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To the young and old outsiders
Looking for a way in.
For those whose path is not so clear.
Nor easy.
Everyone has a destiny 
Whether they know it or not-
If they can find it within and believe.
 



1
- GOING PLACES -
SILENCE SHROUDED THE ISLAND. And loneliness. Tristan pulled the scent of pine and warm earth into his most precious memories, drawing his knees up against his chest. The lake in the valley below the lookout seemed cut off from the world; cut off from any breeze that might tempt the surface; cut off from any current circling beneath. An unnatural stillness.
Was it possible to stay and go at the same time?
The island itself called to something within him and felt like home. But the people, Dorian especially, wanted nothing to do with him. So he’d packed up his things and agreed to leave without making any trouble, just like he’d done his entire life.
The tips of trees stood eye-level from this mountaintop viewpoint. Tristan searched the branches once again for the falcon, unseen since escaping Ireland. The unfortunate adventure that cost him everything—his friends, his home, other people’s lives....
A gentle wind swirled through the mirrored reflections on the water, bringing a smile to Tristan’s lips. This he would remember—Dorian’s lake in motion. Not the untouched, mournfully still version.
Maybe if Dorian’s temper cooled.... Would she ever want to see him again? Would the villagers be kicking him out if Gram hadn’t died? Was being exiled the will of the village, or just Dorian?
“He’s at the top.” The words drifted up from the cliff house he’d spent the summer in.
Tristan glanced at his bags, worn to near shreds. They were packed and ready, leaning against each other like old friends.
Landon and Victor rounded the boulders and stopped when they saw him. Landon wore layers of hiking clothes, his straight brown hair pulled back to a loose ponytail. Victor looked dressed for a day at the beach with flip flops and shorts. Tristan smiled at the odd pair.
They were students in his school when he first met them, in a few of his classes. Then, they helped him get away from police at a murder scene and saved him again in Ireland. How they happened to be there every time he needed saving was a bit coincidental, but he wasn’t about to complain after the fact.
Nor was he about to ruin the chance to stay with them by digging a little deeper.
At least they hadn’t forgotten him, now that he had nowhere to go.
Exiled.
“You ready?” Victor asked.
Despite Victor’s summer clothes, they’d instructed him to dress warm, but all he had were ragged jeans, T-shirts, and a holey pair of sneakers. He picked up his duffel bag and backpack and glanced to the far end of the lake, to where the village would be, if it were visible.
Going with the Makai might not be the smartest thing, but Landon and Victor seemed respectable enough and there weren’t a lot of options. The police were probably still looking for him on the mainland and he certainly couldn’t stay here.
And then there was the issue of the emerald.
He’d handed it over to the Makai for safekeeping, but eventually he’d have to get it back.
“Hey,” Landon said. “You’ll be fine with us.”
Tristan turned away, mortified to be read so easily. Hadn’t he gotten better about keeping his thoughts secret?
“We have a house for you,” Landon added, as if walls and a roof would make all the difference.
“With a refrigerator.” Victor’s gleaming smile grew wider. “Doors and windows, too!”
Tristan wasn’t cheered by their theatrics, still dwelling on Dorian’s last words. Every time he and Dorian tried to have a reasonable conversation, it inevitably went bad. But her final accusation, the cause of his exile, felt like stated facts rather than opinion. “I have to know. Was Dorian right? She said.... How many people died in Ireland?”
Victor’s smile faltered. Landon looked away. No wonder his falcon abandoned him. No wonder everyone on the island wanted him as far away as possible.
“And the Makai,” Tristan continued. “It’s all completely normal for you—killing people all the time?”
Landon and Victor glanced at each other, frowns overlapping a mixture of expressions. “Well,” Victor finally said. “People do tend to die more often when we’re around. If we’re on duty.”
“But we’re usually around the worst of the worst,” Landon added quickly. “It doesn’t mean we’re cold-blooded murderers, and sometimes we’re the ones who end up dead.”
Tristan chewed on his lip. Just because he wanted to continue learning the cool mind tricks didn’t mean he had to support what they did for a living. Besides, they were very clear when making the offer, that they weren’t recruiting him, just offering a place to live and continue learning.
He had to get better at everything, or killing by sheer accident would happen again. Guilt shivered through his exposed skin, warding off the warmth of the sun. Warmth that certain other people would never feel again.
Because of him.
A haunting music weaved through the hairs on the back of his neck, the trees, encircling the lake with rich tones echoing upon each other. Tristan searched the valley to find the source.
“It’s an Arcelian flute, Song for the Spirits,” Landon said, taking a serene breath as he gazed at the cloudless sky. “They’re putting Gram to rest.”
“Now? I would’ve wanted to be there, if they’d....” Tristan stared at the village cloaked with invisibility.
“It’s not personal. They didn’t want Alpheus there either and he’s known the woman for half a century.”
Tristan nodded, pretending he understood. Gram would have permitted him to be there—if she were alive and making the decisions. He said his own private goodbye, one the villagers couldn’t control or prevent.
“Let’s go,” Landon said.
Victor nodded his agreement. “I’ll catch up in a few.”
Tristan swung the backpack over his shoulder, as ready as he’d ever be. He had no idea where they were taking him, only that they called it Darnell.
He owed them everything for saving his life, for offering him a place to go, for taking him in. Especially after Ireland. There were no secrets—they knew everything. Mostly.
Everything except for the map at the bottom of his backpack.
Landon, gentle and quiet, smiled as Victor trotted back down the path toward the cliff house. “Ready?”
Tristan nodded, bracing himself for the mental transport and the mystery of the unknown.
With a nod from Landon, the lake, solemn and beautiful, exploded into a million shards of blinding light.
Tristan slammed the palms of his hands over his eyes, only to realize his body had no physical substance. He couldn’t detect his backpack or duffel bag, or the ground for that matter. He’d been transported before, and had even done it himself a few times. But it had never felt like this.
A vibration thrummed from his right and a dense fog settled around him, dimming the brightness until consolidated orbs surrounded him, like twenty suns existing in the same foggy sky.
The tones became a pulsating, prodding rhythm, smothering the air he couldn’t breathe.
Something must have gone wrong.
He had to be lost in Landon’s mental transport, stuck somewhere between Alaska and wherever Darnell was.
Is, he corrected quickly.
“Landon!” Tristan watched his voice fall in sputtering sparks of dark blue, winking out after drifting a few feet.
Paths of visible tones collided above him, volleying back and forth between spheres of light. Everything Gram taught him about shielding himself had no apparent consequence in this place. Although, nothing appeared to be attacking him. The light to his right seemed to take most of the impact.
Tristan leaned toward the widest gap, determined to slip between orbs to get out of the way. Or escape.
A pale-blue light descended to block his path.
The more he moved, aiming for gaps, the tighter his parameters became until he faced the single light that seemed as trapped as himself. Yet it looked identical to the others.
Was he supposed to step into it? Was moving up or down the answer?
“Molajah will take over.”
The strange words were so distinct, Tristan circled to find the source, only to see frenzied blurs of agonizing, chaotic torture—worse than hearing the thoughts of a thousand people.
Take over what?
Tristan clutched at his would-be head and tried to squeeze his eyes and ears shut.
He had to escape.
Of course! He didn’t need a physical direction, just willpower. How many times had he been told that distance is irrelevant? He’d been successful enough with transporting himself around Ireland.
With all his mental determination, he pictured Dorian’s crystal-clear lake from the lookout he knew so well. From where he’d just been with Landon and Victor. Each reflection on the water, the scent of pine, the tree his falcon usually perched in....
The result was not as instant as expected.
Aspects of weight crushed and pulled at his mind, then broke his concentration completely.
* * *
Tristan blinked several times, confused by the sharp clarity of distant mountains silhouetted by a dark-violet sky.
Definitely not his intended destination.
Where was the lake?
Freezing air bit his cheeks and burned his throat on a panicked intake of breath. The ground shifted beneath his wobbly legs, creating a small avalanche of rolling rocks. He scrambled uphill for stability, but patches of snow and the unexpected awkward weight of his bags sent him crashing to the ground.
“It’s not that steep,” Landon said, crouching just uphill, offering a hand to help him up.
“What happened?” Tristan asked, trying to swallow the panic threatening to come out in screams.
Silver wisps of clouds over Landon’s shoulder had the unmistakable shape of a dragon, long and sleek, with a wingspan as wide as the sky itself.
Tristan shrank away from the apparition glaring down at him. Away from what having dragon ancestry might mean. “Is Victor still—?”
“He’ll be along. He just had a few errands.” Landon glanced skyward over his shoulder, but didn’t seem to notice anything unusual in the clouds. “He’ll meet us halfway down the mountain with a light breakfast.”
“Are you positive? We were….” Tristan trailed off, unsure if ‘captured’ was the right word. His heartbeat pounded in his ears. The dragon turned its chiseled head into the wind and its body of scales dissipated, turning into streaks of fleecy splotches, barely visible against the dark sky.
Tristan dropped his head to his trembling arms and caught his breath. “I tried to get back to the lake, but then….” He looked over his shoulder, into the dark valley below.
Landon was right. The hill he’d fallen down really wasn’t that steep, just slick with loose sand and gravel. “How long did all that take?”
“First rule: Never interfere when someone is transporting you.”
Bubbling anxieties turned to anger. And apparently, there was no second rule. “Someone said Molajah was taking over.” Tristan flinched, sliding downhill another few feet, when Victor appeared out of thin air behind Landon.
Landon pulled back the hand he’d been offering and stood.
“Another panic attack?” Victor asked, frowning as he scanned the area.
“Not like before,” Landon answered. “Anything strange happen for you while getting here?”
Victor raised an eyebrow and looked like he would burst out laugh-ing. “So soon?”
Landon scowled and redirected his attention to Tristan. “Take over what?”
A gust of wind tore along the bare mountain, catching Tristan’s hair from behind his ears and whipping it into his eyes.
“You mean, there really was a problem?” Victor asked. “Already?”
“Molajah.” Tristan shivered. “A person? Maybe he followed us....” He didn’t dare mention the wispy cloud dragon.
Landon and Victor both shook their heads. “There’s no one here but us,” Landon said.
Tristan got to his feet and brushed off his jeans, doing his best to conceal the confused, angry frustrations. Was this something he should ignore? Something that might make them think he was more crazy then they already thought?
He climbed upward to stable ground and tried to start over. “Is this where we’re supposed to be?”
“Yes. As far as I can tell, nothing went wrong. Darnell is about three miles that way.” Landon pointed over the dark carpet of trees. “Maybe Molajah isn’t a person.”
“Maybe Molajah isn’t the right word.” The harder he tried to remember, the quicker the details faded. He gathered the straps on his duffel bag and backpack and glanced at Victor. “I thought you were meeting us halfway down?”
“Landon called me back.”
“In case we needed help,” Landon clarified. “But I don’t think there’s any threat.” He took off his outer jacket and handed it to Tristan, then turned back to Victor. “Take his bags and we’ll continue as planned.”
“Sorry if I messed things up.” Tristan handed his backpack and duffel bag to Victor and accepted Landon’s jacket. “You believe me though, right? You don’t think I’m crazy?”
Landon and Victor had blank expressions. Tristan held his breath.
“There wouldn’t have been time for you to think about changing directions, so something must’ve held you up.”
Tristan nodded, grateful they would at least consider taking him seriously.
Victor swung the backpack over his shoulder. “You’ll love it here.”
Before Tristan could respond, Victor vanished from sight. He shot a look at Landon before glancing up at the few remaining stars, unsure if he’d ever get used to people poofing in and out of existence.
“You might not believe it, but you’re safer here than you would be anywhere else.” Landon waited for Tristan to finish buttoning the jacket, then headed down the mountain. “I was hoping for a spectacular sunrise, but without clouds, it’s probably better to get out of the wind. Though we could wait for more light if you want.”
“That’s alright,” Tristan said, confirming for himself that the sky was indeed cloudless. “You really think there’s nothing to worry about?”
“I’d never say that, because we’d never claim to know all your enemies.”
“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?” Was there a list he didn’t know about?
“Would you prefer I lie, to make you feel better?”



2
- THE CALLING -
TRISTAN CRUNCHED THROUGH ANKLE-DEEP SNOW with ice numbing his sockless feet. Miniature columns of ice crystals reached for the sky in the patches of bare ground, resembling tiny labyrinth castles capped with a layer of dirt and glistening frost. Little yellow flowers seemed frozen in time, each delicate petal preserved by a thin sheet of ice.
“This is your last good viewpoint,” Landon said, veering off course toward a rocky ledge.
Jagged snow-covered peaks glowed a vibrant pink and purple. A thin line of gold began defining itself along the horizon. On Dorian’s island, the sun had been up for hours. “Where are we, anyway?”
Landon laughed, heading back to the original path. “New Zealand. East side of the South Island.” He dropped between two large rocks, then turned to wait for Tristan to follow. “What’s wrong with New Zealand?”
“Nothing,” Tristan said, surprised his unease was so obvious. “It’s just the thought of jumping from one country to another. Alaska one second...New Zealand the next. I remember now—you’re an empath.”
Landon froze for a split-second then shrugged, possibly confirming the statement. Tristan frowned, trying to recall how he knew. Realistically, he knew very little about Landon, Victor, and the Makai organization they belonged to.
“Distance is hardly relevant when it comes to traveling.”
“Yeah.” Tristan gave up chasing the thoughts that hovered just out of reach and looked for a safer way down the rocks. Another bit of information sprang to the surface. “And Victor’s a pyro.”
“I suppose. Though it’s more of a hobby than a personality trait.” Landon started downhill again, apparently unwilling to continue the subject. Tristan made the drop, slipping slightly in the thawing mud.
“Natives come up from Shantytown or Westport during certain times of year for mining, so don’t assume everyone in the area is like us.”
“Got it. What do they mine for?”
“Nephrite, which is basically jade.” Landon kept to the right when the trail forked. “Some mine for bowenite. It’s hard work when the ground is frozen and dangerous during flood season, which is what we’re in now.”
They entered a flat clearing where tiny blades of grass with purple flowers stood frozen in a dusting of snow.
“Wait up,” called Victor, jogging to meet them.
He remembers I’m an empath, Landon said in thought, and that you’re a pyro.
So? Victor answered. They’re both true.
Did they forget he could hear every word? Hearing people’s thoughts all the time had driven him mad until Gram took him in, and taught him how to block it all. But maybe the people on the island did a better job of concealing their thoughts in the first place. Maybe it was still an issue that would plague him here.
Think about it, Landon continued. When did he find out you were a pyro?
Oh. Victor remained silent. Are you sure? It never came up after that?
No. Landon continued onward through the dawn-lit forest.
Tristan ignored them, determined to remember when he might have learned about Victor, and why it was so important that Landon couldn’t say it out loud.
“Did you bring breakfast?” Landon asked.
“I decided I’d regret being occupied in the kitchen if something happened out here.”
He passed the security line and it’s your security. Don’t you trust it? Landon asked. What could go wrong inside the security lines?
Of course I trust it! But let’s...ah, I see what’s going on. He’s making you all up-tight and anxious!
He is not. Landon picked up the pace to a near jog. All I asked was for you to bring him some food. Real food. How long does it take to grab a freakin’ apple?
I was thinking scrambled eggs with cheese and sausage, wrapped in a tortilla or something. You know, real food. Not an apple. And I’m telling you, you don’t usually get this pissed this easily.
I’ll take it into consideration.
Besides, lots can go wrong, Victor added. We don’t know what he’s capable of for one, and he’s a magnet for trouble. We should add it to the list of Dragon Traits.
Tristan bit back his rising anger.
Landon stopped on the trail and spun to face them. “Damn it, Victor!” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
“I’m sorry,” Victor said. “I wasn’t thinking.”
Tristan unclenched his jaw. “Yes. You were. I am not a dragon.”
Landon and Victor stared at him like he’d grown a second head.
“Whoever started that rumor was—” Tristan stopped himself before saying it aloud. Murdered. “Mistaken.” And the only other person who’d heard that rumor was Gram, who was also dead. Why would she tell the Makai? How many people did the Makai involve? He opened his mouth to ask, but couldn’t. “Is that the only reason you’re taking me in? Because...it’s just not true.”
“We would’ve taken you either way,” Victor said.
“It’s not either way. I’m not a dragon! I never was and never will be. It’s crazy that you even think it’s possible. Unless—”
“Unless what?” Landon asked.
“If you guys are dragons, too, maybe that explains the mental power stuff?”
“Definitely not. Look,” Landon said. “You’re tired, hungry, and you have every reason to be edgy with what’s going on. But you want to keep learning, right?”
Tristan nodded—not to mention he didn’t have much choice. “I’m sorry. I know I should be grateful, and I am. I really don’t want to cause trouble.” Tristan tucked stringy locks of hair behind his ears.
I wonder how long Alvi will go before she offers to chop it, thought Victor.
Tristan could barely remember the last time he stood under hot water and felt the sudden need to scrub.
“You heard that?” Landon asked.
“Not on purpose. I just...I don’t know how not to hear. I thought I was better, or that maybe it went away.”
“You’re doing fine!” Victor said. “We’re the ones who need to step it up a notch.”
“Sorry.” It might have been easier if they didn’t know, but at least he had hope that things would get better with their help.
“In our work,” Landon said, “communication with each other is a must. We can’t stop talking to each other just because you’re around, but we can be more careful.”
Tristan nodded, glancing at Victor, then looked at the ground. “I don’t usually care what people think, but I really do want to fit in with you guys. But I also understand if—”
“Hey,” Victor said. “We want you here. You’ll love it. And you’ll do great! We can’t be with you all the time, with work, but we’ll get you settled and introduce you to the crowd.”
Tristan nodded. Life could only get better.
“I’m sorry, too,” Landon added. “Victor was right. I was overly-anxious, picking you on your emotions, and I should’ve recognized what was happening. I usually do.”
“We’re all good?” Victor asked.
Tristan nodded. What else could he do? Landon continued down the trail. Victor stayed behind Tristan.
“So, you really are an empath?”
Landon nodded. After a few minutes of silence, the subject was dropped. “You’re free to explore the valley whenever you want. There’s nothing dangerous, but stick to the trails and don’t go farther than you can walk in two days.”
“Well,” added Victor, “just tell us if you want to go farther and we can make arrangements.”
A tiny flash of pale green light sped past Tristan’s right shoulder, followed by another. “What are the flying things?”
Landon turned on the trail, eyeing the surroundings. “What flying things?”
“Fireflies?” Tristan suggested, though he’d never known they could come in a variety of colors. Yellow, blue, purple....
“New Zealand doesn’t have fireflies.”
“But—” Tristan studied a cluster of tiny lights weaving through the trees.
Victor shrugged.
“Wait.” Landon held out his arm as Tristan tried to walk around him. “I really don’t see anything.”
“They’re everywhere!” Above him, twinkling lights paused on branches for brief seconds before taking off again. “They’re all heading the same way. I wonder why?”
“We’re not following anything.”
“But didn’t you say there was nothing dangerous, and that we’re free to explore? And we’re not more than two days out, are we?”
“He’s got you there,” Victor said, grinning at Landon.
“But you don’t go following something you can’t explain.”
“How fair is that?” Tristan asked. “I can’t explain anything you guys do. Yet here I am, following you around like a homeless, half-starved puppy.”
Landon stood, expressionless, then finally stepped aside and waved Tristan forward.
“But you said—”
“There’s nothing on today’s agenda and I admit I’m curious.”
“You don’t think it’s some sort of trap or anything?”
“We’re too close to home,” Victor said. “Don’t you want to see what it is?”
“I do, but we’d be leaving the trail.”
“You shouldn’t leave the trail by yourself, but Victor and I know where we are. Unless Victor objects.”
“Not at all!” said Victor. “I’m not in the best trailblazing clothes, but lead the way.”
Tristan left the trail with a light-hearted curiosity blasting away the unease. He forged into the thicker shrubbery, for once feeling excitement instead of fear pulsing through his thoughts and limbs.
What could go wrong?
Of course, knowing his luck, the mere thought that nothing could go wrong would ensure something would. He glanced back to make sure Landon and Victor were keeping up.
The flying streaks of light kept a solid, steady course through the forest. Tristan zigzagged through the brush for the easiest way to follow, increasing his speed to make up for lost time.
This was a calling; a need to be somewhere as fast as possible.
He shoved away the warnings to think more carefully about what he was doing. The questions asking why.
“At least he’s happy about it,” Landon said.
“Sure! A little exploration will do him good. I hope you like the woods,” called Victor a little louder. “It’s pretty much all we have around here.”
“It’s ‘wood’, not ‘woods’,” Landon corrected.
“Yeah, whatever.”
“You chop wood, not woods.”
“You’re the only one who chops wood,” Victor said. “Elevation doesn’t seem to be bothering him.”
“He’s tired, hungry....”
“I feel fine,” Tristan said, quickening his pace as the undergrowth thinned out. He could finally see a source of gleaming light in the forest that appeared to be the destination.
“So, what are we following again?” Victor asked.
“We’re getting awfully close to Donovan’s.”
“What?” Tristan skidded to a stop, all his curiosity and excitement vanishing. “Where are we?”
“We’re coming up on a place where Donovan teaches,” Landon explained. “He’s one of our instructors. You’ll probably be invited into his class, so, it’s good for you to see it during the day.”
“The day?”
“He prefers teaching at night.”
Tristan shut his mouth, trying to let go of pre-conceived ideas about what school should be like.
“Is this it?” Victor asked. “Are we at the end of the line?”
“No.” Tristan looked around the forest, not sure which way would lead back to the original trail. The glimmering bugs were fewer and farther between, but there were still enough to follow.
“Well,” Victor said, “let’s keep on keeping on!”
Tristan let Landon and Victor continue ahead, no longer hearing their conversation as he approached the festive activity, barely able to breathe in the overwhelming scent of flowers.
Decorations covered every surface.
Hundreds of tiny creatures fluttered in small and large groups. The sky itself seemed darker than it had, with masses of stars shining as bright as any full moon.
One thing was certain—this was not some courting ritual for an unusual glow-in-the-dark insect.
Flowered streamers hung from the trees. Circular lanterns dangled from web-like threads, each little sphere radiating colorful light in all directions. Musical chirping and whistles and drumbeats filled the air, filled every hole in his heart, with pure wonderment. He’d heard this music before, embedded in the map Gwenna had given him.
Flying creatures spun through the air as if they’d rehearsed this choreographed dance for years—impossibly perfect, yet seemingly spontaneous. The streaking light each creature made was as much of the dance as their movements.
A ball of fire, or quite possibly a living thing, shot from a branch above Tristan’s head, releasing silvery flower petals as it arched to the wall of rock on the far side. Something held it for a few moments, then catapulted it to another location.
He stepped into the clearing, drawn by the joyfully infectious music. He couldn’t understand what they were singing, but spotted a ring of creatures circling a single white rose. He knew without a doubt that that’s why they were here.
Why he was here.
A dark blue gem, shimmering like a universe of its own, radiated from the bloom’s center.
Tristan held out his hand to catch a falling snowflake, surprised when a tiny girl with four iridescent, magical wings hovered inches from his fingers, staring up at him with curious, lavender eyes. Lace clothing barely covered her skin.
A sudden screech of fright filled his ears. The music faltered to a stop and the circle of singing creatures froze.
Tristan opened his mouth to apologize as a thick shadow swallowed the starlight above them. The darkness made the creatures seem brighter for a moment. The shooting object changed direction and blinked out when it hit the trunk of a tree.
The winged girl dropped enough to launch herself from the palm of his hand into the air. She flew for cover in the cracks of the rock wall. Others were doing the same thing in a panicked stampede. Some pulled flowers over themselves and ducked behind leaves, trying to conceal the light emanating from their bodies.
A moldy smell of decomposing earth seeped down the rock wall, choking out the fragrance of flowers. And something else. A smell he recognized from Ireland. Death.
He searched for Victor and Landon, unable to determine where they were, or if they were with him at all.
At the top of the rocky cliff wall, a monstrous ball of leaves rolled forward on twiggy arms. Black holes formed into eyes and a mouth.
Everything became still.
The leaves of its face rustled as an exhaling wind filled the clearing. Screams of terror rose again. Creatures dropped from useless hiding places, their lights blown out like candles as the masses shifted from glittering dust to black ash. The rock wall seemed to dissolve in an outpouring of the same dying substance as the wind continued to circle.
Tristan took several steps back, stunned by the shower of death that blackened everything. The web of lanterns vaporized before hitting the ground. Something fell into the palm of his hand—a girl that no longer glowed. Half a wing twitched into a tiny cloud of dust.
“What’s going on?” Tristan asked, though he didn’t expect to be answered.
“King of the Hunters,” the tiny girl said in perfect English. Beautiful locks of pale-blue hair fell away in waves of powder. “I summoned blood of a dragon and sacrifice my own to save our queen’s first born. Be quick! The hunter will soon know you are here!”
“Me personally?” He’d be hard to miss, being the only giant human in the area.
High above, the leaf monster was shifting into an all-consuming tornado. Tristan raised the girl closer to his face, willing himself not to notice her bare legs and arms disintegrating inch by inch.
“Trust no one. Save the first born.” Her sapphire eyes bore into his, and seemed to be the last thing to go.
“But I’m not a dragon.” Tristan covered the pile of ash with his free hand and glanced up in time to see the leafy tornado descend from the cliff. Sand pelted the side of his face, stinging his eyes, blasting away the petals of the pure white rose.
The shimmering sapphire disappeared in a wave of dirt and debris and ash of the dead.
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- A NEW HOME -
TRISTAN SEIZED A LUNGFUL of air as a red splotch, haloed by orange and yellow, blurred before him. In a blink the splotch was gone and Landon was standing in front of him, shaking him with a firm grip on the shoulders.
“Your eyes,” Landon gasped, before releasing his grip and walking away.
Tristan glanced at Victor, then down at the pile of ash in his hand, ignoring the comment. “What was I supposed to do?”
Victor and Landon remained silent.
“Don’t tell me you didn’t see any of that....” Tristan scanned the clearing to avoid the obvious answer. Nothing terrible loomed over the top of the rock wall. The sky was neither dark nor light, still in the late stages of dawn. Tristan walked to the wall itself to search for proof that something had once made it magical, while Victor talked to Landon in hushed whispers.
Morning dew glistened on the wall, half-caked with dirt and moss. There were no traces of it ever supporting the type of life he’d witnessed. All he had was a handful of ash.
He held it out for Victor and Landon when they approached, but apparently they couldn’t see that either.
Tristan turned away. If they didn’t suspect he was a bit crazy before, they sure would if he tried to explain anything. He slumped onto one of the worn logs that circled an area of white ash; a fire pit large enough to contain the shack he’d been living in on the island.
“That’d be quite a fire,” Tristan finally said, surprised that none of the branches hanging overhead showed signs of being singed.
Had anyone at the festive event survived? What were they celebrating?
“Te Hono-i-Wairua,” Landon announced.
“Which is basically why we call it Donovan’s Place,” added Victor. “He has a thing for fire.”
Tristan nodded, wondering what he should do with the remains of the body lying in the palm of his hand. “What can you tell me about dragons?”
“Nothing really. Donovan’s doing the research.”
Every time Tristan heard that name, an icy chill ran through his veins. “Why Donovan?”
“He has the best access to private sources,” Landon said. “Are you going to fill us in?”
Tristan sighed. “They were all happy, having some sort of party with music and dancing. Then, something looked over the edge of the cliff.” Tristan pointed to the top of the rock wall with his cupped hands. “Something in the air killed everything. Like its breath was poison. They all…everything died.” He uncovered his hand for a brief moment to make sure he still had proof. He did.
“Party bugs?”
Landon scowled at Victor.
“Opposed to party animals….”
Tristan shook his head, well aware that Victor was on the verge of laughter. “They weren’t fireflies or any other sort of bug.”
“I believe you,” Landon said. “What were they?”
Tristan studied the ash again, pondering the best way to answer. “She had wings and spoke English. This big.” He held up his hand, hoping that if they knew what they were looking at, the shape of her body might be visible.
“I believe you too, but do you mean, like...Tinkerbell?” Victor asked, the corners of his mouth twitching.
“No!” Tristan deflated and had to laugh a little. “Well, maybe.”
“That’s the spirit,” Victor said, giving him a friendly slap on the back. “Just think of Disney’s version: Badbreath is a killer on the loose. Can Tink and her friends—”
Landon glared, quite possibly scolding Victor mentally.
“I’m so sorry,” Victor said. “That was extremely rude and completely uncalled for. I have a tendency to joke around, to make light of serious things at highly inappropriate times, and I wasn’t thinking.”
Tristan re-covered the ash and stood, deciding to leave out the part about being summoned as a dragon. To save a queen’s first born? Was there something inside the deep-blue gem, a sapphire maybe, like the emerald and its Valkyrie?
Obviously, he’d failed at whatever the creature had summoned him for. “Let’s just go.”
“Look, we really do believe you,” Victor added. “Especially since we know you’re susceptible to visions.”
That stopped him. “I am?”
Victor clamped his mouth shut. Tristan waited until Landon finally spoke. “We only think that because of the fire you saw in Ireland.”
Tristan recalled the night when he and Dorian made their escape. They’d gotten separated and the forest was on fire. Flames silhouetted people fighting with swords—an odd choice of weapon considering most of the people he’d met lately had magical abilities. And if they didn’t have magical abilities, they should be using guns not swords.
That was when Landon and Victor had come to rescue him.
“It wasn’t something we could see,” Landon continued.
Tristan took another deep breath. “That’s fine. Whatever.” His first day was not going well. He peeked at the ash to confirm the truth and looked to the top of the rock wall, feeling watched, though he didn’t dare say so.
Would he be allowed to walk away with evidence?
What did it mean that he couldn’t trust anyone? Surely Landon and Victor could be trusted. He’d force himself to trust Donovan long enough to get information on dragons.
“Let’s keep moving,” Landon said, heading for the trailhead. “The path is always well-marked before and after class, but if I were you, I’d meet your classmates at the bottom and hike up together.”
“It’ll be less spooky now that you’ve seen it during the day,” Victor said, pulling a box of red licorice vines from his coat pocket and offering it to Tristan.
Tristan’s mouth watered at the sight of something sweet, but declined in favor of keeping the ash protected. “What does he teach?”
Victor took a few ropes for himself and put the rest away, then motioned to follow Landon. “History.”
Tristan nodded, somehow already knowing. He shook away more preconceived ideas. “Is there somewhere other than this for school? I mean, a building or something?”
Victor laughed. “There used to be organized schools, but they’ve mostly been shut down for one reason or another. People who expose themselves publicly tend to disappear.”
“So it’s an ‘us’ verses ‘them’ sort of thing?” Tristan asked. His shoulders relaxed, feeling less threatened as they walked farther from the clearing. “What’s the actual difference?”
“Eh, hard to say. There seems to be a natural barrier that we can go beyond,” Victor explained. “I like to think it’s because we can use more than fifteen percent of our brains. My guess is that you have fewer boundaries than we do, with visions of the past blasting in on you like that.”
“What makes you think it’s the past?” Although, now that he thought about it, the past would explain the use of swords.
“Well, as far as anyone knows for this day and age, Tinkerbell is a cartoon,” Victor said. “Are visions typically in real time?”
Tristan shrugged, taking another peek at the ash. Surely he couldn’t slip into the past and bring proof to the present, could he? “How can a school work if it’s kept secret?”
“Word of mouth,” Landon answered. “Classes usually take place wherever it’s best suited. Like home school. Except not at home.”
“Nothing’s official. Teachers will either teach you or they won’t. And there’s no one to complain to if you don’t like it. No certificate at the end either.”
“Classes are still typical subjects,” Landon continued. “Math, science, history, stuff like that. For the next few months, I’ll be in Egypt learning ancient languages. Victor just finished studying marine biology on the Great Barrier Reef. See why we don’t need a building?”
“Yeah.” His excitement vanished as he realized how over-his-head everything would be.
“You’ll do fine. Once you learn to mess with molecules, you can start fire, create things, dissipate things...you know, all the basic magic tricks.” An authentic-looking twenty-dollar bill appeared in Victor’s fingers. He folded it in half and offered it to Tristan.
“I can’t.” Tristan held up his cupped hands so he wouldn’t have to say it. “Can you make me a jar? With a lid?”
Victor glanced at Landon, who creased his brow and finally nodded.
In a blink, Victor held a glass jar in one hand and the lid in the other. Tristan uncovered his hand and studied the pile of ash one last time. “You guys still can’t see it?”
They both shook their heads, silent.
It couldn’t be a vision if it was real in his hand, could it?
Tristan poured the ash into the container, careful to brush off every last speck from his sweaty palms, then twisted the lid tight before slipping the jar into his coat pocket. “Okay, let’s see the twenty.”
Victor beamed and the twenty reappeared. Tristan took the bill and searched for any clue that would signify counterfeiting. As far as he could tell, it was flawless. Actually not flawless—it was crinkled with age, had a small tear in the upper right corner, and a barely legible date of 1973. He handed it back.
“Eh, keep it.”
Landon chuckled and started walking again. “The more you understand fundamental elements and the principles of physics, the more you’ll see how and why things exist the way they do. Then, it’s just a matter of using your mind to suit your need. The possibilities are endless.”
“Why did Sabbatini use a wand?” In fact, several of Sabbatini’s men had used wands in Ireland.
“Here we go,” Victor said, pulling out another rope of licorice.
“They’re used for people who can’t focus on their own. And once you get started, you’ll likely never break the habit. Plus, they make any action completely obvious.”
“Don’t listen to him,” Victor added. “Wands can be great fun!”
“Don’t you dare give him a wand,” Landon said, picking up the pace.
Victor rolled his eyes as the trail widened into an overgrown dirt road, allowing the three to walk side-by-side. They stopped on a ridge that overlooked a meadow with a row of half-collapsed buildings. A few of the structures existed only as piles.
“Please don’t tell me this is Darnell.” It could have been a deserted movie set for a western ghost town. He’d assumed, hoped rather, that Darnell would be a busy little college town, especially after what seemed like months of secluded isolation on the island.
Landon walked clockwise along the edge of the grassy field. “It used to be a settlement for the miners, and I suppose it is the original Darnell.”
Tristan followed, at a loss for words. He still had a lot to be grateful for: companionship, an invitation to learn, a place to live. What else did he need?
“We prefer to think of Grumpy’s as Darnell,” Victor added. “That’s where all the action is.”
The new trail looked as though only deer and small animals had ever used it. An abrupt turn to the left took them into the heavier shade of the forest. Tristan stopped to read a rotting piece of wood, nailed to a tree at eye level with some sort of rib bone. “Hold back ye self or ye will begin death.”
Landon continuing onward. “Eleonora.” He held leggy branches off the path until Tristan could take over holding them back for Victor. “She’s the one taking you in, but I doubt you’ll see her much. She travels a lot.”
“She’s grouchy and short-tempered,” Victor whispered from behind.
“She’s not that bad,” Landon said, also noticeably quieter. “Just a little eccentric, so don’t bother her.”
The trail led to a log cabin, where a pile of snow that had slid from the roof blocked any possible view from windows.
“She likes to keep the snow.” Victor lowered his tone even more as they passed alongside the house.
“Don’t worry,” Landon added, seemingly looking for the best place to start a new trail in the brush. “Your cabin is way in the back.”
Tristan kept silent. Where else could he go? After several minutes of trailblazing through thicker, spindly bushes, they came to a smaller cabin.
“This is it; your new home,” Landon said, emerging from the brush into a small yard.
The ground surrounding the house looked recently cleared, making a rectangular shape of scarce weeds and a light scattering of freshly broken twigs.
“It’s not much,” Victor added, stopping beside Tristan. “But better than the shack you got stuck with on the island. We’ll plant some grass and make a real trail in a day or two; one that goes around Eleonora’s yard and not through it.”
Tristan stared in awe at the cabin, déjà vu gripping him like a vice. “It’s perfect.” He waited for a thought or a feeling to prove he knew this place, but nothing surfaced.
Solid panels of glass filled the front wall, nestled in logs similar to Eleonora’s, but more weathered. Landon pulled a rusted skeleton key from his pocket and held it out.
Tristan took the key, his hands trembling with excitement. “This really works?”
Landon nodded. “Like I said, eccentric.”
“You have running water pumped from over there.” Victor directed Tristan’s attention to a structure that resembled an old-fashion wishing well. “It’s not as crude as it looks. There’s a capped-off pipe that runs about thirty feet down. If you want irrigation, let me know and I’ll run a few new lines.”
Tristan nodded, stepping onto the porch to unlock the door. He paused at the opening, taking in his first breath of warm, pine-scented home. He spotted his bags on the bed to his left. “You guys are amazing.”
“Glad you like it,” Landon said. “We’ll start using the door from now on.”
Tristan laughed, taking in the basically square room. Past the bed, on the left in the far corner, was a small kitchen. The far right corner was boxed off for what must be a bathroom, and along the right wall was a round dining table with four chairs. A small wooden bookcase followed by a woodstove sat by the front door. A long couch divided the room, facing the woodstove, and a small island with a sink sectioned off the kitchen area.
Victor went directly to the refrigerator. “We don’t have a grocery store, so you’ll need to fill out the paperwork before they start sending you stuff.”
“They?”
“We have a big community around the world and most everyone likes to chip in if they can. Food is a biggie. Especially for those of us who stay pretty well hidden.”
“This is your bathroom.” Landon pushed open a door to the right of the kitchen as he made a quick lap through the cabin.
“I really don’t know what to say. The house is amazing.” Only a few hours had passed since leaving Dorian’s island—hours that seemed like a lifetime. A glass bowl of fresh flowers decorated the table.
“Alvi thought they’d make it more homey.” Victor plopped himself down on the couch. “I suggested a plate of cookies, or brownies, or finger foods, but, you know... gotta let the little woman have her fun too.”
Tristan felt better with each breath.
“Basically,” Landon said, shooing Victor’s sandaled feet off the couch, “this is your house and you can do whatever you want to make it yours. Eleonora is the owner, so she should take care of anything you can’t handle.”
“But feel free to ask us first,” Victor added. “Worst case scenario, we’ll build you a new one somewhere else.”
“That’s all right, I love this one!” Tristan took a quick peek in the bathroom, which consisted of a pedestal sink, toilet, a narrow shower, and a cracked mirror with a small shelf below it.
He stared at his reflection.
How long had it been since he’d seen himself? He wouldn’t have thought his face could be much thinner and he definitely looked older. Landon stepped into the reflection and Tristan watched as the cracks in the mirror repaired themselves. “That’s, uh….”
“No worries, you’ll learn it all soon enough.” Landon smiled, then stepped out of view. Tristan followed him back into the living area. “There are oil lamps for light and you have endless hot water. Keep the fire going for heat—there’s a covered stash of cut wood just outside. If you run out, I’ve got plenty more at my house.”
“He likes to chop wood,” Victor added, standing by the front door. “I’ll give you 45 minutes to get cleaned up, then I’ll bring you something to eat for breakfast. I assume you’ll eat just about anything at this point?”
“Yes. Thank you.” Tristan smiled gratefully and scanned the cabin. “Everything is perfect.” He took the jar out of his pocket and stared at it, all his thankful feelings turning to confused puzzlement.
“What’s wrong?” Landon asked.
“It’s empty.”
Victor and Landon both approached the jar and looked at each other, neither saying anything. Tristan tipped the jar upside down to view the underside of the lid, then set it on the island countertop with no explanation. “It was sealed.”
“Closing the lid all the way doesn’t make it sealed,” said Victor, glancing at Landon.
“We’ll give you time to get settled. Take a long shower, get yourself unpacked…whatever you want. Just take it easy and make yourself at home.”
“You do believe me though, don’t you?”
“Sure we do,” Victor said. “But maybe the vision just…ended.”
Tristan examined the empty jar, unsure if he should pretend to understand how visions worked. One thing he knew for sure, it’d be harder to believe what he saw without proof.
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- OLD FRIENDS -
TRISTAN WANDERED IN RESTLESS CIRCLES, having run out of places to investigate in the cabin. He’d taken the best shower of his life and unpacked his clothing. And then he’d slept so hard, he hadn’t noticed when Landon and Victor brought him lunch. A note taped to the refrigerator said they’d come back for dinner, but that it might be late.
There was also an ornate, decorative drum left on his bookshelf with a note that read: I’ll explain this later - Victor.
Food had never tasted so good. Sliced turkey on thick homemade bread, with mayonnaise and mustard, lettuce and tomatoes. He’d completely forgotten what real food tasted like, having lived on burnt fish for the past several months. Although to be fair to Gram, she had often supplied him with fruit and bread.
The thought of Gram’s death made him think of Dorian. What would she do on her own? Even if she was a royal pain most of the time, he’d still miss her.
Tristan stepped outside and scanned the trees for the falcon. If he had a lake and a fishing pole, he could catch a fish to offer as bribery. Or as an apology. He held the last of his sandwich as high as possible, silently begging the falcon to come back.
The dense grove of trees surrounding the cabin didn’t have the pointy tips that the falcon seemed to prefer, but twiggy branches that tangled into a single, impenetrable canopy. He retraced the path past Eleonora’s cabin, careful not to disturb anyone, and headed for the bigger clearing. The falcon could be happy in the crisp, mountain air if he would just show up and give the place a chance.
