ME!!!!” 
I clamped my mouth shut. 
“I came down here to be a part of this journey, not to sit back and watch you do dangerous stuff in the name of stupidity! What did you prove by going down there?” She didn’t give me time to answer. “You don’t think!” She held up her thumb in an accusation. “We’re supposed to be 
sisters and all you can think about is risking everything we’re trying to do. If you cared more about what you did to me, you wouldn’t be so callous with your actions! You would let me be a part of this instead of shoving me to the side! ‘Oh, it’s okay! Alex won’t mind. I’ll just run off and get myself shot or attacked by a gang or get lost in a Seeker’s nest!’ I’m in this as much as you are! More, sometimes! When will you stop acting like I don’t get it?! I gave up seeing Dad, having a house, regular meals, to come down here! You’re not the only one longing to see people you care about! Ah!” 
She doubled over and grabbed her stomach in a gesture similar to the one Daniel had made only half an hour earlier. A strange shifting started under her skin, moving things that shouldn’t be movable. Her whole body started to shake and deep rolling growls formed in her throat – sounds I knew she shouldn’t be capable of. The shaking got worse as more growls ripped from her 
body. Flesh and bone moved in ear shattering pops, crunches, and tears. It didn’t take long, perhaps twenty seconds, for her to completely change, but I was aware of every painful second. 
Her eyes were the last thing to change. A milky white film covered her blue eyes. Those eyes trained on me once the change was complete. 
Eli was frozen halfway out of his chair. I was frozen as well but for a different reason than shock. It was instinct keeping me still. Would Alex attack me? Was her anger at me that great? 
That question was answered immediately. She jumped away from the tattered remains of her 
clothes and landed with a solid thump on the molded carpet. I felt the vibration of her landing through my feet. Her growls turned deadly, menacing. She didn’t take her eyes off me once, not even when she jumped. She bared her teeth at me, then charged. I only had time to push Ethan out of the way before she barreled through the spot I had been standing only seconds ago. Her momentum took her too far, though. She kept going, busting through the main doors of the 
theater as she scrambled to find footing. The heavy chain the owner had placed to keep 
trespassers out broke as easily as thread against her charge. She glared up at the sunlight, hating the feel of it on her skin as she regained her feet. 
I started forward, not knowing what I was doing, only aware that I had to stop this before it got out of hand. Her white eyes flashed briefly with blue in a moment of clarity as she craned her neck to look at me running toward her. She turned before I could find the words to calm her down and jumped up in the air. Using the building across the street like a jungle gym, she climbed up and over, disappearing from sight in seconds. The massive hole in the wall of the theater was a stark visual, a gaping question mark in my brain. 
Ethan found his feet again; he trembled at what he had witnessed, and his eyes were the size of half dollars. 
Eli had a much different response. “She’s a monster,” he said to me. “You let a monster into our home without telling us.” 
“She’s not a monster!” 
“What else do you call that?” he demanded. 
“My sister,” I said. 
“I’ve seen one of those creatures before. There is no humanity to them,” Eli said. 
“Seen one?” 
“It killed my mother,” Eli admitted. “It killed her trying to get to me.” 
“Alex isn’t like that.” 
“She just tried to kill you,” he pointed out. 
“I was just buried alive and witnessed things down in that sewer you can’t imagine, so you’ll have to forgive me for being a little…honest, but here’s the truth: I don’t care what you think. I don’t care about your opinion. I’m going to go find my friend, before she hurts herself or someone else.” 
“You should do her a favor and put her down,” Eli snarled. 
My blood boiled, and I felt heat rush into my face. “Don’t even think about it!” I warned. 
His face was ugly. The dank hair that was always greasy accentuated his glare, and for the first time I saw Eli as a killer – not simply as a defender or a protector of the kids, but a cold-blooded killer. Perhaps, because he had saved my life I had ignored the potential deadliness of him, or had underestimated him because of his silence, but I saw it now. I glared at him and his 
murderous expression. I felt like fighting him, wanting to take out my aggression somewhere. 
Ethan stepped between us and held his hands out. “Um. What’s going on? What happened to 
Alex?” 
“She turned into a Nightstalker because…because she got angry.” The reason behind her shift was obvious now that I had seen it. 
“A Nightstalker?” 
“Ethan, I would love to explain everything to you, but now isn’t the time.” 
Thoughts of curious neighbors were starting to close in. Hanging around the theater was not only dangerous, it was stupid. With a final glare at Eli, I turned away and started out the hole Alex had carved with her body. I focused in the direction I thought Alex had gone, and after a brief pause Ethan hurried to join me. He caught up quickly. 
“Eli doesn’t want you to come back after you find her,” he said quietly. 
“I figured that much,” I said still angry. 
“But I want to help you look for her.” 
After what he had just seen, it was amazing he could still be so willing to help us. I felt my heart warm at his generosity, but I knew I couldn’t accept his offer. “It’s too dangerous,” I said. 
“Don’t tell me that. I’m older than Spider, have lived on the streets longer. I think I can handle whatever he can handle. I’m the one that taught him to pick locks for heaven’s sake!” 
“I…” 
“Tell me what’s really going on,” he commanded. 
I shrugged indifferently and told him as much as he needed to know. He was surprised, but he accepted my words. The truth of Alex’s change had given him all the proof he needed. “Spider knows about this?” he asked. 
“Yep.” 
“Okay. Where do you think she would go?” he asked. 
“Shopping.” 
“She’s a demon,” he pointed out. 
“Do demons have malls?” I asked. 
“We should probably split up,” Ethan said. “I’ll look for her near the water.” 
“I doubt she’s hanging around where people are, but okay.” 
“I’ll meet you at the bench near the coffee stand Alex likes tomorrow morning, okay? Hopefully one of us will have found her by then,” he added. 
“All right. Thanks. This means a lot.” 
He shrugged. “Family sticks together. Eli’s just forgotten that. He’ll come around.” 
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” I muttered as he walked off. 
I took a deep breath then tried to think through what I knew about Alex and her curse. This was the first time she had turned since what had happened in the bunker with the Sheriff. Would she be able to focus her energy like she had then, or would she simply go wild? 
I didn’t know how it felt to change, she hadn’t talked about it much beyond the general things, but I got that it was much more of an instinctual way of being. She would be operating on primal emotions and desires. Where would a Nightstalker, who was Alex, go if it was extremely pissed off and in need of a cool down? I hoped she was in need of a cool down and not searching for people to murder. My thumb I had cut when first I had given her my blood throbbed painfully at the thought, as if it, too, knew the danger. I rubbed at it and ignored my fear. Fear wouldn’t bring her back. If she were operating on primal emotions, it was possible Alex would go to places she was familiar with; it was possible she would go somewhere that had a level of comfort or a strong emotional memory. I started toward the hotel, thinking I would simply retrace our steps in New Orleans. 
Plywood blocked off the front of the building as it was being repaired. It was silent, the construction crew having packed up for the evening. I searched for a decent vantage point of the hotel, knowing I would see more up high. There weren’t any access points on the road I was on, but I had learned through my time with Spider there was always a way up. I circled to the street behind the hotel and found an obliging building with an easily accessed fire escape. I climbed up and sat on the edge of the roof, waiting for a sign of Alex. I sat there until it was fully dark, watching the tourists coming and going as they marched from one attraction to the next. A light rain soaked me fully, but I didn’t leave or seek shelter. 
When it got too dark to see the hotel any longer, I climbed back down and wandered the streets in search of a shadow and a hope. Shadows were everywhere; the city was full of them. Hope was less obvious. None of the shadows were the sort I was looking for. I passed jazz bands and lonely guitar players as they vied for attention and money, stores packed with families, and bars and clubs packed with partiers, but none held a clue to where Alex had run off to. 
My next stop was the building we had stayed our first couple of nights on. The sofa was in the same spot as our two night stay, though there were more empty cans scattered about the roof. It was obvious in a glance that Alex wasn’t there, but I lingered for a moment. This had been the spot I had promised myself a change. How much had I really changed? 
I stepped on to the thick ledge and looked over the city, mimicking my first night on the roof. 
The rain impaired the view as it danced out over the city in arching sheets. I took a deep breath as I scoured what landscape I could see and a thought occurred. I could always go to Serenity for help in finding Alex. I didn’t relish the idea of owing her anything, but Serenity seemed like the sort of person with lots of resources at her disposal. She knew people in this town I didn’t. 
She had an ear to the underbelly of the city, which could prove useful in finding a wayward Nightstalker. I shoved the idea to the back of my brain, the idea of seeing Serenity again not something I relished in. It would be a last resort…something I would only do if I couldn’t find Alex by tomorrow. 
I sighed as the scene in the theater rose in front of my eyes again. How could I have not 
considered her feelings before I followed that woman into the nest? Saving that woman had felt important in the moment, but it hadn’t been wise. It was rash. It was emotional. It was something I knew would happen again. If I found Alex, how could I truthfully promise to not do something like that again, when I felt so obligated to help people like that nameless woman; when I felt like I was letting go of something important if I didn’t? I hadn’t realized Alex had felt so left out of our adventure. I realized, as I watched the rain in thoughtful silence, that every time something dangerous had happened down here I had taken off, instantly not including her. Did she feel as if I didn’t think her capable of handling the danger? 
Though I had only meant to stay on the ledge for a couple minutes, I ended up locked in place on the ledge for a couple of hours. Every moment was a hope that the next would bring Alex to me. 
At the end of the two hours, a couple stepped out of their car to go inside the apartment complex that was the purpose of my building. With my super hearing I heard their discussion clearly. 
“How come you always feel guilty for what he does?!” the girl asked. “You can’t possibly think you’re responsible for his choices!” 
“He’s my brother…I love him,” the man replied. 
“That’s fine and everything, but you can’t take on his mistakes. They’re his!” the girl argued back. 
“I know…but I can’t help the feeling.” 
The pair disappeared inside. I sighed as their conversation lingered in my brain. Guilt…guilt had a funny way of messing with your choices. Or perhaps it was love. I shook my head and headed for the fire escape ladder, not wanting to linger any longer, their conversation moving me to action again. The only way I could get rid of the guilt was to find Alex, instead of staying lost in thought on top of a building. 
My next stop was the only other “secret” place Alex and I shared in New Orleans: Eli’s hideout. 
The windowed room was deserted, the darkness of his fortress of solitude complete. I had 
expected as much, but it was still disheartening to see. 
I was about to turn away and search for Alex elsewhere, when I remembered the sword. The 
worries of living on the street, and finding information, had distracted me from the deadly nature of the sword. Eli had locked it away here, but he had no say over me now. I would take it back from him. I wanted the protection, no matter how evil the protection was. It was the one thing I had that could kill Watchers. Plus, I wanted to show it to Daniel, so I could ask him about it. I wanted to know how it could kill a Watcher. 
I gingerly tested the door handle, feeling weird about trespassing, despite the fact that I had a claim on the sword. The door creaked open slowly and the musty odor of stale books and dust assaulted my nose. Not wanting to linger in case Eli decided to show up, I went straight to the second door inside and pulled it open. The sword was heavy in my hands; I had forgotten how heavy it could feel. I had also forgotten the feel of evil it radiated with. Its cold malice burned my hand as I touched the pommel. I instantly took my hand away and covered the pommel again with the bag satisfied I had what I wanted. 
With the added weight of the sword on my back, I walked the city streets for hours, checking every nook and cranny for Alex. Drug deals, sex deals, and other dark deals were my 
companions in the night. I walked until even the predators of the city had searched out their beds. 
Hours of walking later, I was miles from the French Quarter, alone in a city – which for the first time felt lonely – and nowhere close to finding Alex. By dawn, I knew finding Alex was 
hopeless. If she had wanted to be found, I would have found her. 
Giving up, I sat down on the curb of the narrow road I was on, exhausted and depressed. The sword was heavier on my back than I remembered it ever being, and my necklace burned dully against my skin. Could they sense my dark depression? Could they sense the fact that I felt like I had abandoned one of my truest friends? 
More than anything I wanted to find Alex, get Daniel, and take us all home, but where was 
home, and how was getting there possible after everything we had been through here? I couldn’t see myself going back to King’s Cross and putting up with High School again. Not after 
everything I had seen here. High school was for people who didn’t have to worry about demons and monsters. It was for humans. 
They say “Home is where the heart is,” but, as the slow, murky dawn crept over the city, all I could think was that home was as fleeting as daylight. 