The meadow was much like it had been earlier, lit by dusk rather than dawn. A herd of deer bounded into the trees as Tristan waded through the grass to the nearest building. The bottom stair split in half with his weight, he retreated and tossed a portion of the sandwich to the roof.
The other structures weren’t any better for the falcon to perch on, but he threw bite-sized chunks to each pile and searched the trees for falcon-friendly branches.
On the far side of the meadow, up a slight incline, someone working at an art easel ducked behind a canvas the second he’d noticed. He glanced back at the food he’d been tossing and swallowed his guilt. It wasn’t exactly littering—something would eat it eventually.
He approached the person to explain himself, in case it was Eleonora who’d caught him wasting perfectly good food.
Wrinkles creased the woman’s tanned skin, forcing him to add a few decades to his original impression of age. Beneath a black beret embroidered with red and gold symbols, jet-black hair hung just past her shoulders in loose curls, though the hairline at her temples was silver.
He stood beside her and studied her artwork. She either didn’t realize he was there, or she was choosing to ignore him. He watched as she sorted through a wooden box of supplies with knobby fingers, finally selecting a plastic, paint-smudged bottle. She squirted clear liquid on the bristles of her brush and methodically worked it in. After several cycles, she placed the brush upright in an old tin can with worn oriental writing embossed on the sides.
Her smock must have had years of projects smeared on it, and it seemed far more intriguing than the canvas she was working on. She finally looked at him with hawk-sharp eyes.
Tristan glanced at the row of buildings, then at the trailhead leading to his cabin, through Eleonora’s. Anything to avoid the hard stare.
Without warning, the woman snatched his hand and held it palm up, keeping his fingers straight with the other. Tristan yelped, surprised by the strength of her grip on his wrist. “Let go!”
“Look at me,” the woman whispered. 
His eyes automatically flicked to hers, pinning him with such an intense stare, he couldn’t possibly turn away. She held his hand a moment longer, then released it.
“You always were a yob.”
“A what?” Tristan found he could blink again and took several steps back, rubbing his wrist to get the circulation going.
“I don’t expect...never mind.”
“No. Tell me.” Confused and beyond frustrated, Tristan held back his temper as she took a smaller brush from the can and mixed a shade of orange on the palette.
“The cabin is fine?”
“You’re Eleonora?” Eccentric, rude, and very strange, just like Landon and Victor warned.
The woman nodded slowly, piercing him with another hard look. “What are you calling yourself these days?”
“Tristan.”
“Well then, Tristan, the cabin is fine?”
“Yeah, it’s fine,” he said, still flexing his fingers. “Thank you for letting me use it,” he added as an afterthought, unsure how to get on her good side.
“Well, it was…I suppose it wasn’t exactly yours.” She eyed him from head to toe and went back to work on her canvas. “You went and scared off my subject matter.”
Tristan studied the streaks of color and odd shapes, unable to see anything that resembled deer. Or wildlife for that matter.
“Posh!” she snorted in reply to Tristan’s inspection. “I suppose you could do better.”
“I don’t paint.”
“Don’t you?” The woman seemed genuinely surprised.
Tristan leaned closer to her painting to see if he’d missed something. “Never bothered, I guess.”
“That’s a terrible pity.”
“What do you mean the cabin was once mine, but not exactly?”
“The cabin was built by a man named Jacques. Only, he was with another at the time. If I recall correctly, the name was William.”
An oversized, dusty piece of luggage appeared at Tristan’s right, startling him back a few steps with an audible gasp. He nearly tripped over the leg of the woman’s easel.
“My!” Her amused smile grew suspiciously wider as Tristan scowled. “You are an interesting case.”
“I am not a case. I’m completely normal.” Never in his life had he used these words to describe himself.
“Normal? That’s a shame.” She shook her head and went back to her painting. “Open it.”
Tristan studied the upholstered luggage, expecting the fraying threads to disappear or disintegrate if he touched it.
“Go ahead, it’s yours.”
“What makes it mine?” Tristan knelt at the handle and wondered if there was a catch, or a bad joke he was setting himself up for.
“Consider it an inheritance from William.”
“I’m I related somehow? And who is Jacques?”
“It’s a possibility, and Jacques is more of a free spirit.” She dabbed at her canvas and began humming.
Tristan shut his mouth, deciding against judging the woman as senile so soon.
He unlatched the lid—which lifted unevenly and fell off its hinges. Inside, there were rows of thin wooden boxes containing used oils, pencils, and watercolors. He unrolled a piece of soft leather, which held at least twenty brushes organized according to size. There were several lengths of cardboard tubing, unmarked boxes, and a collapsible wooden easel with brass fittings. Next to that was something compressed in an airtight plastic bag.
Tristan held it up for Eleonora to see. “This too?”
“Of course. I wouldn’t be keeping any of my belongings in there.” She returned to her painting, as if insulted by the thought.
Tristan broke the seal and pulled out an old blanket. A bottle of wine fell from its folds, with foreign script and a frilly 1869. The blanket itself turned out to be a circular poncho.
Eleonora quickly turned back to her painting when Tristan glanced her way.
“It’s yours, go ahead and put it on.”
“Why is it mine?” It had to be a trick, but he couldn’t resist slipping the poncho over his head.
Warm, happy feelings eased his mind, soothed his soul. Like stepping into the warmth of summer sunshine after years of winter.
Tristan opened one of the round canisters and poured out layers of unused paper. Another held canvas.
“The paint has probably dried up,” Eleonora said. “But that cotton rag paper should still be in good shape.”
Tristan examined a box of paint tubes and compacts, varnish and thinners. The tubes had hardened, but not completely, and the paint in the compacts had shrunk and cracked. He held a small, darkened bottle toward the sky, certain the liquid inside was linseed oil.
He’d spent a lot of time sketching with pencils, but he’d never used any type of oil for anything. What made him think of linseed?
He jumped again, nearly dropping the bottle, when two armchairs and a small round table appeared in the grass beside him.
Eleonora laughed, shaking her head as she cleaned her hands. “Get some of that wood from over there.”
Tristan looked at the decaying structures. “What for?”
“Do you question everything? I was thinking a fire would be nice as the sky darkens.”
Still skeptical, Tristan left the case of art supplies for a load of wood. On his way back, he noticed the woman had changed completely. She looked both older and more elegant. The colorful smock had been replaced by a full length, earth-colored gown. The beret was gone, exposing a band of silver hair arching over her head like delicate jewelry. Her face seemed less wrinkled and more timeless.
On the table, a wooden serving plate held a decorative arrangement of cheese and crackers. She was smiling at the label on the wine bottle and didn’t seem to notice he’d returned.
He caught himself staring at her again, fighting the returning sense of déjà vu.
“Anywhere is fine,” she said.
Tristan let the wood fall to the ground. The pile erupted into flames—Tristan leaped out of the way. “Do you enjoy freaking me out like that?”
“It is rather peculiar how easily you...freak out.” She pulled a wine opener from her sleeve, which glimmered with copper and gold in the bright flames. “Shall I, then?”
“Sure.” Tristan took a quick glance toward the trail to her cabin and around the clearing, curious if she was expecting someone else to join her. “I’ll just—”
Eleonora bowed slightly and motioned him toward one of the chairs. “At least have some cheese. I think you’ll appreciate it...to some degree, anyway.”
Tristan frowned, trying to determine how serious she was.
Two crystal glasses appeared on the table; she poured a small amount of wine into each. He lowered himself into the chair and watched the woman swirl her wine. The liquid looked black, mixed with the orange of the firelight. She put the glass to her nose, breathed in, sighed, and finally took a sip. “Splendid.”
Tristan picked up his glass, swirling it like she had. “I’m underage.”
“Drinking laws don’t exist in a lot of countries.” She leaned back in her chair and gazed at the sky with a warm smile. “There’s certainly no law governing you here. You must have come from the States?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“No reason.”
“My mother’s an alcoholic.” Why was he telling her?
“It must have been interesting...having a mother.”
Tristan was about to object, then shut his mouth. Was not having a mother the norm for her? She definitely wasn’t playing with a full deck. He mentally apologized, in case she could overhear his thoughts like Gram had.
“The Europeans don’t have a problem with their children having the occasional glass of wine,” she continued, “and you don’t see their continent overrun by alcoholic lunatics like you do in the States, where they restrict every imaginable thing with laws and regulations.” The woman used a small fork to pick up a slice of cheese and made several tisking noises. “Laws, laws, laws...as if that’ll make people behave.”
Feeling the need to defend his country, to prove that not all who drank were wild lunatics, Tristan took a sip and felt his cheeks flush with heat. “Laws do make people behave,” he finally said.
“Until they discover something that isn’t regulated, or they find a simple loophole…then they can’t seem to figure out what’s right and wrong and write more laws to cover new bases. Do try the cheese, the combination is superb.”
Tristan tried a small piece and agreed.
“What do you think it needs?” Eleonora drew a tight circle with her index finger and the easel with the painting spun toward the firelight. “You’re a good critic.”
“I’m not a critic. I’m not even a painter.” Tristan took another sip and studied the painting.
“Maybe you aren’t, but Jacques was. Surely he’s been an influence in your upbringing?”
“Who is this Jacques?”
“He’s a lovely spirit. 15th century, I believe.”
“And he just goes around haunting random people?”
“No. Certainly not random.”
Tristan tried not to roll his eyes and focused on the painting to change the subject. “Maybe you could explain it to me?”
“If it needs explaining, I have failed yet again.”
“It’s not a failure. I just don’t see it.”
“Hmmm. You probably prefer the realistic styles that could pass as a photograph.”
Tristan took another sip to hide his shock. He’d spent countless hours perfecting the grain of wood, the texture of rope, shadows and highlights with a sharp pencil.... But rarely in color and never abstract.
If he tried dating the ships he used to doodle in class, what century would they have been from? A chill ran through his shoulders. “I haven’t really thought about it.”
“Tell me about yourself these days. How have you managed so far?”
Tristan frowned. The woman definitely ranked in the top five strangest people he’d ever met. “I’ve done okay, considering.”
“Considering what?”
Tristan shrugged. “Everything.” He leaned back to consider the endless universe, feeling the warm buzz of wine, then told her his life story, careful to leave out any mention of dragon ancestry and certain parts of Ireland. “…So basically, I’m a psychopathic teenager on the run.”
She nodded, as she had through most of his whining, and refilled his glass for the third time. “You’re probably right.”
“How can you say that? My mother’s drug issues were never my fault, and I’m sure any child would wish his dad was around. There’re probably hundreds of people who can hear people’s thoughts, and y’all probably know how to not let it drive you insane. How was I supposed to know you all band together in the middle of nowhere? If I hadn’t been in the wrong place at the wrong time, I never would have known you people exist.” Tristan stopped, finding her smile suspicious and maddening until something else dawned on him. “You didn’t know about me until I got messed up with Gwenna.”
She raised her glass to him. “The ways of the universe are strange indeed. People rarely understand and accept it.”
“I never said I understand or accept it.”
Her soft laughter faded as she looked thoughtfully at her painting. “People will believe anything that validates what they think is true. I’ve seen near everything as a gypsy outcast, socially unacceptable and too old to give a hoot. Who wants to work at getting along with others when life is so short?”
“Here, here,” Tristan whispered, raising his glass in cheers for a toast. He saddened though, thinking of Gram. “You’re not dying, are you? We’ve only just met.”
“Life doesn’t begin and end like that. Do you believe in ghosts?”
“No.” Tristan reconsidered his answer. “Maybe. Enough people do, and ghost stories might’ve been based on something real, at some point in time.” Tristan watched the flames, debating the existence of Heaven and Hell, and who had dibs on his soul after the events in Ireland. “I don’t know what to believe these days. I don’t even know what month this is.” He could hear his words slurring and found the statement funny. “I haven’t known the time of day for several months at least.”
He shielded his eyes from the firelight with his hand and peered up at the stars to judge the season. It seemed like such a natural thing to do and his mouth gaped farther as he realized he was identifying several constellations and calculating a calendar in his head.
He shut his eyes, trying to decipher the fleeting thoughts. The wine, Eleonora, the cabin, the poncho, the case of art supplies…. He’d never seen them before, yet, he knew them well. Part of him felt proud and relieved, the other wondered how he could keep himself in denial without making a complete fool of himself.
Eleonora’s laughter drew him out of his confused state and he smiled gratefully.
“Poor Jacques.” She laughed again. “You’ve probably been fighting him tooth and nail, every step of the way.”
“How do you know?” Tristan tried to pay attention, tired of tangled philosophical conversations. He looked at his wine glass, thankful to see it empty. Good thing there was no chance of driving anywhere.
“We were friends, in a way. It’s hard to explain. William had an open mind for Jacques, and I was able to get to know the spirit through that connection. Communication was difficult to say the least, and people thought we were quite strange, but William was a good sport about letting me probe around in his head.
“I believe Jacques was forbidden to talk to me, and perhaps got caught, but we did have some marvelous adventures.”
“Caught by who?”
“The spirit council, I suppose. He warned me that he’d likely be pulled from William, and I promised I’d keep this stuff and pass the case on to the next person with....”
Tristan waited, unsure if he was supposed to be able to finish her sentence. “With what?”
“The next person with dragon blood.”
“Why does everyone think that?” Tristan rolled his eyes and shook his head. “So, was he pulled?”
“The night I made my promise, William died in his sleep.”
“Oh.” Tristan envisioned intertwined spirits being ripped apart and felt the urge to run and hide. “I’m sorry. But, um, didn’t you say this Jacques spirit is with me now?” Maybe she only implied such a thing.
The woman nodded, almost imperceptibly. “Jacques and someone new. But you needn’t worry.”
“I have two ghosts haunting me?” The idea made it seem even less realistic. How gullible should he be?
“Jacques is very much a part of you. He’s probably been with you since birth. But this other man...he’s new.”
Tristan stared unblinking. Was he in paranormal danger or not? Did he miss the punch-line somewhere?
“Jacques was always a rebel, but he won’t hurt you. He clearly doesn’t have the same connection with you as he did with William, or he’d be training you himself by now.”
Tristan wasn’t sure if he should be grateful or insulted, but he wasn’t about to let himself be possessed by someone. Or something. Though he obviously needed the training. He diverted the conversation to something safer. “Tell me about your painting.”
“Tell me about Ireland,” she said, with equal determination.
He gripped the soft leather pouch hanging from around his neck and held his breath. The pouch contained Cyanea coral and he’d been instructed to keep it with him at all times. But he’d taken the necklace off in Ireland and wrapped it around the falcon’s neck as a sort of SOS message for Oliver and Gram, sending the bird to Dorian’s island.
Landon and Victor gave it back.
“They got me out—” An onslaught of depression strangled his lungs. He counted stars for several silent minutes, burying all astronomy knowledge as deep as he could, along with the threat of tears. Was astronomy part of Jacques’ influence? “They’re really great people, Landon and Victor.”
“They have their moments.” She didn’t sound happy or sad about it.
“Fine. I managed to kill several people in Ireland. I’m surprised I didn’t kill Landon or Victor by mistake, it was so dark.” Tristan stared into the flames, reminded of the forest fire that no one else could see. He hadn’t meant to ever tell anyone and clenched his jaw, waiting for her to list all the options he should have tried, had he seen any at the time.
“Isn’t it a pity how Victor has changed everything around here?”
Every tense muscle relaxed the instant he exhaled the breath he’d been holding. “He’s incredible.”
“There’s just something to be said about washing your clothing by hand. I personally refuse to take part with most of his gadgetries.”
“Why?” The sound of his own curious laughter caught him off guard. How much wine had he consumed? “I had to wash clothes by hand all summer and it’s not enjoyable at all. So if Victor has some gadget to make it easy, then cheers to him!” Tristan held up his glass, forgetting it was empty. She filled it.
“Easy isn’t the point,” Eleonora said in a stern voice. “It’s the principle. Landon understands.”
“Landon washes his clothes by hand?”
“No, I’m sure he uses that hybrid contraption thing just like everyone else.”
“How is it any different than using a regular washing machine?”
“Exactly. I object to those, too.”
“I don’t plan to wash my clothes by hand if I don’t have to, just so you know. I need easy. Easy is good.”
 “The sooner you let go of what you think you know, the easier everything will be.”
“That won’t be hard.” Tristan’s grin faltered, attempting to avoid the seriousness of her tone. “I don’t even know how to ride a bicycle.”
“Who needs to? It’s just another way to fall and hurt yourself.”
“Kids are supposed to fall and hurt themselves.” Tristan noticed another opened bottle of wine on the table. “You don’t have a problem using magic. All this stuff keeps appearing and disappearing. How can you trust what’s real and what isn’t?”
“I wouldn’t call it magic and you’ll get used to it.”
“That’s what Landon says, but I don’t think I can.”
“You’ll do fine.”
“You should get out more,” Tristan said, settling back in his chair. “Did you know you have a reputation?”
“Is that so?” She refilled the glasses.
“Seems you have a temper and don’t like people, and maybe you’ll kick me out and they’ll build me a house somewhere else.”
“But you know better.”
Tristan tried to focus on the painting, embarrassed by the fact that he didn’t recognize or remember her, yet she seemed so sure they knew each other. Maybe there really was some guy named Jacques? “Where do the deer fit in?”
Eleonora shook her head. “Can’t you give an old woman credit for trying?”
“Yes. I don’t know how to say it, but it definitely holds my attention.” Or maybe it was a soothing escape from the topics he’d need to face sooner or later. “I should call Landon and Victor and tell them where I am.” Tristan laughed at himself. “But you guys don’t have phones, do you? And no electricity!”
“Oh, yes, please! Put a cell phone tower right over there.” She pointed into the darkness and laughed again. “Then string all our houses together with electrical cables.” After another good laugh, her joking subsided. “They haven’t explained all that?”
“I don’t know, maybe.” Tristan shrugged. “There hasn’t been time to explain everything, but I’m sure they will.”
“Don’t you want to ask about Donovan?”
“Can you hear my thoughts?”
“Are you accusing me?”
“No. But you seem to know…so I wondered if I should be practicing more. Sorry for asking.”
“It’s like spying through a person’s window, some just can’t resist. But around here, I think you’re pretty safe.”
Tristan nodded, thankful that he hadn’t offended her.
“Regarding Donovan, I’ve tried getting to know him, I really have. I even asked to be in one of his classes.” She took a deep breath and her smile faded. “I’m sorry. He’s as beautiful as he ever was, but with that mountain façade, he’s impossible to talk to.”
Tristan nodded his agreement, then shook his head. How would he know?
Eleonora stood faster than he could follow, setting her glass aside and peering into the darkness. Her expression turned so blank, he barely recognized her.
Tristan followed her line of vision, squinting to see beyond the brightness of the fire. “Is someone out there?”
He grinned as Landon and Victor appeared within reach of the firelight. “Hey!” He chuckled at almost losing his balance when he stood to greet them and couldn’t wait to explain how wrong they were about Eleonora. He hadn’t laughed so much in years!
But she remained silent with a stony expression that seemed so wrong.
“What’s going on?” Landon asked, eyeing the empty wine bottles and plate of crumbs.
“We were just….” Tristan motioned toward the easel and had to keep himself from falling face-first into the fire. “Just discussing this masterpiece. It’s a—” He still didn’t know and squelched a fit of giggles. Why did everything seem so funny? He turned to Eleonora, who didn’t seem too amused at all.
“You got him drunk?” Landon shouted, not even glancing at the artwork.
“No!” Tristan interrupted. “This was all my doing.” He reached for his chair and sat down. “I swear! It was even my wine.” Or was it Jacques’? William’s?
“You know his background.”
“He could start experimenting,” added Landon, talking over Victor. “He needs to learn control before…this.”
“Actually, what if I don’t want to learn? Seriously. How can I control what I have no concept of? This is your lifestyle, not mine.”
Landon stared with obvious...something. Horror maybe, then turned his anger back on Eleonora. “How could you do this?” The veins in his temples pulsed furiously. “He’s never had a drink in his life!”
“True.” Tristan picked up the original bottle and squinted at the label. “But 1869 was an extremely fine year.”
Eleonora cracked a smile at that, then turned to face her painting.
“How would you know if I never had a drink or not?” Tristan asked Landon, finally comprehending the words.
The painting and easel disappeared, distracting him from waiting for the answer.
Eleonora looked down at Tristan with her hands folded in her sleeves, her face softening. “I’m sorry, but it’s been a pleasure.”
It sounded so final. Before he could say the same, she and her chair vanished.
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- ALWAYS A
SUSPECT -
“I DON’T GET IT,” Tristan said. “Why are you guys are so mean to her?”
“What’s in the suitcase?” Victor asked.
“It’s mine. Apparently.” Tristan stretched to see the case over his shoulder. “I’m not sure why...I don’t even paint.”
“I can’t believe she’d do this.”
“It is sort of funny though,” Victor said, dropping beside the luggage to fix the lid. “Let’s get him home.”
“Why?” Tristan focused on the sky. “The stars are so bright. I’ll bet there are more stars here than anywhere on Earth. Visible that is.”
“But what was she thinking?” Landon shook his head, still pacing by the campfire. “She’s not an idiot.”
“It was like we knew each other from...somewhere in time.” Tristan looked for Landon, surprised to find him in a different location. “You were both really wrong about her.”
“You’re not best friends with someone a million decades older. And don’t you think it’s a little odd that, at her age, she would think it’s perfectly fine to get you drunk? You’re smashed! Look at yourself! You’re a minor for crying out loud. They make laws for a reason you know. This is so wrong on so many levels.”
Tristan rolled his eyes. “I’m not a minor in…uh....” He couldn’t remember how she’d made it sound so rational. “Europe?” He rested his head against the back of his chair and resumed stargazing. “I have to ask you something.”
Landon stopped pacing and crossed his arms while Victor held the case.
“What would’ve happened if I’d killed you in Ireland?”
Landon’s mouth fell open and his eyes narrowed with fury.
“You guys just appeared out of nowhere. I wasn’t expecting you. How would I have known if you were on my side or not?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Landon said. “It’s done and in the past. Got it?”
“But it isn’t really, because I was thinking, if I don’t know how I killed those people, how can I prevent myself from doing it again? Was it a certain look? What if…does that make me a psychotic killer instead of just plain psychotic?”
Landon covered his face with a hand and shook his head.
Victor had a knowing bob of the head going on. “You should never be philosophical when you’re drinking.”
“Get up.” Landon was obviously more aggravated than Victor. “Don’t drink ever. It isn’t healthy.”
Tristan got to his feet unsteadily. “How could she stand it all the time?”
“Who?” Victor asked, making Tristan’s chair and the round table with the plate of crumbs vanish with a glance.
“My mother. Her drinking. Where do things go when they disappear like that?”
Landon led Tristan away from the fire, toward the trail to the cabin.
“Come on, Landon,” Victor said. “We’ll never find the trail in the dark; it barely exists in the day.”
“Fine,” Landon said, still irritated. “I’ll take him.”
“If you could just…keep those lights out of my face.”
“What lights?” Victor asked, as if he had no idea about the lights.
“Just…lights. Bright.” Tristan scratched his head, but still couldn’t think of any other way to describe what had happened the last time Landon moved him from one place to another.
“Close your eyes and start counting,” Landon said. “Open your eyes on three and you’ll be in the cabin.”
Tristan obediently shut his eyes and counted. Sure enough, when he opened his eyes on three, he stood in his cabin in front of the couch.
Landon pulled him toward the table before he could sit, and let him fall into one of the wooden dining room chairs.
Victor brightened an oil lamp on the wall. “Any lights?” he asked, the corners of his mouth twitching.
Tristan laid his head on the table and felt his stomach churn. “No.”
“Up for a sec,” Victor said, then lifted the poncho over Tristan’s head as he stood.
A cold rush of air shivered up his spine. “What’s it made of?” Tristan squinted at the poncho, seeing only the basic earthy colors. The cabin seemed freezing cold without it and his gut felt more hollow than queasy.
Victor held it closer to the light and Landon touched the fringe at the bottom. “I’d guess Peru by the style,” Landon finally said. “It’s very old.”
“Did she give it to you, or did she just let you borrow it?”
“She said it was mine.” His eyelids grew heavy and his words slurred worse. “But definitely it’s not mine.”
“She’s a professional fortune teller,” Landon said. “You can’t believe anything she says. She finds out what you want most, and accommodates with nice-sounding riddles of philosophy.”
“You probably told her your whole life story,” Victor added.
True, but he’d left out the dragon parts, hadn’t he? His stomach lurched and he made a clumsy dash for the bathroom, holding down the contents of his stomach.
“Wine makes a terrible hangover,” Victor said to Landon.
“We are not helping him out of this one,” Landon said, loud enough that Tristan couldn’t miss it. “I’ve seen this poncho before, in a book somewhere,” he added, more to Victor than Tristan by the volume.
Tristan groaned from the bathroom floor, losing interest in the poncho mystery. “I’m even more like my mother now. A murderer and a drunk.”
Landon and Victor stood shoulder to shoulder in the doorway, witness to his humiliation as he settled between the wall and the toilet bowl. “Does this make me an alcoholic?”
“Do you still feel like drinking?”
Tristan shook his head, holding his stomach as the floor spun in undulating waves.
“Would you like help off the floor?” Victor asked politely, offering a hand.
Tristan flushed the toilet. “Where does stuff really go?”
“Septic system,” Landon answered, sending Victor into a snort of chuckles.
Tristan laughed at himself, feeling a little better. He used the toilet bowl to pull himself up. “Other stuff. Like that chair.” He accepted a toothbrush and toothpaste from Victor. “Does it go to another dimension? Does it become air pollution?”
“It’s a little hard to find out,” Victor said, ready to catch him if he swayed too much.
“Do us all a favor and don’t find out,” Landon called from around the corner.
Tristan brushed his teeth and pushed Victor’s guiding hand away, determined to prove he didn’t need help in walking a few steps to the table, where Landon waited with a glass of water and a wet washcloth.
“What would happen if I did?”
“You’d disappear, and not appear anywhere else,” Landon said, through clenched teeth.
“Theoretical suicide,” Victor clarified, much more relaxed about the subject. “I personally think things end up like pollution.”
“Are there activists who want to put a stop to it? Because, we’re probably all breathing bits of chairs and plates and God only knows what else.”
Victor could no longer contain his laughter and even Landon seemed to find the conversation funny.
“If you remember in the morning, you can start a support group,” suggested Victor.
“I’m being serious. If you killed someone that way, would there be proof of the murder floating around? Or does your victim just get missing and nothing more....”
Landon stopped laughing. “They’d just be missing.”
“People don’t find that disturbing? That people are just missing without evidence to prove where they went?”
“Of course it’s disturbing,” Landon answered. “It happens all the time.”
“Why would Sabbatini go through the trouble of melting Gwenna Winters, when he could have just zapped her into nothing?” Tristan leaned his chair back, resting his head against the wall with his eyes closed. “Why would he want to leave evidence of the crime? Should I go back to Ireland and see if I left evidence? Maybe if I confess to someone....”
“There’s a lot of risks to killing a person that way,” Victor said. “Attacks can backfire on the maker, or be deflected to someone nearby. And a soul free of its body has a huge advantage for a few brief seconds. That’s why we’re very careful about how we engage the enemy.”
Tristan opened his eyes and looked for Landon, finding him in the kitchen talking to a third person.
The figure had to be Donovan. Tristan stood, wondering what would make him assume so. His throat constricted with what felt like sawdust, as a confused debate circled in his head. Had he met the man or not?
He had the sudden desire to make a run for it. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, as Victor stepped in to keep him upright. “This is very bad. What’s he doing here?”
“It’s fine, he’ll understand,” Victor whispered back. “Landon asked him to come.”
Tristan turned back toward the kitchen, part of him recognizing the man standing like a statue, without any expression, watching him. The man had the presence of a mountain, just like Eleonora had said. Completely unmovable, without an ounce of fat to soften the muscles on his face. His broad shoulders and chest seemed impossibly wide in his tailored suit. Not a strand of black hair was out of place.
Tristan had drawn this man more than a year ago, with details down to a crescent shaped scar hidden beneath the hair above his right ear. Donovan would never back down. Ever. His sheer stubborn determination would be the death of him.
What if Eleonora was right, and there really was a ghost influencing his thoughts?
“Landon?” Donovan said, without the slightest trace of anger or any degree of parental judgment. No emotion at all.
“He’s afraid for you, not of you,” Landon answered.
“That’s my impression as well, which I find very curious.”
Tristan held on to Victor’s shoulder and turned away from Donovan. “I can’t meet him like this. Not now.” Then he felt nothing. No fear, no worry, no anticipation of talking to the man that had given him something to live for, however false it may have been at the time.
“I don’t think it’s curious,” Victor said. “He just got done suspecting looks could kill, so maybe he’s afraid he’ll kill you by accident?”
“But now there’s nothing,” Landon said, keeping half a step behind Donovan as they approached. “He’s shielding himself extremely well.”
The table prevented Tristan from backing up farther. He shut his eyes as tight as he could. “I’d like to do this another time. I’m sorry I—”
“What is this part of you who is afraid for me?”
The hairs on his neck prickled with a mixture of ice and heat. “I don’t know you.”
“Yes, you do. We’ve met before.”
Tristan nodded, but refused to look. He couldn’t think of a single instance when he’d actually seen the man for more than a second. “I drew your picture.”
“And?”
There’d been a voice in his head when he tried to escape Gwenna’s murder, and the map she’d given him was taken from his back pocket when he couldn’t move to defend it. But he had the map now. And he remembered the point of a sword at his throat, but here he was, alive and well.
The sword though, that brought back a memory from the vision of fire in Ireland.
“You fight with a sword in each hand.” Tristan couldn’t be sure it was Donovan though, with all the people being dark silhouettes against flame. Tristan faced the man square on. “It doesn’t mean I know you.”
“What part of you knows me well enough to draw my image, when you’d only caught a glimpse? Who trusts me when part of you knows to run like hell? Every time we meet, there’s a split second when part of you is relieved to see me.”
“You were stalking me, I thought—” Tristan gulped. This was not going well at all.
“You saw me once. Not nearly long enough to gather such details for a portrait.”
“I have a photographic memory.” Tristan made his move to get away, but Victor kept hold and forced him to sit in the chair. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I think you do.”
“Why do I need to say it?” He wished his eyes weren’t filling with unshed tears. “I was a stupid kid. I thought you might look after me. That you might care when no one else did. I was wrong and hopeful and stupid. I didn’t believe my dad was actually dead for real. Are you happy now?”
“That’s not what I’m after.”
“Why can’t you accept that I’m not automatically afraid of you? Is it that rare?”
Donovan tightened his jaw, then his hands shot out to hold Tristan’s head in a firm grip.
“Nothing I say will be right for you.” Tristan shut his eyes, embracing his drunkenness in hopes of passing out.
“When you were nine, you called me by name. Who told you my name?”
So many confusing pieces. He’d never figure it all out. “I told Eleonora that you guys probably didn’t know about me ‘til Gwenna, but I forgot about you.” Tristan’s muscles constricted, dreading what he knew he couldn’t hold back. “All that time, you knew I was out there. Why did you leave me shut out and secluded and left thinking I was insane? You could’ve helped me. You could have given me information. You could have taught me something. Anything. You could’ve been my friend. Would that have been so hard?”
“If someone recommended me for the job, then they intended for you to be a sacrifice.”
“That’s not true. I needed your help.” He had no idea what event Donovan was referring to.
“If you weren’t meant as a sacrifice, you were a seed. And now, years later, here you are in my domain. Someone is using you to get to me, and I intend to find out what I’m dealing with. Do you, Tristan, in your heart, know what I am?”
Tristan shook his head.
“Do you trust me with your mind?”
Tristan shook his head again, more firmly than before. “I haven’t done anything to you and I don’t remember ever calling you by name. This isn’t a good time. I drank too much. I can’t—”
“Can’t put up defenses?” Donovan finished. “That’s what makes it so perfect.”
He was going to say he couldn’t recall anything accurately at the moment, and that they’d been the ones to bring him here. He wasn’t some spy doing someone’s dirty work.
The conversation was beyond confusing.
He silently thanked Eleonora for the wine and wished he’d had just a bit more.
“Donovan,” he heard her say, and opened his eyes to see if she was in the room or just in his head. Eleonora stood at the front door. “Your actions do not deserve anyone’s trust. I suggest you leave before matters get worse.”
Tristan’s head flopped back as Donovan released his grip. He tried to get some distance between himself and the man, only to succeed in rolling off the chair.
Someone caught him, presumably Victor, and he vowed to never drink again.
“Tristan,” someone said, either Landon, Victor, or Donovan. Maybe even Eleonora. Something cold touched his head. It felt like permission to sleep and he accepted gratefully.
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- WRITING ON THE WALL -
TRISTAN FELT FOR THE GAG in his mouth, finding only his tongue. A sledgehammer pounded in his ears as the words ‘rise and shine’ reverberated in his skull. His blankets were pulled away; daylight stabbed through his eyelids. Shielding his eyes from the light, he made out Landon and Victor staring down at him through a slit in his fingers.
“Go away,” Tristan mumbled, rolling over to face the wall. He felt for the pillow to cover his head, only to realize he’d gotten turned around during the night.
“Hop in the shower,” Victor said with an unreasonably cheerful voice. “You’ll feel better once you get moving.”
“Liar.”
“Come on, we don’t have all day. You’ve got less than an hour before we have to be at Grumpy’s. It’s past noon already.”
Tristan glanced out the window, groaning at the intense sunlight. He could barely remember the sound that had him crawling to the foot of the bed in the middle of the night—some sort of scraping noise in his front yard.
“Enough already.” Landon headed for the bathroom and the sound of running water from the shower followed. “You can go in yourself or we’ll put you there.”
“I’m going.” Tristan headed for his dresser, forgetting why once he got there.
Victor opened the drawer for him. “Did you have fun at least?”
“Can’t remember.” Now that he’d said it, he really couldn’t remember. How did he even get home? “Something about disappearing chairs.” He grabbed the first pair of jeans and shirt he came to, then shuffled to the shower.
Tristan emerged half an hour later, fully dressed with his teeth brushed and hair combed. The smell of warm, buttery bread wafted throughout the cabin. His stomach grumbled. He wasn’t sure if he could handle food yet, but the smell was beyond amazing.
“Making you toast,” Victor announced, raising a coffee cup in cheers to nothing in particular.
Tristan’s stomach growled again appreciatively. He was also glad to notice Landon and Victor weren’t overly dressed for whatever event they were taking him to, both in cargo shorts and light-weight shirts. Maybe his worn-out clothing wouldn’t be a huge embarrassment. “Aren’t you guys eating?”
“We’ll eat at Grumpy’s,” Victor said. “There’ll be a ton of ethnic foods and you’ll last longer if you’ve had something bland first. It helps to rub bites of bread against the roof of your mouth.”
“Is Grumpy a person?” Tristan asked, as Victor slipped an oven mitt over his hand and pulled a plate of toast from a kitchen cabinet.
“We haven’t gone over your appliances,” Victor explained, “but we can do all that later.”
“Contrary to his name, Grumpy was really nice,” Landon said, as if toast from the cupboard was completely ordinary. He sat at the kitchen island and poured steaming hot chocolate from a thermos into a mug, passing it to Tristan. “No one could pronounce his name, which rhymed with grumpy if you left off the last three syllables. He hosted most of our gatherings and kept knocking down walls in his living room to accommodate more people, until his house became one big hall. We’ve kept it as a party house for Darnell after he died.”
“People mostly refer to Grumpy’s as Darnell,” Victor added. “We’re a world-wide community, since distance isn’t relevant.”
The theory sounded almost normal for how many times he’d heard it.
“It helps to be multi-lingual,” Victor added, “but you’ll be fine. We’d better get going.”
“We can walk, can’t we?” Tristan asked, unable to bear facing the lights with such a raging headache.
“We’d be late.”
“Walking is a good idea,” Landon said, opening the front door. Twenty minutes of fresh air and quietness should do him good.
Tristan tried harder to tune out their personal conversation and put on the poncho. “Is it okay to wear this?”
“May as well,” Victor said. “You can always take it off if it gets too warm. I’ll let Alvi know we’re running behind and catch up.”
Victor vanished and Tristan followed Landon out of the cabin.
“I’ll bring some clippers to cut a trail,” Landon said, speaking more quietly as they passed Eleonora’s house. “We’ll make a shortcut to the main trail.”
“She’s nice.” Tristan glanced at an upstairs window with its curtains drawn tight. “She probably has pruners I could use.”
“She’s a bad influence.”
Tristan still couldn’t remember much of the evening, but recalled liking her.
Victor jogged through the brush to catch up. “We should make a more direct trail, around her house instead of through her yard. It would be the politest thing to do.”
“Okay, okay,” Tristan said. “Bring me clippers and I’ll start a new trail.”
“Why use clippers?” Victor asked. “Just clear it.”
Thinking of Dorian, the self-proclaimed plant goddess of the universe, Tristan wondered what the plants would prefer—being snapped in half by clippers or zapped into oblivion. Neither sounded preferable and Eleonora wasn’t as bad as they made her out to be.
They walked along the edge of the clearing toward a distant trailhead. The trail was single file through a dense patch of trees for a long time, then widened.
“Headache?” Landon asked.
“No, now that you mention it.”
“Good.” Victor slipped out of his long-sleeved shirt and tied it around his waist, revealing a T-shirt that read ‘FEED ME’ in bold pink letters. Tristan laughed.
They crested a hill and overlooked a large amusement park. The scent of freshly mowed grass hung in the air, along with buttery popcorn, barbecue smoke, and the sweetness of cotton candy. Colorful tents formed an oval, following the forest line from one side of the clearing to a ledge on the other. In the middle, there were two roller coasters, a Ferris wheel, and a circular stage surrounded by bleachers for seating.
“Is this…normal?” Tristan asked, relieved to see a crowd and nervous at the same time.
“No,” Landon answered.
“We throw parties once in a while because, let’s face it, we can’t really be ourselves in most parts of the world.”
“Don’t worry,” Landon added. “You’ll be a mingling stranger to just about everyone, and we’ll introduce you to people you might meet again.”
Tristan followed Victor and Landon toward the gathering crowd. “Are you saying all of these people can hear thoughts?” There had to be at least a hundred. Maybe more.
“Not all of them...but most have telekinesis abilities.”
Half the booths contained food, others were for carnival games. Young children ran unattended, carrying large stuffed animals and handfuls of toys.
“Here, these are fun.” Victor picked up a wooden dowel with ten colored, carved sections and tossed it to Tristan. Each part rotated both directions, scrambling the intricate design. “Know how a combination lock works? Try it out!”
Tristan twisted the sections, amazed by the various scenes and animals taken shape as the moving parts rotated.
“Keep it,” Landon said, moving on with Victor.
“Just…keep it?” There was no one standing near the booth to confirm.
“Everything here is donated,” Landon explained, seeming to search the crowd for someone or something in particular. “We wouldn’t expect guests to be stuck at their stations....”
“It’s like a potluck unlimited to food.” Victor took a corndog from a heated display case. “By evening, there should be at least two, maybe three hundred people here. That’s when the real action happens.”
“So if you get hungry, help yourself,” Landon said. “I need to check on a few things, but I’ll find you in a few.”
Tristan nodded, then noticed a long line of people waiting at a tent with a wooden fortuneteller sign. Victor followed his gaze. “Eleonora will mess with your head more than anyone. Check this out.”
Tristan followed to where a little girl, barely tall enough to see into the gaming booth, concentrated on a large tomato. There were metal rings dangling from a beam in the ceiling, numbered in a random order. The three surrounding walls were thick with dripping tomato guts.
The man running the game was covered in tattoos that were almost as black as his skin. Not carnie tattoos, or jailhouse prison tats, but tribal markings.
The tomato began hovering, then made a trembling path toward the first ring, which spun suddenly, hitting the tomato. Instead of smashing against one of the three walls, the tomato splattered against Tristan’s chest.
The man in the booth widened his eyes, speechless, waiting for some sort of reaction.
“I’m…fine.” He could certainly handle a ripe tomato, and it only took a few seconds to see it as a bit funny. He looked down at the little girl, who was staring up at him with big brown puppy-dog eyes.
“You should clean that off,” she said, unblinking. “You should cut your hair too, because Mama says if your hair gets in your face, you can’t see good. Then you wouldn’t get hit by tomatoes.”
Tristan squatted down, careful to keep the poncho from folding in on itself.
“And if you don’t clean it right away,” the girl continued, “it will leave a stain. Stains are a lot harder to clean, then Mama has to do it.”
“Could you clean it off for me?” Tristan asked, clueless as to how to do it himself, without taking the poncho off and dunking it in soapy water.
Blonde curls flung from side to side as she shook her head. “I dropped chocolate sauce on my Sunday dress and tried to clean it before Mama could see and I made a big hole and Mama said ‘never do that again!’ so I’m not allowed to clean anything. You’ll have to fix it yourself. Bye!”
Tristan nodded and glanced down at his poncho. The tomato mess was already gone and he looked up at Victor, who winked with a happy grin.
“Victor!” the tribal man called. “Show the fine folks how it’s done.”
“Sorry, man. Places to go...people to see....”
“Come on, Victor,” Tristan said, fully intending to get in the right spirit of things. “Go for it.”
“In that case, piece of cake! Tristan, this is Talak. Talak, Tristan.”
Tristan waved as all six rings shrunk and began spinning on their own. Victor’s tomato flew through the first, returned for the second, then third. The sixth ring became a sort of stretchable paddle that caught the tomato and flung it against the wall with splattering thump. Talak plucked a rose made of black glass from a display case of prizes.
“Nah,” Victor said, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Save it.”
“I’d bet your little lady friend would think it sweet of you.”
“Quite right.” Victor grinned. “I happily accept.”
“How ‘bout your friend there?” The man looked at Tristan and placed a perfect red tomato on the pedestal. “It would give me the opportunity to make up for that...unfortunate incident.”
Tristan shook his head and took a step back. “That’s okay, really.”
The man bowed slightly as a small group of waiting kids rushed forward. The rings stopped spinning and grew to twice the size they’d been for Victor.
Cheers erupted from the center stage and people shifted as one in that direction. “Go ahead,” Victor encouraged. “I need to find Alvi.”
Before Tristan could open his mouth, Victor disappeared into the crowd.
Tristan headed toward the stage, eager to see what drew everyone’s attention, surprised to find a huge transparent tank of water. Dolphins raced along the perimeter.
He made his way to the tank itself and put a hand on the thick glass, utterly amazed by how something so large could just…appear. With living animals inside.
The dolphins sped by, making a wave that crested the top of the tank.
To his right, someone was distributing bright green rain jackets to whoever wanted them in the stands.
A sound like fingernails on a chalkboard brought his attention back to the tank, to a faint crack in the glass.
His pulse quickened.
Just as he was about to look for someone to tell, the growing crack changed direction and curved upward. It almost made a letter U shape, but continued until it changed direction again, arching down to the left.
“Hey! You!”
Tristan tore his eyes away from the scratch marks and spotted a guy in a wetsuit jogging toward him, weaving through the people still looking for seats.
“What are you doing?” the man called.
“Me?” Tristan asked, horrified that he might be suspected for damaging the glass. “Nothing! There’s a—” He glanced back and saw that both dolphins had come to investigate.
Inside the cracked lines, eerily shaped like a knife, the glass began etching itself where the blade would be. Water began seeping through, beading at the outline.
“There’s a crack,” Tristan finally said, taking another step back. The nose of a dolphin barely touched the scratched design and a loud series of sickening snaps, followed by a creaking groan, silenced the people within earshot.
As if keeping itself together until the last possible moment, the fractured glass expanded like a swelling blister, then exploded in a wave of water, dolphins included.
People screamed.
Tristan turned to escape, tripping over a redheaded boy. He covered the child with his body to protect him from the wave of water and glass fragments and waited.
Nothing happened.
When he glanced over his shoulder, the glass wall was solid again. The ground was dry and there were no beached dolphins flopping around.
The man in the wetsuit looked furious.
“I don’t get it,” Tristan said. He got off the child, who ran away, and stared at the glass, lightly speckled with drops of water. “I saw it crack.”
“What happened?” Landon asked, half-jogging into the staging area.
“It’s about time you got here,” the man said to Landon, still glaring at Tristan. “I’d say you’ve got your hands full with this one. Get him out of here.”
“Me?” Tristan asked again, standing with his mouth open as the man in the wetsuit continued around the tank, calming the crowd with promises to start the show in a few minutes.
“Come on, let’s go.”
“But, Landon, you don’t seriously think I’d break the tank like that, do you?”
“Is that what happened?”
“You didn’t see it?”
“He fixed it before I got here,” Landon said, slowing down to hand Tristan a paper cup with a lid. “This is for you.”
“What is it?” Tristan asked, peeling back the lid.
“Don’t look. It’s a hangover concoction to help you feel better. Are you having fun?”
“I was.”
Victor appeared in front of Landon. “I’m still looking for Alvi, have you seen her?”
Landon shook his head. There was a security breach, you might check with Donovan.
Tristan froze. Landon rolled his eyes. “It was probably just a glitch.”
“Thanks,” Victor said, slapping Landon’s upper arm before disappearing.
“Okay,” Landon said, leading Tristan away from the main path. “Right now, everything is completely normal and there’s no cause for alarm. Stop trying to analyze everything you see and have a little fun. Meet some people, go on some rides, go play in the motor skills area. You’ll find it over there somewhere.” Landon pointed across the crowd toward a makeshift racetrack. “I hate to leave you again, but give me ten minutes and I’ll be free for the rest of the day.”
“Assuming there’s nothing major going on?”
“Right.”
“Go ahead,” Tristan said. “I’ll stay out of trouble.”
“Thanks. I’ll be as quick as I can.”
Eleonora’s tent was the closest attraction. Tristan waited in line, then entered cautiously, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness.
Gold and silver metallic stars reflected light from a small stained glass lamp in the corner. Eleonora sat at a table for two in an armchair with an unreadable expression.
“You want me to tell you the future?” She stood and walked away from the table, removing a velvet headdress laced with crystal netting, and tossed it into a wooden chest.
“No.” Tristan stayed just inside the flap of a door, unsure of what he wanted from her.
“I wouldn’t tell you either way.” She draped a cloth over the ball of swirling liquid. “You’re hungover.”
“Is it that obvious?”
“It’s the remedy,” she said, eyeing the cup. “Landon was right, you know. Fortunes aren’t worth diddily-squat.”
“That doesn’t exactly sound like Landon.”
“The future is inevitable no matter how you try avoiding it. Knowing in advance only causes grief.” She packed the glass ball and locked the trunk. “Jacques isn’t with you anymore, that much is clear, and if anyone is listening, I don’t agree with this change of events.” She eyed Tristan from head to toe and headed for the exit before he could think about who she’d be talking to.
“What do you mean? Where are you going?”
“If there are problems with your cabin while I’m gone, I’m sure Victor and Landon are more than capable. They’ll look after you.”
Tristan followed her out of the tent, wondering if he should apologize for something he couldn’t remember. But she was gone. Her wooden sign vanished and the line of people scowled at him. When he turned back to look inside, there was nothing but an empty space of crushed grass, dimly lit through white canvas walls.
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- MAKING NEW FRIENDS -
THE CROWD AT THE CARNIVAL tripled over the next hour. Tristan wandered with the general flow of traffic, hoping to find a familiar face.
“This is the spot, I know it!”
Tristan glanced at the girl, caught by curiosity. She had bright blue eyes and glossy bubblegum-pink lips. Her blonde hair hung in long braids.
“I’ll bet it’s hunting,” said one of the men standing next to her. “We’ll need to be careful.”
Tristan counted six in the group, all men except for her.
“Should we warn them?” asked the girl.
“Not without proof.”
Tristan’s pulse quickened when she glanced over at him; he caught himself smiling and turned toward the crowd before the blushing might give him away. He spotted Victor and waved.
“Feeling better?” Victor asked, falling into step beside him. He spotted the cute girl over Tristan’s shoulder and grinned. “Making friends?”
“Not yet.” Tristan glanced back to see if she was still looking at him; her smile broadened. One of the men took her arm and yanked her toward the forest to catch up with the rest of their group. Something about the way the man grabbed her....
“I don’t know her,” Victor said, “but I’m sure I can find someone who does if you want an introduction.” He handed Tristan a plate of Pad Thai smothered in peanut sauce. “Did you meet the puddle?”
“I don’t think so.”
“You’d know if you had.” Victor steered Tristan against the crowd. “There’s a tournament going on that would be much fun to watch.”
“Did you find Alvi?”
“Yep.”
“Glitch in security?”
“Yep.” They walked along the row of tents in a strange silence toward a cliff that overlooked the valley. “There seems to be a lot of uninvited people, but so far everyone’s behaving.”
“Could someone be hunting?”
“Hunting? Here? No. Hunting for what?”
Tristan shrugged and noticed the two men jousting from the top of swaying poles. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
“The water’s really deep.” Victor sat on the grass to watch the duel and motioned for Tristan to do the same. “Most of the time, people just jump for the thrill of it.”
Tristan stretched over the cliff to see the water below. A waterfall fed the pool from a creek at the far side of the clearing at his right, and the pool at the bottom did appear deep, funneling into a shallow stream that disappeared under the foliage of trees. He could see a few boys sitting on a flat rock, their necks craned upward to watch the joust from below.
“The water’s actually warm—some sort of geological anomaly. But you have to go through the proper procedure before taking the plunge. Ready?”
“No.” Nothing on Earth would ever make him jump willingly.
“By the power invested in me,” Victor said, dripping with grave sarcasm, “I introduce thee to the puddle. Puddle, Tristan. Vice versa. May the two of you not kill each other in the joining and party on.”
“That’s insane.” Tristan backed away from the cliff. “We will not be joining.”
“Suit yourself, but you might like it if you tried.”
Dorian would probably love it. He buried the thought and kept his fears to himself as he watched the jousters. Both contestants lost hold of their padded weapons and began grappling. They fell at the same time, but one caught hold of the platform, effectively delaying his splash by a solid second.
“And the winner is…” a voice echoed coliseum-style, “Mad Dog Marshmallow!”
Tristan set his plate of food aside and crawled to the edge. Both men were climbing onto a rock at the far side, giving each other high-fives. Two more players in swim trunks appeared on the platforms. “Has anyone ever been killed doing that?”
“No. But, I think someone stubbed a toe once.”
“Jousters ready?” boomed the theatrical voice.
“Glad to see you’re eating,” Landon said, taking a seat next to Victor.
“Yeah, thanks.”
“Are you competing?” Landon asked Victor, nodding toward the jousters.
“No. Alvi would probably consider that sidetracking. Besides, we’ll be starting the games any minute now. In fact, I better go juice up the tracker.” Victor stood. “Find me later.”
Tristan glanced at Landon, who seemed content to sit for a while. Behind Landon, he spotted the same girl with the group of guys along the trees, all gathered around some sort of digital device. She looked directly at him and smiled.
Landon followed his gaze and turned back toward the jousters. “I’m sure we can figure out who she is if you want to meet her.”
“That’s okay.” Tristan grinned, embarrassed. The last thing he needed was more distractions. And after Dorian, he knew how difficult girls could be. “Maybe later.”
Landon let it drop with another slight shrug. “Did we tell you about food?”
“What about it?”
“Don’t eat food that’s been created by a mind, thinking it’s a meal. It’ll fill you up just fine, but there’s no nutritional value. A lot of the desserts are made that way on purpose; the women seem to prefer it.”
Tristan studied his plate of Pad Thai. “How can you tell the difference?”
“You can’t really. Taste and textures are what you’d expect, but you’ll starve to death if that’s all you eat. People die every year trying to lose weight that way. And there’re few enough of us as it is.”
“How many of us are there?”
“Hard to say—not many. And don’t worry about the food; you won’t starve with Victor around, he loves to cook.”
Tristan nodded, glad he didn’t have to think about food quality. He took a quick peek over Landon’s shoulder to see if the girl was still there, oddly disappointed by the sea of strangers.
* * *
They headed toward the back of the clearing where a fire blazed as high as the trees. Landon introduced Tristan to several people, then left to help Victor with some sort of mechanical contraption.
“I didn’t think I’d ever get a chance to say hi.”
Tristan turned to the voice and stared up at the blonde girl with his breath caught in his throat, momentarily forgetting his surroundings. Was she really waiting to say hi? To him?
“Is anyone sitting here? I’m Shaely.” She held out her hand. Her fingernails were painted in a light, pearly pink that shimmered orange in the firelight. Tristan scooted over on the log to make room and reached for her hand as she pulled it away to sit. They both laughed at the mutual awkwardness.
“Sorry. Yes. I mean, no. No one is sitting here. I’m Tristan.”
“So, what’s going on here tonight?”
Tristan shrugged. “I’m not really sure. It’s my first time.”
“Really? Mine too.” She flipped open an electronic screen and snapped it shut again, frowning.
“What is that?” Tristan asked.
“Nothing. My mom just wants to know where I am.” She slumped, then straightened when she noticed the poncho. “Wow! Where did you get this?” She fingered the fabric while examining the design.
“I don’t know, it’s mine. I guess. Someone gave it to me.”
“Really? Who?”
Tristan took a mental step back, suddenly unsure of why she’d want to know who gave it to him. “I found it. In a suitcase.”
“How long have you had it?”
Did it matter? “Since yesterday.”
Her face lit up with excitement. “That’s great!”
Tristan saw Landon approaching and stood. “This is Shaely. Shaely, Landon.”
Landon held out his hand. “Nice to meet you. I haven’t seen you before.”
“Oh,” she glanced at Tristan, then back at Landon, suddenly fidgety with her feet. “We don’t get out much.”
“We?”
Tristan frowned at Landon for sounding so rude.
“My brothers and I.”
“How did you hear about the party?”
“Um. One of my brothers, I guess. It sounded fun.”
Victor interrupted, carrying a clear tube packed with tiny black wires and glasslike marbles. Landon seemed to relax. “We’re ready to start. You guys playing?”
“Playing what?” Tristan asked.
“Sure!” Shaely said. “I mean, if it’s alright.” She looked at Landon for apparent permission.
“Should be fine.”
Tristan and Shaely followed Victor to the forest line, along with half the crowd around the fire. Tristan slowed to stay at the back, not daring to go first. A cord connected the clear cylinder to a bag beside Victor and he spoke to each kid as they stepped forward from a line.
Tristan glanced back at Shaely in time to be blinded by a flash from her phone. She grinned at the snapshot and put the device away. “Did you just take my picture?” he asked, self-consciously running a hand through his hair.
Her face blushed as cute dimples hugged her smiling lips. She almost couldn’t look him in the eye. “Are you...seeing anyone?”
“Not really.” Tristan thought of Dorian. Were they dating? If they were, they certainly weren’t anymore. “Not unless—”
Her smile grew wider. “Maybe tomorrow? Will you be here?”
“Oh.” Sweat ran down his back and his pulse raced. “I don’t actually know my schedule.”
“I see.” She turned away. “That’s okay.”
“No, really! I just got here. I don’t know if I have a school schedule or not. But I really wouldn’t mind seeing you again.”
Her lips twitched into a grin. He couldn’t hear her thoughts, but hoped she believed him. “I guess we’ll see.”
Victor pushed buttons on some sort of remote control and waved the next kid forward.
“So, what is that thing?” she asked.
“I have no idea.”
“It’s one of Victor’s inventions,” answered Landon. A blue light appeared like an aura around the kid’s head, vanishing when Victor pushed a button on the remote. “Go ahead.” Landon waved Shaely forward. “Ladies first.”
She bit her lip and frowned, then stepped forward nervously.
Landon kept his voice down. “People were trying to discover who had abilities beyond the normal parameters. What they tried didn’t work, but Victor kept toying with the idea. We call it ‘the tracker’. It measures and registers instabilities in common brainwave patterns. It’s sort of confusing, but you get the idea.”
“Instabilities?”
“Well, we could use a nicer word, but let’s face it. What we do isn’t exactly defined as normal.”
Shaely erupted in lighthearted giggles as the pale blue light surrounded her head.
Tristan approached Victor, eyeing the strange contraption, glad to have Landon and Shaely standing beside him.
“I promise it’s not going to kill you,” Victor said cheerfully, aiming the remote while pushing one of the buttons. “It records your personal brainwave patterns. When there’s a spike in the sensors, everyone can see the light, which means the tracker caught you cheating. Depending on the rules, you’re either disqualified or cleared with points deducted. Do something with your mind.”
“Like what?”
“Doesn’t matter, anything. Move a rock.”
Tristan settled on a flat stone near Victor’s feet. It didn’t move and he quickly searched for an alternative. Shaely pretended not to notice, but people behind him stopped talking. Or maybe it just seemed that way.
What if he couldn’t do it anymore? Near panic, he searched for loose sand between clumps of meadow grass and transferred a pinch to the palm of his hand. He almost hooted in triumph when the largest of the grains rolled to the side.
“Heh,” Victor said, aiming the remote and pushing a button. “Try something else.”
“Oh, come on.” Tristan’s cheeks flushed. Shaely looked like she wanted to leave. “That was decent!”
Victor shrugged, glancing at Landon.
Tristan let out his breath and spotted a larger rock—it rolled without difficulty and he smiled with relief. “Piece of cake.”
Victor tapped away on some other keyboard from the bag.
“Try it without the poncho,” Landon suggested.
Tristan sighed, removed the poncho, and handed to Landon. Shaely’s face fell with disappointment. Maybe he should have handed it to her instead?
Victor pointed the remote. “Go for it.”
Tristan moved the same rock and his vision brightened through a haze of light blue.
“Guess that was it.” Victor punched in several numbers and began giving instructions to the rest of the group.
“You’ll have to leave it off,” Landon said. “I’ll keep it for you.”
“You’re not playing?”
“I’m working.” Landon handed him two strips of green cloth.
“What about Victor, is he playing?”
“He and Alvi are running the course.” Landon put a hand on Tristan’s shoulder and led him away from the group. “You’ll be fine. In tonight’s events, no one is allowed to do any mind tricks—that’s why we’re using the tracker.”
That was a relief, especially since he’d almost made a complete fool of himself in front of Shaely just for trying. “Is it okay if—” He glanced at Shaely, standing by herself by the fire, texting someone on her phone. “She asked if we could maybe get together tomorrow?”
Landon sighed, seeming to think it over. “We’ll get our class schedules tonight, then you can do whatever you want with your time.”
Sheer excitement and anticipation launched his hopes to new heights.
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- TAKING THE PLUNGE -
KIDS OF ALL AGES got themselves organized into color-coded groups near the fire. Tristan and Shaely helped each other tie green strips of fabric around their wrists.
“This race will be an obstacle course,” Victor announced. “There are two identical courses. Teams will race side by side, followed by the next two. The teams with the fastest times will advance to the next stage, running the course as individuals for the win.”
“What are the prizes?” someone asked.
“First place gets four five-day passes and hotel accommodations to the Euro Disney in Paris.” People clapped and cheered, giving each other hugs.
Shaely’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Who funds these games?”
Tristan shrugged as Victor continued. “Second place gets an all expense paid weekend for their entire family in the spectacular area of Key West. This includes hotel, food, a half-day guided fishing trip in the Gulf of Mexico, and a four-hour tour by helicopter.
“Third prize is four passes to the Zoological Gardens in Pretoria, South Africa. By the way, all prizes will be given in three age groups: 8 and under, 9 to 13, 14 and over.”
The youngest kids jumped up and down with renewed energy, shouting their hoorays. Tristan stood back to give them more celebration room. A young girl raised her hand. “Are you going to fight us along the way?”
Tristan stared at her, shocked, then waited anxiously for Victor’s answer in case she had a serious point to make.
“No forces will be used against any of the teams, until you race as individuals. If anyone is caught using their brains, the whole team will have to restart that particular obstacle.”
Everyone groaned.
“The course will be clearly marked. Any other questions?”
Tristan huddled with the green group, tempted to put his hand on Shaely’s shoulder to complete the circle. But then her arm landed softly on his back and he tried not to glance her way. The older kids who’d played these games before strategized in muted whispers.
“Yellow and Green will go first,” Victor announced.
A thrill of excitement pumped through Tristan’s veins as he walked to the starting area with Shaely and his team. 
He could be normal here, if everyone had the same mental issues. Not that it was a bad issue, but at least it was something they all dealt with and it didn’t have to be a big dark secret.
Among the trees, Landon caught his attention and nodded with half a smile, wearing the poncho, then walked on.
Tristan took a breath at the base of a wooden ladder, letting his teammates climb first to the decking above. A pit of something purple extended between the two platforms. The liquid rolled in waves, splattering gold sparkles as bubbles broke the surface.
Victor and a girl stood on the far side of the pit. Victor wrote on a clipboard and the girl, dressed in black jeans, hot-pink lace-up boots, and a long-sleeved black shirt with hot-pink feathers around the neckline, held a bouquet of pearly, helium balloons. Jet-black hair shimmered with blue and her glimmering lipstick matched the substance on the ground.
“Put Julie on your back for this first obstacle,” Stanley, the team leader, said. “It’ll save us time.”
Tristan glanced down at the girl, who couldn’t be older than six, and dropped to a knee to let her climb onto his back. Stanley did the same for a boy who was probably about eight.
“Does everyone understand the rules?” Victor called. “No using your brain. Everyone on the team must complete each obstacle before the team can start the next challenge. Ready?”
Victor blew a shrill whistle and both teams ran to a single rope spanning the distance between platforms, with two additional ropes available as handrails. Stanley crossed in less than a minute, while a boy about twelve bounced on the rope behind him. He let Shaely go next.
Tristan almost fell before he could get his first foot off the decking, as if his shoelaces were tied together. Julie, the girl on his back, squealed when he caught himself. By halfway mark, the rope beneath his feet swayed from side to side, which seemed far more challenging than the bounce Stanley had to deal with. Tristan bit back his frustration and concentrated on his steps.
Something barred his ankles, something he couldn’t see, forcing him to step over or around the object to make any progress. The yellow team finished and Stanley was yelling at him to speed up. But how could he? Julie gripped his neck so hard, her feet clinging to his waist, he knew she wasn’t the one throwing off his balance.
His foot slipped on the rope and before he could blink, Julie launched herself from his shoulders, reaching for Shaely’s outstretched hand. Tristan barely saved himself as his fingers lost hold. He hooked his legs and arms around the rope he was supposed to be walking on, hanging upside down above the purple goo. Julie would have fallen if she’d stayed on his back, or she’d have pulled them both down.
He heard her crying and arched his neck to see what had happened. Shaely and the rest of the team were with her, trying to pull her hands away from her face. Blood trickled from between her fingers.
Tristan pulled himself along the rope until he reached the crossbeams under the platform.
By the time he hoisted himself up to the main deck, little Julie was gone and the team was climbing down the ladder.
“Where’d she go?” Tristan asked Stanley, jogging to catch up. “Is she okay?”
“Her mom took her to the first-aid tent. Probably just a cut in her eyebrow, but dude, you didn’t need to throw her.”
“I—” Had he thrown her? He didn’t think so. It was just an accident.
“At least we aren’t disqualified,” Stanley added, slapping Tristan on the back. “And Victor said she can join back in if she checks out okay.”
“Great save though!” Shaely said, wrapping her arm around his as Stanley sped toward a green sandbox. “I wasn’t sure you’d make it!”
How could he not feel better, with her walking beside him? She radiated happiness. And confidence. Things he desperately wanted.
The team dove into the sandbox, looking for hidden objects. Stanley found one first—a key with a chain of green beads, and ran to hang it on a hook in the nearest tree. The two other boys and Shaely found theirs within a few minutes. Tristan fumed, combing through every inch of the sand for his. Thankfully, Shaely came back to help him.
“There should be two in here somewhere, if we include Julie’s.” He was beginning to think someone pocketed it.
“Come on, man!” Stanley said. “You’re holding everyone up!”
“I’m trying, but there’s nothing here!”
The two youngest boys dove back in to help, finding both keys within seconds.
“Thanks,” Tristan muttered. He caught Victor’s eye and grimaced when the only response was a jerk of his head in the direction the rest of the team had gone. “We searched there, didn’t we?” he asked Shaely.
She shrugged and brushed the sand from her jeans.
At the base of a rock-climbing wall, Tristan gave the youngest boy a boost to help him reach the first handhold. Stanley sat straddled at the top, helping everyone over. Tristan beamed up at Shaely, who seemed to defy gravity as she made her way up the wall. As for himself, footholds seemed to vanish when he put his full weight on them.
Where was Victor? Wasn’t there a rule that forces wouldn’t be used against anyone? No one else seemed to be having issues with handles and footholds disappearing. He pulled himself to the top, not trusting his feet, barely trusting the main beam, and didn’t dare take Stanley’s hand without footing.
“Suit yourself,” Stanley said, withdrawing his hand. “But don’t make us lose for your own damn pride.”
Stanley jumped from the top, out of sight. Tristan leaned his head against the wall, his grip trembling, and took a breath to steel his nerves.
With one final pull, he swung his legs over the top and rolled down a cargo net slide. It tangled around his ankles, broke in one corner, and flipped, leaving him hanging upside down within a foot of the ground.
“I don’t know what to tell you, Tristan.” Victor pulled a pocketknife from his back pocket and cut him free. “I’ve never seen anyone have this much trouble.”
Tristan caught himself and dropped to his knees.
Victor stopped him when he tried to join his waiting team, whispering in his ear. “Landon’s looking into it.”
Tristan nodded, glad they were at least noticing.
The next part of the course brought them back into the clearing, on the far side of the carnival—a Frisbee relay that involved using the keys from the sand. Alvi met them at the starting line, handing them each a balloon and explaining the rules.
The team made the first station in three Frisbee throws, where they unlocked a small hand mirror with a letter Z written in purple lipstick. At the second station, they unlocked a box of birthday cake candles.
“We can catch up!” Stanley shouted, watching the other team at the 3rd station. “Go long!”
Tristan ran toward the third station, a pole with a green flag at the top. Stanley threw the Frisbee. It flew straight toward him in a perfect arc, until a breeze took it slightly off course. Tristan sprinted to keep up with it, but it seemed to hover just out of reach.
He had to make this catch. It would make up for everything he’d messed up so far.
“Let it go, Tristan!” Victor called.
Was he serious? Not in a million years would he give up and quit in front of everyone. In front of Shaely.
The ledge came out of nowhere.
He dropped into a slide to stop his momentum, twisting onto his belly to grab hold of something. There should have been plenty of room, but he kept sliding. And sliding. The tips of his fingers scraped against solid ground, slicing through his skin, until there was nothing but air beneath him.
A long drop of frantic arm-waving got him upright before he hit the water, which seemed to rise up at the last second, surrounding him like a warm glove.
The impact never came, though he sank rather suddenly until a cold current near the bottom propelled him to the far side. His knees hit a sandy ground and he pushed with his feet, gasping for air at the surface, only to find the water waist deep.
Landon, Victor, and Shaely were standing at the edge of the cliff, peering down at him from above. He half-heartedly waved to signify he was alive and turned away. His fingertips were bleeding, along with his arms and stomach. He laid down in the dry grass, relieved to be alone beneath the darkening sky.
Pull another stunt like that—
You never said I couldn’t have a little fun....
It was a man talking to a younger person. Tristan sat up to listen. He’d need proof if he was going to tell Victor and Landon anything. Light, crunching footsteps drew his attention to a zigzagging trail leading up the mountain.
Victor appeared in front of him. “Why didn’t you stop yourself?”
Tristan stared at Victor with his mouth hanging open, not sure what to do if his friend admitted to being involved. “I thought you knew I couldn’t swim.”
“You think I pushed you?” Victor asked, his look of concern turning defensive at the accusation. “The only responsibility I’ll take is that it might have been getting too dark to use that section of the field. Alvi and I probably should’ve fenced it off, or we could have set up glaring flood lights in case someone wasn’t paying attention to where they were going.”
“It’s not that I didn’t see it, and I just heard someone talking about ‘stunts like that’ and ‘having a little fun’. If you weren’t in on it, then who?”
“There’s no one down here but us.” Victor handed over the poncho. “Come on, Tristan. You were having fun. Don’t let it end now.”
“You yourself said someone was tampering with the course.”
“I never said that. Nobody at this party would purposely push you off the cliff, and for you to think so...I’m just saying we aren’t like that. None of us are.”
“I tried to stop.”
“You did not! Why didn’t you use your freaking brain?”
Tristan opened his mouth to deny it, then forced it shut. The thought had never occurred to him. “I thought we weren’t supposed to use magic.”
“It’s not magic. It’s called using your brain.” Victor tapped the side of Tristan’s head to make his point. “Do we have to spell everything out for you? Seriously. If you feel like your life is threatened, or that you’re in any sort of real danger, feel free to make an attempt at saving yourself. Even if you’re in the middle of some stupid game.” Victor waited for a response, softening his tone after Tristan’s silence. “We are more than happy to keep you protected from Lazaro, but we can’t hold your hand all the time, or protect you from yourself.”
Tristan stared at the ground, not knowing how to respond. He didn’t want to return to the party, but didn’t want to be on his own either. He put the poncho on over his head and felt utter failure as his vision lightened with the blue hue.
“That shouldn’t have happened.”
Tristan shrugged, still unable to look Victor in the eye. “Maybe I don’t belong here.”
“This is exactly where you belong! There’s still food left, which means the party’s still going. If you really think someone’s trying to scare you off, don’t give them the satisfaction of succeeding.”
Tristan nodded, then glanced up to see Shaely waiting for him.
Victor followed his gaze and grinned back at him. “You can have fun,” he said. “And remember, the tracker would have gone off if it was someone playing in the games, so that cuts down our suspects.”
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- CLASS SCHEDULE -
TRISTAN WATCHED VICTOR GO and tried to put himself in a better mood for Shaely. She held out a white linen cloth. “Your hands are bleeding.”
“Thanks.” Tristan accepted the fabric and grimaced as blood from his fingertips left red blotches. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay. You can keep it.”
Her smile cheered him immensely and they started the hike up the hill.
“Did I hear you say you couldn’t swim?”
“I just don’t like the water.”
“My brothers and I spar in the water sometimes. Definitely raises the stakes.”
“For fun?”
“Yeah, I guess. We all train together.”
“For what?”
“It’s kind of embarrassing.” She hooked her arm around his as they walked side by side. “Family traditions. What about you?”
The path leveled out and they headed toward the fire where everyone seemed to be gathering. Suddenly, there were a lot of things he didn’t want to talk about. “Is that who you were with earlier? Your brothers?”
“Yeah. They’re running around somewhere. Probably looking for me.”
They sat on a log and listened to Victor playing guitar while Alvi sang. People in the crowd hardly noticed how good they were, but shouted requests now and then. Victor and Alvi could perform anything. Everything.
“They’re pretty good,” Shaely said. “What was his name again?”
“Victor. And that’s his girlfriend, Alvi.”
“Do they have an album out?”
Tristan shrugged. “I actually didn’t know he could play.”
“You didn’t? I thought...well, I guess I assumed you guys were pretty tight—you, Victor, and that long-haired guy. What was his name again?”
“Landon.” Tristan tensed, guessing the gig was up if he couldn’t pretend to be someone he wasn’t. “Like I said, I’m really new. They’re helping me get settled.”
“With your family?”
“No, just me.”
“Lucky you!”
“Yeah. Lucky.” Tristan straightened when he spotted Landon weaving through the crowd.
Victor went off key and the music stopped. Tristan searched for the cause. All night, he’d been waiting for something more to go wrong.
A young man dressed in a solid black suit stood behind Victor. The crowd froze with a suffocating silence. Shaely gripped Tristan’s arm as the man handed Victor a narrow satchel.
People around the fire started moving after he dissolved into darkness. 
“Holy crap! Do you know who that was?” Shaely glanced behind her, searching anxiously for something. Or someone.
Everyone swarmed around Victor and Alvi, chattering excitedly while Victor removed a bundle of white envelopes, each sealed with different wax colors. Alvi called out names.
Tristan frowned with concentration. He’d seen the man before, hadn’t he? When? He watched curiously as Victor called out names, shuffling through the envelopes.
“Got a minute?” Landon asked, showing Tristan two envelopes. “I have your classes.”
Tristan glanced at Shaely—so unlike Dorian, and so incredibly easy to get along with.
“Go ahead,” she said. “I need to find my brothers, but I can wait a few minutes if you promise to come back.”
Tristan smiled his thanks, then followed Landon toward the firelight where most of the crowd gathered, comparing schedules. Both envelopes had his name printed in block letters.
“Open it and see what they gave you.”
Tristan opened the first envelope and handed the notice to Landon for translation.
“Perfect. Angelina is very nice, you’ll like her.” Landon refolded the paper and handed it back. “Introductory to Basic Principles.”
“Hey! I have that too!” said a young girl, who couldn’t be older than five.
Tristan noticed a wave of strange looks from surrounding people who’d overheard.
“Come on,” Landon said, taking him by the shoulder, away from the crowd.
“So, it’ll be like kindergarten with a bunch of five-year-olds?” Tristan glanced back at Shaely, who grinned in return.
“In a way,” Landon said, following Tristan’s attention to Shaely. “She likes you. But there’s guilt, too. And your class won’t be like kindergarten, it’s more of a starting point. Everyone starts somewhere. You’ll be seen as Angelina’s assistant.”
“Guilt as in, maybe she already has a boyfriend? I don’t think I asked....”
“I only get the emotions, not the motives.” Landon held out his hand and a small lantern appeared, casting a tiny circle of amber light. Tristan accepted the lantern while Landon opened both of his envelopes. “I’m sure you’ll move through the classes quickly and let’s face it, you really do need to start at the beginning. You can barely control what you do know, and you didn’t even try to prevent yourself from sailing off the cliff.”
“I did try!” Tristan lowered his voice so as not to cause a scene. “But it’s not like magic was the first thing that entered my mind.” His anger resurfaced and he glanced at the trees to make sure they were alone. “Fine. I admit it. The thought never occurred to me.” Tristan examined his fingertips and forearms and noticed they’d almost healed completely. Way faster than he would have expected.
“It’s not magic, but my point exactly. And try not to be so mad about it, you just need to learn basic fundamentals to acquire some instincts. Let me see your other notice.”
Tristan handed over the second envelope.
Landon held the colored seal to the light and paused for an uncomfortably long moment.
“What is it? Is it bad?”
“It’s fine. I just thought he was going to hold off for a while.”
“Who?”
“Donovan.”
Tristan studied the shifting shadows of the forest. “You said he teaches History. That’s okay, right?” Though the thought of returning to the fire pit sent nervous jitters through his bones.
“You’ll enjoy his class, whatever subject he decides on. Half the time, you’ll learn stuff you didn’t realize he was teaching. Donovan was the one who delivered the notices to Victor.”
“That was Donovan?” Tristan spotted Shaely, who looked to be arguing with one of her brothers. He pictured the man giving Victor the envelopes. “People seemed afraid of him.” Shaely especially. “And he looked so young, like one of us. Did you introduce me to him earlier?”
“No, he wasn’t here earlier.” Landon tucked his envelopes away. “He’s a little older than he looks. I wouldn’t say he likes it, but it doesn’t bother him that people react that way. He does his own thing and doesn’t go out of his way to be everyone’s best friend. He’s very powerful, and I’m more than a little grateful that he’s on our side.”
“I swear I’ve seen him before. I just can’t remember when.”
A long pause settled between them before Landon finally answered. “He’s in the Makai. He’s extremely loyal and neither Victor nor myself would hesitate to give our lives for him. He’s probably saved all of us more times than anyone can count.”
“Sounds dangerous if everyone needs saving that many times.”
“It’s not always dangerous if you’re careful and know what’s going on, but you can’t always watch your back. Another thing, we’re not to be discussing it like this. The Makai is a very private organization. Most everything we do is done anonymously. To talk about it in the open exhibits poor conduct and extreme disrespect.”
Tristan nodded. The subject of the Makai dropped as they headed back toward the fire.
“You should be done with Angelina’s class about lunchtime, here in the clearing, if you want to arrange something with Shaely.”
Tristan grinned at the thought. “Can I?”
Landon nodded, but didn’t look too happy about it. “You don’t need permission, just be smart about it and don’t leave the boundaries we set up for you.”
* * *
Tristan and Landon left Victor and Alvi to their die-hard music fans and walked back to the cabin in silence.
Landon lit the oil lamp, just inside the front door.
Tristan opened the envelope with Donovan’s seal. “Says to meet at Te Hono-i-Wairua.”
“It’s the same place we stopped at on the way in. No one is allowed to transport into his teaching area, so he’ll have the trail marked with small torches before and after class. You can hike up with the other students at the trailhead—I’d expect two, maybe three people at the most.”
“Starts at 9:30. At night, right?”
Landon nodded. “He’ll probably keep you ‘til midnight at least. Remember the fire pit? He uses the fire. Your other class won’t start until just before noon, so you have plenty of time to sleep in if you want.”
Tristan opened the other notice to confirm the time for himself. “Will I need anything?”
Landon took the paper and quickly skimmed. “Doesn’t look like it. You’ll meet at Grumpy’s for Basic Principles, probably outside if the weather’s decent. You remember the way?”
Tristan nodded.
“Victor and I will see you soon, within a few days if not tomorrow. Explore wherever you want and you’ll fit right in once you get to know the regulars. You’ll be fine.”
Tristan nodded, looking forward to seeing Shaely again. Meeting her almost made up for being pranked all night.
“Don’t forget to keep yourself hydrated. We’re at a much higher elevation than what you’re used to.”
“Got it.” Tristan pulled down a glass from a cupboard. “Thanks for having me.”
* * *
Tristan lay on his bed and stared at the ceiling, bringing back the image of the man delivering the class announcements; angular shadows chiseled by orange firelight. The man couldn’t be older than twenty-five, and had such an intense, yet unemotional expression. Eleonora said he was beautiful to look at, and hard as a mountain to talk to. He’d forgotten the conversation until now, and still couldn’t remember when he’d seen the man before.
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- BASIC PRINCIPLES -
WARM SUNLIGHT FLOODED the cabin, stirring the clean scent of spring flowers from the thick bed coverings. Tristan ran his fingers along the bare logs of the wall beside him, sanded smooth and oiled, comforted by the fact that the work appeared handcrafted. Somehow, the idea made the cabin seem more real, that it wasn’t just a figment of someone’s imagination.
This had been William’s cabin, a man supposedly possessed by a ghost named Jacques. Tristan shuddered at the thought.
His muscles were still a bit stiff when he slid out of bed, but his cuts and scrapes had healed, and after a quick shower, he made up his mind to stop dwelling on who was trying to make his life difficult, and who may or may not be hanging around as Jacques’ replacement in ghost form.
What did it matter if he didn’t fit in? Landon and Victor would be his friends. And he had Shaely to look forward to.
Just the thought of seeing her again put a smile on his face and made his heart beat a little faster.
In Grumpy’s clearing, picnic tables sat in random locations and a matted circle of grass, from where the stage and water tank had been, was the only evidence of the previous day’s events. A single structure hunkered down toward the back of the clearing—a simple A-framed cabin painted a rustic red.
Several groups of kids and adults enjoyed the crisp spring sunshine. Some played basketball while others gathered on picnic blankets. Groups of boys were having stunt contests, jumping from the cliff and cheering from below. He recognized Stanley among the older kids and a few of the others from the night before.
He gave slight waves whenever anyone noticed him.
A plump, older woman exited the A-framed cabin with a wide, shallow, bright blue box in her arms. She headed for the nearest table and set it down, skimming all the people in the clearing until her steely gray eyes settled on him. “Tristan, I presume?”
Tristan nodded, embarrassment coloring his cheeks. He took a breath and tried to walk casually to meet her.
She looked like a very pleasant kindergarten teacher, wearing faded jeans and a long, earth-tone sweater. “Yeah, I’m Tristan.”
“I’m Angelina.” She held out her hand and Tristan was relieved to find her fingers warm and gentle. “We’ll do lots of fun things, I’m sure you’ll enjoy the class.”
Tristan stuffed his hands back in his pockets and glanced at the youngest kids chasing each other through the meadow, desperate to come up with a positive response. Surely Angelina would know his history, and he wouldn’t have to explain.
Too bad the class was taking place is such a public place, where everyone would be able to see what he was doing.
“We all have to begin somewhere,” she said as she pulled stacks of coloring books from the box. “I’d teach you one on one, but I’m quite busy raising my own family.”
“I understand.” Would Shaely show up after his class? She’d said she’d do her best to make it, but he didn’t even think about bringing food.... What would they do to pass the time?
Angelina clapped her hands and her voice rang out. “Come along, everyone. Let’s get started.”
The youngest children ran from various parts of the clearing, hurling themselves at the woman with hugs. Mothers stayed behind, gathering into groups of their own. He tried not to notice if they were looking at him, but he did, and they were.
“It’s so wonderful to see you all here. Most of you know me, but for those who don’t, I’m Angelina.”
Tristan squirmed uncomfortably, towering over everyone except Angelina. Why had he assumed everyone was new? He was probably the only one who didn’t have a clue.
“Find a place to sit,” she directed in a singsong tone.
The children responded quickly, some standing on the benches for a better view of what she had in the box. They barely guarded their thoughts.
Tristan focused on tuning them out and heard an adult conversation, drawing his attention to a table of parents near the creek. Some were reading books, others had sewing projects. At least they have guards on him, but I still don’t think it’s safe to put him with the children.
I know! What if he has another accident? How many was it?
Guards? Tristan stared at the group of women. Did Landon and Victor have to warn everyone? He jerked at the touch of a hand on his shoulder, his breath jolting with panic.
Angelina leaped back.
“Oh my word, you scared me!” She laughed, patting her chest where her heart would be, then motioned for him to sit. “You must have been thinking too hard to hear me. Sit! Please!”
“There’s a guard on me?” He should have waited until he didn’t have an audience.