Chapter 18
I watched as the dawn turned into full morning, the damp heat worsening with the weight of the sun. People started to fill up the streets, going to work, getting breakfast, doing things normal people did. I caught an occasional odd look, but no one bothered me. Around the slow realization I was in a part of town I should have avoided had I any common sense, I started worrying about Alex in stupid ways considering the seriousness of her situation. Was she hungry? Was she 
somewhere complaining that her bagel had blueberries on it? Did she even have money for food? 
What would she do when she turned back into a girl and had no clothes? 
Around the worrying, I slowly remembered my promise to meet Daniel. I stood, ignoring the two men eyeing me from across the street and headed to the church. I was early, even though my feet had drug heavily against the early morning pavement during my walk. I wanted to see Daniel, but not like this. Not with more questions hanging over my head. 
I had to wait an hour for them to open the doors, then another hour and a half for him to show. I waited the hour and a half inside, figuring it was the safest place to wait. I tucked the sword under the pew I sat at – so the woman at the desk wouldn’t notice it – and stared up at the altar for a very long time. 
My sarcastic disbelief wasn’t lost on me…or the altar. The crucified figure stared down at me in judgment, and I stared back just as judgmental, perhaps even more so. Part of me blamed that figure for everything, letting people like me live and continue on in such a violent state, as well as for making me a freak of nature, doomed to curse everything I touched; another part longed to know that redemption was possible. I didn’t see how redemption was possible, though. Not after everything I was guilty of. Not knowing how doomed my kind was to kill. 
Finally, a tall figure standing in the door to the left of the altar drew my attention. The eyes on his face were familiar and foreign at the same time – Daniel. When I saw him standing there, I felt my mouth drop open in surprise and, for the first time in a while, I laughed. I covered my mouth to hide the sound, even as I stared at his costume of choice. Daniel was wearing the garb of a priest, and his hands were crossed in front him primly as he sternly stared at me. 
He gestured with his head for me to follow him, his stern expression flickering for a moment when he heard my laughter. My boots squeaked across the pretty floors as I hurried to his side, before the woman at the desk could notice us. He held the heavy door for me, and walked 
discretely down the hall for a short moment. A real priest passed us going the other way down the hall, his eyes kind and distracted. As soon as the man walked through to the chapel, Daniel grabbed my arm and pushed me into a broom closet. 
“A priest in the closet?” I asked dryly. 
“Of course, it’s where we do our best thinking,” Daniel said. 
I smiled at him, and he leaned in close in the small space to kiss me. It was nothing like our last kiss. Awkward, was closer to the truth. His lips were uncertain on mine as if he doubted the right to kiss me, and I kept thinking about Serenity’s words, my doubt of his honesty, and the night I’d spent in restless searching. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked sensing some of my emotions. 
“Alex changed last night,” I said, avoiding the questions I had about him for the moment. “I spent all night looking for her, but I couldn’t find her anywhere. She’s gone, and it’s my fault…
She got mad when she found out I’d gone into the nest.” 
“She had reason to,” Daniel replied. He leaned against the wall and started playing with a wayward broom, which had been tucked in the corner of the closet. He rolled the broom handle against the wall in restless, repetitive motion. I watched the motion realizing how much I’d missed that stupid habit. “She changed after you were out of danger?” he asked. 
“Yeah. She got all worked up and was yelling, then she changed.” I pinched my wrist with my other hand unconsciously, hoping the pinch would wake me from the nightmare. 
“It’s not your fault,” he said firmly. 
“Well, I’m glad you settled that for me,” I said harshly. 
“I’ll keep an eye out for her in my circle of friends,” he said. The broom moved harder against the wall. “I know it’s going against your nature, but you’ll have to wait for her to come to you. 
She has to find you this time.” 
I leaned against the door and didn’t reply. I wasn’t good at waiting for things to come to me, and he knew it. The silence between us stretched. Yesterday’s joy and passion at seeing him was replaced by the cold light of reason and suspicion. There were so many questions I needed 
answers to – questions I didn’t know how to ask. 
“Tell me what’s happened since…what have you been doing?” he said finally. If he sensed my conflicted energy, he didn’t let on. 
I took a deep breath, and told him everything in the hopes he would return the favor. He listened silently, his green eyes a mystery. When I got to the part about Jackson and Margaret – our hotel burning down and the fact I hadn’t heard from them – his eyes flashed with inky dark, but he controlled his emotion in a way that was both familiar and foreign. The fight against the darkness was the same, but it looked as if it took him more effort to control it. 
“Is there somewhere else you could go beside the theater for now?” he asked at the conclusion of my story. “Somewhere safe?” 
I shrugged and didn’t reply, not knowing what I would do next. I wanted to touch him and have him to tell me Alex would be okay, that Margaret and Jackson weren’t dead, and that this 
nightmare was over now that we had found each other again. But his question, and the 
uncertainty in his eyes, let me know he didn’t have the answers I was searching for. He was as lost as I was. 
“I have a couple of people I could contact…they might let you stay with them for a couple of days, until I can get some money for you to get another hotel,” he said. 
“I’m not going to get a hotel until I find Alex. Why can’t you just come with me now?” 
“We need answers,” he said. 
“Is that why you stayed, even when you thought I was dead? Answers?” I asked skeptically. 
“No, I stayed because I wanted to find out who had killed you and kill them right back. Damian’s organization is a good place to find out information. He’s obsessed with knowing the truth about everything that goes on in the city. He was the one that sent me to investigate the fire…” 
“I don’t care about answers anymore,” I told him. “I don’t care. I don’t want to know why 
they’re after me. It’s not worth it. Let’s just go,” I begged. 
“Clare…this goes beyond you.” 
“How?” 
His eyes were distant, and I felt he wasn’t in the same room with me anymore. “This was a 
mistake,” he said slowly. 
I felt my heart thud uncomfortably. “A mistake?” 
“Well, not a mistake…just not thought out.” 
“How else do you define a mistake?” I asked. 
“N’Sync…” he said in a feeble attempt to make me laugh. 
“You didn’t want to see me?” I asked, hurt by the idea. 
“I did…I do. It’s just…there is so much that’s happened…you can’t understand, I mean, it’s dangerous…I wasn’t thinking.” 
His words made me irrationally angry – angry enough to finally spit out what had been gnawing at my insides since I had met Serenity in this very church. My voice was deadly quiet as I spoke again. “A mistake, huh? Like pretending to care about me all this time? Did Odette tell you it would be easier to control me if I thought you loved me? Or did you come up with that particular lie that all by yourself?” 
“What are you talking about?” he asked. 
My laugh was sarcastic. “Right…because I would forget that Odette was the one that sent me to King’s Cross, too. It’s a very easy thing to forget…Tell me, was anything about us real, or am I just another mission to you? Another lost soul to protect?” He started to protest but I cut it short, not interested in his excuses. “Serenity made it very clear you weren’t in King’s Cross to enjoy the scenery. I’d always wondered why you bothered with High School…Turns out you had a 
very good reason.” 
“You…she…” He clamped his mouth shut and stared at me with wide eyes. For the first time the diplomat, the ultimate word arranger, didn’t know what to say. It fueled the words burning inside me. 
“A mistake is right! I must really seem like a mistake to you after all the women you’ve had. 
Was Serenity one of those women? I bet you’ve had dozens more like her. It’s a wonder you 
could pretend to be interested in me at all with women like her lusting after you. How long did you have to wait for me in King’s Cross? How long before your patience paid off? I can 
understand why you don’t want to leave here. Now that Serenity has gotten you into this nest, you probably don’t want to pretend with the lie anymore. I wouldn’t want to ruin your mission to bring down Marcus… Is that part of Odette’s plan or yours? What’s your problem with Marcus anyways?” I was about to say something I would forever regret, but my anger was speaking 
louder than my kindness. “Was Marcus the real reason your first love – Jocelyn – left you? Or did she simply leave because she saw how capable you are of lying to people you “love”?” 
The broom handle he had innocently been playing with snapped in half. The anger was no longer checked in his eyes. He growled with the rage, “You have no RIGHT to question MY love! I am down here for YOU!” 
For the first time since I had met him, his anger didn’t scare me. Perhaps, it was because I was growing more confident in my abilities, or because I knew I was angry enough to lose my 
temper. I knew if he attacked me, I would attack him right back. 
“I don’t know why you’re down here, Daniel, but I doubt it’s because of me! You know what, I wanted to ask you about everything in civilized tones, but I can see you’re not going to answer. 
Lying is all you’re good for, it’s all you’ve ever been good for. I don’t need it anymore…We’re through!” 
He started to tremble, strange ripples distorting his face. His black eyes flashed from green to black rapidly. I didn’t take the time to figure out this new strangeness. I was too mad. I kicked the closet door open and stormed down the hall without looking back. I slammed out through the first door I came to, angrily blinking away the sunlight. On the horizon I saw another storm brewing, the clouds large and thunderous. Loud thunder echoed ahead of the storm, warning us of the danger. The storm was as welcome as the rage I was feeling. 
Daniel didn’t try to follow me or stop me. He didn’t do anything. It hurt worse than the lies. The side door I had kicked open remained shut. Angry tears started tracking down my face. Half of me wanted to turn back and yell at him some more, but the part of me that loved Daniel wanted him to follow me, to declare his undying love, and tell me the truth I was hunting for. It was the part of me that cried when it realized that perhaps our love really had never been true. He had used me like he was using Damian to get to Marcus. He had used me and thrown me out when he didn’t need me anymore. The logical, reasonable, part of my emotions tried to tell me it was more than that, but I wasn’t in the mood for logic or reason. 
I turned a corner, putting the church behind me as fast as I could, not wanting the reminder any longer. At another intersection I stopped walking, realizing I was headed toward the cemetery I had been entombed in. I was about to turn away, to find another way, when I noticed something I had morbidly wanted to witness since I had learned New Orleans was our destination. 
A large funeral procession walked down the street, away from the cemetery. Police officers walked ahead of them, blocking the streets, so the mourners could mourn in true New Orleans fashion. As I watched, the musicians in front of the mourners used their instruments to create a low dirge of sorrow. It was sad, sweet, and all encompassing. It quickly turned into a celebratory goodbye of faster jazz, as they celebrated a life well-spent. The friends and family members sang along to the number with sorrowful voices as second-liners danced around them, enjoying the jazz even as they felt sympathy for the mourners’ pain. I leaned against the wall and watched them pass, impressed with the ritual, sadder than I thought I would be at witnessing a funeral for someone I had never known. Whoever had died had been well-loved, and well-respected. I was sad their family had to live without them. Too, there was a beauty to their goodbyes to the dead. 
It was sad, but amazingly joyful. 
I wished their song, and their skillful playing of music I loved, could also take away the pain in my chest. For a moment I felt as if it was my funeral, and I was a waking mourner to the death of part of me. All the worries I had been carrying around with me intensified as the part of me I had only recently become aware of dropped away. Love was dead. And the only real things I had as remembrance of the life I had lived was Daniel’s lies, the constant threat of Marcus and his Seekers, the secret war that hunted us all, and a world without Alex. 
I watched as an elderly woman walked on the arm of her grandson her head held eye, though her eyes were full of pain. She was erect and proud, even in her darkest moment. I knew that love had never died for her. I suddenly envied her. 
All too soon, the musicians were down the street and out of sight. The music lingered for 
moments more, teasing me with its hints at peace, and a beautiful world of balance beyond the current. I let out a low, long sigh and pushed off the wall again. There was still one person I could help: Alex. She was still in the city somewhere. I didn’t care if she never wanted to see me again. I wanted to be sure she was safe, even if she, too, didn’t love me the same. 
I spent a long day searching places I’d ever been in New Orleans. I avoided the theater but, as I ducked under a balcony to wait for an afternoon storm to pass, I overheard a man and woman talking about the noon news report. The cops were looking into sightings of a large bear-dog creature, and the sudden hole in the theater but were perplexed at the reports. Only someone involved in my world would know what the sighting really meant. I just hoped someone involved in my world wouldn’t look closer. 
I told myself I didn’t want to see Daniel ever again, that he had missed his chance, but I circled the church every couple of hours, hoping he would appear, that I would see him morosely 
waiting for signs of my return. I didn’t dare go inside again. 
The night was longer and lonelier than the previous one. This time I had nothing to look forward to. No meeting. No hint that light would come again. I kept up my restless wandering, despite knowing it was useless. Daniel was right about one thing – I would have to wait for Alex to come to me. Walking was better than sitting in one place, though. It kept me focused in the present, instead of dwelling on the past. 
The constant activity didn’t stop me from coming to several hasty conclusions during the night. I promised myself a million times that I would sneak back into the nest and make Daniel tell me the truth…or slap him until I felt better. Then I would think of Alex, and how angry she would be at that foolishness, and changed my mind again. Risking my neck again was just asking for trouble. I knew I must have looked odd as I kept up a constant war against two contrasting urges, because even the bad characters on the streets gave me a wide berth. It was probably because I kept talking to myself, running through the things I had forgotten to say to Daniel, my hands flying out in agitation as I muttered unspoken sentences. 
It was past dawn when the one decision I could make safely directed my feet in a different way other than Club Paradise. There was one person who would support me in this madness: Ellen. I fished out two quarters from my pocket, and found an old pay phone on the corner of a gas 
station. I dialed the familiar number for home and waited impatiently. 
“Hi-” Ellen’s voice said. 
“Mom! It’s Clare. I am so-” 
“-I’m not here right now, or I’ve forgot my phone, or Clare is punishing me for not cleaning my dishes again. Anyways, leave your name and number, and I’ll call you back.” 
A dead weight settled in my heart, and I hung up without leaving a message. Feeling worse, I started walking again, somehow ending up at the boardwalk. I wasn’t conscious of the decision to go there, but between one thought and the next I looked up and realized I was there. Dawn kept even the most serious tourists from the benches, so I sat on one and stared over the water. 
Minutes stretched by, counting down the time until darkness left the city. I watched the minutes express itself through gradual light across the water, vaguely realizing I hadn’t slept or eaten in two days. I wasn’t sure if it was another symptom of being a Watcher, or a symptom of my 
distraction. 
Sounds from the city gradually filled my ears to the point of painful. Blocking the sounds out like Margaret had taught me was beyond me in the emotional state I was dwelling on, so I 
endured the sound, taking the pain as punishment for the situation I had created for myself. I shut my eyes against the waking dawn and felt grateful for the way the pain erased thought. 
“There you are, doll.” 
I jumped at the unexpected voice. Spider sat down on the bench next to me. There were more patches of grime on his face, and his green eyes were full of strange emotion, but I didn’t linger on the changes. 
I shut my eyes again with a sigh. “Spider…you shouldn’t be here.” 
“When I hear ‘shouldn’t’ I do exactly that,” he said. 
“You shouldn’t get up and walk away,” I said. 
“Man, that came so close to working. My feet are fighting to stay here as we speak,” he said. 
“You should listen to them,” I replied, opening my eyes. “What are you doing here again?” 
“I’ve got a life outside you, doll. Lots of things to do, places to see, people to steal from…you know.” 
“It’s dawn, there’s no one out,” I pointed out. 
“You have a gift for the obvious,” he said. “Are you okay?” 
“That almost sounded sincere. I’m touched.” 
“Well, Ethan said you were supposed to meet him here yesterday, but you never showed. He was worried and kept nagging me. You know how it goes…” 
“I forgot I promised to meet him. I didn’t mean to worry him.” 
“What have you been doing? I’ve searched the whole city for you…I didn’t think you’d be this hard to find.” 
“I’ve been looking for Alex,” I reminded him. “Did Ethan find anything?” 
Spider squirmed a little, but the reason behind his sudden nervousness was beyond me. The only thoughts I could hear from him were technical, mechanical things. His block was almost 
impenetrable. “Yeah…that’s why I’ve been looking for you. We found her.” 
I jumped off the bench. “Why didn’t you say so right away?!” 
“I thought you were enjoying our witty banter.” 
“It was just banter, Spider,” I said, pulling him off the bench by his elbow. “Come on! Take me to her! Where is she?” I pushed him a little to get him walking. 
He made a face at me, but uncharacteristically didn’t comment. “She’s at Eli’s building,” he said quietly. 
I started walking faster, my course set. “How long has she been there? Has she said anything?” 
“She’s…uh…been asleep since we found her,” he said. 
“Asleep?” I asked. 
“Yeah…she’s been out cold.” 
“Oh.” 
I remembered the last time she had changed. She had passed out after she had turned back to a human, but that had only lasted an hour or so. Was her condition worse than he was letting on? 
Had she been attacked? 
“Where’s everyone else at?” I asked. “Are they okay?” 
“They’re okay…for now,” he said. 
“For now?” 
“This city is a dangerous place,” he said quickly. “We’re at risk everyday we’re alive.” 
“That’s a lovely thought.” 
“True, though,” he replied. 
“I know,” I agreed. 
Early morning workers and shop owners started appearing on the streets while newspaper trucks delivered the daily paper and an occasional car peppered the narrow streets. The smells of restaurants preparing breakfast, and the sounds I had noticed earlier were stronger now, but I could finally block them out. All I had room for in my mind was Alex. 
“Clare…” Spider said after a moment. 
“Yeah?” 
“You said there was a war going on, and that this Marcus guy sold recruits to both sides in order to make a profit, right?” he asked. 
“Right,” I said. 
“How does he find people?” 
“His Seekers are trained to search out Watchers. I was told one there’s a way to train people to be aware of a Watcher’s presence,” I said. 
“Do you know how to do that?” 
“No…” 
As I said it, I felt eyes upon me. It was a feeling I was starting to get used to. Was I being watched? Or was our conversation leaking over into my subconscious and making me paranoid? 
The feeling stopped as I thought about it, and I shrugged it off with a roll of my shoulders. 
“But, what happens if you’re found by one of the sides at war, instead of Marcus. What do you think they’d do?” Spider asked. 
“You sure are curious all of a sudden,” I said. 
“I’ve had some time to think it about this past couple of days,” he replied. “I realized you never said.” 
“Well, I imagine they would either kill me, like Watchers tend to do. Or, if they wanted the recruit, they’d probably take me and force me to work for them, which I wouldn’t. So…I would probably end up dead. A different Watcher might decide to join them. It’s really up to the individual, I suppose.” 
“You wouldn’t help them even if they threatened to kill you?” he asked. 
“No.” 
“What if they had someone you cared about? Would you help them then?” he asked. 
He had found my weakness. “I don’t know,” I admitted. 
“What if it were Alex or Daniel? Would you do bad things to help them out, to possibly save them?” 
His eyes were impossibly bright, and I could tell my answer meant a lot to him. His intensity freaked me out a little, but I figured he was just curious. Maybe Alex turning into a demon had made him finally realize that the life of a Watcher wasn’t just cool super powers and fun danger. 
It was scary; the kind of scary I had been warning him of all along. His intensity made me forget that I probably wasn’t going to see Daniel again. I answered as if we were still together. 
“I…would do what it takes to make sure they’re safe.” 
“And if they were forced to do something, because they thought it would keep you safe, or 
someone else they cared about safe….would you forgive them?” 
I stopped walking and turned to him, my hands on my hips. His question mirrored one of the first conversations I had with Daniel. He was asking me about intentions over actions. I already knew my answer. “Yes.” 
“No matter the betrayal?” 
“I guess so…You’re starting to freak me out, Spider,” I said. “What’s wrong?” 
His smile was quick, his sarcastic, all-too-wise, expression of mocking, firmly back on his face. 
“No, nothing is wrong. Except for your face…and, you know, for the fact that we’re walking toward a person that can turn into a demon, instead of away.” 
I smiled wryly. “There’s my life for you.” 
I put my arm around his boney shoulders, suddenly wanting the comfort of another person. Our conversation had left me feeling jittery, and more lonesome than before. I kept thinking about Spider’s questions and somehow kept circling back to my conversation with Daniel. Could I 
forgive Daniel’s lies? Had he lied for another reason? What if I had overreacted? What if he had lied to save someone else? He had said it “went beyond me”. Even if he didn’t love me, or had simply been following orders, he had been doing it to stop someone bad from hurting others. If I ever saw Daniel again, I would find a way to let him know I understood, even if I didn’t like the lie of his love. It was possible I would have done the same, if it meant stopping Marcus. The sinking feeling in my stomach, and the weight in my heart, let me know that saying those words would be difficult. It would be easier if I didn’t love him so much. But, because I did, I would forgive him and move on. It was the adult thing to do. Plus, I had so much to worry about that hating him would be too difficult. I simply couldn’t do it. 
At the base of Eli’s building I stopped Spider again. “Spider…I want to say thank you.” 
“Thank you?” he questioned. 
“Yes, it’s what polite people say to one another when they are appreciative.” 
“For what?” He stepped around me and started climbing the fire escape. 
I followed him up. “For finding Alex for one, for going way beyond whatever debt you thought you owed me for another. You’ve been a good friend to us…I don’t think we could have lasted so long without you. So, thank you.” 
He turned around as I stepped up the last stair. His face was panicked. I’ve made a mistake.  He grabbed me on either arm, and looked into my eyes, his eyes full of burning emotion. “Run!” 
“Wha…” 
“Damn it! Run! This is a trap!” He started pushing me to the stairs. 
“Spider…what did you do?” I asked, resisting his hands. 
“Yes, Spider, what did  you do?” 
Spider’s shoulders slumped at the voice. We both turned to stare at the tall figure, who had appeared on the roof as if she were mist and vapor. I knew her almost magical appearance had little to do with magic; it was simply a result of years of training to blend in with the shadows. I sensed her training even before I sensed the fact that we had met before. As she stepped closer, I was able to stare into her midnight eyes, which were curious and amused. Her red hair was 
tucked under her baseball cap, the same way it had been when I had seen her on another roof fighting a man to the death. I sucked in a ragged breath at seeing her again and tried to look beyond her to the glass study. It was empty, the light casting shadows on the dusty books instead of Alex. 
“Alex?” I asked without looking at Spider. 
“Oh, that was a bit of a deception, I’m afraid,” the woman answered for me. “I heard about what happened. It’s a pity really. Most Nightstalkers who take a wild path, outside of an organization like mine, usually end up dead in a matter of days. Poor things can’t help themselves. They’re a menace if not controlled.” 
“Like you, you mean?” I asked. 
The woman shrugged. “Perhaps.” 
Spider was freaking out. He tried to explain through his thoughts why he had betrayed me. I’m
sorry! She has the kids. She said if I didn’t-
“That’s quite enough out of you,” the woman said. She frowned in concentration, and his 
thoughts were suddenly cut off. She tilted her head, and he lifted into the air, just enough to where he couldn’t run away. Then, she turned to focus her full attention on me. “I’m Anna. I work for Lorian, the brother who will one day rule us all.” 
“If there’s anyone left to rule, you mean,” I corrected. 
She ignored me. “You took something that belongs to my organization. I won that sword fairly. 
It is mine, not yours.” 
“You want the sword?” I asked to be sure, almost laughing in relief. I had thought she had figured out who I was. I had thought she had come to sell me to Marcus. A sword seemed like such a silly reason to track me down. 
“It is proof I killed him. It adds to our arsenal for the final victory. To go back to the mansion without it is to admit to cowardice and defeat. It is a death sentence.” 
“Well, that sounds like a personal problem,” I said, crossing my arms in the appearance of calm. 
Really, I was panicking. Even though she hadn’t been sent by Marcus I knew I was in a tough spot. Was it true she had the kids? I didn’t think Spider would betray me unless she did. He was a lot of things, things most people would have a problem with, but he would never betray a friend without just cause. He was loyal to a fault. 
“Does this make it your problem, too?” She looked at Spider again, and he started choking as if she had hands to his throat. His hands clawed at his throat to fight the feeling as he lifted even higher off the roof. His face started to change colors as the air left his body. 
“Stop! Stop!” I yelled, as all my calm disappeared in an instant. “I’ll get your damn sword, just leave him alone!” 
She released her hold on him and he dropped to the roof. I bent down to check on him and found I could hear his thoughts again. He was disoriented from the lack of oxygen, but he was still Spider. He was still one of the smartest people I had ever met …can’t go in Eli’s study for some
reason. You’ll be safe… His thoughts cut off again as Anna realized she had lost control over them. 
“He’s right. I can’t go in there. I tried when he told me you had hidden the sword. If you go in there right now and get it, I will let him live.” 
“See…I know we just met and all, but I can’t help the feeling you’re used to lying. So, how about he goes inside this magic room you can’t enter, and then I’ll get your sword.” 
She flicked her red ponytail in irritation. “I don’t care! Just get my sword!” 
“No…” Spider gasped. “The others…” 
He tried to resist my hands, but I kept a firm grasp on him. When we got to the glass door, I hesitated, wondering what she meant by not being able to go inside, and why she just didn’t make Spider get the sword if she were coercing him into helping her. But I knew I had to do one thing…I shoved Spider inside the room and slammed the door shut again, my back bracing 
against it so he couldn’t get out. I ignored his pounding against the glass and stared Anna down. 
“The sword isn’t here. I moved it.” I had forgotten it when I had stormed out of the church. “Let the kids go, and I’ll tell you where it is.” 
“Don’t you want some guarantee of safety?” she asked. 
“We both know you don’t plan on keeping that sort of promise,” I said. 
“You’re right, I don’t. It will be fun to see if they can break you…after I get my sword, of course.” 
“They?” 
“The Seekers. They offer a standard reward for new blood such as yourself. They also offer a reward for humans they can do experiments on. It’s slightly less, but I’m saving for my 
retirement...every penny counts. Humans can be so sentimental about that sort of thing, and I think you are more human than Watcher. So, here is my bargain. You will tell me where the 
sword is really hidden, and I will sell you to Damian, instead of those kids Spider begged me not to harm. Don’t tell me, and I will kill you now, and sell them in your place.” 
What was up with this week and choices that sucked? 
“For the record, I hope you go to hell.” 
She gestured toward the stairs with an ironic smile on her lips. “The sword first.” 
I bent down and picked up an old board off the littered roof and jammed it against the door so Spider, who was still pounding on the door, couldn’t get out. Then, with my better judgment gone, my heart resolute, and my fear pounding in my chest, I led the way to a church I had promised myself never to go inside again. 



Chapter 19
The sword was under the same pew I had left it under while I had waited for Daniel. It was a miracle someone hadn’t stolen it. I kept my head down and my eyes averted, hoping no one 
would notice me as I retrieved it. No one did. They were all too busy admiring the décor, or had their eyes closed as they prayed for miracles. Anna had refused to come inside, her eyes full of disdain as she eyed the monument to human faith. I briefly entertained the idea of leaving through the door I had discovered after my argument with Daniel, but I knew I couldn’t leave the kids to her evil. It was my fault they were in this mess. 
Anna was waiting on the bench I had sat at while waiting for Serenity. 
I hesitated before giving her the sword. “Where are they?” I demanded. 
“I will take you to them,” she promised. 
She held her hand out for the sword I was clutching. How much trouble would I get for fighting her here? If I won, maybe I could exchange her life for the location of the kids. 
“I will win,” she said, perhaps sensing the adrenaline surging through my body. “But I wouldn’t mind the exercise,” she added calmly. I sighed and handed her the sword. “Good choice,” she said. “Now, for your friends…follow me.” 
When we got to the cemetery Daniel had rescued me from, I knew she had lied, not that I had honestly expected her to keep her word. Anna felt my suspicion before I voiced it. “Catching on, are we?” She laughed. “You didn’t think the sword would earn those kids’ freedom, did you?” 
“I had to try,” I said. 
“How noble,” she mocked me. 
I sucked in a deep breath, knowing she had brought me to this cemetery to either kill me or turn me over to Damian. Neither would help the kids. I spun and started running away from the 
cemetery. I ran faster than I had ever run in my entire life. I took turn after turn, my knowledge of the streets, and Spider’s innumerable shortcuts, helping me out. It wasn’t enough. Anna was obviously very skilled at tracking people down. I rounded a corner to find her waiting for me. 
Before I could back away and start running again, she punched me in the face. 
Clutching at my face, the pain extreme – something was definitely broken – I fell to the ground. 
Anna didn’t give me time to recuperate. She came forward and kicked me hard in the stomach. 
When a Watcher decides to hit you hard, it’s enough to make anyone cry…or die. I did neither – 
I threw up. Violently. All over the litter filled street. 
Anna waited for me to finish then she grabbed me by the back of the shirt. Holding me tight against her body, she walked me back in the direction of the cemetery. Half delirious, my body urging me to pass out from the pain, I didn’t fight back. Around the pain, I was aware of her entering the cemetery, and us stopping in front of a huge white crypt. The crypt was secured by a rusted, metal door. It was decorated with macabre symbols of death. At the right of the door, she pushed in a skull with two cross bones, and the door opened with a hiss. Beyond the door was a dark tunnel. 
She kept me pressed against her body, my feet stumbling often over the uneven terrain. Hers were certain and steady, and were the only thing that kept me from pitching over in the dark. We walked for a couple of minutes, before the feeling in the tunnel changed. It went from dirt to modern, though the dripping water kept its relentless pace. Flickering florescent lights 
highlighted the metal tunnels. Doors started to appear along the walls. Even in my confused state, I sensed the terror within the rooms. I was back in Damian’s dungeon. I couldn’t make heads or tails of our direction, but when Anna stopped I knew we weren’t at our final destination. 
“Stop!” a male voice called as we walked. 
Anna sighed. “This won’t take long,” she assured me. 
“What are you doing down here?” the same man asked in a superior tone of voice. Through the haze of pain I saw two men blocking the hall. They both wore black robes with red stitching along the border. 
“That is between Damian and me. While I’m thinking about it, do be a dear and tell him Anna has arrived. I would hate to arrive unannounced. It’s so…tacky.” 
“I’m not going to bother him with some floozy looking to make a trade for his favor,” the man said. His companion snickered at his words. 
“No?” Anna asked dangerously. 
“Absolutely not,” the man said. 
“Hm.” 
I wasn’t sure how she managed while keeping such a firm grip on me, but suddenly her sword was out of her back sheath and was piercing his body. He clutched at the sword impaling his heart, his fingers turning bloody. Anna removed the sword from the man’s heart – causing the man to fall to the ground – and pointed it at the second man. 
“Tell Damian you’ve arrived…got it,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender. 
“Where can I stick this one until I’ve talked with him?” she asked, stroking the side of my face. 
The man was backing away in fear, but he stopped at her question. “Um…I think we have some spare rooms down here. Follow me.” 
She wiped her bloody sword off on the dead man’s body then, her grip tightening on me, she followed the man down the hall. Our guide got a second man, a man with more keys than I could count, to unlock one of the heavy metal doors. 
“Is it lined with silver?” Anna asked. 
“She’s a Watcher?” the man with the keys asked. 
“I think…yes, yes she is,” Anna said uncertainly. 
“This should work, then. It’s for…conversations,” the man supplied. 
“Ah. Make sure you don’t have any ‘conversations’ with her until I’ve talked with Damian. I want my money before you start torturing her, or whatever you do down here.” 
“Of course…no problem…” he agreed nervously. 
Anna shoved me into the room. I stumbled and pitched forward, my injuries unbalancing me, but my fall was stopped by a heavy metal chair in the center of the room. Holding on to it, I glared back at her and saw her smirk. The jailer shut the door with a heavy ‘clank’ and the keys rattled in the lock. I took a deep breath to keep from throwing up again. 
I touched my nose tentatively, cringing at the pain. I brought away the hand and looked at the blood. My blood. It was so red, so different than the others of my kind. It was a sign of 
weakness. It would spell my death. 
I pushed away from the sturdy chair, urging my brain to stop being so morose; it wouldn’t help anything. I wiped away what blood I could from my face and focused on what the room gave me. 
The room was lit with only a small light bulb, which flickered, – why did everything have to flicker down here! – but gave me enough light to see by. I inspected the chair first for a weapon. 
It was solid steel and welded into the floor. Arm and leg straps were the only ornamentation; they were welded down as well. It was obviously a chair meant to contain exceptionally strong people as they were tortured. 
The door, though it was thick metal, had a small grate at eye level, so that the jailers could look in. I moved to it and peeked out. My ears listened to every booted step of my jailer as he walked away with the others. Other sounds were just as obvious – the water that dripped constantly, scuffling, shifting sounds of people and screams of inhuman pain from a long way off. Around me, overwhelming me, I heard the scared thoughts of others as they, too, listened to the heavy boots of my retreating guard. The thoughts were too much to handle on top of my own worry, but I couldn’t block them out. 