“Now why would you—” Angelina glanced at Stanley, who was standing near the basketball court, trying to look inconspicuous, and he knew the answer. She put a hand on his shoulder and dropped her voice to a whisper. “You’re very new to this way of thinking. With your age and inexperience, you might have strength and speed that I can’t stop. We’ll see how you do over the next few days, then we can make changes if it bothers you.”
Tristan shut his eyes and nodded. “Makes sense.”
Stanley was probably waiting for him to lash out.
Parents got back to whatever they were doing, pretending not to gawk. What could he do? Nothing. He sat on the edge of the bench, careful not to touch the poor child fated to sit next to him.
“The number one rule is that no forces shall be used against anyone, or your parents will be notified immediately and you’ll risk being expelled.”
Tristan stared at the table with his hands clasped in his lap. The whole concept was almost comical in a way. The children seemed honestly worried at the thought of their parents taking them from class. It was preschool through and through, but with deadly possibilities. How did anyone survive sibling rivalry? Who would teach the kids who got expelled?
“Tristan?”
Tristan straightened his spine, then scrunched back down to blend better. It was no use.
“Pay attention.” Angelina continued speaking after he nodded his apology. “We don’t want anyone getting hurt, so there will be no objects flying through the air, directed towards anyone. There will be no disrespectfulness, rude behavior, or teasing of any kind. We are all here to learn and have fun.”
She withdrew a folder from the box and handed each person a white sheet of paper with a triangle, square, and circle printed on it. She then placed a large tin of crayons and colored markers where everyone could reach. The kids got excited and grabbed for good colors.
“Ah ah ah….” Angelina chided, waving her index finger at the kids. “No fingers.”
The children slumped to their seats with cute pouts that made Tristan smile.
“You have permission to use your mind.”
Tristan straightened with sudden interest. Crayons and colored pens leaped from the tin, colliding in a mass of chaos before landing on papers in front of each child. The crayon he chose seemed to travel down an invisible slope in the wrong direction. He snatched it before it could get out of reach and looked around to see what would happen next. None of the children noticed and most began coloring on their papers. While talking to each other.
“Try and notice the properties,” Angelina said, standing beside him. “Memorize what you see, then control the pattern as a single object.”
“They’re doing all that?”
“They’re not trying to analyze the process, so it’s easier for them. Crayons without wrappers are less troublesome, due to the lack of additional properties to consider. Ink pens are the most challenging, due to the combination of plastic, ink, and felt. You’ll sell yourself short if you start relying on the air to carry the crayon for you—that’s what we call cheating. Understand the concept?”
“Not really.” He watched crayons and markers coloring shapes in large squiggles, without being held by anyone. Without strings or magnetic trickery. No one stayed in the pre-drawn lines, reckless and carefree.
Tristan stared at his crayon, trying to incorporate Gram’s instructions in manipulating the deck of cards. It hovered toward the waiting circle, then shattered into dust, spilling out of its wrapper like sand from an hourglass. Mortified, he shook off the mess under the table before anyone might see.
“Try again, without so much pressure.” Angelina smiled pleasantly and walked on.
Pressure? Tristan stared at the tin of crayons and markers, feeling like a hopeless giant in a world of fragile things. Would Stanley report everything he did to Landon and Victor?
The children were becoming restless, trading pictures with each other. Angelina brought out a stack of colored paper, scissors, and glue. “For those of you wanting to move on, you may cut out your shapes and glue them to new paper. Remember,” she sang, “no fingers!”
She was giving the children blades? Metal scissors danced in the air, snapping open and shut, inches from little fingers keeping the paper steady. Scraps flew in all directions like tiny snowflakes.
“Tristan, I need your help with something.”
Tristan glanced up at Angelina, relieved to be called away from the mayhem.
“Since I cannot read your mind, like the others, you’ll have to actually tell me what’s going on. Do you truly not wish to learn something here?”
Tristan opened and closed his mouth. How could he explain? “I just feel a little silly is all.”
“These children couldn’t care less about what you’re doing or not doing, and you’re not even trying. Don’t you see the bigger picture?”
“I guess not.” All he could think of was how embarrassing it would be for Landon and Victor to hear he was failing kindergarten on the first day. What if Shaely showed up early and saw what kind of class he was in?
“You must learn how to control objects in order to make them work for you. It could be a crayon, which is more fun for the children, or an axe, which would be more practical for an adult. The concept is the same once you understand the essentials, and I really don’t want axes and trees flying around with the little ones.”
“You don’t think the scissors are dangerous?”
“They won’t cut more than paper. Take some supplies home and practice on your own. And please, things will get tougher if you start cheating—so do yourself a favor and try in earnest. I expect you to take advantage of my time, so don’t hesitate to ask for help if you don’t understand something.”
“How can you cheat at something like this?”
“If you solidify the air, you can move anything stuck within it.”
Tristan glanced back at the table. How would anyone know? “Why is that cheating?”
“Because, if you have an object frozen in the center of an ice cube, and use the ice cube to move the object, you learn nothing about the object itself.”
“Okay, so, we’re learning about objects, not the act of moving them.”
She smiled politely, settling with a nod. “That’s fine for now.”
Tristan followed her back to the table.
“I think we’re done for the day,” she announced to the class in her singsong, kindergarten voice. “I’ll see you tomorrow, same time, same place.”
Tristan watched the children run to their parents, carrying their art projects with pride.
Angelina cleared her throat, getting his attention. “You could help me clean up if you like.”
“Sure.” Tristan sopped up spilled glue and recapped markers while Angelina re-stacked paper. She handed him a collection of supplies in a plastic bag.
“Ordinarily, I don’t give homework. But in your case, I expect something by tomorrow. No cheating.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“For heaven’s sake, call me Angelina.”
Tristan nodded, then smiled in earnest when he spotted Shaely by the cliff.
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- SUPERVISED VISITATION -
SHAELY SEEMED TO GLOW with radiant sunshine, wearing a summery white dress. Her golden hair flowed in waves over tanned shoulders. Her face brightened even more when she saw him.
Tristan stuffed the bag of art supplies in his back pocket and hurried to meet her. She pulled items from a basket as he approached, setting up a picnic, and he barely noticed the man standing next to her until he grabbed her wrist.
Tristan glanced at Stanley, curious if he would step in if necessary, if guard duty was strictly for protecting the children in his class, or if he was responsible for everyone’s safety. But Stanley seemed occupied with someone else, quarreling over something.
The man stood a full foot taller than Tristan and had a glare that could likely set the trees on fire. He unloaded the full force of his anger on Tristan. “You harm one hair on Shaely....”
Tristan held up his hands, feeling a little relieved until he thought about it. How much did people know about him? Did he have to explain what happened to everyone he met?
The man turned back to Shaely. “Five minutes to say goodbye. That’s it.”
“You can’t control me. I’ll take as long as I want.” She rolled her eyes and mouthed a silent apology to Tristan.
“This is going too far,” the man hissed, turning his back on Tristan. “We have our proof, let’s get on with it.”
“You don’t know a damned thing.”
The man said something Tristan couldn’t catch, then stomped off to the nearest picnic table.
“I’m so sorry,” Shaely said. “He’s not usually so...rude.”
“One of your brothers?”
“Yes. Just ignore him.” She trailed her fingers down his chest, fingering the poncho. “This is such a beautiful design. What’s it made of?”
Tristan laughed, doing his best to keep still under her touch. “Yarn would be my best guess.”
She glanced up with a confused frown on her brow. “Someone put a lot of time into making this, and you don’t know anything about it?”
Tristan shrugged, shaking his head.
She sighed, then waved him to the blanket. “Have a seat. I hope you like pasta. Or turkey. I have cheese and crackers and lunch meats if that sounds better.”
“You’re...amazing.” Tristan stopped his hand an inch from the side of her face, then glanced at her big brother towering nearby. Before he could step back, she threw herself into him, planting her lips hard against his. His eyes grew wide and he pried her away, expecting her brother to rush to her rescue.
She looked hurt, or embarrassed, and turned away.
“Hey,” Tristan gently forced her to look at him. “I like you. A lot. But your brother would kill me....”
“He wouldn’t—” She stopped short of denying the rest. “You’re right. I guess I wanted to prove that he couldn’t stop me from liking you. Can we start over?”
“Can he go away?”
“I wish.” She rubbed her bare arms and shivered. “I’ll have to dress warmer next time.”
“I think you look beautiful.” Tristan cringed. Did he really just say that out loud?
“Ah, thanks!” She sat down on the blanket and handed Tristan half a sandwich. “So how was your first day in class? Are you the teacher’s aide?”
His heart fell to the pit of his stomach as he considered all the possible answers. “I’m...not the teacher’s aide. Just a student.”
She almost laughed, then must have changed her mind. “Well, you’re either really bad or....”
Tristan dropped his gaze. He should have known better than telling her the truth.
“I’m sorry. Sometimes I just say stuff. Can we start over again?”
Tristan smiled and shrugged. “We all have to start somewhere, right?”
“I suppose. So, what’s the story?”
“I’m not bad. Well, maybe I am.” Tristan raked his fingers through his hair. Why couldn’t they just be friends without asking personal questions? “I’ve just never had formal lessons. That’s why I’m here.”
“Sorry but, how do you grow up and not know this stuff?”
Tristan swallowed hard, debating how bad it would be if he said he had to go. “I didn’t know this stuff was possible until just recently, because I’d never met anyone who could do it.” He risked a look, startled to see her deep blue eyes brimming with tears.
“Is that why Stanley is so protective of you?”
“Stanley?” That shocked him even more. He glanced at Stanley, who was ready to leap into action if necessary. “I just met him last night.” Tristan sighed, then took one of Shaely’s hands in his. “Stanley is...maybe we just shouldn’t see each other.”
“Why?”
“Stanley’s here to make sure I don’t hurt anyone, just like your brother.”
“So, you are dangerous? Half the time I think....”
“I’m not—” Tristan took a breath and started over. “Maybe I am. But it’s not because I’m mean, or because I have anger issues. I just don’t know enough to know what I’m doing, or what I’m not doing. I don’t even know what’s really possible yet.”
“Serious?”
He closed his eyes and bowed his head, then whispered in case his history wasn’t as well-known as it seemed. “There was an accident a few weeks ago—some people were hurt.” He didn’t dare confess to murder. He brought her knuckles to his lips and pleaded for her to understand. “I just need to learn the basics, so I can be aware and control all this mental stuff. I don’t want to hurt anyone by accident—especially you.”
She stared at him for an uncomfortable amount of time. “I believe you.”
“Good.” Tristan smiled gratefully. “Can I see you again? Or is that just way too much to ask...?”
“I’ll make you a deal.” She grinned. “Let me wear your poncho for tonight, and I’ll return it to you tomorrow.”
Tristan shook his head before she could finish.
“Please? It’s freezing up here!”
He couldn’t tell if she was joking or not, or where all the sudden bells of alarm and red flags were coming from. “It’s the only warm thing I have, and I live here—”
“But it’s sexy and totally makes me think of you.”
Tristan blushed, but not even that would make him give up the poncho. It was part of him now. “It’s not sexy. It’s itchy and smells like mothballs. It probably hasn’t been washed in decades.”
They both turned to her brother, who’d apparently decided he’d seen enough. “He’s not giving it to you. Let’s go.”
“I told you to stay out of this! I can take care of myself.”
“I should be going anyway,” Tristan said, so as not to be in the middle. “I have homework and I need to figure out my evening class.... Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow?”
“Sure!” Shaely said over her brother’s, “No.”
Tristan resisted the urge to touch her face, her cheeks flushed pink with anger. So different from Dorian. A pang of guilt tightened in his chest for comparing the two. He glanced at her brother and took a step back. “I’m sorry we didn’t have time to eat.”
“Maybe tomorrow,” she said, smirking. “If you’re lucky.”
Her brother gripped her arm and yanked her back. Tristan felt a stab of pure hatred and almost took a step forward, right before Stanley plowed into him.
Shaely and her brother vanished before he hit the ground.
Tristan spat out grass and dirt, coughing to catch the breath that had been knocked out of him. “What the heck was that for?”
“You were heading for trouble,” Stanley said.
“He was attacking her! Didn’t you see what he did to her arm? He’s a total jerk.”
“Jerk doesn’t mean kill.”
“That’s low. I can’t believe you think—wait. You don’t, do you?”
Stanley didn’t answer, cocking an eyebrow instead.
“I get it.” Tristan took another deep breath, determined not to lose his temper. Everyone in the clearing seemed to be waiting for something terrible to happen. “I’m sorry you have guard duty, and I understand you can’t hesitate. But I wouldn’t have....” Tristan scratched his head and thought about it. “I don’t think I would have....”
“I would’ve considered it.” Stanley cracked a smile and offered Tristan a hand up. “He’s a serious ass. And she has a seriously nice one. But being you’re on probation, you better think about your actions at all times.”
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- HISTORY -
TRISTAN SPUN THE SICKLY shade of blue crayon against a flat rock to keep its point sharp, sitting on the ground where he’d met Eleonora. He’d tried checking in for a quick visit, determined to forget about Shaely’s brother, Angelina’s class, and Stanley, only to find she wasn’t at home. Or maybe she just didn’t want to see him. Or maybe she was gone like she said she’d be.
The paper Angelina gave him wouldn’t hold more than a single layer of color, and the color itself had no real richness, but he found that pressing in actual flakes of wax helped for depth. He studied his attempt at recreating one of the ghost buildings from the pile of rubble that had once been Darnell.
To the best of his knowledge, he didn’t cheat, though he probably didn’t need to put so much into it. But the art was to prove himself capable. Not only for Angelina, or himself, but for the faith Landon and Victor showed in bringing him here in the first place. Anyone who saw his assignments would know he was taking the class seriously. And luckily, he already knew how to construct a decent picture.
Daylight settled into a dull dusk, robbing the forest of color, reminding him that he really needed a watch if he was expected to be somewhere at a certain time. He returned to his cabin and looked for something to eat, unable to find the form Victor mentioned for groceries, and settled on water before hiking to the trailhead to wait for his classmates.
An hour passed and just when he decided he’d waited long enough, two boys dressed for hiking emerged from the trailhead to Grumpy’s.
“Donovan’s class?” Tristan asked, relieved to see they were at least his age.
“Yep. I’m Travis, this here’s Henry.” They continued onward together, following the trail of small oil lamps flickering every twenty feet. “Guess we all have the same sentence.”
“How’s that?”
“Not only is it history,” Henry explained, “but Donovan!”
“He’s not so bad,” Tristan said, thinking of Landon’s opinions and his own intuition. He still couldn’t recall a time when he’d actually met the man, but there was definitely a connection.
“According to who?” Travis asked. Both boys studied the forest as if someone might be watching. “Nobody likes him.”
“My sister thinks he’s tall, dark, and creepy,” Henry added.
Tristan listened halfheartedly, unwilling to express his own fears about the class, which had nothing to do with the rumors they were going by. They walked in an awkward silence until they saw a tower of flames alighting the rock wall and branches of surrounding trees.
Te Hono-i-Wairua.
Tristan stopped, grateful to have the poncho covering his nervous hands. Travis and Henry stopped with him.
“You’re late.”
They all heard the voice, but Donovan was nowhere in sight. Travis and Henry glanced at each other apologetically and shrugged, stepping into the clearing.
Tristan strained to see beyond the light of fire. Would he be sucked into another vision if he stepped in? Was he among friends if he did?
“I will not tolerate such blatant disrespect.” Donovan stepped into the ring of firelight and waited.
Tristan steadied his nerves.
Donovan wasn’t an enemy to be feared if Landon and Victor would give their lives for him. He was a good man, taking time from his life to teach others, even if kids like Henry and Travis didn’t appreciate it.
If some sort of vision made him unaware of reality, Donovan wouldn’t let anything happen. Not to one of his students. The worst thing that might happen would be making a fool of himself. Which wouldn’t be the first time.
He stepped into the clearing and let the tension in his shoulders melt away when nothing happened, then sat on a log near the fire.
“You all know who I am and I obviously know you, so I shan’t fritter away anyone’s time with irrelevant introductions. You will find the fire an aide to visualization. Look deep, and see upon the time of which I’m about to tell. If you cannot, feel free to leave.”
Henry and Travis glanced nervously at each other and back again to the fire. As Donovan began speaking, flames lashed out in the form of a lush, panoramic countryside.
“1618. Explorers from England sailed to Africa, looking for goods to sell in the New World. With the rumors of gold, they climbed into the mountains of Morocco and discovered a tribe known as the Shironac. The peaceful tribe had never encountered white men before, and willingly took them in, showing and explaining all their ways of life.”
Tristan stared in awe at the walkways strung high in the canopy of trees. They traveled into a cave where miles of tunnels connected small villages, well lit and warm during the harsh winters. Somehow, the fire was creating an interactive, living rendition of history and Donovan’s voice guided the way.
Tristan noticed the brilliant stars above, briefly distracted by the thought that they were underground moments ago.
Donovan’s voice faded to background garble, and Tristan found himself standing in a village of stone, in a different era with no hint of peripheral firelight in the outer reaches of buildings.
A damp breeze circled from the harbor, clinging to his thin shirt, his hair, leaving a salty flavor on his tongue. He made a vow to himself: he would own the night from this moment on.
Music and laughter echoed through the streets, along with the clickidy-clack of horse hooves and the rumble of steel-plated wagon wheels. Tristan wove through the crowd, oddly too aware of each person. He could smell everything, delicious and foul, and pinpointed each source with remarkable accuracy.
The thought made Tristan recoil, but he continued on, unable to stop or change his direction in this strange vision.
Couples socialized in festive gatherings. Musicians played on platforms as people danced in and out of pubs and cafés, some carrying trays of drinks and food.
Power rolled from his fingertips in waves, cunning, maliciously resentful, and more evil-minded than comprehension would allow.
Tristan gagged, suddenly knowing the thoughts and feelings weren’t his.
He fought to escape the mental confinement, lured by a scent with a hint of magnolia. He slipped into an alley, barely the width of his own shoulders, and emerged onto a dirt track. A large brick house with pillar shrubs and iron gates stood before him.
A young woman sat alone in the center of a formal rose garden, waiting for someone. Tristan walked through the labyrinth of trimmed hedges without taking his eyes from the woman.
Long black hair, which she normally wore up, hung in loose curls around her radiant, rose-colored cheeks. Velvet fabric cascaded over the bench like midnight water. The high lace collar did little to cover her neck and chest. Her eyes shimmered with glassy tears.
She rose to her feet; a perfection of grace and beauty. “Why are you here?” Her voice, like a choir of angels, filled his empty soul with love and hope. “I thought we had an understanding.”
Tristan tried to look behind him, confused as to why he was so involved with this place. “Your soul calls to mine,” he heard himself say with a heavy French accent. He touched her soft cheek with his fingertips, breathing in her scent, and brought a dark curl of hair to his lips.
She stepped back after a noticeable hesitation. “We cannot be seen together. You’re French. I’m English. It will never work. Besides, my father has arranged for me to marry another.”
“Why do you care what others would think of our love?”
Wild jealousy and hatred toward a perfect stranger, who would hold her lovely hand in his place, boiled rage in his blood. He tightened his will and tried to contain this newfound power he’d acquired.
“I must do as my father wishes,” she said, turning her beautiful eyes away. “You must leave. Before the one I am to marry finds you here.”
“Let him.”
“I won’t cause myself more grief,” she cried, nearly frantic. “You must go—especially if you love me.”
“If you believe I will step aside for another man....” He caught her arm as she tried to get away and pulled her close. “You were not meant for anyone but me,” he whispered between clenched teeth. “You know this better than your father.”
She twisted in his arms, but he held her firm with her back to his chest. He buried his face in her hair, drawn to the textures of delicate lace and the scent of her flesh beneath.
The sudden rush of blood flooding his mouth broke the spell.
Tristan forced himself away from Donovan’s fire, his stomach revolting in rhythmic heaves. But even away from the fire, the vision continued.
A tall man ran toward him, shouting something in a foreign language. French. A heated argument carried on, apparently about the woman lying limp in his arms and the mansion behind them.
Fury and resentment roared in his ears. With one hand, he flung the marble slab of the bench and crushed the man’s skull against the trunk of a tree with a satisfying thud. No regrets.
He looked down at the wilting woman, seeing only the blood pulsing from her neck.
“What have you done? That was your father!” she whispered, her tender lips as pale as her moon-lit skin. “What has happened to you?”
He kissed her forehead, nose, lips, her ear when she turned away from him, then went back to the weakening pulse of blood flowing from her neck.
Pain lashed through the back of his skull.
Tristan blinked in the darkness, unable to take in a breath. The flames of Donovan’s fire faded in and out. Something solid hit his side, sending him flying to a rolling stop against the base of the rock wall. He scrambled to get to his feet, only to be run over a third time.
He stayed on his side, gasping painfully for air. Real or imagined, he would drown in the thick blood choking his throat.
“How dare you,” Donovan said, barely audible. “Of all my memories, that’s the one that will get you killed.”
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- PAYBACK -
A HEAVY NUMBNESS crushed Tristan to the ground. His lungs still refused to take in air. Travis and Henry sat frozen like statues, staring at a fire so small, it barely lit their faces.
“For years....” Donovan’s barely controlled voice shook with rage. “It’s taken nearly a century to bury that night!” He grabbed hold of Tristan’s arms, lifted him off the ground, and pinned him against the rock wall.
You invade my most private memories. A knife sliced through Tristan’s mind with Donovan’s sharp voice. I plan to take back every last detail.
There was no way to respond.
Maybe, Donovan said, with a sick sense of politeness, if you can’t comprehend what you’ve done in words, I shall change the lesson for this evening and demonstrate.
The pain in his head throbbed with images from his own life, flashing with the speed of a strobe light. The chaos stopped suddenly, contorting into a thin line of vertical light. The smell of musty cardboard and stomach acid constricted his breathing as he reached for a wadded blanket to cover his head.
He was a child, folding himself into a good hiding place.
Dim light shone through a patchwork of yellowed shipping tape, the only thing keeping the sides of the box together. He held still and waited.
“Tristan!” His mother’s voice filled him with dread. “Stop this nonsense. I just need to talk to you.” Little brat, one of these days you’ll get every bit of what you deserve. “You’re not in trouble, honey.”
The thudding footsteps came closer.
Where does that kid hide? Maybe he left. Serves him right if he gets hit by a car.
With a click of the light switch, the slit of light beyond tape became brighter. Tristan closed his eyes to make his hiding spot better.
The closet door slid open with a squeaky rumble.
“Where’d this come from?” The blanket he hid under was lifted slightly, then dropped with a scratchy thud. I don’t have time for this. She left the closet door open and turned off the light. “I have to go to work. You’re on your own.” She called from down the hall. He heard the backdoor slide open. “Tristan?” Oh well, Thomas will have to deal with him.
Thomas was his father’s name, so he had to be three years old or less.
Donovan growled to himself. I was looking for something a little more…. Images flashed and Tristan realized with shock that Donovan was inducing memories.
Frozen scenes lasted for split-seconds at a time, stopping without warning. Walls and furniture were a blur, blood rushed to his head with the entire world spinning faster and faster. Someone spun him in circles by his feet, he heard himself scream in high-pitched terror.
This organization is horrendous, how can you remember anything in this mess?
Why would he ever want to remember this stuff?
Memories sped up, then Tristan was sitting in his mother’s lap, looking at a neighborhood street from a living room window. Her hand rubbed his back in gentle circles.
“Just think,” she said softly. “By this time tomorrow, everything will have changed. A little work on the brakes and life will be back to normal in no time. Everything will be perfect.”
Tristan stayed absolutely still, clinging to his mother. He tried to remember all the rules, so as not to end the moment.
Touching, commented Donovan, but clearly misplaced. Flashes continued as Tristan’s head pulsed with each fierce heartbeat. Interesting, there’s a link. Guilt?
Tristan saw a man who must have been his father.
His eyes were blue with hints of brown streaks, just like Tristan’s, and his hair was a disheveled mess. The man buckled Tristan into a car seat and had just kissed him on the forehead when Tristan reached for the thick glasses.
The man was too fast, shut the door, and got in the driver’s seat before starting the engine. He raised the volume on the radio, then twisted around to smile at Tristan.
It was the clearest image he’d ever seen of his father.
The car picked up speed in a hurry and his father spoke, glancing occasionally through the rearview mirror. “It’s time we took some evasive actions. I have a plan, but you can’t tell anyone. I know you won’t, since you don’t talk much. But things will get better, I promise. We’ll have a new life.” No one will follow us, not even your mother.
The scene went black.
You’ve been invading people’s privacy since childhood, without respect, without a shred of consideration. Other memories flashed by. No system, no organization, meaningless…. It’s a wonder you can remember your own name.
Tristan desperately wanted to see his father again, ignoring Donovan completely. Flashes lasted a little longer and he got glimpses of just about everything he’d made a conscious effort to forget.
A clipper ship made of toothpicks and joint compound was tinted blue by a flapping tarp, surrounded by a clutter of dirty household belongings in the back of his mom’s truck. The tarp broke free and the ship lifted in the wind, sailing to its destruction on a lonely road in the middle of nowhere.
This is the one, Tristan yelled. Go back!
Garbage.
Tristan gave up.
It was dark, with only a strange shape of illuminated orange hovering in front of him. He was hiding behind a stack of life vests, coolers, and grocery bags.
“Come on, Gloria. The boy needs to learn to swim. It’s not safe in a boat if you can’t swim.”
A man and his mother talked quietly, but Tristan heard every word. Why couldn’t they just leave him at home like they usually did?
“Let him be,” said his mother. “He can wear a vest and I’m not in the mood to start anything with him right now. He’s out of the way, isn’t he?”
Tristan leaned to the side, watching her tie back her hair with a sheer, lime-green scarf that matched her bikini.
“You should trust me on this,” the man said. “I myself learned to swim in this very same lake.”
Tristan leaned to see the man. He sat against the sidewall of the boat, soaking in the sun with his arms out wide. His skin was darkly tanned, hairy, and a beer belly hung over his puke-green swim trunks. Gold chains with various medallions glared in the sun. He took a swig from an oversized, dark bottle held in one hand, then puffed on a cigar held loosely by the other.
“No one used life jackets back then.” He flicked the last of his cigar into the lake. “The kid has to learn—he’ll grow up to be a sissy if he doesn’t.”
“If you say so.” His mother tossed the bottle of tropical tanning oil and stretched to reach a cigarette. “Tristan, could you come out for a minute? We need to ask you something.”
There was no way Tristan was going out. He grabbed a life vest and put it on as they started removing the things that kept him out of sight. The man reached in and caught his wrist.
“There you go,” he said, full of cheery happiness. “Here’s the plan. You’re going to learn to swim today! It’s nice and deep, so don’t be afraid of hitting your head at the bottom.”
“I don’t want to.” He heard the feeble attempt in his voice to sound indifferent.
“Nonsense! Everybody knows how to swim! It comes natural for children and the older you get, the harder it will be to learn. I recommend you do it now.”
“You can’t make me!” Tristan leaped over a red and white cooler. His heart raced but there was nowhere to run. How could he escape the boat in the middle of a lake? Even if he did manage to swim, he couldn’t swim to shore.
“Don’t be afraid. You’ll love it!” The man caught him around the waist. “You’ll thank me later, I know you will. I don’t know a single person in the world who doesn’t love swimming.”
Tristan kicked and screamed, unable to break the man’s hold.
“Pretty soon, you’ll be fighting to stay in the water. Trust me.”
The man hurled Tristan overboard.
His belly smacked the water first. The life jacket was too big and not tied—it slipped away from his scrawny arms as the weight of his shoes pulled him down.
He wished he’d thought to take a breath, rather than spend his last precious seconds screaming.
The cold water stung his skin as he watched the rippling waves expand from the bottom of the rocking boat, making fascinating reflections of light. The life jacket bobbed at the surface.
I could swim away. They would think I drowned and leave me here.
It was a perfect plan. Better than anything he’d ever thought of his whole life. It was thrilling! Ambition, happiness, hope....
Panic set in as he tried to follow through with the plan, in desperate need of a breath. He gave up kicking sideways and kicked for the surface, but the action seemed to make him sink faster.
Grasses tangled around his ankles and the visibility lessened. He stilled himself, settling to the bottom, waiting until he was sure to have enough spring to propel himself to the surface for air.
But the ground wasn’t at all what he’d expected. His feet shot through the silty muck and the suction increased the more he kicked. An icy sensation filled his lungs, burning through his nostrils. Fatigue weighed like lead in his muscles and he stilled again. The bottom of the boat was still visible, but dimming as the silent calmness returned.
In a way, he was glad to be stuck. Glad to not go on.
Nothing in your pathetic existence is adequate.
Tristan dropped to the ground, confused about the air—if he should attempt breathing or not. The pressure around him flowed away.
“You are nothing to me. Get out of my forest.” The dark silhouette of Donovan came closer. “Should I see you here again,” he whispered, inches from Tristan’s ear, “I will kill you.”
Tristan kept absolutely still while Donovan drew a line down the length of his neck. Before he could shut his eyes, the leather strap with the Cyanea coral was jerked away.
Donovan took a step back. “It was mine to begin with.”
Tristan stared as Donovan strolled to the other side of the fire.
“What are you waiting for?” Donovan shouted. “Leave this place before I decide to kill you now!”
The flames became brighter, blocking the man from sight.
Travis and Henry were still oblivious to everything, dangerously close to being engulfed by the fire. Tristan rubbed at the cut on his neck, where the leather cord had sliced into his flesh. His fingertips came away sticky with blood.
“Now!” Donovan shouted.
Hot flames lashed higher in the night sky.
Tristan ran.
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- LOST BOYS -
TRISTAN CHARGED THROUGH THE FOREST as fast as his legs could fling him. There were no lamps to light his way, but some instinct kept him from smacking into trees. Only luck would get him to his cabin in the dark of night.
Memories continued flashing in his mind. Some he wanted to grab hold of, like ones of his father, and others he couldn’t turn away from if he tried. How could he forget so much of his own life? If only he could sort through them all—he never imagined answers to so many questions could be buried somewhere in his own head.
But unseen monsters snatched at his heels.
Loose leaves rolled behind him, caught in his wake, breathing something sticky against his neck. An apparition of the leaf creature swooping down the rock wall blurred his path. Rustling grew into a roar, drowning out the careless noise he made while crashing through the forest.
It was insane. Something had to change.
Tristan clung to trees while memories he didn’t recognize exploded in short bursts, then ran while his eyes could focus on something real. Attacks came in nauseating waves, overriding reality. He should have been home hours ago if he was heading in the right direction.
Tristan glanced over his shoulder to see if he was alone, dreary and exhausted, only to trip over the uneven ground. He tumbled down a steep embankment, yanked to a stop when the poncho snagged on a branch. He slipped out of it and fell hard to his back, then remained motionless, afraid to make a sound, stunned by the sudden rush of cold seeping through his skin.
Shadows filled the blackness above him.
He’d have to face Donovan to find the trail home. But for now, distance was a higher priority. He rolled to his hands and knees and trudged on, knowing the direction would only make him more lost, leading him farther from the safety of his cabin.
Would Landon and Victor side with Donovan? Would he have to walk for two days to be free of the boundary? Would Donovan be the first person to show up if he tripped some invisible alarm?
The view of the valley appeared with the thought; rugged mountain peaks covered with snow, surrounding a crater of wilderness. He plunged onward through wiry brush, flinging up his hands when unseen, sharp branches scraped at his face.
The acrid flavor of blood coated his mouth, tainted each breath. The harder he thought about the class, before everything went wrong, the less it made sense. The less he could remember.
Focusing on the darkness seemed to help though, allowing reality to be a touch stronger than what his mind saw.
A shift in the shadows caught his attention. Tristan walked slower, unsure if it was real, hoping to identify the shape before his concentration broke. A quiet sniffling drew him away from his straight-line course, toward a child huddled in a tight ball near a thick wall of brush.
“What are you doing out here?” Tristan asked, in case the figure wasn’t a figment of his imagination.
The boy jerked his head up, his glassy eyes wide with fright. Tear-soaked mud streaked his cheeks and he clutched a small ball in his hands. When the boy’s gaze darted toward the darkness, Tristan noticed the rounded silhouette between trees: a large black dog sat with its fangs bared.
“Okay,” Tristan said softly. “I see it.” At least he hoped he did. He never would have seen the danger if the boy hadn’t looked at it. The thought drove a spike of fear in his exhausted bones. “Stand up nice and slow,” Tristan said to the boy, not taking his eyes from the dog.
The boy got to his feet and the dog stood as well, growling on the verge of attack. Its breath made angry puffs of steam in the frigid air and when its lips curled back, pointy fangs shone bright and sharp. The boy quickly sat back down and the dog responded by doing the same.
“Heh.” Tristan held his hair out of his face, willing all distractions away, moving slowly to stand between the dog and boy. Landon hadn’t mentioned any dangers to look out for, except to stay on the trails. He’d only seen squirrels and birds...the occasional deer. “We’ll both make a run for it. If it attacks, I’ll stop it. So if you hear something chasing you, it’ll be me, not the dog. Got it?”
The boy nodded, wiped his nose with his sleeve, and got to his feet. The dog did the same, growling as it had before.
“Run,” Tristan whispered, barely audible even to himself.
The boy took off behind him and the dog lunged in pursuit, roaring vicious growls that might have been barks. Tristan faced the raging beast and caught it with a cage, much like the gloved hand that had caught him before he hit the water of the so-called puddle.
He made sure there was air within the bubble, and solidified every wall to keep it from collapsing. The dog gave a muffled yelp as it bashed its head against the thick barrier, unable to stop in time. It circled and clawed furiously in different places, searching for weak spots to dig its way out.
A nauseous wave drove Tristan against the nearest tree for support—the memory of falling from the cliff to the puddle too real in his mind, making his stomach lurch. He shoved the sensation back down and ran half-dazed to catch up with the boy, trying not to analyze how he’d captured the beast. The cage had started out as water, but as a solid, did it turn into glass? Ice? Clear plastic like the dolphin tank from the carnival? Would it last long enough for them to escape?
“Wait!” Tristan called. He gave up the chase and bent over to catch his breath. He’d been running for half the night before the encounter with the boy, and that little burst of adrenalin was long gone. Images flickering in his vision seemed less debilitating as the surroundings lightened with dawn.
Ahead, the boy stopped to wait, but didn’t come closer. His clothing hung in shreds and his hair, the color of dirt, nearly covered his eyes. He seemed coated head to toe with mud.
Tristan dropped to his knees and rolled to his back with exhaustion. He felt for the coral at his neck and cringed, reminded of Donovan. Waves of images pulsed with agony. His muscles cramped and he rolled to his side, clutching his head.
The boy watched curiously from a distance.
Tristan focused on him, desperate to regain control of his mind. “What are you doing out here?”
The boy stayed half-hidden behind a tree and kept silent.
“Do you live around here?” Tristan squeezed his eyes shut as a pale-blue wall of glass bulged outward, exploding as he turned and tripped over a helpless child. He grabbed hold of the boy and shielded him from shards of glass and water that never came.
Tristan heard himself gasp in frustration and got to his hands and knees, searching for the boy. He had to stay focused on something real. The boy hadn’t moved an inch. “Do you have any idea where we are?” Tristan stood, demanding his feet to move forward. “You must be...what...eight?”
The boy backed away as Tristan approached, gathering more speed with each step.
“I don’t know my way out of the woods,” Tristan said, not daring to slow his pace once he got moving. If the boy didn’t trust him by now, he wouldn’t. “Do you have a name?” He walked past the cautious boy, concentrating on what might be a trail. “No reason we shouldn’t keep going the same way, right?”
The boy remained silent.
Tristan sought the image of his father in the car and instantly regretted it. Like an open flood gate, emotions from each memory poured into him as he waded through the endless barrage. He couldn’t face them, couldn’t ignore them, how was he supposed to get a handle on it? Aggravation and confusion made it impossible to think.
Landon and Victor were sure to ask how the class went. He’d have to lie, or admit he couldn’t remember.
His mind whirled around Ireland, around times so far back, he must have been in a stroller. The lake where he almost drowned. Someone must have saved him, but it wouldn’t have been his mother.
He glanced over his shoulder to make sure the boy was still with him, barely able to tell the difference between what was real and what wasn’t. “Are you there?”
How would he protect the kid if he couldn’t see straight? He guessed wrong on which trees were real and recognized the trail to the cliff house on Dorian’s island. Get a grip, he said to himself, testing the nearest tree to see if he could lean against it.
The kid came into focus, keeping his usual distance.
“Sorry.” Tristan rested his head against a solid tree, determined not to lie down. He had to stay awake until they were both safe. “I’m having some problems, but we need to keep moving, okay?”
The boy didn’t move, didn’t make a sound.
“If we get separated—” Tristan sucked in a breath as darkness swallowed the area. Dorian stared at him with tears in her eyes. Large raindrops were washing away the mud on her beautiful face. He blinked hard, pushing the memory away. “I won’t be able to find you.”
Tristan turned before the boy might see the fear in his eyes. He was in no condition to do anything if the boy actually needed him. Their best chance would be to find a house, or someone who knew their way around.
He picked up the pace, embracing the stabs of slicing thorns to keep him in the present. Skin-deep pain wasn’t enough to keep his mind from shifting. His memories would surely get him and the boy killed.
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- NO LIGHT AT THE END -
TRISTAN PLOWED THROUGH THE TALL GRASS along the creek’s edge. Images and voices overlapped each other, creating a transparent, chaos-clouded reality. He was in sensory overload, with everything too scrambled to keep separate.
He concentrated on trees that didn’t flash, following the consistent sound of water flowing on his right.
The back of a building came into view, with an A-framed roof and an immense field of grass. Grumpy’s.
Tristan followed the creek until it became the waterfall, bringing the puddle below into focus. The man’s voice from the boat on the lake repeated on an endless track. Everyone knows how to swim.
The man meant nothing, but he felt the need to prove he could swim, the need to prove he hadn’t grown up to be weak and helpless. But maybe he had. There were too many fears keeping him from being himself. He’d never fit in if he didn’t start facing a few.
The water fell effortlessly over the ledge, so easy and natural.
He should wait until there were other people around, in case he couldn’t make it out, or somehow missed the current that had carried him to safety the first time.
But this was something he needed to prove to himself, not to a crowd.
Tristan shut his eyes, letting images of schoolboy pranks override the puddle. A cry echoed overhead, drawing his gaze upward to see the flight of his falcon, gliding to a nearby branch.
Now you come, Tristan thought in disgust, unsure if the bird was real or imagined.
“What are you doing out here?” Landon stood beside him, taking in the peaceful setting with his hands clasped behind his back. “I figured you’d be sleeping in.”
Tristan felt calmer at the edge, having made a decision. There was no way to explain what he was going through.
“I was following your falcon,” Landon continued, breaking the awkward silence. “It is the same one, isn’t it?”
Tristan looked for the bird, but it had flown away. He nodded, seeing it as a sign that Landon could be trusted. “Do I have to stay in Darnell?”
“Why would you want to go?” Landon studied Tristan, his face tightening to a serious frown. Only then did Tristan notice how torn up his arms had become, caked with dried blood. “What happened?”
“I’m not doing well here.” His voice trembled. He focused on the last place he’d seen the falcon, hoping Landon wouldn’t hear so much weakness in his voice. “I like Shaely and Angelina and Eleonora, and you guys of course, but I just can’t handle things. I don’t know where to go, but there’s no way I can stay.”
“We wouldn’t force you to stay against your will, but...don’t you like the cabin?”
“It’s not the cabin. It’s Donovan.” There was no other way to explain.
“There was a meeting this morning. Donovan resigned.”
“Good riddance.”
“What happened?”
“I can’t remember—” The tears he’d been holding back finally ran down his cheeks. Who cared if Landon thought he was a big crybaby?
He sat down and wrapped his arms around his knees.
“One minute we were all staring at the fire, he was talking about who knows what, and the next thing I know, I couldn’t move. I couldn’t ask why. I don’t know what he did, but something’s seriously wrong in my head. I can’t see straight or think straight. Every single little memory keeps popping up in my head, things I’d forgotten...I didn’t know half of it existed.”
Landon glanced across the creek, then back to Tristan.
“He wanted me to learn something. But I—I learned I could’ve prevented my father’s death. I would have had an entirely different life if I would’ve said something. It’s my fault he’s dead. What was the point of making me remember that?”
Landon stared wide-eyed and speechless.
“My mother told me exactly how things were about to change. My father had plans to take me away from her. She must have figured out he was leaving. I knew there’d be something wrong with the car and I was too self-centered to follow it though and say something.
“You were a baby,” Landon said. “There was nothing you could’ve done.”
“If I’d used words, he would’ve believed me. But I kept my mouth shut! Why didn’t I speak?” Tristan clenched his tangled hair in his fists. “Something’s wrong with me. I see things that look real, over and over, and even though I know they happened a long time ago, I can’t be sure what the current reality is. But my dad...he should be alive, not me.”
“You can’t hold yourself responsible for him. You were too young.”
“I know it’s not logical, I really do. That’s why I’m jumping.”
“Jump? Now? You can’t swim.”