Why are they doing this?! Let me die now! 

So hungry…food…I need food. 

I’m going to die here…oh, God I’m going to die here! 

Becca! I need to see Becca! Where is my daughter! I’ll do any research they want, just give me
Becca! 
Visuals of dark rooms and unfamiliar places and faces as the people searched for comfort circled around in a dizzying haze. One voice searching for comfort around the fear overrode the others. 


I have been one acquainted with the night. I have walked out in rain - and back in rain. I have
out walked the furthest city light. I have looked down the saddest city lane. 
I clutched the small bars again, and looked around with more intensity. I couldn’t see much beyond the white lights and the dark floor, but I knew that voice – or rather, I knew that thought. 
“Twitch!” I hissed through the tunnels. “It’s Clare. Where are you? Are the others here?” 
“Clare?” A different voice asked. 
“Ethan!” I said. “Are you okay? Are the others okay?” 
“We’re all here. A crazy redhead took Spider before she sold us. We don’t know where they 
went,” Ethan said. 
“She said she was going to kill him,” Cora added. 
“He’s safe,” I replied. “He’s at Eli’s hideout.” 
“But she caught you instead?” Ethan asked. 
“Yeah. Listen. I don’t have much time. That crazy chick is trying to sell me to Damian like she did you...When she gets back, I don’t know where they’ll take me. Can you guys get out?” I asked. 
“Sure we can, we’ve just been hanging around for fun.” Sprint’s voice echoed down the hall. 
“We like creepy dungeons.” 
“Ethan knows how to pick locks, but he doesn’t have anything to pick it with,” Cora added. 
“Shut up!” a strange voice hissed. “They’ll hear you.” 
“They already know we’re here,” I said. “It’s not like they’re gonna be shocked we know how to speak. And I’m not afraid of them.” It was weird, but true. I had lost everything in the past two days. I suddenly no longer feared what they would do to me...but I feared what they would do to my friends. My hands tightened on the tiny bars. “I’m going to try and get you out, okay? Let me think about it for a moment.” 
“They’re going to kill me aren’t they?” A different, unfamiliar voice asked. 
“Only if I can’t get you out of here,” I replied. 
“Becca! I need Becca!” a man said. “Becca!”’
“Papa!” another voice cried. “They said if I cried out they would kill you!” 
The man started crying. “Becca! I didn’t mean to help them…I didn’t mean to…you’re safe!” 
“Help them?” I asked over his crying. 
“I’m a chemist. They’ve been forcing me to establish different interactions with a silver 
substance I’ve never encountered before. It’s highly volatile. I think they’re making a weapon of some kind with it. They take my results and force new samples on me every week. I haven’t seen my daughter in weeks…Becca! Daddy’s here…I’ll get you out.” 
“Shhhh!” a voice hushed us from down the hall. 
The hall went silent. I sensed the others in their jail straining to hear what the lookout had heard. 
The booted feet of the jailer were returning. I scrambled away from the door and sat on the chair trying to look disoriented. He might treat me differently if he thought I was too weak to fight. He stopped in front of my room, and I heard the keys rattle again. 
“Come,” he commanded when the door was open. I stood, obeying his command without 
argument. I kept my head bowed and stumbled as I walked forward. I sensed some of his 
alertness fade. “They just aren’t making Watchers the same anymore…” he mumbled as he took my arm. 
He pulled me out of the room, and we started down the hall. His grip was firm, but not as 
absolute as Anna’s had been. 
Before we turned a corner I saw Twitch’s face peeking out at me. Clare? 

The concern and terror in his voice was enough. My necklace, which had been dark for far too long, brightened the hallway. My jailor dropped his hand in sudden pain. I took advantage of his pain and rammed him into the wall with my shoulder. His head knocked in to the thick stone. 
The stone crumbled around him, but it wasn’t enough to knock him out. Shaking the dust from his head, he came at me again. I danced out of the way of his grab, working hard to get angry enough to use my super strength. Why wouldn’t it come at will? Why, when I most needed it?! 
As much as I refused to hit him, because it could possibly break something else, my necklace kept him from touching me. I used that to my advantage. I stopped dodging and brought my hand toward him. He backed away slowly, searching for a way to take me down without the pain. He opted for grabbing me around the middle, where my skin wasn’t exposed. He picked me off the ground, giving me a bear hug and pinning my hands to my side. I kicked and struggled against his touch. 
“Bitch!” he said as I tried to squirm out of his grip. 
“Let me go, and I’ll show you one!” I said. 
“What’s going on here?” I heard a man ask from behind me. 
“One of Lorian’s fighters is trying to sell us this one. Damian wants to see her,” my captor explained. 
“Oh…can’t handle a girl, huh?” 
“Her necklace is some kind of weapon…it hurts to touch her.” 
“Really?” 
My jailor gripped me tighter as the man stepped closer. I felt a blade touch my neck then it lifted and cut the chain to my necklace. I stopped struggling as the light died. 
The new man laughed. “That wasn’t so hard. You’d better hurry up and take her. Damian doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 
“Thanks, Orion.” 
My jailor kept his grip around my middle as I started fighting again. As he walked me down the hall, I saw the man who had been addressing us. Though ‘saw’ was an exaggeration. He was 
covered from head to foot in that black cloak everyone seemed so fond of here. Even his hands were covered from exposure. I watched as he bent down and picked up the necklace I had worn since I was twelve; my only link to my father, my only defense against the darkness. He studied it for a moment then stuck it in his pocket. 
“Give that back to me!” I called after him. “Let me go!” I yelled at my jailor. “Get off me!” 
I kept yelling, despite knowing it was useless. The man stopped in front of a door and waited for a brief moment. Around my yells, and my fighting, I heard what my captor was waiting for. 
From inside I heard a man say, “Enter.” 
My jailor pushed open the door then threw me to the floor. I rolled, stopping dead center of the room. I glared at him, wanting to hurt him back, hating that I couldn’t then focused on the room. 
It was familiar. 
The opulent throne, the lavish decorations, and the man occupying the throne were definitely a sight I could have lived without seeing again for the rest of my life. Damian’s expression when he saw me was one of surprise and anger. He recognized me in an instant. “Fetch me Aaron,” he said to one of the men gathered along the walls. One of the figures detached themselves from their statue state and left through the door I had been thrown through. “Well, this is a mystery,” 
he said to me. 
Anna was lounging on a chair near Damian, her leg thrown over the arm. “What is?” 
“I’ve seen this one before. She barged into this very room, in fact.” 
“Hm. Maybe, I should charge double, then,” Anna said. 
“Oh, no, the standard rates apply…though it does make me curious as to how she escaped. You wouldn’t be trying to sell me something I’ve already killed, just to make a profit, would you?” 
“I do enjoy a good profit, but do you really think I would be stupid enough to sell you something you’ve seen before?” 
“Hmmmm…You say she is a Watcher? She doesn’t look like one to me. More human than 
anything,” Damian said. 
“She can block thoughts,” Anna pointed out. 
“I’ve met humans who can block thoughts. It’s not so great a thing,” Damian replied. 
“Are you trying to weasel your way out of paying me more?” Anna asked. 
“Are you trying to pretend like she’s a Watcher to get a higher price?” Damian asked back. 
“Of course not…” 
Damian looked closer at me, noticing the blood on my face. “Look at it…it bleeds red. Surely, you noticed that?” 
“I…” 
“Human, how old are you?” Damian asked me with no attempt at hiding his sneer. 
“Young enough to know a monster when I see one and old enough to not fear it,” I said. 
Damian’s body tensed. I saw my death in his tense frame. Before he could give the order to have me killed, a figure stepped out of the line of Seekers guarding the room. The figure was hooded, its features masked. It crossed the marbled floor swiftly and stopped in front of me. The person pushed back his hood, and I saw it was Daniel. My heart lifted a couple of inches, even though his face was neutral, and I saw no recognition in his green eyes – merely indifference. I couldn’t help the hope that he would help me. In the blink of an eye, he bent down and slapped me in the face, adding to the pain already radiating from my nose. It wasn’t full strength, but it still stung. I put my hand to my face in shock. He had hit me. Daniel had hit me. 
“Watch your tongue,” Daniel commanded. 
“I can’t. My nose gets in the way,” I said. 
He slapped me again. This time it was harder, a lesson to keep my mouth shut. I felt tears well in my eyes. My initial feeling of hope at seeing him fled from my heart. His indifferent face, his cool eyes, his brutal slap, let me know I had lost him. My words had forever severed something between us. 
Damian laughed, the murderous rage leaving his body. “Isra…you’ve got more patience than I.” 
Daniel turned and bowed low. “It comes with years of waiting, my lord.” Daniel gestured back at me. “This one has a lot of fire…it could serve us well.” 
“I noticed that the last time it was here,” Damian said. “Bring it here.” 
Daniel grabbed me on the arm and forced me to stand. I struggled against his hands, which felt unfamiliar and familiar at the same time. His skin on mine created an instant connection between us. His thoughts reached out to me: Clare… I shoved up a black wall against his thought, too angry to listen to him. He was one of them. 
Damian leaned forward on his throne and surveyed me for a long moment. “It’s obvious you are not a typical human. You know who we are, and why you are here. You’re not even bothering 
with the usual stupid questions that plague most humans. So, either you are a human who has encountered our world before, or you have not yet changed. Which is it?” 
Daniel squeezed my arm. I knew if I answered sarcastically he would slap me again. That 
thought was more unbearable than the actual pain the slaps caused. 
“Both.” 
Damian was thoughtful. “Both…hm.” 
The door opened and Damian glanced away, releasing me from his black stare. I kept my eyes focused on the side of his face, so I wouldn’t have to look at Daniel and feel the pain lashing at my insides. Damian’s pointed features changed as the person at the door stepped into the room. 
“Aaron. I believe we have a dilemma on our hands,” Damian said. 
“My lord?” Aaron asked. 
Damian gestured at me. “It seems you did not lock this one away securely enough…or did you get it in your head you would try and sell her without my permission?” 
“Sell her, my lord? No…no of course not. I locked her away as you asked. Ask Paul…ask 
Michael.” 
“Why do I sense a lie in your words, Aaron?” 
“I would never lie to you, my lord.” 
“You know I can see through any lie, Aaron. My gift is unbeatable,” Damian said. 
“He’s not lying,” I said. “He put me in a coffin in that cemetery you like to leave people in. It was very scary.” Everyone stared at me, including Daniel. Aaron’s face was incredulous. I shrugged at their shock. “It’s true. No sense in wasting time getting all mad at him. Anna needs to sell me, so she can get back home, and I need you to buy me, so I can have some time to think about ways to kill you, so…” 
Daniel’s hand was gripping me so hard I was sure he wasn’t far from cutting off the blood 
supply. I ignored him, though, afraid if I looked at him, my whole façade of bravado would crumble. That would just get him killed. However mad I was at him, I didn’t want to see him dead. 
Damian leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know, Anna, it might take more to break this one. 
Those kids you sold me will be great for experiments…but this one. Hm.” 
“The wildest ones make the best soldiers in the end,” Anna said. “You know this.” 
“Yes, but it will take longer. A decreased price seems only fair to me. Besides, she’s technically still a human.” 
Anna jumped out of her chair. “Technically, my foot! I captured her fair and square!” 
“Where exactly?” Damian asked. 
Anna lowered her eyes. I sensed she didn’t want him to know about her swords. Though she had them tucked safely in the sheath on her back, it was obvious the others weren’t aware of their full potential. 
“Lies…lies…lies…I do hate them,” Damian said around her silence. 
“Where I found her doesn’t matter. What matters is cash. I’ve been good to you. Compensation for the ones I bring in shouldn’t be out of the question.” 
“I wonder how your boss feels about that?” 
“He appreciates initiative,” she said, stepping closer and crossing her arms. 
Damian leaned forward, and they started to negotiate back and forth about what I was worth and why I was worth that amount. Damian kept trying to downplay my benefit to the Seekers, while Anna kept mentioning my potential. I sensed their ritual bargaining was par for the course whenever Anna brought in someone to sell. The comfortable nature of it made me ill. I listened to them with growing hatred, the desire to stop them increasing with every second. 

Clare…listen to me!  Daniel had finally penetrated my mental shield. 

There’s nothing to listen to,  I thought back. How does it feel to sell your soul to the devil? 

You know me better than that. 

Do I? 

I don’t have time for this now. Listen to me. You have to escape. I heard from Damian today that
one of Marcus’s lieutenants is coming to check on the progress of the nest. Damian’s been busy
getting everything perfect, threatening the scientists… Daniel paused. Damian might not
recognize you, but one of Marcus’s lieutenants definitely will. 

Yeah, I’ll just leave.  I started to pull away, but he kept his grip on me. Oh, yeah, prisoner here. I
forgot. 

Can you fight?  he asked me. 
My whole body was trembling with adrenaline, but I knew I couldn’t fight a whole room of 
Seekers. There was only one of me. 

I can try. I won’t leave without the kids, though. 

Clare…

No! I won’t. You may not care, but I do. I’m nothing if I can’t save them! 
“Done,” Damian said. 
“Done,” Anna agreed with a nod. 
“Isra…take my new purchase to the initiation room, and make her behave.” 
“Yes, my lord,” Daniel said with a low bow. 
I wasn’t sure what made me do it. It could have been Daniel’s question about my ability to fight. 
It might have been my irritation at seeing Daniel bow to complete evil. Or maybe, it was my incorrigible, rebellious spirit. Whatever it was, I knew I wasn’t going to go quietly. 
I hit Daniel in the stomach as hard as I could, which turned out to be pretty hard in my irritated state, and he grunted and fell to the floor. I rushed to Anna, who was still facing Damian. Instead of attacking her, though, I went for her sword. I managed to grab one out of her sheath before she could react. Her face went from extremely pleased to hard in an instant. I swung the sword at her, figuring her to be the biggest threat in the room. She had her sword out of the sheath before the blow was complete. I didn’t waste time on being impressed, I swung at her again. Her eyes widened as she blocked me – she obviously hadn’t thought I would react so quickly to her armed state. We spun apart and came at each other again. As we did, I noticed Damian gesture the others to stay out of the fight. He was obviously curious about how the fight would end. Daniel watched with wide eyes from where he had dropped to the floor, frozen in the moment. 
Anna moved with the skill of someone used to sword fighting, used to carrying out a secret war with only her sword as a companion. I moved like Jackson and Margaret had beaten the lesson of survival into me. It was a lesson I was suddenly appreciating. We blocked and parried, coming together then dancing apart again. I slowly pushed Anna back. She gave ground grudgingly, my anger making me fierce and deadly. Three steps into her retreat, she started using her talent of levitation. Chairs, pictures, anything that wasn’t in use, flew at me. I ducked under what I could and let the rest hit me, indifferent to the pain. Cuts and gashes formed, but I kept my attention on Anna – to me, beating her was the same as freeing the kids. 
Had I known he had planned on killing her anyways, I wouldn’t have fought Anna. I would have attacked him first. Damian, however, was devious. I forced Anna to retreat to the center of the room. There, in the floor, was a secret door. Damian pushed a button on his fancy throne, and the floor opened. Anna dropped down into a dark pit. I skidded to a stop inches from the edge, all the furniture falling to the ground at her fall. From below, I heard the sound of deadly growling of Nightstalkers and Anna screaming in anger. The trap door shut again, cutting off the screams. I turned around to face Damian, some of anger ebbing away at the shock of his actions. 
“She should have charged double!” Damian laughed, clapping happily. “You really are 
something. She comes pre-packaged Isra! You won’t have to spend half as long training her.” 
“Yeah…no kidding…I mean…Yes, my lord,” Daniel said. 
I started toward the throne, the sword in my hand thirsting for violence. It had been cheated out of Anna’s blood, but it still hungered for payment. Looking at Damian, I was eager to oblige. 
Damian gestured negligently to one of the figures lining the wall. That figure stepped forward, and a surge of energy flew out and hit me. It threw me against the opposite wall. I dropped the sword as I hit the wall, and tried to catch my wind. Another figure bent down and retrieved the sword, before I could get my hands on it again. 
“Silver chains for her, I think,” Damian said. 
“I’ll take care of it,” Daniel said, taking hold of me again. 
“Good man,” Damian said. “Once she’s secure, come back here. We have much to prepare for. 
Nguyen arrives soon.” 
“Actually…he is here,” a new voice declared. 
A tall man stepped through the open door. Aaron, who had slunk back to the threshold, moved out of the way to make room for the newcomer. I would have recognized him anywhere. His face belonged in one of my nightmares. The Asian man who had attacked us near King’s Cross 
finally had a name: Nguyen. Daniel’s grip tightened as he, too, recognized the man who had attacked our car so many weeks ago. 
“And he is impressed you have managed to find the one person in this world Marcus wants 
above all others.” Nguyen smiled at me. “Clare, it’s good to see you again…I knew I hadn’t seen the last of you.” 