“I drowned when I was young.” Tristan looked up at Landon, willing him to see his pain and torment. “I remember the silence. Peaceful and calm. That’s all I want—peace. And I believe it’s in the water with every fiber of my being.”
Landon shook his head. His mouth opened, but no words came.
“I can help you.”
Tristan spun to his feet, facing the dark voice of his nightmares. Donovan. “No way.” He shook his head, backing toward the cliff.
“I can’t do it, Tristan,” Landon said. “Whatever’s going on is definitely beyond what I know.”
“It will be done quickly,” Donovan said.
“No.” Tristan glanced behind him to judge the distance to the cliff. He only had four, maybe five feet to go. “I won’t let you!” Tristan looked to Landon for protection, feeling small and childish for his cowardly behavior. “He can’t do this, can he?” The same suffocating pressure squeezed his body, dropping him breathless to his knees.
Tristan squeezed his eyes shut. How could he fight something he couldn’t see? He inched his way toward the edge of the cliff, determined to end his suffering on his own terms, shielding himself with everything he could think of.
Steel, fire, ice, concrete a mile thick.
“Keep him still,” Donovan ordered.
Tristan locked eyes with Landon. Whose side would he choose? His heart sank with the realization. Landon owed Donovan much more than he owed him. Tristan turned away, lunging for the cliff as Landon grabbed hold of him from behind, wrapping his arms around his chest.
“I’m sorry, Tristan. I’m not betraying you, I promise.”
Tristan fought harder to break Landon’s restraining hold.
He’d never survive anywhere if he couldn’t trust anyone. Even the falcon had led him to believe Landon was trustworthy. “Don’t let him do this.” Boulders fell over his head. He knew it was just a memory, but his need to survive kicked in and he screamed, almost breaking free.
“Fight him, Landon,” Donovan demanded. “Knowing his emotions doesn’t make them yours.”
“You don’t understand!” Tristan stopped struggling, his strength and will to fight depleting by the second. “I can’t take this craziness anymore. Let me go already, or just kill me and get it over with.”
“Close your eyes,” Landon said. “I won’t leave you.”
Tristan squeezed his eyes shut, determined to keep his shields strong. All the tension seemed to melt into the ground, or into Landon, he wasn’t sure which.
“It’s why I’m leaving,” Donovan said.
“He’s been like this all night?”
“Perhaps. He did something I didn’t expect, and it got out of control.”
“So you did this to him on purpose?”
“Something about him brings forth an aggressive instinct that I can’t explain. I felt it at Alvi’s little gathering and when he arrived for class. Even now. The only thing keeping him alive is the fact that I promised Alpheus I wouldn’t kill him without consent. But I’m telling you, he’s hiding something in that guise of naive innocence, and I must say it’s hidden well....
“In my quest to unravel this strange quality about him, I merely added myself to the list of unfortunate experiences. I’ve lost a certain perspective with you young people and for that, I am truly sorry. But this, I did not consider this sort of ongoing reaction to my investigation.”
“We can relocate him,” Landon said, tightening his grip around Tristan’s arms and chest.
“It’s better for everyone if he remains here. I’ll simply stay away from him. He won’t remember what happened.”
Tristan felt the poncho cover him like a blanket and relaxed against the instant warmth of it, suddenly uninterested in the conversation and mentally drifting away.
“But...what if all these memory wipes are making him less stable? How many times—”
“I’m merely putting memories where he won’t find them.”
“Won’t he wonder about all these cuts and scrapes? How can we hide—” Landon stopped speaking. The only thing remaining on Tristan’s flesh was dried blood; the wounds had healed. “How can that be?”
“It gets more interesting than that. I swear his skull cracked, along with a few ribs. Yet, I find no evidence of that fact.”
They both remained silent for a brief time. Tristan couldn’t open his eyes.
“How long will you be gone?”
“As long as required. One more thing. There’s a boy I need you to research. Jessie had him cornered until Tristan came along. He’s watching us now, standing by the creek at the tree line.”
Tristan felt Landon’s body shift toward the creek. Not the boy! He’d hoped the child had been able to get away, but now he was in more danger than ever.
Tristan tried to fight, but not one single muscle would twitch.
“Tristan is not permitted to leave these grounds without an escort. Take him home and convince him to stay if he remembers the desire to flee. And while I would always caution you against fully trusting anyone, he could use a friend.”
An icy grip cooled his cheeks, words echoed in his head. A command. Open your eyes.
Tristan’s eyelids fluttered open against his will, locking on eyes with blue-brown streaks that mirrored his own. You will not recall anything from meeting Travis and Henry on the trail to right this second. History class is cancelled.
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- THE TRUTH HURTS -
SOMETHING RAPPED AGAINST Tristan’s door. His eyes opened halfway and the resemblance of “come in” fell from his lips, flat against his pillow.
When the knocking grew more impatient, he shuffled toward the door, keeping the thick blanket wrapped around himself, wondering why Landon and Victor couldn’t just make his life easy and let themselves in.
He shaded his eyes from the full force of daylight, surprised to see a woman standing on his porch. He stared with a vacant expression until her name popped into his head: Angelina.
“Hi,” Tristan said, unsure why she would come to his house, embarrassed he couldn’t think of her name sooner. He took a step back, opening the door wider. “Would you like to come in?”
“I only have a minute.” Angelina scowled at him. “You haven’t been asleep all day, have you?”
Tristan pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders. He didn’t dare test the state of his hair. “I’m—” His mind went blank and he leaned out of reach when she attempted to feel his forehead.
“You missed class—I’ve just come from there.”
“Oh. Sorry.”
“Did you at least do your homework before staying out all night?”
Was he out all night? “Homework. Yes.” Tristan made his way to the table with the blanket dragging behind him, glad he could at least remember where he left the crayon drawing. He handed over the scene of what Darnell might’ve looked like in its prime, centered on one building.
Angelina studied the page for several uncomfortable moments. “May I keep it?”
Tristan shrugged, unable to determine if she approved or not. Did it matter? Maybe he should have done all the buildings instead of just the one. Still, the building itself was dang good considering the materials he’d been given.
“I assume you’ll be in class tomorrow?”
“Sure.” He watched her rush toward Eleonora’s, tucking the page into her handbag. Only then did he notice someone had cleared the trail for him.
He lay back down, sinking into another black oblivion. It seemed like no time had passed at all when someone started banging on the door again.
“Go away,” Tristan grumbled from under his pillow, wondering if he’d earned a hangover by drinking again.
The door opened and Victor stepped in, followed by Landon. “Rise and shine, little camper, we’re playing today.”
Tristan pulled his pillow back over his head and groaned. “I’m not awake.”
“You’ve seriously slept long enough,” Landon said irritably. “We’ve given you two full days to get caught up.”
“Two days?”
“Yes. Get in the shower and Victor will make you breakfast.”
Victor took the pillow away from Tristan’s head and tossed it to the foot of the bed. “It’s almost noon. Get up!”
Tristan dragged himself to the shower, quickening his pace when he remembered he had class. Had he missed a second time? Maybe he’d only dreamt about Angelina coming for his homework after the first missed class.
A tall glass of water, a mug of hot chocolate, and a plate of scrambled eggs and sausage waited for him at the table. “I can’t go out, I have class.”
“It’s the weekend. No classes ‘til Monday.”
“Oh.” Tristan poked at his eggs. As much as he wanted to stay in bed, he wanted to go to class, and wondered if Shaely would meet him on a regular basis. Would her brother always come along? If he missed her twice already, maybe she wouldn’t be back at all.
“You need to eat, Tristan,” Landon said. “Even if you don’t feel like it.”
“I know. I’m just...off.” Tristan took a bite and marveled at the mouthwatering sensation. “I don’t remember food tasting so good.”
Victor laughed. “Depends on what you’re used to, I guess. I’ll take it as a compliment.”
“We’re hiking up the mountain to do some fishing. I have flies and poles, Victor has all the food taken care of. We could even make it an overnighter if you want. Just the three of us.”
“Sounds great.” Maybe food really was all he needed. He finished his plate and put on the poncho.
“If we decide to camp, we can pop back for extra clothes. That way we won’t have to carry the weight.”
Just as Tristan opened the front door to go, three men were stepping onto the porch. Landon and Victor froze.
“Don’t tell us you were trying to sneak him away...,” one of the men stated. “You knew we wanted to question him.”
Tristan glanced from the men standing on his porch to Landon and Victor, deciding to keep his mouth shut.
Two of the men were wearing dark gray suits, the third had a dark blue, collared shirt with tan slacks.
“You didn’t say when,” Victor said. “We had the day off, so we thought we’d have some fun. You know how it is—gotta take advantage of time when it’s available.”
“We’ll ask our questions and if he still has available time, you can do whatever you want with him.”
Tristan glanced at Victor, unable to read any clues in the look he was giving.
“Go ahead,” Victor finally said. “Get it over with.”
Landon sighed and took a step back, allowing the men entry.
“Don’t worry, kid. Just a few quick questions.”
Tristan let them in, then yelped as the final man hit his arm. It wasn’t a friendly gesture, but a pinprick of something that penetrated his skin through the poncho.
The colors in the room brightened as Victor tackled the man, both slamming against the door.
Tristan rubbed at the burn spreading in his arm, blinking in what seemed like slow motion.
The second man pulled a gun on Landon, who seemed focused on the first man.
“Tristan is under our protection,” Landon said in a flat tone. “You all know that.”
“He’s involved in a local matter, we have every right.”
“Not to drug him, you don’t. Name your time and place and we’ll make sure he’s there.”
“Are you afraid he’s guilty, or that he might spill some secrets?”
“He’s not guilty and I won’t allow him to answer any questions while under the influence of your serum.”
Tristan opened his mouth and shut it when Landon glared at him.
“You put your gun away and I’ll put my knife away,” Victor said, holding a long blade at the third man’s throat.
“How ‘bout this,” said the man with the gun. “I’ll ask questions one at a time, and if you agree it’s relevant to our case, he can answer. If you decide he shouldn’t answer a certain question, we’ll set a date for a more formal, supervised questioning.”
“Why not arrange formal questioning in the first place?” Landon asked.
“We just want information right now, we’re not pointing any fingers.”
Tristan watched Landon and Victor, probably as they discussed the situation mentally. “Questions about what?” he finally asked.
“Murder.”
Tristan felt the blood drain from his face, adding to the queasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. “It was an accident, I swear.”
“Tristan,” Landon said quickly. “This has nothing to do with Ireland. Got it?”
Tristan almost shook his head. What else could it be about, if it was about murder?
“Don’t answer any question unless I say it’s okay, understand?”
Tristan nodded, then stepped back as Victor released the man and put his knife away.
“My name is Jared. How do you feel?” asked the man after he put his gun away. He lowered himself onto the couch and pulled a small notebook from his suit jacket.
Tristan looked at Landon, who nodded. “Terrible.”
“The serum should only last about fifteen minutes. Do you know Stanley Patterson?”
Landon nodded.
“I know a Stanley. He was on my team at the party.... That Stanley?” Tristan glanced at Victor, who nodded once.
“Was that the last time you saw him?”
Landon seemed to think about that one, then nodded.
“I saw him on my first day of class. He was, apparently, there to guard me. Or to put it better, he was there to guard everyone from me.”
“And that would’ve made you angry—”
“I don’t want to be guarded—”
“Stop,” Landon said. “I don’t like where this is going.”
“It’s the truth!” Tristan said. “I didn’t know I wasn’t trusted and that parents would have issues over the safety of their children. Someone should’ve mentioned it.” Tristan glared at Landon, then reigned in his anger. “I’m not happy about it, but I can understand the need.”
Jared nodded. “We heard Stanley had to intervene with you and...what is her name?”
“Her name isn’t relevant,” Landon said quickly.
“We want to contact everyone who was in the clearing that day.”
“I’ll think about it,” Landon said.
“He thought I was going to get into it with her brother, but I wasn’t.”
“So you fought Stanley instead?”
“No! I was mad that he thought I’d attack someone, but he was just doing his job. He even agreed the guy was a jerk.”
The man looked skeptical, tapping a pencil against the notebook. “Those were his exact words?”
“No. He said the guy was an ass, but I had to be careful about responding because I was on probation. I can respect him for that.”
“Did you have anything to do with the theft of Victor’s tracker?”
Tristan glanced at Victor. “It was stolen?”
“The tracker isn’t relevant,” Landon said.
“It is if Stanley was onto him. Maybe he caught him with the goods?”
“Wait, I thought you said this was about murder.”
“Stanley was found dead just recently. Where were you two nights ago?”
“Stanley’s dead?” Tristan frowned. “You think I killed him?”
“We’re still investigating.”
Tristan looked at Landon, doing his best to recall any sense of time. He had none. Landon had to sense how confused he was, but nodded for him to answer the question. “I...I think I was with Eleonora. We were drinking. The days have been a blur....” The more he thought about it, the more it seemed like his evening with Eleonora was more than two days ago.
“If you need him to answer anything else, leave me a message,” Landon said. “We’re done.”
Victor opened the front door. Jared closed his notebook and stood from the couch. “I would like the girl’s name and her brother’s, as well as the names of all the students in Angelina’s class.”
“Shaely,” Tristan said without thinking. “I don’t know her brother’s name, but he scares the hell out of me.” Tristan cringed. “I didn’t mean to say that.”
“I’ll see what I can find out and let you know,” Landon said.
“If I find out you’re hindering the progress of this investigation....”
“Get out.”
“I didn’t kill Stanley,” Tristan shouted as they left. “You have to believe me!”
“They believe you,” Landon said, shutting the door. “They just don’t like us. That’s why they gave you the serum, so we couldn’t coerce you with a script.”
“But why would they think that I...how many people know about Ireland?”
“Not many.”
“Why didn’t you tell me I’d have a guard?”
“We didn’t want to make you nervous. Well, more nervous than you already were.”
Tristan nodded. “So who killed Stanley?”
“It’s not our investigation, but I’d be wanting to question Shaely’s brother. Do you know his name? Where they live?”
“No. But as far as he knows, Stanley stood up for him by taking me down. I don’t think he’d be upset by that, not enough to kill the guy.”
“I don’t want to ask you personal questions while you’re under the influence of this serum, but I would like to know....”
Dread clawed through every muscle. He could think of several secrets he’d kept from them, the biggest being the map Gwenna gave him the night she was murdered. The second being his quest to learn enough to steal the emerald back, then get the heck away from this place.
“Do you really want to go hiking with us?”
“I—” Of all things Landon could have asked, this was unexpected. He couldn’t answer without putting whatever friendship they had on the line.
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- FIRST CONTACT -
SHRIEKING METAL RIPPED through his nerves. For one terrifying breath, Tristan feared he was in Ireland—in the forest of dead trees with the wind and rain howling against him.
Whispers of the nightmare hovered over him as he searched the cabin for something that might have awakened him. He poured himself a mug of water and used a damp towel on his face and neck.
Landon and Victor had not taken his decline to hike personally, and they promised to check on him in the morning. He glanced outside to measure daylight, spotting something plunge into the bushes.
By the time Tristan got out the door and onto the front porch, whatever he’d seen was gone.
He sighed, debating the chance of it being some wild animal, and went back inside. A figure stood between the couch and his bed: Lazaro Sabbatini, grinning like a madman. Now we’re getting somewhere....
Tristan ran.
He pounded against Eleonora’s front door as slices in his bare feet left bloody smudge marks on her decking. She didn’t answer.
Why wasn’t Lazaro on his heels, trying to stop him? After all, Tristan had killed several of his men, and more than that were still trapped in stone. Lazaro believed the emerald could save them, and hadn’t bothered coming after Tristan when the emerald was thought to be lost in the ocean off the cliffs of Ireland.
Had he finally figured out that the emerald wasn’t there?
Tristan peeked around the corner of Eleonora’s cabin, eyeing the freshly cut trail. Sharp branches and jagged shrub trunks protruded upward from the ground, nothing that would have mattered if he’d had shoes on.
Lazaro wouldn’t need a trail; he’d probably just pop up wherever he wanted. How could a person escape something like that? His only chance was to find Landon and Victor.
He made a run for Grumpy’s, halfway there before he remembered he could do the same thing—pop up wherever he wanted to go. He slowed his pace and searched the dense forest, recalling the details near the picnic table Angelina used for class.
What would happen if he didn’t remember the location exactly right? This was no time to start doubting himself. He wasn’t even sure if there was still an emergency going on—Lazaro was nowhere in sight.
He shut his eyes and made the transfer, thrown into a state of panic when a tornado of light spun him away.
Clashing sounds and intense brightness swirled around him, except the peripheral light to his right, which remained steady. Tristan tried to shut his eyes, tried to pull away or shrink into himself as one of the blinding orbs changed directions, stopping within an inch of his face.
He couldn’t run, his body wouldn’t move. If he could even call it that. He looked for his hands, his feet, just as blinded by the concentrated light of himself. Unless it wasn’t himself. But it made him wonder, and he studied each of the orbs to find some sort of human resemblance. The more he focused on seeing into the lights, the louder and more burning the sensations became.
Something made him think of the ruined map hidden at the bottom of his backpack, buried beneath his clothes in the dresser. There were answers in it; Gwenna had said as much. He made up his mind to recreate what he could remember on paper, so he could study it without being consumed by it.
The thought confused him—why on Earth would he make such a plan at a time like this?
Could it be an actual place he was in? A state of mind maybe? He reached out curiously with his fingertips to touch the source of light in front of him. The orb backed away as a painful pressure crackled around his shoulders.
Tristan gasped for air, dropping to his knees in the wave of sudden darkness. He blinked it away, letting his eyes adjust, clutching at the pain in his head.
People he didn’t recognize gathered around him. But he was finally in the right spot—he could see the A-frame in the distance. “I need Landon or Victor.”
Someone put a wool blanket over his shoulders and Tristan drew it tight, settling onto his heels before deciding he may as well lie down. Two things echoed in his mind—he had to draw that map as soon as possible and Lazaro knew where he lived.
“Tristan?”
Something cold touched his forehead. Tristan opened his eyes, flooded with relief to see Landon. Victor too. “He’s here.”
Who? asked Landon. Don’t answer out loud.
Lazaro.
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- VISITING GHOSTS -
TRISTAN SLUMPED ON THE COUCH in his cabin with the suffocating silence. Of course, Lazaro Sabbatini had left no trace of himself in the cabin. Landon and Victor thought he’d imagined the whole thing, that if Lazaro really had made an appearance, alarms would have notified at least twenty people.
There wasn’t much he could say to that, except maybe it wasn’t Lazaro. He took his empty glass to the sink, deciding to put the matter behind him, when he thought he heard a dry whisper.
“Hello?” Tristan searched the bathroom, sweeping aside the curtain from the shower stall. Landon and Victor had only been gone for a few minutes.
How delightful! You can hear me.
“Who’s here?” A bone-chilling cold seeped through his skin.
Interesting question.
Tristan opened the front door, expecting Landon or Victor. But they wouldn’t pull a prank like this, would they? He searched under his bed and in the bigger cabinets. Someone had to be playing a joke on him.
The voice spoke low and soft. Have a seat at the table.
Tristan sat, unable to pinpoint the source of the voice.
Thank you, it said pleasantly. Now that I have a proper amount of attention, remember Ireland? Those men who fell dead at your feet?
“Landon?” Fear consumed his thinking and he couldn’t breathe. “Victor?”
I want you to try something, continued the voice. Pick one of those men. Invite him to your table.
“It was dark.” If it wasn’t Lazaro.... What if it was the voice of God? “I couldn’t see any faces, they were just shadows.” Maybe it was the ghost Eleonora had mentioned—the one who supposedly took Jacques’ place?
So many men, killed so easily. Yet, you didn’t look them in the eye and see who they were? Despicable.
A translucent middle-aged man appeared in the chair across the table. He had a peaceful, oddly blank expression.
Allow me to make some introductions. Sylvester Argus William Shantrel. For more than thirty years, this man served me faithfully.
Tristan sucked in a breath, too afraid to ask whom the ghost had served so faithfully. Lazaro? The Devil? God? The figure shimmered pale-green, but didn’t cast any light against the wall behind him.
He had three beautiful children and a lovely wife. I doubt they will get over his death anytime soon. Terribly sad. Friends used to call him Gargy.
Tristan remembered the name called from the tower. The ghost dissipated and a second man appeared.
Patrick Alexander Rockwell. Most of his family and friends knew him as Rocky. He had a wife who was pregnant at the time, but has since miscarried. Her life will never be the same—not without her true love. And now, she doesn’t even have his child to move on with.
Guilt consumed his soul. A third figure appeared.
Tristan turned his head and shut his eyes.
Wyatt Ray Livingston. He had a wife, too. They had an exceptionally gifted child who was devastated when he heard the news of his father’s death.
“Stop!” Tristan covered his face. “I didn’t know what I was doing. It was dark.”
That hardly matters to the living. The voice was gentle and cruel at the same time.
“They attacked.” He tried to remember how the action had been justified by the adults in his life at the time; Alpheus and Gram. Even Landon and Victor. “It was self-defense.”
Those families don’t care why or how, or what excuses you might come up with to make yourself feel better. Those men are dead. Because of you.
“Why are you telling me this?” Tristan pushed himself away from the table. “I can’t change what happened.”
They should not be forgotten.
“I haven’t forgotten!”
I feel an obligation to help you through this difficult time in your life.
Tristan sank to the floor in the corner of the kitchen. He’d always known that night would haunt him. The night he became an uncontrolled killer.
The night he became a monster.
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- A FISHY GETAWAY -
TRISTAN LEAPED TO HIS FEET when someone knocked at the door. He straightened the poncho on his shoulders and quickly splashed water on his face. The front door opened and he spun from the sink, trying to look like nothing was going on.
Landed entered the cabin, followed by Victor.
“Give me a minute.” Tristan rushed to the bathroom and locked himself in.
“You okay?” Landon asked through the door. “We could do something else if you want.”
He’d forgotten about the rescheduled hike. “No, that’s okay. Anything outside is good.” He ran his fingers through his hair and tried to pull himself together. But even to him, the kid in the mirror looked terrible.
“Bad dreams?” Victor asked.
“Yeah, that’s it.” It had to be. He opened the door and couldn’t quite meet Landon’s gaze. “I’ll be fine.” He leaned away as Landon tried to touch him, almost tripping over a kitchen chair. “I said I’m fine.”
“Probably just side effects,” Victor said, opening the refrigerator. “Haven’t you filled out the paperwork?”
“Paperwork?” Tristan’s heart pounded faster. “Side effects from what?”
“I’ll make sure they send you food,” Victor said.
“We found traces of Salvia in your blood. Who gave it to you, Shaely?”
“What? No!”
“It’s a drug. I wouldn’t advise taking it again.”
“You actually think I’m taking some sort of drug?” When they didn’t respond, Tristan continued, relieved to finally lash out after cowering all night. “I’ll admit to stealing prescription painkillers that weren’t meant for me, months ago, but it wasn’t for fun. Why would I take—what was it again?”
“Salvia Divinorum is a hallucinogenic. It makes you see things that aren’t there, makes you paranoid, irritable, dizzy, gives you headaches...the list goes on.”
“If you didn’t take it on purpose,” Landon said calmly, “someone slipped you some.”
“The only drug someone slipped me was that damned truth serum! First murder, now this?”
“Let’s make a deal,” Victor said. “We won’t bring it up again if you agree not to eat or drink anything that doesn’t come from me, Landon, or your own house.”
Tristan scowled. Shaely had offered him food, but as far as he could remember, he hadn’t eaten any of it. He kept his mouth shut. “Someone’s been out to get me since that first night.” Probably karma, after what he did in Ireland. “What am I supposed to do?”
Landon sighed. “Nothing, for now. Keep your head down, your eyes open. We’re looking into it, and we’re also making preparations to relocate you if it gets worse. Be careful who you trust.”
Tristan nodded. Hallucinating all night was better than the alternative. “We’re still going out, aren’t we?”
Victor grinned. “You might do better if you got some sleep, but I’m game!”
“He’s right, you do need some sleep. Are you sure you’re up for this?”
“I can’t imagine getting to sleep and I’d rather be anywhere than here.” Not to mention he felt safer in their company. He ran his fingers through his hair again, forcing it out of his face. “Fresh air would be great. Really.”
“Okay,” Landon said. “We’ll hike as planned.” He found an empty water bottle stashed in a drawer next to the sink and handed it to Tristan. “We have brunch food packed out front, and we’ll swing by Victor’s house for dinner on the way down.”
* * *
Landon and Victor carried the entire conversation as they hiked through the quiet forest. Sunbeams of light warmed low patches of greenery. Tristan slowed with the overwhelming weight of someone keeping pace with them.
But the only way a person could stay hidden would be to transport themselves from one wide tree to the next, with the undergrowth being so low to the ground.
Landon and Victor waited for him at the top of a hill.
“You’re welcome to go with us if you want.”
“Sure. Wait. What?” Tristan asked. He’d lost track of what they’d been talking about.
“I wondered if you were listening.” Landon started walking again.
“What are the chances of Lazaro being out here?”
“Lazaro?” Landon and Victor spun to face him, making him regret the question.
“Yeah. Here…right now.”
“Now.” Victor scanned the forest with a skeptical grin on his face. “It’s not possible. Everyone would be notified, for one thing.” They started walking again.
Tristan followed, looking over his shoulder. “But what if nobody knew?”
“He can’t come within forty miles in any direction.”
“Why not?” Tristan jogged a few paces to stay close, nearly twisting his ankles on rounded boulders.
“We usually don’t discuss security out in the open, but I’ve got to tell you, this entire area is drenched in it,” Victor said proudly. “I have hardware concealed in the trees, rocks, bird nests...with files containing DNA records of Lazaro and all his people that we’re aware of. Not to mention a few hundred other people that need not be mentioned. If anyone registered in the threat list sets one foot in this area, immediate alarms go off. Sort of like the tracker. It’s a fail-proof system.”
“Is there anyone around? Natives maybe? Donovan?”
“No!” Landon stopped abruptly and scanned the forest for himself. “Stop worrying.”
“Maybe underground?”
“You’re driving yourself insane! There is no one here. Stop thinking about Lazaro and—”
Victor put a hand on Landon’s shoulder. “Walk away, man. You’re letting him get to you.”
Landon’s jaw clenched, then relaxed. “You’re right.” He took a quick breath and shuddered before continuing onward in silence.
“So what he’s saying is,” Victor continued, “you need to learn to relax if you’re going to survive out here. We know for a fact that Lazaro is in Austria.”
“Was he there all night?” Tristan whispered to keep Landon from hearing.
“As far as I know, yes.”
A small house came into view, just beyond a meadow of waist-high grass. It had a rock foundation and stained wood for siding. They walked single file along a dirt trail to the front porch.
“This is Landon’s abode,” Victor said with a flourish, handing Tristan a rope of red licorice. “We’re picking up the fly rods.”
Inside the house, an oversized reading chair sat in a corner, half-hidden behind three coffee tables piled with books about Egypt. Shelves lined most of the walls, holding books and complicated trinkets he couldn’t identify. There were several world globes and Tristan casually looked for Austria.
Landon came from a back room, carrying a backpack over one shoulder and a pair of hiking shoes. “Sorry about losing my temper. I try not to let that happen.”
Tristan nodded, silent as Landon switched his shoes.
“I’m sure we can come up with a decent pair of hikers if you plan on doing a lot of walking. Heck, you need a decent pair now.”
Tristan glanced at the holey sneakers he’d worn for the past several years.
“We’ll let Alvi take you clothes shopping,” Victor added cheerfully. “She loves that stuff.”
They’d given him so much already: a house, food...and there were things he’d want to buy before upgrading his clothing. Like a watch, a calendar, and a pencil sharpener. “Any chance I could get a job?”
“Take a few months to get settled, then you can see how much time you have for a job.”
Tristan sighed and followed them outside.
They took a trail that circled the house toward the back, past a pile of firewood and a few other trailheads, and walked on a level terrain for forty-five minutes in silence.
Landon stopped to remove his backpack and drank some water. Victor did the same.
“Are we here?” Tristan asked, drinking the end of his own water.
“Almost,” Landon whispered. “From here, we go stealth.”
Tristan glanced at Victor, who winked. “Go ahead, I’ll set up base camp.”
Tristan followed Landon to a crystal-clear, shallow river. Landon knelt down, signaling for Tristan to do the same, and pulled a pair of miniature binoculars from his shirt pocket. He aimed it upstream for a few minutes, then motioned Tristan to stay low as they retraced their steps back to Victor’s camp. Three chairs surrounded a small campfire.
“What’s on the menu?” Victor asked.
“Grasshoppers.” Landon held up a small glass jar with a large bug inside. He handed the container to Tristan and unfolded a canvas roll from his backpack, attaching braces and poles until it became a small table. “Welcome to art of fly tying.”
Tristan brightened as Landon set up two stations, making a pile of materials for each. He studied the striped wings and long antennae of the grasshopper, and looked questioningly at the pile of random fur and feathers on the table.
“He knows what he’s doing,” Victor said. “But let me know if you want a short cut.”
Landon rolled his eyes. “If you can’t handle the hunt, stay in the kitchen.”
“I can rise more fish with my eyes closed.”
“But can you hook ‘em?”
“You release everything anyway, why injure the poor things?”
Landon rolled his eyes again and laughed. “This is why he doesn’t get invited very often. He’s lucky he can cook.”
“Yeah, well....” Victor frowned, then shrugged and went back to seasoning a glass tray of steaks.
“There are plenty of other bugs working the surface, but grasshoppers will be the best to start with.” Landon snipped the barb from a hook and handed it to Tristan, along with a file. “Smooth out the rough edges.”
Tristan imitated Landon throughout the entire process of making the fly, laughing at Victor’s commentary.
“Grasshoppers tend to float high and they’re nice and big, which makes them visually easy to follow in the water. Ready?”
Victor looked at his watch. “You could’ve been on the water half an hour ago if you would have used your brains. Or you could’ve just altered the colors on what you already have to match the hatch, but nooooo.”
“Match the hatch?” Tristan asked, lost in the lingo.
“Each species has its own color going on, and since we caught a live specimen, we know exactly what color of grasshopper is working the water today.”
“I know for a fact that you have at least twenty never-used grasshoppers in your stash. How do you think they feel? Always left behind, never good enough....”
Tristan chuckled and helped Landon put everything away.
“It’s the journey, not the destination.” Landon removed two rolls of burlap from the pack and handed one to Tristan, then pocketed a few other items before heading back the way they’d come. “We’ll start downriver and hike upstream, so the spot we were just at will be the last hole we fish. It’s my favorite, and usually a fun one to end on.”
Victor gave a thumbs up when Tristan glanced back.
“He really doesn’t mind staying behind?” Tristan asked.
“Nah. Don’t be surprised if he shows up later though, he doesn’t always sit well.”
“How come we’re going this way?” Tristan asked, as they headed farther from the river.
“The fish will know we’re here if we make too much noise along the bank, so we’ll circle around.”
They walked for twenty minutes before merging onto a rocky beach. Rounded rocks from pale green to pink sparkled in the shallow water.
“Stay back here until we’re ready.” Landon unrolled his bundle and motioned for Tristan to do the same. They assembled five-piece rods, attached the reels, and strung the lines for each. “The ideal thing about this particular beach is that there’s plenty of casting room. You don’t want to cast too close to the water because you’ll spook the fish. Word gets around, then no one bites for the next hour.”
There was a casting lesson, during which Tristan developed the basic feel of the rod. He could not ‘feel the fly’ as Landon said he should, but didn’t stop trying.
“Ready for water?”
“Yes!” Tristan soaked in the warmth of the sun, his only regret being that he hadn’t wanted to come out the first time they’d offered.
“Watch first,” Landon whispered, putting a finger to his lips. “I’ll do one cast, then you can have the hole.”
Tristan nodded and watched Landon stalk the river. He stopped a good distance from the water’s edge and knelt to one knee, letting out more line on each whip of the rod. The grasshopper-fly landed on the bank of the other side.
Tristan suspected he’d overshot the river, but Landon lifted the tip of his rod slowly, until the grasshopper fell off the bank and hit the water with a bit of grass and dirt. It drifted for a few seconds while Landon pulled in the slack.
A fish erupted from the water and Landon flicked the rod to set the hook. He stood and called for Tristan to come. “Better hurry if you want to see it.”
“We don’t have to be quiet?”
“I think it’s safe to say that all the fish in this hole know we’re here now.”
Tristan stood over Landon, watching him remove the hook with ease. The fish had to be a solid eighteen inches long and sparkled with a metallic range of colors. “How can a fish that big survive in such shallow water?” Tristan looked for signs of other fish, spotting nothing.
“It’s best to fish the banks for the big ones. There are thousands of little guys in the middle, but then you waste a bunch of time keeping them off the hook. Nothing destroys a fly quicker than being munched on over and over.” He held the fish underwater for a few moments, then it darted back to the bank, disappearing in the shadows and reflections.
“Do you ever eat them?”
“I don’t really care for fish. They taste too….” Landon glanced to the sky, searching for the right word. “Fishy. Even with Victor’s talent for cooking.”
Tristan laughed and agreed, thinking of all the fish he forced down while on Dorian’s island.
“Your turn. Walk up to the next hole when you’re ready, and put your fly anywhere in the water. Keep up the slack or you’ll miss strikes. Don’t beat the water. If nothing happens within five casts, keep moving. I’ll skip a few holes so you can have first dibs; there’s plenty of water for both of us. And, if you need something, don’t yell. Just call me mentally.”
Tristan waited until Landon vanished before casting into the water. Within three attempts, he’d snapped the line and got his hook snagged on the only stub of a tree within twenty feet.
He knotted the line back together and kept trying, curious as to why his grasshopper wouldn’t float. Fly fishing was definitely harder than it looked. Eventually, he lost the fly altogether.
Content to call it quits, he reeled in the remaining tangles and walked quietly until he spotted Landon. He sat on a log to admire how easy Landon made it seem.
Why do you suppose he doesn’t just put the fly where he wants it?
Tristan jolted upright, hearing the same voice he’d heard all night long.
Better yet, why doesn’t he just acquire the fish without the hook at all?
That would defeat the purpose, Tristan thought to himself, trying not to feel alarmed.
What purpose? There’s something very sadistic about what he’s doing.
Landon reeled in a large catch, then let it run free to be reeled in again.
Thrill of the hunt? Being just as good as nature? Tristan wasn’t sure what the point was, other than doing something fun. Relieve stress?
What an impressive, remarkable challenge! Outsmarting a fish’s instinct to eat! Do you suppose this is the best he can do to relieve stress? Inflicting pain and permanent damage to something that couldn’t care less? The thrill of a good hunt is one thing, but I doubt the pain to a fish is sufficient to make it worthwhile. Besides, the fish can’t even defend itself. What good feelings can that bring to a person?
If it wasn’t Lazaro.... Who are you?
Does anyone really know who they are? I suppose if I had to define myself, I’d say I’m a lot like you. You must have some notion of your strengths and use them to your benefit?
I guess. It felt like a trick question but Tristan played along, braver with Landon nearby.
We would both rather use power than suffer, or see others suffer?
I suppose.
We would both kill if it were absolutely necessary.
Tristan didn’t answer, watching Landon.
Well?
If it were absolutely necessary, I guess so. He didn’t know if the unforgivable event in Ireland could have been avoided or not.
“Lose your fly?” Victor asked, settling on the log beside Tristan.
“My mind is more like it.” Tristan glanced around for anyone else who might be watching from the forest. He was pretty sure he wasn’t imagining such a crazy, two-sided conversation. Unless he was talking with an alter-ego. “Let’s say I did have that drug, whatever you said it was. How long would it last?”
Victor scratched his head. “An hour? Maybe two depending on how much you took. I’ve never actually used it.”
“What about the side effects, how long would they last?”
“I don’t know. I’d guess any hallucinogenic drug would mess with your head. You might get flashbacks of something you thought you saw at the time, but forgot about ‘til now. Crap! I need to talk to Donovan.” Victor shot up from the log, catching Landon’s attention.
“No!” Tristan jumped to his feet to stop Victor while Landon reeled in his line. “Donovan doesn’t need to be involved. Really, I’m fine. It was just a question.” A wave of dizziness had him clutching Victor’s arm tighter. He sat back down.
“It’s okay,” Victor said. “I was actually referring to something else. You probably just need a decent meal and a good night’s sleep. Then, you’ll be back to normal in no time.”
Tristan nodded, certain Victor had already filled Landon in.
“I’m going to go put the steaks on,” Victor said as Landon approached. “You guys got thirty minutes tops, or I’ll eat them all myself.”
“Got it. Thirty minutes.” Landon grinned and waved Victor away. “You’ll get the hang of it if you keep practicing. Fly fishing is an acquired skill.” Landon motioned the way upstream.
Acquired? That’s a laugh. The voice continued, laughing heartily before trailing off.
Tristan almost tripped on a rock, recognizing the laughter in horror. Lazaro?
Who’d you think, God?
“Can you handle another thirty minutes?” Landon glanced over his shoulder, stopping mid-sentence. “We could just call it a day.”
Tristan shook his head. “I’m just tired. You keep fishing and I’ll watch, if that’s okay.”
“Thirty minutes.”
Tristan agreed with a nod, but his eagerness faded when Landon walked on. Landon turned abruptly, startling Tristan back a step.
“Don’t tell me you’re still thinking about Lazaro.”
Tristan considered the repercussions of either answer. “No.”
“Good.” Landon continued walking. “Because that’s what the Makai are for. We’ve always got an eye on him, and he can’t be anywhere near you.”
I think not! What a bunch of arrogant goodie-goodies. They have their noses so high in the air....
“Let’s not talk about the Makai,” Tristan said to both of them.
“Sure.” Landon shrugged his shoulders, studying the river.
I might like to know some things.
“Stay low.” Landon motioned with his hand and approached the river as low as he could without crawling.
Tristan gulped, following orders.
“I’m going to show you feeding lines. Pay attention to where the fly lands.”
Tristan nodded and Landon crept forward.
Look at him! Idiocy in its finest form.
Will you get out of my head?
All in good time, and, I’m not actually in your head.
Where are you then? Tristan studied the forest.
I wouldn’t want you tipping off your little buddy there.
Landon motioned him forward with a reminder signal to keep low.
Could Lazaro use him against Landon somehow? Tristan hesitated until Landon waved him forward again.
Lazaro, apparently, had nothing to say for the next thirty minutes.
Landon broke down his pole and put it away. “No wonder you didn’t have luck,” he said, pulling line from Tristan’s reel until all the tangles were out. He bit off the line and stuffed the knotted wad in his pocket.
“Sorry. I wasn’t sure what you’d want me to do with it.”
Landon smiled. “You feeling better?”
Tristan stared over the water. Peace flowed with the river, especially now that Lazaro didn’t seem to be around. “Yeah. Thanks.”
“Ordinarily, I’d say don’t eat before sleeping...but you need it.”
Tristan nodded, though his stomach clenched at the thought of eating, and he fully expected Lazaro to be waiting for him at his cabin.
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- WILD CHILD -
TRISTAN SAT UP IN BED and peered out the window to his front yard. Something in the morning light had wakened him.
He had no memory of dreams or voices throughout the night, and felt better than he had in days. A flash of movement caught his attention from outside as something dove into the shrubs.
Again.
Tristan leaped to the front door. Whatever was outside, he wasn’t about to let it get away a second time. “Hey!” He waited a few seconds, unsure if the cowering figure was an animal or person. “I can see you.”
A young child unfolded himself from his hiding place, brilliant blue eyes shining through a layer of grunge and dirt.
“What are you doing out—” Déjà vu struck him like a punch. He’d seen this kid before, but where? “Can I help you with something?”
The boy shook his head and stepped out of the brush. Tristan glanced up at the sun. How much time did he have before class?
“I’m sorta in a hurry, do you want to come in?” Tristan shrugged when the boy said nothing. He left the front door open and filled two glasses with water.
The child stayed just outside, clinging to an oddly shaped ball. He quickly stuffed the item in his pocket when he caught Tristan eyeing it.
“You can come in.” Tristan offered one of the glasses and the boy shook his head. “A shower maybe? You look like you need it more than I do.” Tristan opened the bathroom door and stepped back to give the boy space.
It was a little like training his falcon. The boy stayed where he was on the porch. Then something must have changed his mind and he stepped inside, shutting the door behind him.
“So, you do understand what I’m saying?”
The boy seemed to think about it, then nodded a yes.
“Do you live around here?”
He shook his head no, then nodded yes.
“Are you a native?”
The boy shrugged his shoulders and seemed to relax with the questioning.
“Have you lived here long?”
The boy shook his head no.
“Hungry?”
He shook his head again. Tristan rummaged through the things Victor had left and found a jar of dried fruit in one of the cupboards. The boy stepped back against the door, suddenly petrified.
Tristan poured a handful for himself and left a handful on the counter. “Hot chocolate? Are you sure you don’t want anything?”
The only thing the boy did was shake his head in the negative.
“I have to get to class. You’re welcome to stay while I’m gone. Maybe get some sleep?” An idea popped into his head, but he had to test the boy first. “Can you do anything special?”
The boy shrugged.