Chapter 20
Damian stood up from his throne, his face confused. “You know her?” 
Daniel’s body language shifted as Nguyen switched his eyes to him. Daniel stepped in front of me, protecting me from Nguyen, knowing that the charade was over. There was no way we could convince Nguyen that Daniel had honestly joined the Seekers. 
“Yes, I know her. Why is he not in chains?” Nguyen demanded, pointing at Daniel. 
“Isra?” Damian asked. “What do you mean?” 
“Isra…I think not. Daniel, isn’t it? Yes, I believe that’s what Marcus said your name was. He is Marcus’s enemy.” Nguyen’s eyes turned hard. “Did your gift for seeing the truth not extend to him, or was Marcus’s faith in you misplaced?” 
“I-” Damian searched for an answer. 
“Chain them!” Nguyen commanded Damian’s men. 
Daniel had already started forward. I looked around for a weapon, but I only saw the others closing in. They were hooded, their faces obscured, but I could sense their deadly intentions. It would be the chains or death. The Watcher who had taken my sword led the pack, his hand firm on the silver blade. 
I may have been angry with Daniel – angry at his lies – but I didn’t want him dead. His lies didn’t change how I felt about him. I reached out and touched him on the arm before he could commit to a fight. Not like this. They’ll kill you. 
Perhaps, he was just trying to placate me, or he could sense the others behind us, but he stopped moving forward. While his body didn’t relax, the murder disappeared from his brain. Nguyen smiled as if he had heard our exchange. He gestured the others forward, his eyes telling us he had wished for a fight. Two Watchers grabbed Daniel on either arm, tearing him from my grip. The hooded Watcher with the sword grabbed my arm, forcing me toward the door. 
Nguyen stepped closer to Damian and said over his shoulder to the man holding me, “Put them in the same room, so they can say their goodbyes. I’ll be in shortly... after I’ve dealt with Damian.” 
My hooded captor nodded and dragged me out of the room, past Aaron who was staring at me 
oddly. With my gift of super hearing I was able to hear Nguyen dismiss the others in the room, then lay into Damian with strong words, which questioned Damian’s intelligence and ability to lead the nest. Despite the apparent evil of Nguyen, I smiled at his words to Damian. 
The room we were taken to was much further down in the maze of sewers and tunnels than I had previously explored. We walked – were dragged – for a solid thirty minutes. The door on the room had three silver locks, and was so thick it could have withstood four nuclear blasts and come out looking shiny and new. They had a single flickering light in the center of the large room, and dark shadows encroached on the light. But it wasn’t the shadows that worried me; it was what I could see in the light. Two sets of silver chains were bolted to the hard silver floor. 
They were far enough apart that, when we were locked in them, Daniel and I couldn’t touch. 
They fitted the chains around our wrists, keeping our arms behind our backs, and left without a word. Daniel was not so silent. He swore at our captors and made sure they had a hard time locking him down, but he didn’t give way to the full brutal nature of his anger. I knew it was act, though I didn’t get why he bothered. 
When they were gone, he stopped cussing and stared at me for a long moment. I stared at the ground, unable to look at him, etching the smooth lines of the silver floor into my brain. My face was still throbbing from where he had hit me, and our last real conversation was running through my head. Despite my anger at reliving the conversation, all I could think was how happy I was to see him again. That made me mad. 
“Where are we?” I asked finally, hating the way I loved his eyes on me. 
“This is where they take the people in the prisons…once their usefulness is over. This room is designed for Watchers. Further down is where they keep the Nightstalkers corralled, and where the others do their killing…I mean, training.” 
“Terrifying Geography 101. Never thought I’d get that class,” I said. 
“I’m sorry I had to give it to you,” he said. He stepped as close to me as his chains would allow. 
“Clare?” he whispered, his voice different with the emotion coursing through it. 
I looked up. His green eyes had lost the defensive protection I had noticed earlier. They were more Daniel than even when he had rescued me from the crypt. Vivid green burned into my soul, scorching me. 
“I’m sorry,” he said. 
“For hitting me or for being a big, fat, lying liar?” I asked. 
“Both…and more.” 
I went back to staring at the ground, not sure how I was feeling or if it was fair I had to face those feelings in such an unusual place. 
He strained against his chains as he tried to reach me. “You might not want to be with me…” It sounded as if he would rather say anything else in the universe than that. “But I’m asking, no, I’m begging, that you forgive me. Know that I never meant to lie to you…I was just afraid to tell you the truth…afraid you would leave me for it.” 
“And what is the truth exactly?” I asked. 
His answer was immediate. “I used to work for Odette…sort of. I did jobs for her that correlated to my mission of protecting people. She gave me information, leads, and help, and I helped her deal with things she trusts only a few to deal with. But I stopped working for her when I met you.” 
“She sent you to King’s Cross?” I asked. 
“No…I decided to go on my own.” He was silent for a moment, thinking his words over 
carefully. When he spoke again he spoke quickly, as if he thought saying it fast would make easier. “She did tell me that in King’s Cross I would find the answer to bringing Marcus down…
to ending the war. She told me it would be the greatest gift I had ever known. She told me to look for one who bore the tattoo of both an angel and a phoenix. She said this person would be the answer I had been looking for. I had almost given up hope when you arrived. I didn’t know for sure you were the person I was looking for until I saw your back that day in your room. But by then it was too late: I had fallen in love. I hadn’t planned on that, but it was impossible to ignore. I knew that whatever Odette had planned for you, the reason she wanted me planted in that town, would never happened. I swore I would protect you from her plotting and her 
ridiculous visions.” 
“Visions?” Protect me from what? 
“Odette is the most powerful seer in the world...mostly because she is one of the oldest Watchers in the world. Her visions of the future can be years in the making. She twists and bends things to make something happen that might not come to pass for a decade or more. She, and the other eight who she keeps in her circle, constantly manipulate the future, and sometimes the past, to get what they want…and only God knows what that really is.” 
“You didn’t answer me. Not really,” I said. “What are you protecting me from?” 
“I don’t know the extent of her visions, but I know the extent of mine. You know how I’ve seen myself turning into a Nightstalker?” 
My stomach clenched at the thought. I hated that vision….hated it because it felt so real. I nodded without looking at him. 
“It’s not the only long-term vision I’ve had. There is another…” He hesitated, and I saw him fighting against the desire to not tell me. I could tell it was something bad. His next words confirmed my suspicion. “I’ve seen the end, Clare, the end of the world as they say. Beyond my vision of me turning, it’s the one vision I’ve had more than once. According to Odette, my vision is not far off.” 
I stared at him. Then, because his story sounded so ridiculous, I started laughing. “Awesome. 
You’ve seen the end of the world…how Nostradamusy of you. Does doomsday have a date or 
should we all just hold our breath and wait?” 
He ignored my laughter and my sarcasm. “No…there’s no date. Just a couple of signs that Odette has seen…such as you surfacing.” 
“Me?” 
“Yes.” He said it so seriously. 
I stared at him again. 
“But I’m done with her visions, and I’m done with mine. They’re a lie. I’m not going to be dictated by a future that has no certainty beyond this second. I told her as much when I 
realized…when I knew…when I fell in love with you. I wasn’t going to play her games any 
longer. But her games are impossible to escape.” His eyes turned hard. “She managed to get me down here and get you captured. I’m sure that was her plan all along.” 
“I thought she wanted to save the world?” 
“Yes, she does, but to what end, I don’t know. I do know she’s not afraid to make people take the hard path to get where she wants them. I know she will manipulate us until she gets what she wants, regardless of where that manipulation takes us.” 
“But what does this have to do with me? I don’t get it.” 
He shrugged. “She wouldn’t tell me what you’re role in all this is. She just wanted to make sure I kept you safe…not that I’m managing all that well,” he said pulling against the chains at his wrists. 
“How can I know anything you’ve just told me is the truth? How can I trust you again? How can I even know that our…” I trailed away. Relationship…love…friendship…I couldn’t find the 
right word. 
He strained against his chains again, but they didn’t budge. “You can’t. I’m a liar. I’ve been doing it since I could talk. I’m very good at it.” 
“Well, that helps,” I said. 
“I’ve never lied about the way I feel. Not once. You can be so damn frustratingly stubborn, but I can’t turn off my emotions...I may be a liar, a thief, and a spy, but with you I am always just Daniel.” 
“Daniel…I…” 
He was looking at me with such sincerity, such heartbreaking honesty that all I wanted to do was hug him and let him know I forgave him a million times over. I could understand wanting to protect someone from a powerful, dangerous Watcher. I could understand feeling protective 
about someone I loved, particularly when so many people wanted to use them to their ends: I did feel protective of him. But I couldn’t understand the lying. I couldn’t be sure if he was lying to me now. I tried to form the words that would articulate all my questions and doubts, but I didn’t get the chance to finish. 
“This is all very awkward and everything, but how abouts we get you out of there?” a voice said through the door. 
The voice was familiar. I tried to move to the door, but the chain wouldn’t reach. I stopped when my chain ran out, straining to see. 
“Spider?!” I questioned doubtfully. 
“Don’t sound so surprised, doll, you’ll hurt my ego,” he said back. 
“How did you…I mean, I thought you were…” 
“My fiancé helped me get down here,” he said. 
“Your fiancé? I asked. 
The door swung back as Spider finished picking the lock. There was a moment where I saw 
nothing but the dark corridor, then Spider appeared out of thin air. Next to him, all legs and perfect makeup was Serenity. She smiled coyly at Daniel and me, her bright teeth shining in the dark of the hallway. 
“She can turn invisible, Clare! How hot is that! Think of all the people you could rob…the places you could sneak into…I don’t think I’ve loved a babe more!” Spider said happily. 
“That’s a real great reason to love someone…” I said. 
“Better than some,” he said with shrug. 
He hurried forward and circled around me, so he could take a look at the chains on my wrists. I heard him muttering to himself as he worked at the lock. I was so busy trying to read the 
expression on Serenity’s face that I didn’t notice Daniel starting to shake. Spider picked my lock then moved to Daniel, oblivious of the danger. Rubbing at my wrists, I kept my eyes on Serenity. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked her harshly. 
“I was told you were down here, and when Mick told me Damian was expecting Nguyen, I just 
knew I had to come in and be your shining knight,” she said to me. 
“And now you’re going to hold us in your debt?” I asked skeptically. 
“I would like you to keep in mind that I am the one who rescued you, yes,” she said. 
Spider had finally freed Daniel. Daniel’s reaction was immediate. He rushed Serenity, pinning her against the wall, his forearm at her throat. While her eyes betrayed her alarm, her expression remained calm. 
“We haven’t been this close in a long time,” she said coyly. 
“Shut up!” he growled at her, pressing harder against her throat. “How long did you have this whole charade of rescuing us planned? Before you burned down the hotel or after?” Daniel 
asked. 
“My, my, you are a clever boy. How did you know?” Serenity asked. 
“The fire had your name all over it. It was just like the one in Paris. I would recognize it anywhere.” 
I gasped as his words clicked in my brain. The implications hit me hard. “You killed Jackson and Margaret!” I accused her. 
“Don’t be ridiculous!” she scoffed. “I killed two Watchers who had no business getting in my way then planted them at the hotel, so you would think your friends were dead. I actually don’t have a clue where Jackson and his scowling lover wandered off to.” Her eyes betrayed the fact that she was holding something back. 
“So, they could be alive!” I said. 
Daniel didn’t waste his breath with the obvious. “An innocent woman died in that fire! What about her?” he demanded. 
“It was an unfortunate accident. I had already thrown the compound into the room when she 
came back for some cleaning supplies she had forgotten.” 
“An accident! How neatly that takes blame off your shoulders,” he said. 
“Don’t you dare,” Serenity warned him, the darkness in her eyes increasing. “Don’t act as if you are better than me because of your little human rescue mission. I, more than you do, know what it takes to win a war. I’ve buried myself in the bodies of my friends…the body of my sister, to escape certain death by the Boches who dared invade my country. I stayed all night in that mass grave as I waited for the Nazis to leave…and that was before I had even turned fifteen. I’ve endured pain and suffering beyond anything you will ever know, Daniel. You have no right to act as if you are the only one to care, the only one to suffer. I do not enjoy the fact that the lady in the hotel had her life taken, but things like this happen. Dwelling on them does not win wars, and I intend to win this war.” 
“I thought you were supposed to be ending the war,” I said. “Not fighting in it.” 
“To end a war, you must first fight in it,” Serenity said keeping her golden eyes on Daniel. 
“But why? Why set my hotel on fire?” I asked. 
“I had Mick keeping an eye on you from the moment you set foot in town. I thought when Daniel left you would have more freedom to get out of the hotel, to do what you were meant to do down here. But Jackson proved as protective as Daniel. I had to get you away from him. Setting a fire, and making you think they were dead and vice versa, seemed like a good enough idea. It worked, at any rate.” 
“That doesn’t answer why,” I said. 
Serenity’s eyes moved to Spider, but she didn’t say anything. Had my meeting the kids been manipulated? Or was she trying to throw me off her real reason? It was hard to tell with her. 
“I hate to break this up and everything, but you guys do know we’re in the middle of a rescue mission, and that standing here catching up on old murders is probably a bad idea, right?” Spider pointed out. 
“He’s right,” I said. 
Daniel didn’t immediately release Serenity. Serenity’s face changed into a seductive smirk. She glanced down at the way Daniel had pressed his body into hers. “Just like old times, huh? Now isn’t the time, I don’t think.” 
Daniel dropped his arm and turned away, his face disgusted. I scowled at Serenity, but turned my thoughts to the more important issue. “Spider, the kids are here. Do you think you can help me get them out?” 
“Doll…I wouldn’t leave without them or you. Not after…” he coughed, embarrassed about his 
betrayal. 
“If you’re going to do that, you’ll need a distraction,” Serenity said. “There’s too many rats crawling around, sticking their noses where they shouldn’t be for you to go unnoticed.” 
“Do you have a plan?” Daniel asked, unhappy he had to trust in her plans. 
“Daniel, darling, I always have a plan.” Serenity pulled out a cellphone. She pushed speed dial and waited. When the person on the other end picked up all she said was, “Now.” Then she hung up again. 
“We should…” Daniel’s eyes went distant as a vision overtook the present. They cleared in a moment, and he tensed. “We have company coming.” 
“Nguyen?” I asked. 
“No. They sent an interviewer,” Daniel said. 
“An interviewer?” I asked in confusion. 
“Yes, the kind of interview that hurts a lot,” Daniel said. 
“Oh.” 
“Serenity…” Daniel said with a glance at Spider. She nodded and held her hand out for Spider. 
He took it eagerly, not needing words to get what she was doing. They disappeared. 
Daniel hurried back to his chains. “Pretend like you’re still bound,” he told me. 
I nodded and picked up my chains, so that I looked as if I were helplessly helpless. “I’m still bound,” I said quietly. 
He looked down at the silver floor, his eyes a mystery. A minute later our interviewer came to 
‘talk’. He was lean, a scar running down one side of his face from chin to temple. I was surprised at the scar, knowing Watchers healed from most injuries. He stood in the doorway for a moment, assessing us both. He inhaled deeply before stepping in; almost as if he smelled our emotions through air then he circled around to Daniel. 
“Isra, my friend, I never thought I’d see you in here.” 
“Life…” Daniel said with a shrug. “You could let us go,” he added. 
“No…no I can’t. You’ve betrayed Marcus. You know I can’t just let you walk away from that, no matter how much I may like you. I will tell you, though, that they wanted me to make your little friend watch everything I am about to do to you. But, because I like you so much, I’ll make your suffering brief. How’s that?” The man circled around to face Daniel again. 
Daniel’s eyes had started to swirl with inky dark. “Not nearly good enough,” Daniel said. “I’ll give you another chance. Let me go, and I’ll let you live.” 
“Let me live?” The man started laughing. “No, I’m afraid you’ll be doing the dying today, Isra. 
No offense.” 
“None taken,” Daniel said calmly. 
Daniel’s movements were fast and fluid, a dance of violence I had never seen matched before. 
He slipped his hand out from the open clasp of the chain and grabbed the man. He spun him 
around and maneuvered the chain around the man’s neck in the same graceful movement. The 
pop of bone as the chain broke the man’s neck was loud in the space. Daniel lowered him to the floor, the chain still wrapped around the man’s throat. 
“I did try and warn him,” Daniel said. 
“Yeah, you did,” I agreed. 
Daniel glanced at Serenity, who had reappeared. “I’m taking Clare out of here. You take the boy…” 
“I’m not a boy…I’m eleven!” Spider protested. 
Daniel ignored him. “Take him and help the others escape. Your distraction is coming soon?” 
Serenity pointed to her ear. I strained to listen. Around the growls of distant Nightstalkers, the screams of people in agony, and the voices raised in conversation, I heard a much different noise. 
It was the sound of fighting, screams, and ultimate chaos. On cue, the lights turned from white to blinking red. 
“Mick and your friend Eli are creating a diversion…several diversions…we should probably 
hurry,” Serenity said. 
“Eli is here?” I asked. 
“He came to the roof after you left. It was his idea to go to Serenity,” Spider told me. 
“Oh,” I said. 
“I’ll help you after Clare is safe,” Daniel added, bending down with his lighter in hand. He touched the flame to the man’s shirt, a small fire starting at the touch. I knew it was to keep the man from reanimating in a lifeless mockery of his former self. 
“No,” I said. “I’m not leaving without the kids.” 
“Yeah, I thought you’d say that. Alright, follow me. Stay close,” Daniel said. 
Daniel poked his head through the door to make sure the hall was empty. He gestured us 
forward, and we followed him, the smell of smoke drifting after us. 
“Daniel…” I whispered as we hurried down the tunnel. 
“Yeah?” 
“I forgot to tell you something…” I said. 
Daniel put a finger to his lips, pushing me into an empty room. Spider and Serenity disappeared as Serenity heard the danger as well. Running feet passed us in the halls, along with voices raised in alarm; shouting voices which questioned what was happening and why. When it was safe 
again, we moved back out in the hall, Serenity and Spider reappearing. 
“What did you forget?” Daniel asked, continuing our conversation. 
“Alex tried to call Han and Beatrice when everything went down. She said she got a weird 
message.” 
“A weird message?” he asked carefully. He didn’t say it as if he were trying to keep a secret, more like he feared what I would say next. 
“Yes…it was, um…” I strained to remember the words Alex had told me. “…the fox is out of the den, and the dove has taken to the morning.” 
He stopped walking to peer around a corner, his eyes focused forward, but I sensed his worry. It didn’t help that a vein throbbed in his temple. “It’s a code…an emergency message in case I tried to contact them,” he explained. 
“What’s it mean?” I asked. 
He took a deep breath, still focused on moving forward. His multitasking ability was formidable under the circumstances. “It means that Ellen is no longer under their protection…either she took off or was taken. It also means that they are in trouble.” 
“Trouble?” I asked. 
“Seekers,” he said. 
“Oh…” 
“But why those two together?” he asked himself. “It’s very disturbing…unless they told Ellen to run, because it was safer…but how would that be safer? Unless…they weren’t after her…Oh! 
Oh, no.” 
I could tell he wasn’t really talking to me…more like he was figuring out his thoughts aloud. 
“Oh, no?” I asked. 
His eyes found mine in the flashing red light. They were full of fear. He glanced at Serenity then back to me. It was hint for us to talk about it later; once we were out of danger. I nodded, and we continued walking in silence. 
The sounds of chaos increased in volume the closer to the prison cells we got. We had to duck into several alcoves to avoid people running toward Eli and Mick. But with Daniel’s skill at seeing the future and Serenity’s skill of turning invisible, we managed to get to the cells undetected. 
“The kids are here,” I said touching a door. 
“Clare?” Ethan whispered at my words. 
“And Spider,” Spider said. 
“Thank goodness,” Ethan said in relief, aware that I wasn’t skilled in picking locks. 
“Hey!” I said. 
“Sorry,” Ethan apologized. 
Spider knelt down in front of the massive door and pulled some tools out of his pocket. He started to try and pick the lock, his face narrowed in concentration. 
“Would you like some help?” Daniel asked. 
“You know how to pick locks?” Spider asked skeptically. 
“Well, yes, but I also know how to do this.” Daniel punched the door over the lock. The lock crumbled and the door opened slightly. 
“Neat trick. I could make a fortune with that gift,” Spider said as the others piled out of the door. 
Spider gave Twitch a sideways hug, trying to calm the trembling boy. Cora’s eyes were wide were terror. Sprint’s eyes were wide with anger. Ethan was the last one out of the cell his thoughts full of the situation we were in. It was the first time he had been the leader of the kids. 
It had made him instantly more serious; it also gave him a greater appreciation of Spider. He was managing well, doing better than he thought he was…he had kept the kids calm, at least. 
“I’m going to release the others then you need to lead them out,” Daniel told Spider. “Can you do that?” 
“Can a cheat steal?” 
“I have a feeling you know firsthand,” Daniel replied. “Serenity…go stir up some mischief or something.” 
“My pleasure,” she said. 
Her long legs took her down the narrow hall very quickly. Before she turned the corner, she disappeared, using her talent. I stared at the spot she had disappeared for a moment, my stomach uneasy. She may have had her reasons for setting the fire, she may even be validated in those reasons, but there was no way on this earth I was going to trust her. I couldn’t see how Daniel could trust her to ‘stir up mischief’ after what he had learned about her. 
Either my thoughts were obvious on my face or he had gotten exceptionally better at reading minds, because his next words were an attempt to alleviate my fears. Not that it helped. “She wants you alive.” 
“Yeah?” I asked. 
He smiled at my sarcasm and went to the next door to free the person inside. With Spider starting to lead groups of people toward the exit, and the kids doing their best to keep the other prisoners calm, it wasn’t long before the hall was full of confused, desperate people searching for an explanation and a way out. Occasionally, we were too late to rescue the person inside, the person or people not moving from their place on the floor. The rotted stench of death filled the hall along with the sound of the others. Daniel did his best to shield the kids from the bodies, but it didn’t stop them from knowing what our reactions meant. 
As we worked, the sounds of chaos surged ever closer, shortening our time for escape. Small explosions rocked the area, sending occasional showers of dust on top of us. I listened to the sounds, aware I could hear further than the others; I knew it was dangerous hanging around waiting to be discovered. Waiting risked everyone’s life. 
“Spider’s taking too long with his escape route. We’re going to be found. I’m going to start leading people to the surface, too,” I said. 
Daniel sighed at my words, but, perhaps he thought he had no say on what I did anymore, 
because he didn’t argue. “Be careful. I’ll release the rest and show them to the surface. I know a couple more tunnels to the outside…” 
“Okay.” 
I maneuvered through the increasingly panicked crowd and herded them in the direction of the tunnel Anna had brought me down here through. I figured the door of the cemetery wouldn’t be as heavily guarded as the others. It was the door that people went through to be buried alive. 
Plus, unless someone were a grave robber, the door was impossible to discover. 
“Follow me,” I whispered to a group of fifteen or so. 
They were scared out of their minds, but they didn’t waste their time on arguing. They were willing to accept any helping hand in this dark hell. We made our way through the halls as quickly and as quietly as we could. As we walked, I noticed a man carrying a small girl at the head of the pack. As we paused in the shadows of a large intersection to look for signs of Watchers, I spoke to the man. “Are you the scientist I talked to earlier?” 
“Yes.” 
“What kind of experiments have they been making you do?” I asked. 
“They’ve been making me test out drugs...help in building a weapon using a silver substance.” 
“A weapon?” I asked, certain the ‘silver substance’ was Watcher’s blood. 
“They don’t seem particular about what I build as long as it’s deadly. They just want a weapon.” 
“And?” 
“The blood has amazing regenerative properties, and a wonderful resistance to most forms of radiation, chemicals, poisons, acids, etc. that I tested. If used properly – or improperly, I should say – it could become a bio-weapon. Imagine a strain of diseases that couldn’t be killed, couldn’t be stopped. Imagine a bomb where the blast was only the beginning of a biological nightmare.” 
“Did…did you make any such thing?” I asked, terrified at the thought. 
“No, not the weapon…I couldn’t figure out the process to bind the diseases to the substance. 
Even then, how would you get it to the population?” His words were so calm. It was as if he were worried more about the problem of spreading the disease than about the fact that there was a substance out there capable of being resistant to modern medicine. He blinked and seemed to realize what he was saying. “Too, I was stalling. These…people are animals. They made me do tests…horrible tests. They made me develop drugs and forced me to give it to innocent people as well as their own people.” 
“What kind of drug?” 
“An addictive one. The most addictive one I’ve ever seen. It makes people horribly dependent. I had to give it to their people once a week. Most of the other subjects didn’t last the testing phase…only their people. It somehow induces rage, the likes I have never seen before.” 
“Oh…” 
We walked the rest of the way in silence, my brain working hard to understand the reasons 
behind such tests. I wondered if Daniel had received any drugs. If so, what did that mean? Was that the real reason he hadn’t left this nest yet? Was a drug keeping him here? 
We finally came to the wall Anna had brought me through, and I saw that on this side of the door there was a handle. I tugged on it, straining from the weight of the door. A couple of the others helped me, and inch by inch we were able to get it open. 
“Go on!” I told them once the door was open. “Run!” 
They poured out from the tomb, their emotions boiling through my brain as a parting gift. The scientist grabbed my hand and held it for a brief moment before he left. “Thank you.” 
“No problem,” I said. “Now get out of here…and keep her safe.” I looked at his daughter, whose bright eyes and dirty face reminded me so much of the kids; kids who were risking everything to make sure the others were safe. 
The scientist smiled at me and hurried away, his feet scrambling to get away from the cemetery, and his time in hell, as quickly as they could. I turned around and headed back to the jails, hoping that he, and all of the people I had seen to safety, would be okay. 
The dirt hallway had just started to show signs of ‘humanity’ again, of built walls and metal instead of dirt, when I ran into the Nightstalker. I wasn’t sure if it had somehow escaped during the chaos or if they had set it free to kill the prisoners, but it didn’t really matter. All I knew was that it was there and that it was blocking the only path back to the prisons. I backed away slowly, knowing it couldn’t see very well, but luck, or fate, was not with me. It inhaled sharply as it caught my scent and whipped its head around in my direction. I stopped backing up, aware there was no hiding from its nose. Its red eyes burned through the dark, the red, flashing lights accentuating the glowing evil. A low growl, which sounded as if it were coming from the bowels of the earth, emanated from it. 
“Nice, scary, demon, monster, Nightstalker thing. Down boy…How about a bone?”…It had 
worked on the dogs at the house I had broken into. 
It tilted its head at me in confusion, its deadly pounce stymied with its confusion. It was enough to safe my life. A second later, the cavalry arrived. Another Nightstalker pounced on the 
creature, its teeth ripping into its scaly flesh. I scurried into a vacant room – out of their way – 
and watched as they fought tooth and nail. The new Nightstalker was a better fighter. In a matter of a minute, it managed to pin the first and, without hesitation, ripped out the throat of its opponent. I stared at my helper in suspicious hope as it regained its full height in the corridor. 
Instead of the red I was accustomed to seeing its eyes were a milky white. 
“Alex?” I whispered, hoping my whisper wasn’t a death sentence. 
Alex whined once in response, human words beyond her. I stepped out of the room and stared at her, trying to see if she were still mad at me. Had she been changed all this time? Regardless, of that, I was glad to see her again. It meant she hadn’t died. She cocked her head to the side and stared back at me. Sensing my fear, she stepped closer and nuzzled me with her snout. I laughed and put a hand on her shoulder. 
“I was so afraid I wouldn’t see you again! Are you okay?! Are you still mad? I’m so sorry!” 
Alex whined again and through our touch I heard. Safe?  It was as if she was struggling to find the words, as if English wasn’t her first language. 