“A trick maybe?”
The boy’s face lit up with excitement and he wandered around the room. His attention settled on the decorative drum that Victor hadn’t gotten around to explaining yet—he took it off the shelf and placed it on the table.
Tristan hoped he would do something magical, so he could take the boy to Angelina for advice.
The drum somersaulted into the air, shattering the window as it spiraled out of control.
Tristan grinned as the boy’s eyes grew impossibly wide with fear, and decided right then that they would be friends.
“I’m afraid I don’t know how to fix that,” he said, nearly laughing. “But I’m sure it’s fixable.”
The boy scrambled onto a chair and leaned out the window to see where the drum landed. Tristan walked around to retrieve it, put it back on the shelf, then closed the curtains to cover the gaping hole.
“I have someplace to take you. It’ll be fun.” Tristan motioned for the boy to follow him out the door. “Do you have a name?”
The boy nodded.
“Can you give me a hint?”
The boy smiled and shook his head.
“Should I guess?”
The boy caught up to walk alongside Tristan and nodded happily.
“Winthrop?” The boy made a disgusted expression that made Tristan laugh. “Seymour? Rudolph? Fritz? Maybe...Redhead?”
The boy actually giggled with childlike glee and Tristan resisted the urge to hug him. “Charley?”
The boy nodded.
“Your name is really Charley?” For a second, Tristan wondered at the odds, but the young boy shook his head. “Do you like that name?”
Another nod.
“Okay, then. You can be Charles when you’re old and sophisticated and Charley for now.”
The boy’s smile widened and he skipped up the trail.
“Charley it is.” Tristan kept walking, wishing he knew if he was late or not. They entered Grumpy’s clearing and the class had already begun gathering.
“Ah, Tristan,” Angelina smiled. “I was hoping you’d make it in today. Who do we have here?”
“I met him—” He drew a blank again, then shook the web of confusion from his head. “He was by my house and I thought....” Tristan glanced back only to find the boy trying to hide behind him. “He doesn’t talk much and I was thinking he would enjoy being around kids his own age. I know I should have asked first, but there wasn’t time. I didn’t want to leave him behind and I didn’t want to miss class.”
“Well, I do prefer a little background before taking new students. However, since you brought him and say he’s okay, he can stay.” She smiled pleasantly at the boy. “You may join us.”
The boy stared at her, looking completely confused.
“What’s your name?” Angelina asked.
Tristan gave him time, in case he wanted to say it himself, but the boy seemed on the verge of tears, ready to make a run for the forest.
“Charley,” Tristan said.
“Do you understand why you are here?” Angelina asked, kneeling down to be at eye level.
Charley took a step back, glancing between Tristan and Angelina. His large eyes grew more round as he looked even more frightened. He put his hands into his pockets and Tristan remembered the little ball he had.
“It’s school,” Angelina said quietly. “Beginning magic.”
Charley’s face lit up with excitement and he ran to Tristan, hugging him around the waist, nearly knocking him over.
Tristan patted him on the head, warmed by his own sense of happiness. If someone had given him the same opportunity when he was young, his life might have been incredibly different.
“Come on.” Angelina smiled with a look that could have been admiration or concern, Tristan wasn’t sure. He’d completely forgotten about the guard they had on him, until she glanced toward the house, where a man sat by himself on the porch.
The man nodded, apparently acknowledging the fact that he’d been spotted.
“I’d like to talk to him,” Tristan said. “Can I?”
Angelina sighed. “You might make matters worse.”
“Is it that bad now?”
She shrugged. “Make it fast. I’m not holding class for you.”
Tristan jogged to the man, who stood up and crossed his arms over his chest. The tattoos were mostly covered, but Tristan recognized him from the carnival. The man with the tomatoes and spinning rings.
“It’s Talak, right?” Tristan continued when the man didn’t respond. “I just want to say, I’m sorry about Stanley. I didn’t have anything to do with it, and I understand the need for a guard.”
The man narrowed his eyes and kept silent.
“I’m glad actually. Since obviously I....” He wished he’d stayed at the table. Parents were glancing his way. Was he making a scene? “I think you should know, someone’s been picking on me since I got—”
“I’m here to protect the children, not you.”
“It’s not that, I understand why you’re here. I just think you should keep an eye out for more than just me. Because I’m not the one who—”
“You telling me how to do my job? That people around here can’t be trusted?”
“No, but....”
“But what?”
“I’m being set up! If you get killed too, they’ll think—”
“Ah. So you think I can’t do my job. Or that I’m an easy target?”
“No, but—” He was definitely making things worse. “Never mind.” Tristan headed back to class, regretting the attempt.
“Tristan,” the man called, stopping him halfway. “I’m trusting Victor on this one, so thanks for the warning.”
What could he say? Was Victor the only reason they thought he might be innocent?
When he reached the table, Angelina was running through the rules. They both watched curiously as Charley picked a red crayon from the tin—it hovered above his paper while he looked around the table to see what the other children were doing.
Apparently, it met Angelina’s expectations for the class and she nodded her approval.
He made spiral circles, which quickly escalated to large scribbles, going off the paper and onto the table. He picked another color and did the same thing.
Tristan glanced at Angelina, but she just smiled as she prepared the next project.
“Why don’t you help me hand these out if you’re not going to participate?”
Tristan ignored his blank page and accepted the box of supplies. He watched Charley scribble with a fourth color, noticing a strange glint in his eyes, wondering if there was any thought behind the scribbling.
“One to each person,” she said. The box contained clear bags of colored clay. “Do you still think they care about what you can or can’t do?”
“No.” Tristan kept his eyes on Charley’s drawing. It was starting to make sense in a creepy way.
“You should learn from your little friend there. He doesn’t care if he goes off the paper.” She led Tristan farther from the table. “What do you know about him?”
“Nothing really. I don’t know where he lives, or why he was at my house.”
“It was risky to bring him here.”
“I asked if he could do any tricks and he broke my window with a drum thing.”
“Your mail drum? You better have Victor take a look at it, just to make sure it still works.”
“Mail?”
She sighed. “Tell him to explain, if he hasn’t already.” She glanced back at Charley. “Sometimes these abilities do funny things to people.”
“Why is it magic for them and physics for me?”
“Magic is a term that excites the mind, without creating false barriers of incompetence. As they get older, they will learn the physical reasoning. But for now, the doing doesn’t require an explanation like it seems to for you.”
Tristan understood, wishing he didn’t have to learn how and why at the same time.
“I suppose he might have been left with the hopes that someone like you would take him in,” she said. “But it does make me nervous. I’m sure he’s a nice boy and all, but he’s learned to conceal his thoughts and that’s highly unusual for that age.”
Charley filled his paper with color and the other students were complaining as a renegade crayon traveled around the table, marking each page with scribbles on its way. “Charley!”
Angelina stopped the runaway crayon and put it in the box. All the scribbles Charley had made on the other papers vanished. The children quieted. Charley sat with his head bowed, his lips pinched tight with anger.
“If you would like to color more, there’s plenty of paper available.” Angelina motioned to a stack of blank paper in the center of the table. “We all have our own projects and there’s a rule that nobody interferes with another’s work. Does that make sense?”
Charley nodded. Tristan tried not to smile at how pitiful the boy looked. The kid might be able to conceal his thoughts, but he had a long way to go for hiding his emotions. How did Landon cope? Feeling emotions would be far worse than hearing thoughts.
Angelina returned to her pleasant, singsong voice. “Are we ready to move on to the next project?”
The class shouted hoorays and Charley straightened with anticipation. Crayons flew from around the table toward the tin, where they collided crash-derby style.
Angelina placed a box with rolling pins, cookie cutters, wooden knives, and waxed paper in its place. “Create away—whatever you’d like.”
Bags of clay rustled as the children tried opening them without fingers. Tristan automatically reached for his, immediately scolded. He watched Charley experiment with his clay, still in the bag. It transformed into odd shapes, as if squeezed by a fist.
Most of the class had their clay out of the bags and either rolled it out for stamping shapes, or made balls and squares with it.
Tristan sat fascinated, amazed by how natural the activity seemed for everyone. Even Charley, who finally had his clay out of the bag. But it seemed for him, whenever he tried something telepathic, it took all his concentration just to locate the molecules, not to mention pushing and pulling them in different directions.
“Tristan?” Angelina interrupted his thoughts. “Are you going to participate at all today?”
“Can I do it at home?” He had an idea in mind, he just wasn’t sure if his plan would work.
She cocked a disapproving eyebrow, but ultimately agreed. He continued watching the kids, captivated by the globs of clay transforming from one shape to another. Without any physical contact.
“I think that’s enough,” Angelina announced when the hour was up. “Well done, everyone!”
Tools flew to the box and the children hurried off to their parents with their art projects. Tristan and Charley watched them go.
“What about you?” Tristan asked. “Is your mother waiting somewhere?”
Charley shook his head no.
“Your dad?” Tristan waited for a response, regretting the question when Charley’s face pinched tight and reddened. “Hey!” Tristan ducked to avoid a flying clump of clay.
The boy stood from the table and ran across the field to the basketball court.
“What do you suppose that means?” Tristan asked, helping Angelina with the cleanup. They watched the boy sit on a log with his head on his knees. “I offered him food at my house, but he wasn’t hungry, so I assume someone’s feeding him. He didn’t want a shower either.”
Angelina laughed. “Most kids don’t appreciate a good shower.”
“Should I go talk to him?”
“He does seem to like you. Don’t forget your homework.”
Tristan kept Charley’s drawing and collected leftover clumps of black, white, and yellow clay to add to his bag of brown, and glanced toward the cliff, not for the first time, for signs of Shaely.
A smile twitched at his lips, just for thinking of her.
“See you tomorrow, Tristan. And do be careful,” she added, glancing at Charley.
Tristan promised he would and walked toward the boy, brightened by the thought that if he stayed long enough, Shaely might show up.
“Know how to play?” he asked, picking up a basketball stranded in the grass. He tried to make a shot, grimacing as the ball missed the hoop by a solid three feet. “That’s not exactly how you do it.” Tristan walked to the ball, less enthused, stopping completely when Charley made an eager run to reach it first.
Tristan sat to watch, ignoring the ache developing behind his eyes. “You could try aiming with your mind,” he suggested, wondering if the hoop could be lowered. Charley threw the ball as hard as he could, slamming it against the backboard.
Over and over.
Tristan’s head reverberated with each shot and he rubbed his temples to distract himself. He couldn’t just leave the kid here, could he?
“What’s wrong?”
Tristan turned to see Landon and Victor standing behind him, watching Charley.
“Nothing. Did you find out anything?”
“Yeah,” Victor said, glancing at Landon. “He wasn’t in Austria, but he was under surveillance at all times.”
Tristan nodded and went back to rubbing his temples, closing his eyes. Charley continued slamming the ball.
“We talked to Angelina,” Landon said. “Who’s your friend?”
To Tristan’s relief, Victor walked onto the court to do a bit of coaching. The slamming came to an end. “Charley. He seems to have adopted me.”
“And so you have a headache?”
“Yeah, got anything for it?” Tristan laughed, hoping Landon would understand that he really did have a headache. “Look. I’m not an addict for painkillers, or any other drug.”
“I never thought you were. You’re probably just dehydrated. Drink more water.” Landon sat next to Tristan and watched the basketball lesson. “Have you seen Shaely?”
“No. Did something happen?” Tristan glanced at the cliff where he’d last seen her as a terrible list of possible disasters ran through his thoughts.
“I was just curious,” Landon said, “that’s all. I’m sure she’s fine.”
“Oh. Good. I mean, it’s not like we had arrangements to see each other again.”
“A group of us are getting together tonight, here at Grumpy’s. You’re invited to join in.”
“Can Charley come, too?”
Landon stared at Charley, who was mimicking Victor. “We don’t know anything about him. It might not be smart to get attached.”
“He seems okay to me and I think he’s here by himself. What if he doesn’t have a place to live?”
“We don’t take just anybody.”
“He’s not just anybody, he’s obviously been abandoned. He’s confused and he trusts me.”
“He’s had training. He’s probably hiding something.”
“Maybe he was left behind by someone from the festival. I think I saw him there.”
“It was invitation only.”
“Maybe his parents didn’t know what to do with him, and they had someone else bring him—someone who was invited. But didn’t you also say a lot of people were there without invitations?”
“It doesn’t feel right.”
“Do I feel right?” Tristan bit back his anger. “You guys have to post a guard just to make sure the kids are safe.”
“You’re different.”
“No, I’m not. Why can’t we include him just this once?”
“Fine.” Landon’s tone softened, but he still looked suspicious. “I have homework to do. Meet us here at 8:00.” Landon walked away without further comment.
“See ya tonight!” Victor called with a wave, running to catch up with Landon.
Charley made continuous baskets for the next ten minutes. Tristan walked to the cliff where he and Shaely met and searched the surrounding branches for the falcon, trying to ignore the swimming hole below.
He heard Charley’s running footsteps and instinctively took a few steps away from the ledge. “The puddle,” Tristan said flatly, introducing Charley.
Charley peered over the cliff as if a mound of presents waited for him at the bottom. Other boys his age were taking running leaps, hollering with joy.
“Go ahead,” Tristan said.
Charley waited for Tristan to do something, pleading with his big blue eyes.
“I don’t do water.”
Charley pointed back to the court.
Tristan shook his head. “I’m going home. You stay and play. Be here at 8:00 if you want to see what else they do for fun around here.”
Charley nodded, stripping off his shirt. Tristan did a quick scan for signs of abuse, spotting only the stark contrast between dirt and pale skin. “Do you have a place to stay?”
The boy nodded.
“Okay.” Tristan smiled and ruffled the boy’s hair, assuming he wouldn’t be so excited about jumping if he couldn’t swim. “Will you be here tonight?”
Charley shrugged his shoulders and kicked off his shoes, clearly anxious to get with the other kids.
“Have fun—see ya when I see ya.” Tristan headed for home.
* * *
A note was taped to Tristan’s front door. He unfolded the page and read it as he entered the cabin.
 
I was checking in with Eleonora and she suggested I fix the window for her, as she will be unavailable for the next few weeks.
I’ll be sure to add ‘assembly’ to the lesson plan.
 ~Angelina
 
Tristan studied the glass carefully, finding no evidence of it ever being broken. For all he could tell, the window was brand new. Just like the mirror Landon had fixed. Even with a headache, he couldn’t wait to learn how to do it himself.
He forced down as much water as he could tolerate, taking Landon’s advice, and got started on his experimental homework assignment.
When the clay sculpture was as good as it was going to get, he got an upside-down view of Charley’s scribbled drawing.
“No way,” he said to himself, snatching up the paper for a better look. No matter which direction he held the multi-colored scribbles, Lazaro’s head, curly hair and all, stared back at him with an evil, happy glare.
Tristan slammed the drawing face-down on the table and covered it with a largest book he could find.
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- EYE OF THE BEHOLDER -
TRISTAN KNEW HE WAS DREAMING; he’d had this dream before. Alleys between buildings became more twisted and narrow. Objects exploded in his path, sharp chunks of debris stabbed into his arms and face as he ran faster. Things flew over his head—garbage cans, cars, wooden carts filled with food. They piled into an endless mountain in front of him, blocking his way, forcing him to climb with unstable footing.
A pack of dogs passed him, turning at the top of the pile to growl down at him. The clickidy-clack of horse hooves on cobble got closer.
Cold fingers wound around his neck.
Tristan’s eyes shot open as he gasped for air. He leaped to his feet, having fallen asleep on the couch. The dogs appeared to be barking from outside his cabin. Only then did he hear it as a knock on the door. The acrid flavor of blood coated his mouth and he listened cautiously, in case it was a trick.
“It’s me. Landon.”
Tristan swallowed hard and rubbed his face, waiting for reality to catch up with him. Landon let himself in. “What’s—”
Tristan held up a hand, holding his breath. “I’m fine.” Tristan licked the back of his hand to check for traces of blood on his tongue. There was none. He rushed to the bathroom to throw up and slammed the door behind him.
“You haven’t been drinking, have you?”
A fresh round of heaving prevented an answer.
“Sorry,” Landon added. “That was uncalled for. We do have a doctor. Her name is Madam Galina. I’m sure she could make something up for you if you’re catching a flu.”
Tristan heard the kitchen sink running. “I’m not ill, just…confused.” Maybe he should take that back. The toilet water was bright red with blood. He flushed it away as his stomach convulsed at the sight.
“Confusion doesn’t make you hurl your dinner. I assume you’ve eaten?”
Tristan brushed his teeth for a long time, trying to rid the pungent flavor, then found himself kneeling at the toilet again with a fresh wave of nausea rolling through his gut.
“Maybe you ate something bad?”
“I had a dream.”
Activity in the kitchen abruptly stopped. “About what?”
“I can’t remember. But there’s blood,” he flushed again, still seeing the pink tinge. “And I can’t get rid of this flavor.” He brushed his teeth and tongue more aggressively
A stirring spoon clinked against a glass as Landon resumed whatever he was doing. “I’m sure it’ll pass. I’m making you a cup of hot chocolate. The group will be waiting for us at Grumpy’s, but we have a few minutes. Maybe some fresh air would help?”
Tristan came out of the bathroom, pale and tired. He accepted the hot chocolate and they sat at the table.
Landon noticed the clay sculpture as Tristan eyed the book covering Charley’s picture. “Where’d this come from?” Landon asked, picking up the miniature falcon.
“It’s just homework.” Tristan tried to put Charley’s drawing out of his mind.
“You made this?” Landon studied the bird, running his fingertips over delicate layers of feathers. “Alvi’s going to have some major competition.”
“I couldn’t make the right shades, but it’s the best I could do with the colors available.”
“Alvi could spray a clear-coat to seal it, which would bring out the texture.”
“What’s your opinion on this?” Tristan pulled Charley’s paper out from under the book and handed it to Landon without looking at it.
Landon turned it over, leaning back in his chair. “It’s uh, hmmm.” He spun it several times, apparently searching for the correct position. “It’s interesting. What’s it supposed to be?”
“Charley drew it.”
“That explains a few things.” Landon laughed. “I was afraid you were going to tell me it was yours. There is a big difference between this and that,” he said, motioning from the sculpture and the drawing.
“You don’t see anything in it?” Tristan took the paper and threw it back to the table, seeing the face instantly. “Not even if you look really hard and focus?”
Landon picked up the paper to study it more carefully. “Maybe if I knew what I was looking for?”
“A face.” Tristan searched the kitchen, looking for something to override the flavor of blood in his mouth, settling on a piece of jerky.
“Sorry. Looks like random scribbles to me.”
Tristan took the paper, frantic to point it out. “Don’t you see eyes? See where the yellow comes around. Don’t look at the colors, look at the shapes.”
“I’m sure it’s there, I’m just not a fan of abstract stuff. I don’t see it.”
“It’s not abstract. It’s perfectly clear!” One of the eyes winked, flooding Tristan with frustration and anger. “How can you not see that?” He wadded up the drawing and threw it into the woodstove, slamming the iron door behind it. “I am not losing my mind.”
“It wasn’t that bad.”
They both heard something outside and saw Charley turn from the front window.
“Oh, that’s just great.” Tristan dropped to the couch and closed his eyes. “Now I have to explain why I burned his art project.”
“Well...yeah. Why did you?”
“Forget it.” Tristan put on the poncho and huddled under it. “If it’s all right with you, I think I’ll skip the party. I don’t feel like being social right now.”
“Okay. I’ll let everyone know.”
“I’m sorry I’m acting this way. I guess I can’t explain. Maybe I’m just tired.”
“Don’t worry. It’s a huge adjustment to learn all this new stuff. Your mind will get used to it, and so will you. Okay? Don’t drive yourself insane and get some rest.”
Landon dimmed the lights and closed the front curtains before leaving Tristan on his own.
I didn’t think you had it in you, breaking the poor boy’s heart like that—destroying his precious art.
Tristan squeezed his eyes shut and prepared himself for a long night.
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- EXCUSES -
TRISTAN LEFT FOR ANGELINA’S class with the sculptured falcon wrapped in a small box. He spotted Charley along the way and called out to him, wishing he’d taken the time to come up with a decent apology for destroying the artwork.
“At least hear me out,” Tristan pleaded. It was clear the boy hadn’t forgotten, but he did wait for Tristan to catch up. “I’m sorry. You can make me another one and I’ll frame it.”
Charley still looked like he’d lost everything he owned, which couldn’t possibly be much.
“Please believe me. I kept seeing something in it and for whatever reason, I lost my head.”
Charley half smiled before continuing up the path.
“That’s it? You’re not mad anymore?”
The kid shook his head no.
“Will you make me something else?”
He shrugged.
“You’re coming to class then?”
Charley stopped walking and turned with a questioning look on his face.
“You’re welcome to if you like. I don’t think Angelina minds.”
Charley nodded happily and continued walking.
Tristan breathed a sigh of relief that he didn’t have another enemy to deal with.
Such a charming little boy, mused the voice in his head. Tristan fell behind and Charley didn’t notice. So innocent and trusting...what a perfect age. Do you remember when you were that innocent?
Why won’t you leave me alone?
You worry too much, Lazaro said. I’m just taking some time to get to know you, that’s all.
And you don’t think I should be worried?
This is just one of those things you can’t do anything about. But if I were you, I’d conserve your energy.
Tristan remained silent as they entered the clearing. Charley ran to his new friends at the cliff and Tristan spotted Shaely sitting by herself on a blanket. She waved when she saw him and Tristan smiled.
Well, well.... You do work fast.
Tristan frowned at all the implications and headed for Angelina’s table. From the corner of his eye, he could see the disappointment on Shaely’s face. He got her attention and gave her a random set of hand signals, ending with a friendly wave.
She nodded like she understood, then settled back down with a book in her hands.
Does Dorian know about this little fling?
No. The thought crossed his mind before he could stop it, along with a dose of guilt. Dorian and I aren’t together. We never were.
You risked getting yourself killed to save her for nothing? I don’t buy that.
Tristan focused on sealing off his mind. He’d been doing quite well at blocking everyone’s thoughts, so how was Lazaro getting in?
He sat at the designated class table and waited, keeping his thoughts still as he made an effort to strengthen whatever shields surrounded him. When he saw Angelina coming from Grumpy’s, carrying a large box, he rushed to carry it for her.
What a gentleman! Lazaro’s voice snickered, rattling Tristan to the core. Who is this woman? I don’t recall her....
Tristan quickly turned away, forgetting Lazaro seemed to see everything through his eyes.
“Thanks,” Angelina said. “Tough day?”
Go ahead. Tell her your crazy theory and see what your guard does when she spreads the word about how far gone you really are.
Tristan didn’t answer.
“I’m always willing to listen if you have something you want to talk about.”
He shook his head again, unsure if he could discuss Lazaro with Angelina or not.
“Don’t you be picking up Charley’s tactics—I expect words from you.”
Tristan nodded. “Sorry. I understand.”
“Now tell me what’s wrong before everyone gets here.”
“It’s nothing. I’m just tired.”
“Well, that much is obvious. Did you get your homework done before staying out again?”
He set Angelina’s supplies on the table and handed over the box with the sculpted falcon.
Angelina unwrapped the clay figurine. “It’s beautiful! No cheating?”
If he went by Eleonora’s definition, using his mind at all would be cheating. “I don’t think so.”
She’s your teacher?
“You really are an exceptional artist. You should be proud of this!”
Sweat ran down Tristan’s back. He spotted Talak standing guard by the A-frame and rubbed his clammy hands on his jeans. He finally took a breath and kept his head down. “I’ve always been able to draw. I guess I have a good memory for details.”
“It’s a step in the right direction—knowing where your personal strengths lie.”
Tristan shrugged and waited for the kids in his class to gather.
“We’re making cards today,” Angelina announced, handing a stack of multi-colored tissue paper to each person at the table. A stack of white cardstock sat piled in the center.
This is your class? Lazaro roared with laughter so loud, Tristan wondered how the others couldn’t hear. Why would they put you in a class like this? He continued laughing. Are they punishing you for something?
Tristan stared at his stack of square papers. He couldn’t possibly tell Angelina there were voices in his head, ridiculing her class and assignments.
The children cut hearts and clouds and flowers from the colored paper, decorated them with glitter markers, and attached them to the cardstock with sparkle glue.
This must drive you absolutely crazy, Lazaro said, finally sounding serious. I wonder if that glue is flammable. You do know how to make fire, don’t you?
Tristan remained silent.
Use your power! Find out what it is to be powerful and make that little girl’s hair burst into flames. You can’t pretend you’re not capable in front of me—I know you way better than that.
Tristan shut his eyes, desperate to make his mind blank.
Don’t you want to see what would happen? I might be wrong about you, but I’ll bet a ham sandwich that your little redhead friend could do it.
He wouldn’t. Tristan glanced at Charley, who was in the process of pouring out all the glitter glue. Angelina was trying to convince him to share with the others.
Look at his ambition! He’s not afraid to use his mind. He’s not afraid of an interesting experiment, like you are. I’ll bet he’s capable of killing without a second’s thought.
You’re wrong. Tristan stood from the table, bumping against Talak. The blades of tribal tattoos along the man’s arms seemed ready to leap from the flesh. Tristan’s heart pounded so fast, he knew he must look guilty for something. “I know. I’m leaving.”
Talak gave his approval with a single, harsh jerk of his head.
“Tristan?” Angelina said, her eyes darting between him and the guard. “Is everything okay?”
Oh, lighten up. I was just having fun.
Tristan swallowed hard. “I’m not feeling well. I need to leave.” He paused to think of a better reason.
Don’t leave your little class on my account—it’s great fun!
“I might be contagious.” He squeezed his eyes shut when he realized he was getting a good look at each child. “Can I go?”
I’m sure you could find something to learn if you stayed. I’ll teach you myself if she can’t.
“I’ll agree you don’t look well.” She sighed, giving him a paper bag to carry homework supplies. “Do you want me to call Madam Galina?”
“No.” He avoided looking at the kids as he collected materials. “I just need some sleep.” He turned from the table and left in a hurry.
There’s something I’ve been meaning to find out.
Tristan didn’t answer, increasing his speed to a jog toward the trail.
How did you know about the emerald? I mean, I remember you being at that woman’s house...Gwenna, was it? But I guess I didn’t think you had anything to do with the emerald at the time. Did she show it to you?
No. Tristan skidded to halt so as not to run over Shaely.
“You’re not leaving, are you? Without saying hi?”
Shaely looked hurt. Or mad. Probably both. “I’m so sorry.” Tristan gulped. “I wanted to talk to you, but right now I need to get home.”
“What’s the hurry? I thought—”
“I....” Tristan cringed as Lazaro’s laughter drowned out his own thoughts. “It’s not what you think.”
“What is it then? Just tell me. And I’ll be on my way.”
Just lie to her. Or bury her—that’d probably set her off just as much.
Tristan grabbed her shoulders to keep her from walking away. “Please trust me right now. I like you a lot, and—”
“How much?” The anger melted from her face and a wry smile drew his attention to her lips.
He kissed her quick, before he could think too much about it, and almost forgot about Lazaro. “I have an emergency to deal with, can I see you tomorrow?”
“Maybe,” she said. “I might have to do my hair, or paint my nails....”
“Please, Shaely. This is important.”
“Oh, all right. I’ll be here if I can.”
He pulled her into a sincere hug and whispered in her ear. “Please be careful.” He kissed her forehead instead of giving more details and left her behind.
Well that was a sorry disappointment. Back to me. How did you track me to Dorian’s island?
I didn’t.
You expect me to believe you just happened to be there, and had no idea I was involving them?
Yeah, that’s about right. Even he found the circumstances a bit too coincidental, but what else could he say?
So if you weren’t trying to save Dorian, then you were there for the emerald. What did you hope to gain by stealing it from me?
Seemed like the right thing to do at the time. He was digging a deeper hole for himself and tried occupying his mind with singing, though it didn’t override Lazaro’s anger.
Seemed like a good idea? Do you know what your flippant idea cost me? Seven of my dearest friends stand petrified in stone because of that emerald, when it was supposed to grant immortality! And one of them is my only brother. They all had families who are suffering. A lot of lives depended on my brother, now they depend on me—
None of that is my fault, Tristan said, dreading the direction of the conversation.
It is your fault that they remain that way. That emerald is the only thing with the power to save them. And thanks to your ‘it seemed like a good idea at the time’, you have destroyed their best chance of returning to life. You, personally, have pulled the proverbial trigger.
Lazaro continued with descriptions of each man’s life, along with the families that fell apart in their absence.
Tristan stumbled into his cabin in a dazed depression and set up his homework at the table. Deciding to do something bigger than a card, he removed one of the canvas rolls Eleonora had given him, with a goal to tune out Lazaro by tuning into something else.
You’re not seriously going to do that homework, are you?
Tristan found a kitchen knife to use on the tissue paper. A clear image came to mind and he got started.
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- GRUMPY GAMES -
THE KNIFE SPUN out of control, stopping an inch from puncturing the canvas artwork.
“I didn’t think you were paying any attention,” Landon said. Tristan leaped from his chair, clutching his chest in the darkened room.
“I did knock, but I guess you didn’t hear me.” Landon lit a lamp on the wall. “How can you work in the dark?”
Tristan eyed the incomplete project on his table, confused by the loss of time. Could it really be night so soon?
“This is really good.” Landon admired the scenic view of river, which happened to be his favorite fishing spot.
Colored tissue paper had been torn, sliced, and layered into textures of grass, water, and distant trees. Multi-colored rocks wavered beneath sky-blue ripples. A large fish leaped from the water in a graceful arc, as it had done along the bank, mouth open for a fat grasshopper.
Landon sat at the table to take a closer look. “It’s actually amazing! The details seem...perfect.”
“It’s yours. Take it.” Tristan dropped to the couch, letting his head fall back. There had been no sign of Lazaro’s presence since Landon’s arrival, or during the whole art project for that matter.
“I couldn’t.”
“What time is it?”
“Almost eight. That’s why I’m here. Victor, Alvi, and a few others are finishing a tournament. You can play along if you want, or just watch. I know you’ll like it and you can take a break from this.”
“I can’t.”
“Sure you can! Besides, I’ve been instructed not to come back without you.”
“Fine.” Tristan put on his poncho and stood by the door, waiting for Landon to pull his attention from the picture. He gave up and sat back down.
“I know—we need to get going. Do you mind if we just, you know, get over there without walking?”
“I don’t care.” Clashing lights and tones ripping at his soul during transport couldn’t possibly be worse than having Lazaro in his head.
 
Tristan gripped a handrail when they arrived in the loft of Grumpy’s, dizzy while adjusting to the new surroundings.
The room below seemed impossibly large compared to what he remembered from the outside. The air was thick with a smoky scent of cinnamon and sage. A long row of tables divided the room in half and a long kitchen counter spanned one of the walls.
Landon stopped halfway down the L-shaped staircase. “You’d better hurry, or they’ll think I didn’t bring you again.”
Six people sat at one of the tables, while many others stood behind, cheering them on. Gothic torches lined the walls every few feet.
“What are they doing?”
“It’s sort of hard to explain,” Landon answered. “Just watch, you’ll figure it out.”
Players sat across from each other with a stick of incense smoking between them. A guy wearing a pointy wizard hat, complete with silver stars, stood at the head of the table. He took a moment looking at each person along one side, then slammed his hand on a desk bell. Triangular shapes developed from the wispy smoke in a matter of seconds.
“A genie lamp!” Victor out-shouted other guesses, winning the round. His partner stood for a brief victory dance and the group of people behind them cheered.
Others sounded disappointed and the shapes dissipated into ordinary smoke.
The room was silent. The guy at the head of the table looked at each person on the opposite side, rang the bell, and the smoke took forms of strange faces.
Curious, Tristan walked around the people for a better view as Landon cheered on Victor.
Disbelieving his eyes, he shut them and refocused. Every face in the abstract clouds of smoke was none other than Lazaro himself. At every station. Tristan walked away, hoping no one had noticed.
Alvi’s partner declared Mt Rushmore and the crowd cheered. The smoke dissipated and Tristan returned his gaze to the group, keeping a greater distance.
“They always split Victor and Alvi up,” Landon said. “They play too well together and people think it’s unfair. They don’t like Victor and myself partnering either.”
The crowd quieted, preparing for the next round.
“They alternate as maker and guesser. Lionel, the one directing, mentally tells each maker what they’re supposed to create.”
Players began shouting again...butterflies, bumblebees, ladybugs, angels.
Tristan studied the smoke cautiously. One had Lazaro riding on the back of a Pegasus, one looked like a flying beetle with a Lazaro head. The other was a goofy looking Lazaro head circling with his curly hair flapping like wings.
Tristan searched for the door leading out.
“They probably won’t let you play at all once they know how good you are; nobody would have a chance unless they were partnered with you. On the other hand, it would be interesting to see how you and I would do against Victor and Alvi.”
Someone yelled ‘eagle’ and the crowd cheered.
“Colored oil and water work excellent for final rounds, they’re more difficult to keep steady. Coffee and creamer work too, since it’s hard to keep them from blending permanently.”
Ghostly renditions of Lazaro lingered in every shadow, even in the clouds of smoke hovering among the motionless ceiling fans. Each torch resembled Lazaro’s face with long burning curls of hair.
“I need some air.” Tristan spotted the door and hurried out with Landon close on his heels. He automatically headed for the trailhead leading back to his cabin.
“Something I can do?” Landon asked, keeping pace beside Tristan.
“No.”
“Look, Tristan.” Landon grabbed Tristan’s arm and stopped walking. “Remember when you could hear every thought whether you wanted to or not? I’m the same way with people’s emotions. Every time I see you—” Landon seemed to think better about finishing the statement. “I’m sorry.”
“I’ll try to be better.”
“You’re letting your emotions go crazy. They’re all over the place and you can’t tell me they’re not. You panic over the slightest thing, you’re afraid of your own shadow...I’m sure a lot of being here is confusing, but you can’t run away every time you don’t understand something. Your lack of faith and trust in Victor and I—”
Tristan opened and shut his mouth several times, trying to come up with something to excuse his behavior. Something more believable than the truth.
“We can’t force you to make an effort, or even to be friends with us....”
“I appreciate what you guys are doing for me,” Tristan said, refusing to let his eyes fill with tears. And shame. “But, I’m so tired. I’m not thinking straight anymore.” They didn’t believe him about Lazaro. It would be so much better if they were right. “Do you really think I’m psychotic?”
Landon smiled. “I never said you were psychotic, and no, I don’t.”
“But if you can’t even be around me.”
“I’m sorry I said it. And it’s not a bad thing, it forces me to step up my game. Look, I’m not asking you to stuff all your feelings, just think more logically about what’s going on. You have a lot of untapped talent, so stop doubting yourself so much.”
“Can I get a watch? I can’t stand never knowing what time it is.”
Landon took off his watch and handed it over.
“I didn’t mean your own personal watch,” Tristan said, noticing Charley and a few boys playing with sticks in the fire. Rushes of embers rose into the sky.
Landon followed his gaze. “Keep mine until I can get you your own.”
“Can you do me another favor?”
“Name it,” Landon said, returning his attention to Tristan.
“Charley keeps a strange ball in his pocket. He’s never without it and it’s usually hidden.”
Landon studied Charley for several silent seconds. “It’s an old-fashion transporting device. They’re not used much anymore, but I guess it would make sense if he needed to get somewhere and didn’t know how to transport himself. It doesn’t look like his is operational but Victor could tell you for sure.”
“I just wondered why it was so important to him. If it doesn’t work, maybe he can’t get home?”
“Hard to say. He’s been sleeping in a cave the natives use. It’s semi-furnished and stays warm. He’s gotten provisions from somewhere.”
“Do you think he came for the festival and couldn’t leave once he got here?”
“We haven’t gotten any missing children reports.”
“That wouldn’t really matter, would it? Maybe he discovered he was around people like himself and ran away from whoever brought him, or maybe he found the ball and ended up here by accident?”
“I doubt that.” They both watched Charley. “He’s had training by someone who knows what they’re doing.”
“Maybe Charley trained himself.”
“Not at that age. Why do you want this so bad?”
Tristan could barely speak through his irritation and rage. “Because someone should have taken me in at that age. Or younger! You guys knew I was out there by myself a long time ago.” The second the words were out, he knew they were true.
“We couldn’t just take you.”
“Why not?” Tristan took a hard look at Landon—his long hair always pulled back, square jaw, wide shoulders, dark eyes.... “Oh my God.” Tristan shook his head and took a step back. He pictured Victor—sun-bleached blond, bright blue eyes, round face....
“Tell me, Tristan!” Landon’s eyes filled with panic, pretty much confirming the theory.
“You were both there all along. On the train, in Seattle...you were even on Dorian’s island before I found any people!”
“We—”
“Were you on the ship, too?” Tristan shook his head with disbelief as more pieces fell into place. “You were the driver in that police car. You and Victor dressed up like police and drove me home from jail. A jail I was probably never in. No wonder the real cops where acting so strange when they saw me. What the hell was that all about? Where was I all that time and why can’t I remember any of it?”
“If you’ll remember, we told you not to leave town, which of course you had to do the first chance you got!”
Tristan clenched his fists, holding back the urge to punch Landon in the face. “Was it fun, watching me suffer, barely surviving my own stupidity?”
“It’s not like that, Tristan. We had to let you make all your own choices, even though we tried to give you better options.”
And just like that, any pride he’d felt for surviving on his own was ripped away and torn to shreds.
“Keep your watch.” Tristan shoved it back into Landon’s hand. “I’ll finish your picture, then I’m going after him.”
“What?” Landon stood taller, his whole body tensing with alarm. “Who are you going after?”
“Lazaro. I’m not going to sit around and let him drive me insane like this.”
“You can’t! What do you plan to do?”
“I don’t know yet. But you guys obviously aren’t doing anything, and something needs to happen.”
“We can’t just kill him because we don’t like him. He hasn’t made any moves that would warrant death.”
“None? After everything that’s happened? Not even after killing Gwenna?”
“We have no proof.”
“I saw him do it.”
“No, you didn’t. You saw him at her house, while she was dying.”
“Is that really what you believe?”
“No. But we really do have a plan. Yes, it’s slow going, but if you interfere, he’ll get away with so much more.”
“How many people does he have to kill—” Tristan cut himself off, so as not to be the same category.
“It’s not all about him. We’re using him as bait for something much more important.”
Tristan stared at his friend, too stunned to speak. Were they not friends? “So,” he started and stopped several times before he could get a handle on the words. “So, you guys are letting Lazaro live, sacrificing me in the process, to get at something bigger?”
“No! It’s not like that at all—”
“But you’re asking me to stay home, and not defend myself?”
“We’re not sacrificing you. He can’t touch you here—you’re under our protection.”
“But I’m telling you he’s messing with me, and you won’t do anything about it.” Tristan paced back and forth. “You don’t even believe me. Would you sit around and let someone drive you insane?”
Landon seemed to think about it, biting his lip. “You trust me, right?”
Tristan held back another wave of seething aggravation, refusing to answer the question, because he honestly didn’t know anymore.
“The ‘something bigger’ is this Seraphim Council. We have absolutely nothing to go on, except that Lazaro is getting information from somewhere. If he’s got a connection.... Yes, the world would be better off without Lazaro, but you need information and we’re trying to get it for you.”
“Give me the emerald and I’ll be gone.”
“The emerald? You have no idea what it does, or how to control it!”
“I’ll go by instinct.”
“Tristan, your instincts are terrib—” Landon didn’t finish, apparently thinking better of it. “You’re exhausted. Take a few days off, find something you enjoy. Rest, relax, meditate. But whatever you do, let us handle Lazaro.”
Tristan clamped his jaw shut to keep from lashing out all over again. Landon would never recommend such a thing if he understood what Lazaro was doing.
Yet the doubt churned with every humiliating beat of his heart. He never would have survived on his own. Landon and Victor both knew it.
“Please, Tristan. Keep the watch. If you need us, hold the middle button down for more than five seconds. Victor has the twin.”
Tristan eyed the watch suspiciously. “Don’t you need it? As a work thing?”
“I’d rather you have it. I’m sure Victor would agree. Promise me you’ll stay at home for the next few days, and please don’t pretend you want to be a killer.”
Is that what he was doing? Pretending? No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t promise Landon anything.
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- KILLING TIME -
TRISTAN FINISHED LANDON’S PICTURE and tossed the leftover materials into the woodstove, then retrieved a sheet of the cotton rag paper for himself.
Sleeping only brought nightmares, but he could keep Lazaro out of his head if he consumed himself with something else. This time, the project he had in mind wasn’t homework and he chose the style he knew best: a sharp pencil.
He expected Landon or Victor to check in on him, just to make sure he wasn’t leaving, but neither had interrupted his work for the past two, maybe three days.
A light knock at the door broke his concentration.
Tristan quickly rolled the cotton rag and hid it in the cupboard under the bar, needing to steady himself at the counter for a few moments. He couldn’t stay awake forever, but the plan was to exhaust himself to such a high degree, Lazaro wouldn’t have contact with him in his sleep.
Tristan opened the front door, stepping aside when Charley bounced in with a big grin on his face.