I’m safe,  I told her. 

Kids? 

Spider’s with them now…Daniel is down freeing the others, and this place is swarming with bad
guys. I’m going back to help him. 

I…Help. 
“I know you will. Just don’t get hurt…” 
She growled, showing me her teeth. I nodded, understanding that she intended on doing the hurting, and gestured for her to follow me. With her on my heels, I ran to where I had left Daniel. 
The problem was, he had been found. The fight had finally moved to the prisons. The prisons themselves were mercifully empty, our trips to the surface having emptied them of their 
occupants. The kids were gone. I hoped they, too, had made it to the surface. 
The hall, however, was not so empty. It was littered with the dead bodies of Seekers. The bodies all had one thing in common: deep, deadly cuts. I found my explanation for the violence at the mouth of the hall. Daniel had somehow managed to get his hands on Anna’s sword. He cut 
through the people in his way without any sense of mercy or fear. Havoc was his wake, as body after body dropped to the floor around him. Alex didn’t slow at the sight of the bodies like I did; she ran straight into the fray. Daniel raised his sword when he saw her behind him, figuring her for another foe. 
“It’s Alex!” I yelled to him. 
He turned to me, his eyes entirely black. There was no control there. No humanity. He had 
completely lost it. No recognition in the darkness of his eyes, he turned away from me and started cutting down any Seeker stupid enough to cross his path, accepting Alex as an ally. I watched him for a moment impressed by how frightening he was. Suddenly, his grace made 
sense. It was being used in ways it had always been intended. It was being used to survive as all Watchers learned: to kill or be killed. Around being impressed at his skill, and the terror he was capable of so much skill, I felt irritation. Seeing him fight, I knew he had lost his fight to Jackson on purpose. I realized it was silly to be irritated about him lying about losing that fight at such a time, even as I slowly came to another realization that a part of him had wanted to loose. He had wanted to give me the chance to come down here; he had seen how important it was to me. He had loved me enough for that. 
I jumped back to the present as another small explosion rocked the tunnel. Dust and debris rained down from the ceiling, making me cough. More explosions and confused yelling followed the 
initial explosion. I stumbled forward as the dust swirled, to try and help, wanting to fight, to do something, but the next explosion wasn’t so distant. It shattered the space between Daniel and me, and the debris that rained down on top of me wasn’t as subtle as dust this time. I was knocked off my feet, rocks and pieces of metal pelting me as I fell. 
Shocked by the explosion, I stayed on the ground for a moment, my body locked into 
immobility. The ringing in my ears was disorienting and terrifying as I laid there; it filled my head with a sharp ringing sound. I pushed off the ground, the ringing pulsing through my body like a living thing, and tried to find logic again. What was I supposed to be doing? Why was there urgency to that doing? 
Dazed, I looked around the hall for an answer. Rubble had fallen, blocking half of the hall near the intersection Daniel had been cutting a path through. The ringing in my ears merged with the blurred sounds of people yelling and fighting beyond the destruction. Holding my ears against the ringing, I started toward the chaotic end of the hall. I stopped almost immediately, my heart racing in fear. Near the intersection, his face covered in white dust, his body blocked by a heavy piece of metal, I saw Spider. He was unmoving, his eyes shut. A trail of blood rain down from the crown of his head. He had come back to help me, to make up for his betrayal, and had gotten caught in the blast. The panic tore at my chest. 
Around us, the chaos of the fighting continued, undeterred despite the enormity of what had happened. 