“What’s the good news?” Tristan asked, taking a seat on the couch. Suddenly, he was standing on the cliffs of Ireland, looking over a calm ocean at sunset.
It used to be beautiful here, when it was full of life. Lazaro stood next to him, wearing a long coat that blew in the breeze.
Where am I?
Always with the stupid questions.
How did I get here?
You must have wanted a well-informed tour guide, creating me in your subconscious dream-state. Lazaro made a show of examining himself. Thank you, I must say I look rather fabulous.
Tristan couldn’t wake himself up. For hours, they toured the property. Lazaro showed him mutilated corpses, as well as the holes near the greenhouse where the carnivorous creature, half-plant, half-animal, dissolved several men. Lazaro shared personal details of each statue as he uncovered them one by one, still in limbo, waiting for death or life to claim them.
The smell of bacon didn’t fit at all.
Tristan opened his eyes and stared at the well-oiled ceiling beams of his log cabin.
“Welcome to the land of the living,” Victor said, cooking in the kitchen.
“Where’s Charley?” Tristan asked. “He was just here.”
“Not since I’ve been.”
“Coffee?” Tristan asked, certain by the very distinct aroma. Maybe he really did ask a lot of stupid questions.
“I thought you were a chocolate drinker.”
“Coffee today,” Tristan said, determined to never fall asleep ever again.
“Good man!” Victor poured a second cup for Tristan from his thermos. “What do you want to do this afternoon?”
Tristan sat at the bar to watch Victor cook.
“We need to find you a hobby. Something to do in your spare time.”
“I’ve been working on homework for Angelina. Does that count?”
“Not really. Did Landon explain about...?” Victor looked pointedly at the watch on Tristan’s wrist.
“Yeah. He said—”
Victor cut him off with tutting noises. “I know what it does. It’s a one shot deal, got it?”
Tristan nodded, relaxing the tension in his shoulders, relieved that Lazaro seemed to be vacant. “I’m giving one of my assignments to Landon. Want to see it?”
Victor cracked a smile, trying not to laugh. “Angelina homework? For Landon?”
“It’s not that bad.” Though now that he thought about it, maybe Landon was too polite to be truthful. “I thought he liked it, but you’re right. Stupid idea.”
“You can’t take it back if he’s already seen it. I’m sure it’s great.”
“Then, what’s with the laugh?” Tristan scowled at waves of irritation and doubt rolling through every thought. “Wow. I am so sorry.”
Victor shrugged. “I’m not making fun of you.”
“I know. I’m just, cranky apparently.”
“Alvi has a niece in your class, and she says you don’t really do anything.” Victor kept his attention on stirring vegetables. “Is it not going well?”
“It’s going fine! I just don’t like doing it in front of everyone.”
“How hard could it be? They’re not national judges, they’re kids learning the same thing!”
“So what? I’d rather experiment on my own; there’s nothing wrong with that and I—” Tristan clamped his mouth shut, then took a sip of coffee followed by a calming breath. “Sorry. Rough night.”
“I’m not like Landon, but I can tell.”
Tristan stood from the counter, motivated by the buzz of caffeine tingling in his skin. “Magic seems to come so natural for them.”
“It’s not magic and they grew up with it. You’ll get the hang of it eventually.”
“It’s not that I don’t have the hang of it.” Tristan walked in circles around the couch, still debating if he should show Victor the picture or not. “If it’s not right, it sounded like Alvi could probably fix it.”
“Is this still about whatever you made for Landon?” Victor set his wooden fork down. “Let’s see it.”
Tristan continued debating with himself, chewing on his bottom lip.
“You’re the one who brought it up. Why not show me and get it over with?”
“Because...I’m sure it’s bad. Maybe not bad, but not good enough. I don’t want to make a fool of myself by trying to fit in when I obviously don’t.” Tristan tried to think logically, as Landon had suggested. “I mean, this is preschool stuff, you know? It’s not fancy or anything.”
“I’m not going to think less of you because you spent the time to make something for Landon.” Victor stirred in the skillet a few more times, keeping his attention on Tristan. “I might be jealous, but seriously, you’re freakin’ out for no reason.”
Tristan plucked the canvas from the bookshelf and tossed it on the counter. He stepped outside to wait on the front porch, so Victor could unroll it himself and take a look without faking a positive reaction.
Somehow, the fishing scene had morphed into a Charley-style scribble fest. Tristan covered his face and waited.
He should’ve tossed it into the woodstove with the scraps.
“What is wrong with you?” Victor said, standing behind Tristan at the front door.
“I don’t know what I was thinking. Throw it away. Burn it. I don’t care!”
“Hey.” Victor sat beside him, handing Tristan the rolled canvas. “It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen anyone make. Landon will love it!”
“Didn’t you see it? I—” Tristan unrolled the picture, barely recognizing his own work. “Something really is wrong with me. And if you tell me I’m doing drugs, I’ll punch your lights out.”
Victor nodded. “Come on, let’s eat breakfast and we’ll talk about Lazaro.”
Tristan wiped his face one more time before standing. “I’m sorry. I can’t seem to keep myself together.”
Victor motioned for him to sit at the table where an omelet waited, then topped off both coffee cups. “Tell me what’s going on. I’m all ears.”
Tristan poked at his food until Victor changed the subject.
“Would you want to go fishing again? I don’t think I asked, but how’d you do?”
“Caught a few leaves and rocks, that’s about it.”
“Next time, forget the casting part and use telepathy to put the fly exactly where you want it. Saves a lot of time. The fun part is watching the take down anyway.”
“Landon doesn’t mind?”
“Of course he minds, which makes it all the more enjoyable. Especially if you end up catching more than he does.” Victor nodded proudly, pointing to himself.
“You guys fish a lot then?”
“Nah. I think he prefers to fish by himself.”
Doesn’t take a genius to figure out why, Lazaro added. How ignorant can a person be?
Tristan left the kitchen to sit on the couch and closed his eyes. How do I get rid of you?
Why would you want that? I could teach you a great many things!
Whatever.
You have potential. Using power makes us superior to the human race. We are gods! So the way I see it, you could waste your time with these idiots, fishing and doing your little crafty doodad things, or affect the world with me as your master. I can teach you how to be magnificent.
I don’t want to be magnificent. Or powerful.
Let’s see what you can really do. Test yourself. Do a little experimenting. He’d never suspect you of all people.
Tristan shook his head, shielding Victor from view. No.
I don’t understand what the dilemma is. You’re already a heartless murderer. You don’t belong with these wimpy lovey-dovies. You’re above them and this. Look at the class they put you in. Even I have more respect for you than that. There was a long pause. I’ll give you time to think it over. You should consider the consequences if you don’t. Everything is up to you of course, but only I can save you.
Save me?
From yourself.
I don’t need to be saved from myself. I need to be saved from you.
“Are you listening?”
You’re half dead already.
“What?” Tristan looked up at Victor, who was offering the plate of food again.
“You really do need to eat something.”
Tristan shook his head. “Is it possible to be half dead?”
“Half dead?” Victor smiled cautiously. “I would think you’re either dead or not dead.”
Tristan put his head back and rubbed his temples. “Tell me about the security around Darnell.”
“Why?”
“You said you had security triggered to Lazaro’s DNA, and all his people, placed all around this entire mountain.”
“Yes, but—”
“How often do you check it?”
“Maybe I should get Landon for questions like this.”
“Does it always work, or do you have to maintain it somehow?”
“It always works.”
“Are there batteries? What if the DNA changes, or isn’t listed right?”
“You can’t change your DNA. What is this about?”
“I’m trying to think logically. What if he could find a way around your security and be somewhere in this cabin?”
“You’re talking about Lazaro?”
“I know it sounds stupid. But you said we could talk about him, right?”
“Security overlaps. There is no possible way he can get around anything without being noticed. Lazaro might have a grudge over what happened in Ireland, but trust me, we’ve taken extreme precautions. Eleonora knows what’s going on. This cabin is probably equally if not more protected than our own castle. Do you know what that means?”
“Eleonora is gone. What castle?”
“The Makai Castle.” Victor raked his fingers through his hair. “The castle is not up for discussion. But only a select few can appear within the walls of this cabin.”
“Who?”
“Myself, Landon, Madam Galina, Alpheus, and Donovan.”
“Why Donovan?”
“He’s high up.”
“Where is he now?”
Victor paused too long before answering. “Not sure.”
“You trust him completely?”
“Yes.”
“Who’s Madam Galina?”
“Our healer. Are you going to eat this?”
Tristan took the plate and moved to the table, poking at the omelet with his fork again. Logic didn’t seem to be solving anything. “Charley has been here. So has Eleonora. Is that a glitch?”
“I said ‘appear’. Anyone can walk through the front door.”
Tristan pondered the loophole in silence, glancing around the room. Surely Lazaro couldn’t camouflage his DNA and waltz right in.
“What you need is something to take your mind off things. Come on, at least try the eggs. Do you not like the food that’s being sent? I just sort of made my best guess as to what you would want, but we can change the order.”
“The food has been fine and I’ve been taking my mind off things for days now. But it’s not solving anything. I can’t keep busy forever. I need to sleep.”
“I’ll bet you’re just having post traumatic stress nightmares; we told you that might happen after Ireland. What have you been doing to keep your mind off things?”
Tristan’s stomach tightened. Whether his latest project was good or not, it wasn’t meant for anyone’s eyes.
“Why don’t you come to my garage and we’ll build something fun—a robot maybe? We could make it voice-activated and you could train it like a pet. It’s loads of fun. Alvi has one and it does tons of stuff for her. Or, we could get together with her and you guys can do art stuff. She’d love to see what you’ve done. If that doesn’t interest you, I can teach you how to play a musical instrument. Guitar maybe, or we could make room for a piano in here.”
“Okay,” Tristan said, un-enthused.
“Okay to what?”
“Let’s build something. I want to see how all this stuff works.”
“Great. I’ll pick you up Monday morning. That gives you two days.”
“Two days for what?”
“For rest. Looks like you could use it.”
“Do I look half dead?” He certainly felt like it. Maybe he was sleeping more than he thought, and all the encounters with Lazaro could be written off as bad dreams.
“Your levels aren’t good, but with a little sleep and food, you’ll be fine. Don’t tell Landon I said this, but stay away from coffee. It’s actually made your levels go down.”
“Two days then,” Tristan agreed, glad for the excuse to remain unsociable a little while longer. Victor washed dishes in the sink, rambling on about robots, while Tristan did his best to keep his food down.
“Monday morning. Come to my house when you wake up and I’ll have breakfast ready.”
“Got it. I’ll be in a better mood.”
“Good. Are you sure you don’t want to see Madam Galina? She could probably give you something to make you sleep better....”
“That’s alright, I’m tired enough as it is.”
“If you ever want company, you can always call me or Landon. And that’s for emergency,” he added, pointing at the watch. “See you Monday.”
Wait! Before he goes, ask him where the security is so we can get a good look-see before you keel over and die!
Tristan tried hard not to slam the door behind Victor and got back to work.
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- BETRAYED -
TRISTAN LAY SPRAWLED over his artwork, still sitting at the kitchen table. He must have fallen asleep midway through the rock formation he’d been working on and suddenly realized what had awakened him—his hand was no longer in the right spot.
Something had moved it.
He shot up in his chair, stunned to see Shaely standing beside him, punching buttons on her phone.
“Sorry,” he said, as she leaped back. “I didn’t hear you knock.”
She put her phone away and smiled cheerfully. “I didn’t think you’d wake up—I was knocking on the door for like, ten minutes!”
“You didn’t take a picture with that thing, did you?”
“Of course not! I was about to call one of my brothers for help, because you wouldn’t wake up, but then you did. So I didn’t. Besides, I sorta snuck out and I really didn’t want them to know where I was.”
“Oh. Good.” Tristan glanced down at his art. Overlapping images wavered in and out, making it nearly impossible to focus on any particular layer. Much like it had when Gwenna burnt the image in his mind the night she was killed.
“Wow!” Shaely closed the distance and took a closer look at the drawing. “Did you get this from somewhere?”
“No. I just....” Tristan rolled up the paper as fast as he could and she stopped him with a warm hand on his.
“It’s beautiful, so intricate.”
Tristan gave her a moment to take in more details.
“It’s almost mind-boggling.”
He could never show Landon or Victor, because they might know what it was. But Shaely? He opened his mouth to ask her to keep it a secret, then thought better of it. “No one was supposed to see it.”
“Why not? It’s...just...wow.” She tucked her golden hair behind her ears. “How do you—?”
Tristan blinked, wishing his brain would speed up. “How do I what?”
“How do you know what to draw? Have you seen this before? Maybe something like it?”
“I don’t know.” Tristan pulled his hand away from hers, rolled the drawing, and shoved it back in its cardboard tube. “I just started doodling and that’s what it turned out to be. That’s all.”
She looked a bit hurt and headed for the door.
“Shaely, I’m sorry.” He waited for her to stop, but she didn’t. “I’ve been up all night and I’m tired. I really don’t mean to snap or be cranky, especially with you.”
She turned to face him with a teasing smile. “Make me breakfast?”
“I—I can’t cook to save my life.” He rushed to the kitchen and opened cupboards. “But I’m sure I can find something. Hot chocolate?”
“Sounds great.” A shy smile played on her lips as she sat at the bar and waited with her chin on her hands. “I didn’t know you could draw.”
Tristan shrugged. “It’s just a distraction.”
“From what?”
“Do you like dried fruit?” Tristan dumped the entire jar into a bowl and put it in front of her.
“You really hate talking about yourself, don’t you?”
“How did you know where I live?”
“I followed you the other day when you said you had an emergency. I could see you through the window and I was worried. So I let myself in.”
“I’m....” Tristan poured hot water into the mugs and sighed. He’d already told her some of the mess he was in. “I’m going through some mental things right now, and I’m not sure if there’s anything I can do about it. I was told to stay home and relax.”
“You do look like hell, but you could’ve just said so. Or you could have sent me a message.” Shaely sipped her hot chocolate and breathed in the sweet steam. “Are you trying to ditch me?”
“I’m not ditching you. I just don’t want you around if I, you know, lose it.” He’d never dare admit to being possessed by someone who could kill without thinking twice about it.
Shaely rolled her eyes and smirked. “You think you can hurt me? I’ve been training for crazy crap my whole life.”
Tristan left his mug on the counter and sat on the couch. “I don’t know what you can handle, but I’d rather not find out.”
He glanced over as Shaely stared at her clenching and unclenching fist, front and back, with a look of absolute horror on her face. “You okay? Shaely?”
Her eyes settled on him for a brief second as she surveyed the room. As if she’d just woken up, and had never seen it before. “You tricked me,” she whispered. “I can’t believe it.”
Tristan got to his feet and took a step forward, stopping when she held out her hand.
“I should have known.” She looked at the palms of her hands and fumbled with her jacket to get her phone. “They said you could be playing me, but I just didn’t think—”
“Tricked you how?”
She flung something from her hands, something only she could see, and stripped off her jacket to swipe at her arms. “Get them off! They’re biting me!”
It didn’t matter what she thought she saw, he knew exactly how real it could seem.
He helped brush at her arms and resorted to holding her wrists to keep her nails from gouging her skin.
“I just wanted to be friends with you,” she shouted, fighting him to break his hold. “But they were right! Let go of me!”
Tristan spun her around, keeping her wrists, wrapping his arms around her as she fought to get away. He was quickly losing strength to keep the upper hand. “Whatever you’re seeing, it isn’t real. You have to trust me!”
“I can’t trust you,” she cried. He dodged the back of her head as she tried to strike his face with it.
“Please, Shaely. I’d never hurt you. Let me hold you until they go away. They will. They feed on fear. If you relax, they’ll go away. I promise I won’t let anything happen.”
She seemed willing to settle in his arms, but he kept a firm grip. The last thing he wanted was for her to take off running through the woods. She needed a distraction, something to take her mind off whatever she was feeling.
“I like you, Shaely. You’re sweet and thoughtful. Like when you planned that picnic. We could do it again—have a picnic somewhere. Maybe at a beach with nice warm sand. No wind. A sunset so colorful....” He couldn’t think of anything to add. “Let’s sit for a minute.”
Tristan guided her to the couch and sat, keeping her close and cradled in his arms. He released one hand to smooth her hair back from her face as she gazed up at him with eyes full of fear. And dilated pupils. Definitely under the influence of something.
Was it the fruit? The hot chocolate?
“You’re beautiful, Shaely. Your hair is like silky sunshine. Your eyes remind me of tropical seas.” Where was he coming up with this stuff? He thought of Dorian and tensed. He had to keep talking.
“But you can’t be trusted.”
“Of course I can.” He bit back the need to defend himself. “I would never hurt you. You’re my friend.”
“But, you’re a dragon,” she said.
Tristan’s hand froze and his throat cinched tight.
“Dragons can’t be trusted, no matter what. They’re tricky, conniving bastards who—”
“Who told you that?” It couldn’t have been Landon or Victor. Maybe she was still hallucinating...seeing him as an actual dragon. “I’m not a dragon, Shaely. I promise.”
She began to sob, curling into a ball and burying her face against his shoulder. Tears flowed over her flushed cheeks.
He held her as tight as he could and waited, shaking, desperate to see the whole dragon issue as a coincidence. He ran through the list of symptoms Landon and Victor had given, when they suggested he’d been slipped some sort of drug.
Whatever it was, it had to be in his personal food supply. Did that mean Landon and Victor were responsible?
“I’m so sorry, Shaely.”
“What are you sorry for?”
He hadn’t reacted as strongly to the drug as she had. But by now, maybe he was just getting used to it. “It’s me they’re trying to torment, not you.”
“I know,” she said between hiccups. “They’re coming for you. To kill you.”
“No.” He resumed stroking her golden hair. “No one’s coming to kill me.”
“My brothers—”
“Shhhh...it’s going to be okay. Everything will be fine.” His eyelids were getting heavier with each slowing heartbeat and he prayed she’d fall asleep before he did. “Get some rest. Everything will be better soon.”
“You don’t understand....” Her words slurred as she drifted to sleep. “We’re slayers. Dragon slayers.”
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- GONE -
TRISTAN WOKE to an empty room.
“Shaely?” He checked the bathroom and the front porch, swaying a bit in the open doorway.
Victor? He wasn’t sure he could initiate communications, but this was an emergency.
Tristan? Luckily it was Victor’s voice answering him, and not Lazaro’s. Everything okay?
Shaely’s missing. She was here. I made her breakfast—”
You made her breakfast? Victor asked, sounding half amused and half irritated. Was she there all night?
She had a reaction to the food. A bad drug reaction. I had her calmed down...but now she’s gone.
She probably just went home. Did you both eat the same thing?
I think so, but maybe I have a better tolerance to it by now. She was hallucinating—just like I do.
Okay. Landon and I are on a stakeout, but we’ll call in and get to you as soon as we can. Don’t eat or drink anything until we get there, okay? Tristan?
There was something else she said.
Don’t do anything until we get there, it should only be a few minutes. We’ll talk about it then. Got it?
Got it.
Tristan slipped the poncho over his head and sat on the front porch, determined to relax and wait. A few minutes wouldn’t be that long.
He thought of a peaceful place. A glassy lake. Trees stretched skyward along the banks. He added a few snowcapped mountains and puffy white, harmless clouds. The rocks on the pebble beach were either flat, perfect for skipping, or round, perfect for throwing.
Some of the trees on the far side of the lake were dead and fallen, making the reflections in the mirrored water more interesting. Patches of tall rocks and cliffs peeked through the trees for contrast and dimension. He decided the direction should be west from his beach, so he could conduct a sunset of soothing colors.
It didn’t take long to add the minor details—sounds and smells. A breeze now and then to liven the reflection.
What a waste. It’s almost a shame you’re dying.
He should have known Lazaro would find him here, and didn’t bother turning around.
I’ll bet you could come up with some pretty amazing ways to kill a person. Tell me, how would you do it?
I wouldn’t.
Wouldn’t do? Or wouldn’t tell....
Neither. Tristan got to his feet and spotted Lazaro standing halfway up the hill. Maybe he’d fallen asleep in the real world.
This is truly spectacular. See what I mean? Lazaro gestured to the entire landscape with his arms wide. Only gods create such wondrous places.
No person is a god and this isn’t a real place.
What is a god, if not a powerful being?
This isn’t power, it’s creativity. Imagination. You said you weren’t in my mind.
Alas, I am not. Only my mind is in your mind. Although, one might argue that the ‘self’ is the physical body, while others might suggest the ‘self’ is the soul; the driver of a bodily vessel used to exist in this particular dimension of time. Either way, there’s quite a difference.
Tristan walked away from Lazaro, determined to find his real front porch.
They say you shouldn’t intermix separate DNA patterns, Lazaro continued. But, I wonder if one would dominate and come out victorious. Messy, but victorious nonetheless.
What do you want from me?
I find you interesting, much more interesting than I’d anticipated. Though I must admit, it wasn’t my idea in the beginning.
Whose was it?
That’s hardly important this late in the game.
Why not? Tristan stood warily, leaning against the side of his cabin, undecided about going back inside, or down the front steps.
Lazaro didn’t answer.
Tristan made a run down the steps for the trail, aiming for Eleonora’s cabin. But his feet were too sluggish and he fell on his chest, unable to get his hands out fast enough to catch himself.
You and I would have made a great team. I’m extremely intelligent, you’re extremely creative. Together, we could’ve solved a lot of detail-oriented problems.
I wouldn’t help you if you were the last living person on Earth.
You’ll go long before I do.
Leave me alone.
I want your help in getting the emerald back.
Why should I help you?
I’ll stop bothering you for one thing. The other reason is because I need that emerald to save my people. I miss them terribly and Stephan, my brother, is very important to me. Without that emerald, I cannot break this curse. If you help me revive him, I will forgive you for murdering the others. And then, it will be easier for you to forgive yourself, if you know you’ve turned around to make things right. I know your guilt. You can see helping me as retribution for your actions.
Tristan thought about it.
Come back to Ireland and show me what really happened that night.
Ireland appeared before him, though he wasn’t sure if he had a plan. He stood at the top of the cliffs with Lazaro at his side.
Remarkable, Lazaro said, lifting his face to the dark wind and rain.
Tristan looked down on an image of himself coming from the cave. He wasn’t sure of the emerald’s importance at the time, but knew Lazaro should never have it. He remembered Gram telling him to always trust Alpheus, and stuck to the story he told Dorian.
Tristan’s image swung from the ledge, clinging to muddy roots as the box fell from his pocket into darkness, swallowed whole by the crashing surf.
Can you lighten it up a bit? Is there any way we can see what became of it? Or maybe exactly where it landed?
This is how I remember it. Nothing more, nothing less.
Do it again, more slowly.
Tristan played it again, amused that Lazaro wasn’t getting anything useful to work with.
Again.
I’m tired. Let me rest without interruption, and I’ll agree to do what I can.
There’s no time for rest, you’re well past the overdose mark.
Tristan’s eyes fluttered open. Eleonora’s cabin was too far away—all he could see was brush and dirt. He wished he’d worn the watch Landon had given him, instead of seeing it as too breakable. Too valuable.
You should be thankful I got to you before the dragon slayers did. They can be nasty.
She was hallucinating.
Didn’t you see the tattoo on her wrist?
I’m not a dragon. He couldn’t remember seeing any sort of tattoo.
“Go get Donovan.”
Tristan opened his eyes to see Landon leaning over him.
Oh yeah, bring on the executioner! Lazaro laughed. He’ll put you out of your misery. Or make it last longer for the fun of it.
Tristan grabbed Landon’s arm. “He said I’m overdosing.”
Landon nodded that he understood, but Tristan kept his grip. “She said they were dragon slayers.”
“Shaely? Are you sure that’s what she meant? There’s no such group—” Landon paused, apparently running calculations. “You didn’t tell her, did you?”
“I’m not a freakin dragon!” Pain shot through his chest and he squeezed his eyes shut.
“I’ll get the doctor.”
Tristan nodded, holding his breath until something shook him.
“I’m getting you out of here. Can you hear me?”
Tristan opened his eyes again, relieved to see Shaely leaning over him. “Are you okay?” he asked. “I was worried when you weren’t here.”
“I must be doing better than you.” She smiled, brushing the hair from his forehead.
“Overdosing. Can’t remember what the drug is. I didn’t do this to you, or myself. Someone else.”
“We’ll figure it out.” She patted his hand. “Come on, we have to go before Donovan gets here.”
Tristan agreed.
In the next heartbeat, he was in a dimly lit room reeking of musty carpet and gasoline. Men’s voices cheered around him.
“I told you I could get him here safely,” Shaely hissed.
Tristan tried to sit, but the weight of something pressed him down.
“Don’t give him that,” she added. “He’s already OD-ing on something.”
Tristan felt the floor lurch. Tires squealed and streetlights streaked past the narrow windows overhead. Wherever they were, it was nighttime. They were in a large car. More like a van with the all the backseats removed. He couldn’t make out any faces.
“Dude!” someone yelled. “Don’t get pulled over!”
“What’s he on?”
If you give me a clue, Lazaro said, I’ll make sure you get out of there in one piece.
Why would you do that? Tristan asked.
“I don’t know,” Shaely said. “We could run blood work.”
I get you saved, you get my brother saved. Simple as that.
“Or not,” one of the brothers said. “Does it matter? Serves him right for doping you up.”
You said I was dead already.
But you’re not. Not yet anyway.... Honestly, I’d rather have you alive.
“Yes it matters!” Shaely said. “You promised to hear him out, that we wouldn’t kill him unless we could prove he’s a dragon. I owe him something—I would have been perfectly happy to light myself on fire to get those bugs off.”
You can’t want me alive. Not if you’re the one drugging me.
It does open your mind rather nicely. In fact, I’ll probably lose this connection if you survive detox. This might be your one shot at making a deal with me.
“We’ll let him stand trial. But I swear, Shaely. This could be the only dragon we ever get our hands on. I’m not letting him go just because you have the hots for him. His existence is an abomination to mankind and you know it.”
“Get that tracker thing on his head before he starts making personal calls.”
“And put a bag on his head,” said the driver.
“Not yet.”
Tristan felt the press of stinging metal on his forehead. A boy not much older than himself was kneeling beside him, using a tool to tighten a bolt at the side of the contraption, forcing spikes with tiny barbs to bite through his flesh.
Sharp pain overrode the aching void in his body. Landon!
Tristan! Where are you?
“Someone put a bag on his head.”
Victor’s tracker— In a flash of intense light, Tristan saw the group of people huddled around him, including Shaely. They shielded their eyes and leaned away as every muscle clenched into spasms.
Tristan held his breath, trying not to scream out loud.
“Told you he’d be making personal calls.”
“Not anymore.”
Tristan rolled to his side, choking on bile from his stomach with his jaw clamped tight.
“Guess we know the reverb amperage won’t kill him. We could turn it up a notch or two, just to be on the safe side.”
“Are you crazy?” Shaely asked.
Tristan clawed at the metal band around his head and tried yanking it off as an icy cloth covered his mouth. His throat went numb on the first intake of breath. Thick blood seeped into his eyes before his head hit the ground.
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- MOLAJAH -
TRISTAN STARED AT THE BLURRY blob attached to his right arm until a needle came into focus. A thin tube connected it to a bag containing some sort of clear liquid. Whether it was good or bad for him, he didn’t care. He reached for it, only to find his left arm tied to metal bars at his side. In fact, both arms were firmly bound.
He gave the needle a mental pull, immediately struck with an electrical current that had his body arcing off the bed.
The next thing he knew, a piercing light was shining in his eyes. “He’s coming around again.”
“Tristan?” Shaely asked. “Can you hear me?”
Something wet dabbed at his chin and neck. His tongue sat like a weighted plug at the back of his throat. He could barely breathe.
“Come on, Tristan. You can do this!”
He opened his eyes and waited for recognition—waited for his brain to make sense of the fluorescent lights above him. “No more.”
“No more what?”
Shaely must have been inches from his face, her breath hot on his cheek. “Sha—” Tristan spotted a transparent man with skin as black as night standing against the snow-white, cement wall. Layers of dark fabric draped over his head and wide frame. The man pushed his hood back, exposing a bald head. Tristan couldn’t turn away, no matter how rude the staring might have become.
I presume I have your attention, said the phantom man.
Yes. The room exploded in light and his body cramped in pain. His ankles were tied to the foot of the bed and the instant he bit his tongue, he gagged on his own blood. Or maybe he’d thrown up.
“Gosh-darn it, Barry,” shouted Shaely. “Turn the dang thing down, you’re going to kill him!”
“Apparently, he’ll have to learn the hard way if he keeps trying stuff like that.”
Tristan shivered in a rush of icy cold. He couldn’t remember losing consciousness, but now he was lying on his side with both hands tied to the same bar. Shaely huddled under a blanket in a blue armchair next to him, sound asleep.
The ghost of a man in robes was still standing against the wall, in the exact place he’d been before.
The room itself, besides the chair Shaely was in, had only a metal door and a curtainless window that faced a hallway.
Projecting your thoughts seems to be what triggers the device. I suggest you think your words to yourself, not to me.
What do you want?
Many things. Nothing.
Tristan let his eyes flutter shut, too tired to play games with the stranger.
Mostly, I want you away from this place. Jacques was right. We owe you an apology. Perhaps even a fighting chance.
Jacques?
He is no longer your guardian. I have taken his place.
Tristan opened his eyes. What sort of hallucination was he having now? Anything was better than Lazaro in his head. But Eleonora had mentioned the name Jacques.... And a second ghost. Was that how his mind came up with this?
You know Jacques as your falcon.
“What?” Tristan sat up, pulling at the bars until the skin on his wrists tore against the ropes. “Where is he? What have you done to my falcon?”
Shaely leaped from her chair and grabbed his shoulders.
He fought the urge to get away from her as she held his face, forcing him to look at her instead of the man standing at the wall. “Wake up, Tristan. There’s no one here and I don’t know anything about a falcon. You’re going to be okay.”
“You don’t understand,” Tristan said, flicking his eyes back and forth between her and him. “The falcon is my friend.”
“It’s going to be okay,” she said quietly. She quickly scanned the room, but didn’t seem to see the man. “Drink this. It’ll put you back to sleep.”
“You’re drugging me?” He couldn’t remember if Lazaro confessed or not. “Was it you all along?” He bumped the cup from her hand, spilling it on the spotless white tile floor, and tugged his arms against the ropes, testing the strength of the bar itself.
“We weren’t the ones drugging you. We just made it so you’d sleep, so you could get through the detox easier. I promise we’re not making it worse.”
“I don’t react well to drugs, you have to stop!”
Be nice to her, said the man. His deep voice seemed to resonate in Tristan’s bones. She’s the only one fighting to keep you alive.
Tristan slumped into her arms, lacking the strength and energy to stay upright. “Who are you?”
“It’s me, Shaely.”
Molajah, answered the dark ghost. I wish to negotiate the terms for your cooperation.
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- ARTIFACTS -
TRISTAN GNAWED AT THE ROPES on his wrists, unable to tell if he was making progress in the dark. A train whistled from somewhere faraway; he listened for other clues to pass along if he ever got the chance. He couldn’t hear the tracks—that had to be useful for judging distance.
Fluorescent lights flicked on, forcing his eyes to adjust to the stark white room.
“I thought you’d be awake by now.” Shaely nearly skipped into the room in a flowing white sundress. A pink bow held her hair in a high ponytail. “Are you doing okay?”
“I would be, if I wasn’t tied up.”
“It won’t be for long.” Pearly lip-gloss shimmered as her smile grew wider. “I’m just glad you can carry on a conversation.” She toyed with a delicate bracelet around her wrist, reminding him of the tattoo Lazaro had mentioned. “Just tell them what you told me, and they’ll let you go.”
He highly doubted it.
“Anyway, I thought it would go easier for you if I was the one taking you to your cell. My brothers are...well, they’d love any excuse to rough you up a bit.”
“Thanks. I guess. Why am I here?”
“I’ll explain on the way.” She held up a single key on a large ring. “Let me warn you, if you try anything, they’ll beat the holy heck out of you and you’ll wake up chained to a wall instead of in a comfortable cell.”
“Would you?”
“No. But I have enough tranquilizers to knock you out in seconds, the whole sorry event would be recorded, and they’d never let me near you again.”
“Are you helping me?”
“No, not really. But I’ll do what I can to make it better.”
“Can you take this thing off my head?” He’d tried to pull the band off himself, but it seemed to have barbs that prevented it from sliding up or down. He’d only made it worse.
“Sorry, they would never allow that.” She pulled the blanket away and he stared at his feet as she unlocked the chain from the foot of the bed. The metal cuffs were practically embedded into his swollen ankles.
“I know it looks bad,” Shaely said. “But they weren’t that tight in the beginning.”
Tristan stared at her in horror. Speechless.
“Don’t blame me! You’re the one who kept struggling so much.” She snapped thick bands of metal around each wrist, over the ropes, and connected them with chains to the cuffs at his feet. “I can get you a wheelchair, but...”
“But what?” The chains had to weigh fifty pounds.
“It’ll take time and my brothers will be here soon. My plan was to get you there before....”
“I’ll walk.”
She pulled a pocket knife from her beaded purse and cut the rope at his hands.
“Aren’t you a little dressed up for this?”
Her cheeks reddened as she fiddled with a dangling pearl earring, smiling but avoiding any eye contact. Finally, she folded the knife in half and put it back in her purse. “It’s not far. I promise.”
Tristan pulled himself up, using the chains connected to his feet for leverage, and hissed at the instant pain.
“Should I get a chair? Painkillers?”
He might have passed out if Shaely hadn’t lifted him the rest of the way. “No.” Tristan held his breath and waited for his head to clear. The band on his head pulsed deeper into his flesh.
She lowered the bar on the bed and swiveled his feet to the floor. It took another long minute to adjust to standing. She belted a chain around his waist, linking it with the chain that hung from his hands to his feet. “We’ll be there before you know it.”
It was slow going down an endless hall, with the chain between his feet preventing decent forward motion. He made a map in his head, if he got the chance to run, but so far, everything looked the same: white tile on the floors, white walls, long corridors with doors and tinted windows at equal distances on both sides. Fluorescent strips of light buzzed. Rattling chains.
Who was he kidding? The turns they’d made were already a blur.
They rounded another corner and Tristan spotted the dark-skinned ghost standing at one of the tinted windows, the window frame behind him clearly visible through his transparent cloak.
“Is he with you?” Tristan asked, doing his best to point at the ghost with his chained hands.
Shaely looked in the right direction but shook her head. “This is the museum,” she said, glancing at her watch.
Tell her you want to see it.
“Can we stop?” Tristan asked. He hadn’t decided if the apparition should be trusted or not, but stopping would give his ankles a break. “I wouldn’t mind seeing the museum.”
The ghost nodded his approval.
“We only open it to the public once a year. Sometimes not even that.”
“Is that a yes? I understand if you don’t have authority....”
“Oh, I have authority. I just don’t want to risk my brothers catching us.”
Tristan didn’t care either way and prepared himself for more walking.
“I guess it’ll only take a few minutes, and it might explain why you’re on trial.”
“Sure.” Though, he’d rather get off his feet sooner than later.
Tristan glanced at the man to see if this detour was worth the effort. He looked a lot like Talak, in an old-fashion tribal sort of way. “Did one of your brothers kill Stanley?” Tristan asked.
Shaely rolled her eyes as she finished punching in a series of numbers on a keypad. “Don’t tell me you’re the one who started that rumor.”
“No.” The door slid sideways, retracting into the main wall. Only then did he notice there was no doorknob. “They questioned me and asked about you. I didn’t tell them anything.”
“It wasn’t a problem. And no, we had nothing to do with whatever happened to him.” She waved him in and followed behind. The door whooshed back into position and sealed itself. “This is it.”
Lights came on as Shaely aimed some sort of remote control at the wall to her right. Glass display cases, lit from within, spanned the entire length of the room. Intricate murals covered every inch of wall space, including an arched ceiling.
Tristan scanned the room in awe, stopping for a moment on the dark man, and turned away, so as not to project his thoughts outward by accident. Molajah, wasn’t it?
Yes.
Tristan spotted his poncho under glass. “Is this mine?”
“Yes and no,” Shaely answered. “It’s why you’re on trial.”
“You lost me. And what sort of trial are we talking about?”
“They say the fabric is made of dragon fur, woven with whisker spines.”
“Fur?”
“Not all dragons are scaled, according to the records. And they probably didn’t have aluminum knitting needles back then. It’s an artifact. Any sort of fabric like this is extremely rare.”
“O-kay.” Tristan left it at that. “So, why am I on trial?”
“The elders sent us to New Zealand because they felt the presence of a dragon.”
“Felt?” What sort of cult was this girl messed up with?
“The elders spend hours meditating in the Forest of Darkness. They’re never wrong.” She clasped her hands behind her back and continued walking along the displays. “But they are getting old. Some of us wonder if it was just the artifact they felt. Not a dragon.” She pointed to a depiction in the mural where a man sat cross-legged in a circle of gray moss, surrounded by wicked-looking bare tree branches. “This is the Forest of Darkness.”
“So...if I donate the poncho to your museum, I’m free to go?”
Shaely almost laughed. “They aren’t planning to give it back, and it’s not that simple. The elders want you slain, just in case.”
“Slain? But I’m not a dragon! That’s just...murder!”
It is the spirit of a dragon that communes with those who enter the Forest of Darkness, Molajah added. His name is Whiromanie, and his soul will be forever snared in the forest until he can break the curse that binds him; a curse that can only be broken by killing every last dragon.
“They wouldn’t have agreed to the trial a hundred years ago,” said Shaely. “You should be grateful.”
“Yeah. Grateful.” If Whiromanie is a dragon, he continued to himself, wouldn’t that mean he has to kill himself, too?
He’s already dead.
Shaely walked him through the scenes of war playing out in the murals. Villages burned, hundreds of dragons lay slaughtered across the land. The rivers flowed red. People speared the dying beasts. A man tossed a scroll to a burning pile—revealing a symbol Tristan had duplicated on the map in his cabin.
Are you...dead? Tristan winced at the question, but clearly the man strolling alongside him was a ghost. Why can’t Shaely see you?
I am tuning my conscious with your biorhythms, not hers. As for being dead, I have no earthly body, but my spirit is bound by the same contract that binds yours.
“Don’t feel sorry for them,” Shaely said. “Dragons nearly wiped out the entire human population, like evil demons swooping in at night. Our job as Slayers is to make sure it never happens again, to make sure they go extinct and stay extinct. Some say they can hibernate for a hundred years or more, so we can’t even guess at how many might be left.”
Whiromanie did have a following, and was rather cruel to the people. After he was captured by one of the gems, much like the emerald turning men into stone, he lured unsuspecting travelers into the Forest of Darkness and organized the Dragon Slayers. We were sought out and slaughtered.
“But there’s no such thing as dragons.”
“Look around you, Tristan,” Shaely said. “Some of this stuff is thousands of years old.”
Tristan eyed each case as he passed, guessing at half of it. He stopped at a metallic-looking bowl. “You’re making this up.”
“That scale is only a few hundred years old.”
Tristan moved on to a tinted, lopsided vase. It was half-full of liquid and sealed with thin leather and wax. Beside it were three arrows wrapped in dingy frayed gauze. “What’s in the jar?”
“Poison.”
“If there were dragons, they’re long gone by now. What’s this?” Tristan jerked his head toward what looked like a horn wrapped in leather cords. It had a familiar shape—like the fang he’d retrieved from Ireland, only five times the size. The one that made Dorian so angry when he tried giving it to her. The one he’d used as a murder weapon in attempt to kill a man from her village.
Maybe this trial was about Karma.
This fang is more powerful than the one you encountered, but has similar residual qualities, Molajah confirmed. In fact, if it wasn’t for that fang, the surrounding trees might have had this place torn apart by now.
“They say it’s an incisor.” Shaely shrugged. “Can you imagine how big that dragon would have been to have a tooth that large?”
Tristan didn’t want to think of it. They continued along the displays.
“The elders say that so long as one dragon lives, the world will be cursed.”
“Cursed how?”
“Disease, starvation, evil in our hearts....”
“And you seriously believe this?”
Shaely nodded. “I come from generations of Dragon Slayers.”
“So what? I come from Florida!”
“This is serious!” she chided. “It’s what we train for.”
“Then, why not go after all the little Chinese water dragons? What about the bearded dragons, or the komodo dragons?”
“Now you’re just getting silly. They aren’t the real thing.”
“Well hell, Shaely!” Tristan took a breath to calm down. “Why on Earth would anyone in their right mind think I’m the real thing?”
“And that’s all you have to say when they have you on trial. No one wants to murder anyone.”
Tristan clenched his teeth and Molajah shook his head in warning.
They continued through the room, stopping at a pedestal with a pile of polished gold nuggets. “Let me guess. Dragon loot?” Even as he said it, he noticed the gems placed throughout the stash—felt the pulse of power and made a quick count: six. 
“Not exactly. This display is probably worth millions, but do you see us selling it off for profit?” She continued when he ignored her. “Yes, it was found in a cave after the dragon was conquered.”
“Murdered, you mean.” He wasn’t the only one who needed to be rescued; the six gems were as much a prisoner of this place as he was. 