Chapter 21
I found my wits, quickly realizing that Spider could still be alive under the metal. Just because he had fallen didn’t mean he was dead. I ran to him, the terror pounding through me in a measured beat of awful emotion. I dropped down next to him and tried to push the metal off of his 
unmoving body. The unyielding metal didn’t move an inch. I was too weak. 
“Oh, come on!” I yelled at the metal. 
Before I could move to check his pulse, or find the wits to see if I heard any thoughts issuing from him, I was picked up by the waist. The action was so sudden, so unexpected, it took me a moment to react the way I needed to. When I realized there was more going on in the world 
beyond what was happening with Spider, I pushed against the hands. I twisted and fought, trying everything in my arsenal of moves to break free, but it wasn’t enough. Their grip was too strong. 
The person threw me over their shoulder and started carrying me away from the fighting, which was still loud as it raged down the tunnel. My eyes lingered on the still form of Spider as I fought my way down the hall. Worry curled up into my heart and settled in deep. If he was alive and left here, it was certain he would die. 
“I found her!” the man carrying me said. I fought harder as I recognized the voice as Damian’s. 
He was my captor, the reason I was being pulled away from Spider in the moment Spider needed the most help. 
“How much longer do we have until your bombs go off?” Nguyen asked Damian as they met up 
in the tunnel. I couldn’t see him, because of my location on Damian’s back, but I recognized his voice as well. It was unmistakable, even over the sounds of chaos. Damian stopped walking as they reunited in the tunnel far enough away from the fighting to matter. 
“About five minutes,” Damian replied, fighting against my kicking and squirming without even bothering to use the full force of his strength. 
“You’re sure it will bring this whole place down?” Nguyen demanded. “It will mean both of our asses if it doesn’t.” 
“Yes, of course. We probably shouldn’t stand around here waiting for that to happen though, huh?” Damian pointed out, his voice full of a cold humor I didn’t find even vaguely amusing. 
“Lead the way,” Nguyen said. 
“Let go of me you evil, twisted, son of a-” 
Damian squeezed me tighter, cutting my words short. The ringing had faded slightly from my ears, but I still felt disoriented and hurt from the blast, as if a giant hand had smacked me right in the chest. At Damian’s squeeze I felt an added pressure, but it didn’t stop me from trying to kick him in the face. My legs didn’t reach, and in retaliation he hit me in the ribs with his free hand. I grunted in pain and stopped struggling as I fought to recover from the pain. Knowing it was useless to fight, knowing, also, that he was a billion times stronger than me, I tried another tactic. 
I found my wind again around the pain in my chest. 
“Daniel! Damian’s got me! He’s going to blow this place up! DANIEL! Get out!” 
I wasn’t sure if the answering roar was Alex or Daniel, I just knew that Damian started moving a whole lot faster. I didn’t need their constant looks behind them to see their fear; it was obvious in the way they moved. Daniel scared them more than either was willing to admit. I took 
satisfaction in that, even if it didn’t help me escape Damian’s grip. 
Damian took turn after turn, his feet eating up the distance, Nguyen right behind him. The further we moved down the endless tunnels the more convinced I was that Daniel and Alex weren’t 
coming. After all my years of running, I had finally been captured by Marcus’s people; my 
running had been useless. I shook off the thought and kept up the hope that help was on the way, even as I made every inch a struggle for Damian with my constant squirming. 
It wasn’t Daniel or Alex who saved me, however; if ‘save’ was even the right word. ‘Repossess’ 
had a more factual ring to it. We were close to the exit, the way Damian’s body radiated with relief telling me we were about to break our way to freedom, when we were intercepted. Damian and Nguyen slid to a stop on the dirt floor as a figure stepped in front of them, blocking off their escape route. I strained my neck to see details about the figure, hoping it was someone I knew. 
The darkness at this end of the tunnel was more complete than the end I had come from, but there was no mistaking the figure who had stopped us. Anna had survived her drop into the pit. I should have guessed she would have. It wasn’t just the fact that she seemed to have nine lives, it was the fact that she was one of the most skilled Watchers I had ever met. 
“Damian, old friend, I just want you to know that I am going to ram this sword straight into your heart for your little trick,” Anna said, holding up her silver sword in the dark. “And I won’t feel the least bit sorry.” 
She stepped closer, giving me a better view of her face. Her red hair was a mess, her face covered in silver blood, black soot, and sewer grime; her clothes were ripped in places and long scratches that had yet to heal peppered her flesh. Her changed appearance didn’t make her less intimidating, it simply added to the reality of her brutal nature and the fact that she would do whatever it took to survive. It didn’t help that her sword dripped silver blood on to the ground as she spoke. I didn’t doubt she had every intention of adding Damian’s blood to the already 
drenched weapon. 
Nguyen eyed the sword with more respect to its deadly nature than Damian did. It was obvious he knew the full lethal possibilities of the sword. He knew it was a weapon that could kill a Watcher. Damian was not as informed; his eyes were wary but not aware. Nguyen’s eyes circled the hall, and I sensed him plotting his escape. I kept up my struggles, hoping Anna’s animosity at Damian would distract him long enough for me to break free of his resolute grip. 
Damian laughed nervously and spread his hands. “It was just business…you know how that 
goes,” he said as if his attempt to kill her was nothing more than an office email. 
“No,” she stated flatly. “I know how to kill. That’s my business,” Anna said through clenched teeth. 
Damian dropped me without warning and started forward to meet Anna, confident enough in his abilities that he thought he would win the fight. The meeting did not go well. As Nguyen picked me off the ground, gripping me by my upper arm to prevent my escape, Anna ran her silver 
sword into Damian’s black heart. Damian’s eyes were surprised as he felt the cool steel end him. 
Anna removed the sword from his chest and toppled forward, his body lifeless. She crouched down and turned him over. Using her sword, she carved out his heart with a few deft moves and placed the bleeding heart into a small bag at her side. Finished with her vengeance, she stood and eyed Nguyen with a deadly expectation that he would attack as well. I sensed her eagerness for the fight, though her eyes suggested she would let him start it. 
Nguyen was not so eager. His eyes narrowed as he continued to search for an escape route, and the tunnel started to fill with a dense fog. He started backing up, dragging me after him as a shield against her sword. 
“You’re a weather man, huh?” Anna said as the fog grew denser. “But you can’t bring lightning down here, can you?” she mocked, a laugh ringing throughout the space. 
His expression told me she was right. His main weapon was gone, and I sensed he relied on it too much. From the fight he and Daniel had, I knew he was not the fighter Anna was, and he knew it. 
He had to find another way past her. Through our connected touch, I felt Nguyen counting the time we had left until the bombs blew us all up. How much of that precious time had we wasted running these corridors? How to get past Anna, so he wouldn’t be forced to take a longer route to freedom? He, above anyone else in the tunnels, knew the cost of lingering too long. 
The conclusion he came to was one of utter selfishness. It was one that would change my life forever. Around building the fog bank up, he decided that his life was more valuable than taking me to Marcus. He blinked and the fog stopped swirling. It dropped away to reveal Anna only feet from us, her sword sweeping the corridor in dangerous arcs as she searched for us. Without giving her time to come at him with her sword, he threw me at her. I stumbled forward, hating the way everyone kept tossing me around like a rag doll, and Anna jumped out of the way 
instinctively. Nguyen used her distraction to run past us, headed for the exit. Anna let him pass without killing him; she wasn’t as interested in him as she was me. I froze at the touch of steel just under my chin as I prepared to run back to find Daniel before it was too late. 
“Death would be easy,” Anna told me coldly. “I could slit your throat and leave you here to burn in the trap Damian has set.” 
“I have a better idea. How about you let me go, and we never see each other again?” I countered. 
“I have a different idea,” she said. 
“We party like its 1999?” I asked hopefully. 
“I take you home with me and let my boss retrain you. It will be a lot of fun watching your will crumble and your allegiances shift. I think if I take you, Lorian might even forgive me for not having the sword. You will be my redemption.” Her eyes were full of a crazy hope I knew could never be a reality. 
“You’d better hope not…” I said. “Redemption and I tend to disagree.” 
She smiled a ridiculously happy smile, ignoring my snarky reply. She was still lost in the delusion she had created for herself. Then, for the second time in a day, she punched me in the face. I was unconscious before I hit the ground. 
A humming whine interrupted the dark dreams of different places. It started out low, becoming part of my dream, before it gradually grew louder with my slow return to consciousness. It was the first thing I was aware of. It pounded through my sore head in a constant state of sound. I groaned without opening my eyes and put my hands to my head to try and block out the pain. 
“Owww,” I said in pain, everything hurting as I moved. 
Chains rattled with the movement of my hands, making me aware of the feeling of something 
foreign on my wrists. Whatever was on my wrists was heavy and cut into my skin when I moved my wrists too far. I opened my eyes to locate the reason behind the hum and the strange chains I had been place in. 
The chains were easy enough; they were the first thing I saw. Heavy manacles bound my wrists, and the chains ran in a ‘v’ down to my feet, then onwards to the floor. Heavy bolts in the floor kept the chains in place. The chains were sharp silver. I looked away from the chains for more clues to my situation and saw that I was on an airplane. It was a jet, far from a big airliner, but there was no one else in the small area. It had the feel of something a famous person would ride in, something they bought specifically so they wouldn’t have to sit with the general populace. I would have been impressed had I not been scared out my mind. 
“Oh, you’re awake. I thought you would sleep all the way to L.A.” 
I looked away from the opulent decorations of the airplane, and saw that Anna was beside me on the other side of my seat. Her face and hair were still grimy from our time in the sewers, but she looked better, happier. 
“We’re going to L.A.?” I asked around my dry throat. 
She looked at me oddly. “Where else would we go?” 
“I’m not up on where crazy people go when they abduct people,” I said tartly. 
“You must be newer than I thought…L.A. is the center of the war. It is where Lorian and Darian fight for what is rightfully Lorian’s. It is where Lorian will claim his final victory. It is where-” 
“Yeah, yeah, crazy war talk…got it,” I said, interrupting her. 
“You would do well to check your words where I am taking you. They are not so lenient,” Anna warned me. 
“Considering you keep hitting me, I can’t imagine what’s worse,” I said dryly. 
Anna’s smile in response was terrifying. The humming increased, and we started to roll forward, a low swoop developing in the pit of my stomach. I had never been on a plane before; Ellen had always driven us where we needed to go. It wasn’t exactly how I wanted to remember my first plane trip. The fear at not knowing what to expect from the flight was trumped by the fear of what landing would mean. Landing would probably mean I would never see Daniel or my family ever again; it would mean the death of me. 
I tried to pull my hands out of the shackles as the plane stopped again and the hum switched tones, almost as if the engine were revving up. I knew there would be no chance of escape once we were in the air…unless I suddenly sprouted wings midflight. Still struggling against the unbending silver steel, the hum grew louder, pounding against my ears, and the plane lurched forward. I stopped fighting against the shackles and grabbed the armrest at the sudden 
movement. We zoomed down the runway then lifted into the air, the lurch in my stomach 
growing with our rise in the air. In silent fear, I waited for the plane to level back out. 
“My first flight was on a Zeppelin,” Anna said conversationally as we leveled out, noticing my fear. “Aircrafts have improved since then.” 
“A Zeppelin?” I asked, curious despite myself. 
“My first kill in the service of Lorian. The Zeppelin and the Watcher, both, did not survive. 
There was a fire…an accident. I almost didn’t make it off.” 
“Pity…” Her mention of a fire reminded me of what we had just left, and the bomb Damian had left as his parting gift. It reminded me that Daniel, Alex, and Spider had still been down there when I had been knocked out. “What happened at the nest?” I asked. 
“It blew up. Your friends are dead.” The bottom dropped out of my stomach at her words. “But, don’t worry. Soon you will have a new home and a new family,” she added. “It will be the best family you will ever know.” 
“You don’t know a damn thing about home or family,” I spat. 
I started twisting my hands in the manacles again, trying to not be obvious about it. I decided I would escape at the airport in L.A. I had long hours to get them free, but I was determined to free them now. I wouldn’t trust her words that Daniel and Alex were dead, I would find out for 
myself…and that meant I had to escape. There was no other way. 
“Even if you get your hands free, it won’t matter,” Anna told me calmly, having noticed despite my subtle attempts. “I am faster and stronger.” 
I stopped struggling against my chains with a sigh. “I’m more stubborn,” I told her. 
“We will see,” she said calmly. 
She settled into her chair and picked up a book. She flipped to her place mark and started reading, not even bothering to keep an eye on me. I knew, despite the way she seemed totally engrossed in the words, that she was aware of every shift I made, every breath I took. It would take a lot to escape from her…more than I had. 
Annoyed she might be right I looked out the window, to avoid looking at her. Grey clouds 
passed by the window, blocking the view below. We could have been over New Orleans or New 
York; it was impossible to tell. I watched the moisture of the thick clouds boil over the wings, thinking hard. I had been in a lot of sticky situations, situations that I hadn’t thought I would get out of, but I had never been in a situation like this one. I was alone, without anyone to help me escape. I had nothing beyond the trinkets in my pocket and the certainty I was headed toward something I wasn’t sure I was equipped to deal with. 
I shifted in my seat in agitated impatience, unwilling to sit still and quietly accept my captivity. 
As I did, the picture of Daniel pressed against my leg. It wasn’t my necklace – it wouldn’t protect me from the dark – but it was a reminder. A reminder that no matter what darkness lay ahead, I would face it as Daniel had faced it. I would stay brave and I wouldn’t give up hope no matter the odds. 
Whatever else New Orleans had done for me – the magic it had left in my soul – it had taught me to not fear the unnamed future. It had taught me to not be afraid. My time on the streets, with the kids and with Alex, had taught me that courage went beyond acting selflessly – it was in 
continuing to live when living felt impossible. 
With the knowledge that I wouldn’t give up hope, that I would keep fighting until there wasn’t a breath left in me to fight, I flew on to the city of angels, watching the clouds roll over the angled wing of our private jet as a marker of the distance between me and the past I had come to know. I trusted the past to get me through the future; I had never been more dependent on it in my entire life. 
I hoped it would be enough. 
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