Shaely sighed. “It’s no different than killing tigers or cougars. Once they started hunting people, they had to be dealt with. Simple as that.”
Tristan glanced at Molajah and went to the next display, where a brilliant blue sapphire twinkled in the palm of a crystal hand. He recognized it instantly and nearly knocked the case over when he swayed against it.
“We should get you to your cell,” Shaely said, keeping him steady. “I didn’t mean to be in here this long.”
“What is this?”
“Just another gem. Apparently, the dragons had a thing for bling.”
Shaely tugged on his arm and he almost tripped over his chained feet.
“Give me a sec—” Haven’t I see this before?
Yes. The plea for help appears to loop in time, and not always in the same location. No one summoned has ever been able to alter the course of events. Not even myself.
It really happened?
The gems contain future generations of magical beings. Their powers, along with our binding commitment to the contract, keeps them concealed from the world in the essence of a time capsule.
“Come on, Tristan. I can’t carry you.”
For how long?
For until we decide, as a council, that the world is a less violent, more habitable place for their kind.
Will that ever happen?
I doubt it. But it makes no difference. The contract can never be fulfilled—the beings will never be released and we will be bound forevermore.
But you just said….
There is only one way for the magical races to be reborn into this world. No part of the process can be replicated. It is a foolproof method and it requires a dragon. An actual dragon.
Tristan took it all in, saddened by the fact that the beings thought they would be safe, and were now imprisoned forever, but also relieved to hear that there were no more dragons.
I’ve been authorized to negotiate a deal with you.
“I really don’t want them to find us in here,” continued Shaely.
I’ll see that Jacques, your falcon, is freed from confinement as well as all charges of High Treason—
Tristan looked up when Molajah stopped speaking.
The door swooshed open and three of Shaely’s brothers swept into the room.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” said the one in the middle, pulling a handgun from the inside of his denim jacket. His broad shoulders nearly filled the walkway as he stomped toward them, pointing the gun at Tristan. The other two circled around.
“You can’t shoot a gun in here,” Shaely said, raising her chin a notch.
“It was my fault,” Tristan said. “I wanted to see—”
“Shut up, dragon boy.”
“We’re heading to his cell—”
Tristan lunged when the man backhanded Shaely, gun still in hand, but couldn’t bring his hands forward by more than a few inches. He mentally shielded himself on the way down, seeing the pointed boot coming up at him, and wasn’t sure what got him first—the kick, something like a baseball bat from behind, or the electrified metal band on his head.
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- WARFARE ADVANTAGE -
A DRAGGING GROAN woke Tristan as his cell door opened, revealing someone’s silhouette.
“Shaely?” His lips barely formed the word. Half his face felt numb. Or swollen. He wasn’t sure which.
A cold blast of water hit him in the gut.
Tristan recoiled, lying on his side, unable to pull his hands and feet in to protect himself. He didn’t dare construct a mental shield.
The stinging stream of water hit every bruise on his body and he barely caught a breath before it reached his face. The figure stepped back and slammed the door, plunging the room into pitch-darkness again.
When the air shifted inches from his head, Tristan shielded himself without thinking. Dim sparks reflected in the puddles of water and alighted Shaely’s smooth skin as pain shot down his spine.
If he could stay conscious long enough to notice, maybe he could tough it out and do something useful. Like get himself home.
“Tristan!”
Something wiped at his eyes and he still couldn’t move.
“I figured he’d have learned by now,” said a male voice.
Only one of his eyes would open.
“Tristan? Oh, thank God.” Shaely wiped at his forehead with the cloth.
A naked bulb hung from the ceiling, but didn’t appear strong enough to reach the walls. Shaely dipped the blood-soaked washcloth into a bucket of water.
A bulky figure stood behind her with his arms crossed. He had a mask over his face and a hood to match. “Let’s get on with it,” he said, dodging puddles as he walked out of sight.
A series of hollow, metal clanks echoed in the darkness. Tristan’s arms lifted a few inches off the ground. He twisted to see what was happening.
“I’ll round everyone up.” Light flooded the room for a brief instant as the man opened the door and left the room.
Tristan focused on Shaely.
“You’ll be okay,” she said, dabbing at the eye that wouldn’t open. “They’re wearing the hoods and masks so you can’t identify anyone. It’s a great sign!”
“Great.”
“It’ll be over before you know it,” she said.
He doubted it, annoyed by her pleasant smiles that seemed so sincere. “How long have I been here?”
“Not long at all. A few days maybe.”
Tristan melted into the floor, devastated.
Someone should have found him by now, if they were looking. He sucked in a breath when Shaely shook his ribcage. “Don’t pass out! They want to start the trial and the sooner you get through it, the sooner you can go home. Can you move your feet?”
“No.” But even as he said it, he was able to bring his knees forward, dragging a chain across stone. “Do I have to walk?”
“They’ll do it all right here, but they’ll want you to stand. I can help you up, but that’s it.” She lowered her lips next to his ear. “They need a unanimous vote to kill you, and they won’t get it.” She leaned back and grinned, then shook him as his eyes closed. “Stay awake!”
“Do I get a lawyer?”
“It’s not that kind of trial. And you shouldn’t want to put it off; the sooner you get out, the sooner you can get medical attention.”
An amber light on a distant wall flickered on, exposing a parade of hooded people entering the room, well beyond the reaches of the light bulb above him.
“Please stand,” said a deep voice.
Shaely smiled with an encouraging nod and helped him to his knees, then to his feet.
The clanking noise started up again, taking in the slack of chain until his hands were pulled level with his chest. His shoulders ached from the stretched-out position he had been in on the floor.
Shaely tucked his hair behind his ears and dabbed playfully at the tip of his nose. “Hold onto the chain to keep the cuffs from weighing on your wrists.”
Her cheeriness sickened his nerves. “My hands are numb, Shaely. How am I supposed to grip anything?”
“I’ll bet we’re done in half an hour, okay? Just, hang in there. I mean—you know what I mean.”
Tristan remained silent, flexing his fingers to get the circulation flowing.
“You are accused of being a dragon.”
Tristan barked a harsh laugh. “By who?” Something hit his ribs from behind, he couldn’t pull his elbows back far enough to protect himself and fought the urge to shield himself mentally.
The second blow came to the back of his knees, making his legs go numb—he collapsed, yanked to a stop by the cuffs on his wrists. His knees hovered inches from the ground.
He spun half a circle as water blasted his chest and neck. Blood seeped down his arms. Tristan stared at the dark ceiling, past the light. Waiting. Refusing to do anything that might trigger the band on his head.
Get on your feet, young one.
His feet were numb and he couldn’t lift his head. He couldn’t possibly stand. He could barely keep his eyes open.
Shaely appeared from nowhere with something in her hands. “Oxygen,” she said, placing a clear rubber mask over his face.
He took a breath, then another, then got his feet under himself to ease the stress on his arms. Shaely took the mask away and winked before she walked back to the cloaked crowd, taking her seat with the others.
The hint of a light flickered on, the pale blue of a computer monitor coming to life behind a cubicle wall to the right.
“How do you plea?”
Tristan couldn’t determine who was speaking; there had to be at least fifteen people sitting along the far side of the room, though he couldn’t be sure. He’d even lost track of which one was Shaely.
What was the computer for?
He straightened himself and stood firm, especially if the trial was being recorded. “I am NOT a dragon!”
A blow came to his other side; Tristan choked up blood, and would have thrown up if he’d had any breath. He couldn’t keep his knees locked and jerked to another sudden stop in a pit of blissful darkness.
 
“They’re breaking for lunch.” Shaely had the oxygen mask on his face and smiled. “Try not to make them so mad, or you’ll be dead before they can decide anything.”
It was all he could do to take one breath after another, but even that was becoming easier. The pain in his sides lessened, as did the pounding in his head. Even his shoulders seemed to get a second wind. “Water.”
“They’ll let you have food and water after the trial.”
“No they won’t and you know it. Help me up.”
“They’re not that bad—” she cut herself off, grimacing. “Okay, so they’re being a little harsh.”
“A little?”
“At least you’re getting better at not electrocuting yourself. That’s good!”
“The only thing they want is for me to suffer a long, painful death.” The pressure lessened on his shoulders and wrists when he could take the weight on his feet. “This trial is a sham.”
The door opened, spilling more light into the room. “Shaely,” scolded a man from the doorway. “He does not require your assistance.”
“I’d better go. Don’t forget what I said earlier about provoking.” She mouthed a silent kiss and walked away, bowing slightly at the man as she passed.
Tristan watched warily as the lights overhead went out. The man stayed silhouetted for a long moment as the door swung shut. He let out his breath, grateful to be alone.
When a hand covered his face, his mental shields flew up automatically. Sparks from the band lit the man’s eyes. Singed hair wafted around them.
“It’s okay with me if you want to defend yourself.”
Tristan forced his mind to relax and shut his eyes, waiting for the inevitable.
“The only reason you’re on trial is because some of us feel guilty about the last one we killed: Nicodemus Something-or-other. But some of us like the hunt and making the kill.”
A fist struck him in the gut, propelling his feet off the ground. Tristan pulled his leg upward as he swung back toward the man, half curling in on himself, half intending to do damage if he could.
The man grunted on impact and Tristan could only hope he’d doubled over. He swung his knee up again, with much more force, and managed a second lucky shot to the man’s head.
That’s as far as he got though, he froze as a sharp pain stabbed through his stomach, all the way to his spine. His muscles convulsed around a long blade as it twisted its way out.
“You’re an abomination to the human race and I hope you bleed to death before lunch is over. Is that quick enough for you?”
The door opened, letting in a burst of light for a moment. The man stumbled into the hall, clearly hurting at least a little by the gait of his steps, and then the door swung shut, sealing the room in darkness.
Tristan spat a bit of blood to the ground in front of him and grinned.
For some reason, he was past feeling any pain. His wrists didn’t even hurt. Neither did his ribs. Or face. He began shaking at the realization, suddenly cold. “Molajah?”
I am here.
He tugged at the chains, desperate to break free. What’s happening? Even the knife wound seemed insignificant, but maybe he was just in shock?
We’ve been speculating. Twice now, they might have declared you dead, had they been paying attention.
Tristan shifted his weight, determined to stand for as long as possible to save his arms. Who’s ‘we’?
The Seraphim Council. Jacques belongs as well, on a lesser level.
Is he still alive?
Yes.
Nicodemus?
Gwenna Winters’ husband. He was transporting the emerald at the time.
Was he a dragon?
Yes.
It made no sense that people could also be dragons. His heart raced. Why am I still alive?
We believe it is because you made contact with the emerald. The Valkyrie. It is what one would call...Warfare Advantage.
I don’t understand. His pulse beat strong. The only real pain came from the band attached to his skull.
Let us call it...a bit of immortality.
“No!” Tristan tugged at the chains again, reopening the wounds at his wrists. “That can’t be true.” Knowing his luck, he’d be tortured for the next twenty years and no one on the outside would know he was still alive.
He had to get away from this place.
Why didn’t the emerald keep Nicodemus alive?”
He never attempted direct contact.
An image of his father came to mind, from a time when they were obviously running away from something. Were the slayers after my father, too?
No. We were. But he misunderstood our intentions. You see, he was judged unstable at a very young age, as were you, before you were born, along with all of Jacques’ previous descendants. However, at this point, our options are becoming quite limited and we all must...how shall I say...give up some standards.
“Screw you!” Tristan refused to hear another word and tried transporting himself home. Sparks showered over his eyes, burning pinpricks on his skin.



30
- A PRICKLY PLAN -
“AT LEAST LET ME SPEAK,” Tristan managed, bracing for impact. No one noticed the healing under layers of dried blood, but it didn’t mean the new wounds didn’t hurt.
A masked man in the audience held up a hand.
Tristan tightened his grip on the chain as only air smacked against him. The man swinging the wooden plank had held back just in time, and retreated to a nearby wall.
Tristan sagged in the chains. The shift of pain to his wrists woke him with a start and he blinked, wondering if time had passed.
“Do you confess?”
“No.” He would if he thought it would end everything, but what if he couldn’t be killed?
“Do you now deny drawing this insignia?”
“I don’t know any insignia.” Tristan glanced at the copy of his drawing on display. Shaely must have taken the picture with her phone. “I was hallucinating at the time.” He gripped the chains, prepared for the hit, remembering belatedly that he’d been granted some sort of reprieve for the time being. Although, he wouldn’t be surprised if there was a second person behind him, ready to step in.
“But you don’t deny drawing it.”
“Doesn’t make me a dragon.” Tristan glanced warily into the darkness for Molajah. Where was he?
“And you simply found the artifact garment.”
“It was in a suitcase of art supplies.”
“The Makai gave it to you.”
“No one gave it to me. I found it!”
“Lies!”
The man lunged into the ring of light with his board on a backswing. Tristan tried raising a knee to block the blow, only to find his ankle cuffs bolted to the floor. When did that happened?
“I’m not a dragon! I have nothing to do with dragons, and it’s wrong to punish me for what happened a thousand years ago.” Tristan caught his breath between hits. “When was the last time anyone saw an actual dragon? Are you so desperate, you’re willing to kidnap innocent kids off the street, just so generations of training won’t go to waste?”
The last blow hit him square on the back of the head. Both shoulders snapped as he fell forward.
 
Tristan awoke lying on his back with an oxygen mask on his face. His chest ached, both arms, outstretched on the stone floor, were completely numb. He couldn’t tell if he was moving his fingers or not.
“Tristan? Oh, Tristan. I’m so sorry.”
He winced as he cleared his throat. “Stop apologizing and get me the hell out of here.”
“You know I can’t do that.”
“Then leave me alone.”
“You don’t mean that.” She used a wet washcloth on his eyelids until he could open them. “You really shouldn’t antagonize them like that.”
“Shaely—”
“Quiet. Save your strength for the trial.”
“You’re not taking this very realistically.”
“And you’re not even injured! How do you explain that? What aren’t you telling me?”
Tristan shut his eyes, attempting to think of something fast. If he got on her bad side now, she might not be willing to help him with his plan, now that he had one.
“I was trusting that you were telling me the truth. Do you think I’m a fool? What are you?”
“I’m not anything and I don’t think you’re a fool. I’m...healing myself.”
“That’s impossible with that band on your head. You’re lying.”
“No, Shaely. It only gets triggered when I project thoughts outward, but healing myself is an internal thing.” The words made perfect sense. Tristan smiled to himself, cracking his lips, but relieved to have a more logical explanation than being immortal.
“You’re cheating?”
“There are no rules here.” He fought against his rising anger. “I’m doing the best I can.”
Her face softened and Tristan held his breath, tensing when she resumed cleaning his face. “Does it hurt?”
“Yes. I have a favor to ask,” he whispered. “It won’t get you in trouble.”
“Ahh.” She blushed and held back a giggle. “I knew you still cared about me.”
Tristan shuddered at the thought. “Do you live nearby?”
“Of course, silly. We all do.”
“Good. Do you have any houseplants?”
Her playful smile diminished. “Are you making fun of me?”
“No, Shaely. You’re the only friend I have in this place.”
She nearly batted her eyelashes. “I have a plant or two. Why?”
“I want to see a real, potted plant as soon as possible. Before I die in this dungeon.”
“You’re not going to die. They’ll let you go when the trial is over, and then we can keep seeing each other like we were.”
He couldn’t remember any redeeming qualities that had made him want to date her, other than she seemed normal and interested. “You can’t be serious.”
“Why not? My brothers won’t have anything against you once they know you’re innocent.”
“Shaely—” His mind reeled. He certainly couldn’t break up with her now, if she actually thought they were still dating. “They’re not letting me go. The trial will last until I’m dead.”
“You’re just being dramatic. They’re nice people! I swear!”
“They are not nice people. Nice people don’t kidnap and torture their little sister’s friends just to see if they’re good enough to date.”
“That’s not what they’re doing and you know it. Besides, we’re already dating. You even kissed me. Twice.”
Biggest mistake ever. “All I want is a houseplant.”
“You’re delirious, that’s all.” She brushed his matted hair from his forehead. “Things will be better soon.”
“Please. I just want to see one up close. What harm could it cause?”
She sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“Now, Shaely. As soon as possible.”
“Now you’re just getting demanding.”
He studied her face, unsure if she was being sarcastic or not, and gulped.
“What?” she asked, exchanging the irritated scowl for a bashful smile.
If she turned on him completely, he’d be as good as dead.
“Just tell me. What are you thinking?”
“I don’t understand you,” he whispered, unable to think of a lie. “How can you stand by while your family does this?”
“You should be thanking your lucky stars they’re giving you a trial in the first place! Don’t you realize I’m the only reason there isn’t a unanimous vote?”
“How often do they vote?”
“They haven’t, but we discuss it every day.”
“How many days have I been here?” Without food or water. He didn’t dare point at possible clues out loud.
“Look,” she said, tossing the bloody rag into the bucket. “I know you’re tired and hurt, and that you want out of here as soon as possible. But these are the proceedings and I’m doing my best to make sure you’re taken care of. Do you see anyone else going through this much trouble?”
“No.” Tristan let his eyes close. “You’re the best thing in my life.” It wasn’t a lie, but he didn’t dare look at her.
“Aaahh.” She kissed his forehead and patted his cheek. “Anything besides a plant?”
Tristan shook his head, shivering against the sudden chill in the room. “Can you leave the light on?”
“They want it left off. Sorry. I’ll be back.”
The light died when she left.
“Molajah?”
He tested his arms, finding them unmovable, and panicked. If he could just sit up, or turn, or move in any direction...he sought out the cuffs with his mind and pried with all his strength.
* * *
“Oh, Tristan. Honestly. When will you learn?”
Tristan opened his eyes, blinded by the hanging bulb. At least he was still on the ground.
Shaely set a small clay pot with a cactus beside him and wrung out the washcloth from the bucket, dropping to her knees. His wrists were covered with fresh blood, but she went for his face.
“I need help,” Tristan whispered, ignoring Shaely.
“I brought you a plant, just like you wanted.”
Tristan didn’t dare speak mentally. He stared at the prickly cactus and waited for Shaely to leave, but she didn’t appear to be going anywhere. How loud would he have to talk for the plant to understand him?
He couldn’t risk waiting any longer and asked his favor in a rushed whisper. “I need a message relayed to Dorian.”
Dorian was the only person he knew who could speak with the plants. Or, she at least had some way of translating their thoughts.
“I can’t send any messages,” Shaely said. “I thought you understood?”
“I didn’t mean that.” Tristan squirmed. “I’m not asking you to do anything, I promise.”
“This is stupid.” She scooped up the cactus and got to her feet.
“No!” Tristan winced as he tried to move toward her and the plant. “Please don’t take it yet.”
Shaely eyed him suspiciously, shaking her head.
“Please, Shaely.” Tristan kept his eyes on the cactus, flooded with relief and pure joy when a tiny bump between spines expanded into a bright pink flower.
Shaely cocked an eyebrow and glanced the thorny ball, not noticing the new flower, and almost dropped the pot when the flesh between her thumb and index finger got pricked by a thorn.
“Thank you. If there’s ever anything —” Tristan froze as something Molajah said popped into his head.
What did the man mean about the trees outside? Could he ask the plants for favors, and have them physically respond to his requests? Could they behave like an army, and literally tear a building apart?
He redirected his attention to Shaely with his mouth gaping open. “I mean...I know I can’t repay you, but thank you so much for sneaking it in. It’s beautiful. I have so much to think about.”
Shaely’s frown grew deeper. “I’ll ask if I can give you water. Maybe that will help keep you from losing your mind completely.”
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- CONFESSIONS -
“DO YOU CONFESS to being a dragon?” asked someone from the audience.
“Why do you need a confession?” Tristan held his breath, but the blow to his ribs never came. He might have confessed to anything, just to end the suffering, but now he had something to live for if the little cactus could get a message out. The people on the island probably wouldn’t do anything to save him, but if Dorian contacted the Makai with the information, they would come for him as fast as possible. “So you can sleep better when I’m dead?”
The swing came from the front instead of the back, causing his grip on the chain to slip as he fell backward. Sometimes it was worth provoking them if they left the room for a while, assuming him to be unconscious.
He let himself hang limp and replayed the message he’d given the cactus. He should have been more specific, but with Shaely listening.... What if Dorian still hated him? He could picture her ignoring the message.
If it even made it that far.
How far was he from the Pacific?
What if she couldn’t literally talk to plants? He’d gotten the impression that she could. At least, she believed she could. He hadn’t really believed her at the time.
Technically speaking, anyone could talk to plants. But how would a person know if the plants could understand what was being said?
The crowd of people sitting along the wall remained seated.
“The last person you killed—” Before Tristan could finish, the board struck his hip and he lost sensation in his legs. Was there a limit to the amount of damage he could take? He needed a backup plan. Quick. “What made you think the last person was a dragon?”
The hand halted the next blow. Tristan breathed a sigh of relief.
“There was a time when the dragons were obvious targets, but they are shifty devils. Some of them took human forms to hide among us. And then they had the nerve to breed with us. It became imperative that we stop the spread of polluted genes at all costs. So you see, it isn’t a personal thing that we choose to kill you. We simply seek to purify the human evolution.”
He is partially correct, said Molajah. Those who could shift successfully did hide among the humans. Those without the ability were quickly captured and executed.
“From the Forest of Darkness, we know that so long as the blood of dragons remains among us, the world will suffer disease, famine, and evil....”
It was almost word for word what Shaely had said, like some sort of regurgitated cult doctrine they’d all put to memory.
“Our mission is to save the integrity of the human race, no matter what the costs.”
“Even if your mission wasn’t insane, it’d be impossible. Like tracking down every person with a Viking heritage. What proof do you have?”
With a flick of a wrist from the someone in the audience, the man with the board struck his right side.
Tristan choked on the blood coming up his throat in convulsive waves. One of his shoulders dislocated, allowing one knee to reach the ground. “These proceedings are being recorded and soon enough, we will have our proof.”
“I hope your recordings are used as evidence against you in a real trial.”
 
When he came to, both eyes were swollen shut. A hollow voice echoed around the room in slow, hypnotic tones. He didn’t pay attention until he was done throwing up, finally able to rise to his feet to relieve the ache in his arms. Though he could tell he wouldn’t be able to fix his shoulders without help.
“Humans have no chance against the force of a dragon,” said the dreamy voice. “No chains can bind you...no walls can contain you...revert to your natural form and be free!”
Anger brought him strength. “I am not a dragon!” He gripped the chains attached to his cuffs and yanked hard, trying to break whatever was holding him up.
Molajah! The sparks flickered against the inside of his lids and wounds along the band bled freely. “Molajah!”
He remembered the comment about being recorded. There had to be cameras, maybe speakers.
“My name is Tristan Warner. I was drugged and kidnapped from my home in New Zealand—” He couldn’t even guess how long ago. “They say they are Dragon Slayers. They think I’m a dragon. I am NOT a dragon. This is murder. I’m being held against my will. By a delusional cult.”
He couldn’t think of anything else to say and began repeating himself. Until the dreamy voice lulled him into a state of drowsiness. Only the yank on his arms made him aware of it.
Tristan got to his feet when a possible plan finally came to mind. “I have information. Information you’ll want for your museum.”
What was the use? He unlocked his knees and fell into the voice.
“...Claws long enough to pierce three men at once, sharp enough to decapitate with a single swipe. Enough muscular power to destroy anything. Everything. Walls of any substance. Any thickness. No chain can withstand the strength of a dragon. Dragons are invincible. You are a dragon. Free yourself!”
“You can’t wish me into being a dragon!” Tristan yelled. At least, he thought he did. The recorded voice repeated itself.
It is unclear whether dragons could shift back and forth at will, Molajah said. But there is evidence of such occurrences.
Where have you been? Tristan lifted his head long enough to see the dark shadow of the man, then let his chin slump back to his chest.
It was a matter of pride for some dragons, a challenge perhaps, to come out of hiding and acknowledge the ancestry for all the world to see. We thought we were past being hunted. Some attempted the shift because they preferred the longer lifespan of a dragon, rather than that of a human.
But after generations of existing in a human form, the mental capacity of those who succeeded had degraded to a more wild, animalistic nature. We believe they weren’t capable of returning to a human form, perhaps due to losing the ability to think like a human.
It mattered not in the end. With Whiromanie in control of the Slayers, none of the dragons survived a full year and the humans with ancestry were once again hunted. Parents stopped telling their children.
The world is overpopulated with cruelty—shifting is a death sentence.
The door groaned open and a dim light lit the stone wall at the back of the room. The line of people filed in, taking their seats. At some point during the procession, the monotonous voice of the recording faded away. “Any information you choose to share may or may not set you free.”
Tristan lifted his head, already forgetting what his plan had been. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came.
Someone triggered a computer screen to life behind the partition to his right.
“You said you had information regarding the museum. Do you have something to contribute? Or simple information?”
Ah yes. Tristan licked his lips and couldn’t get a breath. His throat ached worse than his shoulders. “My drawing.”
“We’ve established that.”
“Gwenna gave it to me.”
Do not betray us in this, Molajah hissed. We have a treaty with those races.
I know what I’m doing. Tristan let his head drop, lacking the strength to ignore Molajah. “Please.”
“Please?”
“It’s a map,” Tristan said. Fabric rustled as the crowd stirred in their chairs, confirming if they’d all heard the same thing. He had no idea how they could hear anything from so far away. Not that he wanted them closer.
“A map of what?”
“The drawing is terrible compared to the real thing. And it’s not finished.”
“Where did you see the real thing?”
“Gwenna gave it to me. It’s in my cabin.”
“A second map?”
“The original. But it’ll be dangerous.”
“How so?”
“The Makai probably think I went after someone, after they told me not to. They’re probably waiting for me to come back.”
“Who were you going after?”
“It doesn’t matter now. You’ll have to sneak into my cabin to get it.”
“Then what?”
“A lifetime of questing for dragon treasure.”
“Tell us where to look.”
Tristan smiled, his lips cracking with sheer anticipation.
I should kill you myself! said Molajah.
You said I deserved a chance. If you can’t get me out of here, at least let me try....
* * *
Cold water poured over his head. Tristan stuck his tongue out too late to get more than a few drops into his mouth.
“Tell us how to operate it.”
Disappointment drowned his thoughts, sending him into an emotional, downward spiral. He didn’t think the Slayers would make it past the Makai to get Landon’s watch from the cabin.
But maybe they weren’t waiting for him. Maybe they’d stopped looking. Maybe they hadn’t bothered in the first place.
“It’s some sort of hologram.”
Three identical masked shapes stood before him, huddled around Landon’s watch.
“An image appears above the glass, five feet around.”
The blow to his side propelled him sideways; he didn’t bother tensing, or straighten himself. He didn’t even consider shielding.
“I said, tell us how to operate it.”
“Middle button. Press it for a full minute.”
“Wait!” said the man at the table with the computer. “Let me check it for explosives.”
Tristan shut his eyes and waited. He had no doubt they’d beat him to death when it didn’t work, but so long as they pushed the button, it would be worth it.
“Looks intricate...if I take it apart, the hologram elements might never be realigned properly.”
“Nicodemus made it,” Tristan said.
“That’s a lie, the materials are too new.”
“Then maybe Gwenna. It has to warm up. The button has to be held down for more than a minute.” He couldn’t remember the exact number of seconds, but wanted to be absolutely sure it was held long enough. “And no other buttons. Just the middle one.”
“I’ll leave it up to you.” The watch was handed back. “But he seems awfully eager if you ask me.”
“Yes. Why is that?”
“I’m not a dragon. I have no interest in the things stolen from you over the centuries.”
“Things that belong to us?”
“Things they didn’t want you to have. Books, maps, rings....” Tristan shut his mouth, already forgetting the direction he was taking. A hard smack with the board had him seeing spots, then water had him in a fit of painful coughs. “Gwenna told me.”
“I said...why did she give it to you?”
“Don’t know.” It’d be his answer from now on. Only then did he realize the signal might not work if the dragon fang in their museum was anything like the one hidden in the cave on Dorian’s island. One of its powers was that it kept the island secluded from the world, hidden to outsiders. “If it doesn’t work in here, try it outside. Away from man-made structures.”
“I get the feeling you’re hoping it sends a signal.”
His mouth and throat were too dry to gulp. “You asked how I knew what to draw.”
“Test it in another country.” The watch disappeared into someone’s sleeve. “Secure all the entrances and kill anyone trying to get in without clearance.”
“You’re right! Don’t push the button!” Tristan said in a rush. The last thing he wanted was to lure Landon and Victor into a death trap. “Explosives. We’ll all be incinerated—”
A cold bar pressed under his chin and pried his head upward. Tristan closed his eyes and didn’t resist.
“I find it odd that you suddenly want to live.”
By the ringing sound of it, a metal pipe slammed against him instead of a wooden board.
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- EXODUS -
SOMETHING CRAWLED up Tristan's cheek, alerting him to the possibility of rats. He jerked his feet off the ground, panicked by the thought of being eaten alive. How long would he live with no flesh?
A cold grip tightened on his face. “Don’t move,” said a stern voice. Tristan?
The voice in his head wasn’t Molajah’s. Tristan tried to open his eyes, fearing the worst.
“Get the water.”
“No!” Tristan said. They’d come for him—the Makai. It’s a trap! The band on his head spurted a flurry of sparks, sending shockwaves of pain through his spine. He didn’t care. “Trap!”
“What the hell is this thing. Victor?”
“Hang on, there’s a computer....”
That confirmed it, hearing Victor’s name. “It’s a trap. Get away!”
Something wiped at his forehead, his eyes. His vision was blurry, but he could see shapes.
“Looks like an early version of the tracker.”
“Reverb—” Tristan said, unsure how to make them understand. “Get it off!”
“Landon, secure the hall.”
“I can handle it.”
Victor retreated to the computer and began clicking through screens. Donovan examined the band without touching it.
“Get it off,” Tristan begged. Was it possible? Was he being rescued? “Please!”
“Holy hell, take a look at this,” called Victor from the light of the computer. “Hours of video...hundreds.”
“No!” Tristan yelled, pulling against the cuffs, desperate to get to his feet as Donovan walked away. “Don’t leave.”
“It’s okay,” Landon whispered, taking a step closer. “We won’t leave without you. I promise.”
Obviously, they’d managed to get through the front door without getting killed. “Are you really—”
Donovan is a sworn enemy of the council, Molajah said. You are not to trust him.
Donovan returned from the computer, peering carefully into each eye as he held Tristan’s head steady. “Victor has disabled the band.”
“He doesn’t believe you,” Landon said, ever the empath.
Donovan shrugged, circling out of view. Tristan focused on Landon.
“I’m so sorry we couldn’t get here sooner.”
“Better late than never, right?” Tristan said, trying to smile. Failing.
Landon nodded, grim. “The band is off. It’s gone.”
“For real?” He could still feel the steel barbs digging into his skin.
Landon nodded again, then stepped back for Donovan.
“How is this possible? Not a single broken bone, yet clearly....”
Tristan remained silent, unable to think of a good answer. Exhaustion pulled at his eyes. Surely the Slayers would come back any second now. They didn’t have time to waste. He straightened at the thought. “We’re being recorded. They’ll know your here—”
“Victor has taken care of all cameras. Getting you down and setting your shoulders is going to hurt like hell. Landon, I suggest you go with Victor.”
“I’m staying.”
“So be it.”
Donovan grabbed both chains above Tristan’s wrists in one hand. “Can you stand on your own?”
“Don’t know.”
Landon circled behind him, stopping within an inch of supporting him around the waist.
“You can’t kill me,” Tristan said, collapsing against Landon with a wave of pain as Donovan severed the chain and lowered his arms. The next thing he knew, the cuffs and chains were in a pile beside him and one shoulder was back in place.
“Look at me,” Landon said, a few inches from Tristan’s face. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “You’re doing great.”
“The emerald.”
Donovan froze. “What about it?”
Waves of nausea made his head spin. It was almost worse to be laying on the ground, in puddles of his own blood. “Set it.”
Donovan didn’t hesitate. With a jerk, Tristan’s shoulder was back in place. Landon took a sharp breath and Victor cringed. “That had to hurt.”
“Warfare advantage,” Tristan whispered, the rush of frantic adrenaline melting away. The three of them stared as if he’d sprouted a third eye.
“We’ll discuss it later,” Donovan said. “Right now, we need to get out of here.”
Tristan barely flinched when Donovan peeled his T-shirt away from his belly. He stuck two fingers through the hole in the fabric, where the knife had stabbed, then looked for a wound that wasn’t there.
“Being immortal doesn’t mean you don’t feel pain.”
Tristan nodded, holding his breath as Donovan ripped the shirt up the front, tying the corners into the armholes, securing his arms tight against his chest.
Molajah stood behind Landon, unseen by anyone. We have to get to the museum.
“They have a museum,” Tristan said. “We have to go there.”
“I think not.”
Tristan clenched his teeth as Donovan lifted him off the floor. Victor stuffed computer parts in his pockets and ran to open the door.
Tell him it’s on the way.
Tristan could barely keep his eyes open, but knew it had to be bodies they were stepping over. Landon took the lead, Victor took the back. Molajah stayed ahead of them all and stopped at a closed door with a tinted window.
“This is it,” Tristan said. “I need to get something.”
“We don’t have time,” Donovan said, but nodded at Victor to decode the touchpad lock.
The door swooshed open and they stepped in.
“Put me down. There’s a remote control for the lights somewhere near the door,” he said, though he already knew what he was after and he wouldn’t need more light.
“Is that what this is about?”Donovan asked. “The damned poncho?”
“Scrambling cameras,” said Victor. “I don’t see much else in here for security.”
Landon increased the lights and examined all the murals while Donovan took a quick inventory of display items.
“I want it back.” Tristan stared at the poncho, so close, yet so far. His fingers couldn’t grab hold of it, especially with his arms bound to his chest.
Victor jumped in to help, quickly flinging the poncho over Tristan’s head.
“Thank you so much.” He took a moment to breathe, then sought out the gems.
Donovan had already spotted them. “This is what you’re here for.”
“Yes.” Tristan gulped, eyeing Molajah. He slipped his arms out of the makeshift sling. “I don’t know what will happen, but don’t touch me when I have them.”
“Why you? You’re not the only one who’s immortal.”
“I—” Tristan looked to Molajah for an answer, then repeated the words. “Because I have established authority invested by obtaining rightful designation—”
“Who the hell is telling you what to say? Those aren’t your words.” Donovan scanned the room quickly, seeing no sign of Molajah.
Tristan leaned his shoulder against the glass and gave it a shove. Nothing happened. He wouldn’t be able to stand for much longer. “Please, Donovan. I could use your help.”
“You don’t even know what your messing with.” Donovan’s jaw clenched with anger. “So don’t touch them at all if you can help it.” He elbowed the glass and it shattered.
Some mobility had returned to his fingers, but he couldn’t grip anything. He made a pocket in the poncho and put gold nuggets between his fingers and each gem, pulling them off the display case and letting them fall into the poncho.
“One more.” Tristan eyed the sapphire laying in the palm of the crystal hand.
“There must have been a silent alarm,” said Victor, with his ear to the door. “They’re coming. Four, maybe five.”
“Damn it, Tristan.” Donovan backhanded the case with the sapphire and shouted orders for Victor and Landon to take positions on either side of the door.
They were all sitting ducks in this room.
Tristan curled his fingers around the sapphire and cradled it to his chest with the others, wavering on his feet with fatigue.
A door they hadn’t been aware of, camouflaged by the mural, sprang open. Tristan turned in time to see a bright orange blur flying toward him. He almost laughed when the soft thud hit him in the shoulder, just above his heart.
“Take that, dragon-boy,” said the intruder, just before Donovan tackled him to the ground.
“A damned Nerf gun? We don’t have time for this.” Donovan glanced up as Landon and Victor were overtaken by people and used the plastic gun as a club to knock out the shooter.
“Heh—” Tristan whispered, staring at the hole dissolving in his poncho. He dropped to ground, too exhausted to stand.
A sopping wet dart of foam rolled to a stop by the display case, leaving a trail of glistening, oily liquid.
“Dragon poison?” Tristan clutched the gems tighter. “Shaely did say the poncho was made of something dragonish....”
“Then take it off before you lose your skin with it.”
Get to the cave, Molajah said. You’ll make it in time.
Tristan watched Donovan take down two of the men fighting with Landon and Victor before he circled back around.
“Can’t you just transport them out?”
“Not until we cross the threshold.” Donovan moved to pick Tristan up off the ground.
“Don’t touch me!” Tristan said in a rush, scooting himself and the gems away from Donovan, who scowled in response. “There’s a fang wrapped in leather, somewhere over there.” Tristan tried to point with his eyes, remembering the general whereabouts when he spotted the item with Shaely. “Take it. It might keep you hidden. Just like Dorian’s island. Take all this stuff if you can.”
“The only thing we came here for is you. This...stuff isn’t worth the risk.”
“It is. Trust me.” Tristan blinked at the black spots invading his vision. The fighting commotion seemed to come and go in waves. But he couldn’t sleep. Not yet. And he couldn’t risk anyone touching him, mentally or physically, while he carried the gems. “Promise you’ll get them out.”
“You can’t transport from this room. You’ll have to walk, or leave the gems—”
“Landon and Victor come first. I’ll survive no matter what.”
“That isn’t true—”
Tristan didn’t stay long enough to hear the rest.
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- REACHING OUT -
TRISTAN STOOD LONG ENOUGH to confirm he was in the right spot. Pearly, iridescent colors shimmered along the cave’s smooth walls. A small waterfall fell into a crystal-clear pond, where sparkling sand from the bottom cast ripples of light in dizzying waves.
He’d ordered the cave to seal itself not long ago; to open for no one. Suddenly, he was alone. Safe. Hidden from everyone and everything. He had all the time in the world to get himself healed.
He dropped to his knees and fell to his good side, wincing as he realized too late that he couldn’t quite use his arms to catch himself.
Get to the water, Molajah said.
He should have known Molajah might have access. “I did what you wanted, now leave me alone.”
Tristan loosened his grip on the stones, unable to get his hands out from under the poncho. It tugged at his shoulder, tacky with drying blood. He couldn’t remember how many gems he held; he’d never even know if one was missing. Or lost in the sand. What kind of gems were they?
Forget the gems. A silver apparition squatted before him.
“Gwenna?”
Get to the water, little one.
“I thought—” The last time he’d seen her, her body was dissolving into a black hole.
We want you to survive.
“We?” Tristan glanced around the perimeter of the cave, where crowds of ghosts stood shoulder to shoulder. Some nodded for him to get to the water, others chatted in hushed whispers.
So much for being alone.
He turned back to Gwenna. “I didn’t know what you wanted me to do.”
“I wasn’t very clear.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’ll be fine,” she said, reaching out to touch his face, then apparently thinking better of it.
“Just need some sleep.” The moment his eyes fluttered shut, the trickling sound of the small waterfall ceased to exist.
* * *
Tristan woke to someone humming something familiar.
He opened his eyes and found himself lying in the water with his head barely on dry sand. His right shoulder seemed much better as he crawled to higher ground, but his left burned too much to move.
He could still feel the metal band clamped to his skull, though there didn’t seem to be any traces when he felt for it.
The humming continued.
Tristan rolled to his back and took in the shimmering textures of the ceiling. Would he be shocked if he tried to follow the music?
He took a reassuring breath when nothing terrible happened and let his mind wander, seeking a direction from the tones. It was dark outside, above the cave, with just enough moonlight to see the shapes of trees. The forest sped past as he followed the music, until a strange green light appeared in the distance. He stared, trying to make sense of the floating figure.
Was it Dorian?
Long, weightless hair covered her face and she appeared to be prying at a boulder with a large stick. It took a minute to realize he was underwater.
He panicked and took a painfully deep breath. But doing so assured him that his physical body was still in the cave, well above the waterline.
Dorian continued humming to herself, then shoved at the boulder with all her strength until it rolled out of position.
You were humming that song when we were in Ireland.
Tristan?
Yeah. Were you expecting someone else?
I’m trying to work. Where are you?
And you said I wouldn’t survive thirty seconds underwater. Tristan smiled to himself and settled into the sand.
I think I gave you a minute. So, you’re here? You can see me?
Sort of. You look good.
I’ve wanted to talk to you for a while, she said, gathering her drifting hair away from her face. She made a tight circle, searching for him. But it’s not a good idea for you to be here. You know how Oliver gets with security.
I’ve always wanted to know...how do you hold your breath for so long?
Why are you here?
Are you really working in the middle of the night?
I’m transplanting. It’s easier on the plants if I move them at night.
That’s really nice. Quite considerate, actually. Tristan grimaced as the throbs in his shoulder became harder to ignore. Are you doing okay?
Great! she said, resuming her work. Been busy. Same old thing.
Tristan watched in silence as she pried at more boulders, finally snapping her stick in half.
I’m not used to being watched. I’m glad you’re doing well but Oliver would have your hide if he caught you—”
I’m not worried about Oliver. I just wanted to see you, that’s all.
Oh. She seemed speechless at that.
I’m sorry about Gram, and how it all worked out.
I’m sorry, too. But what’s done is done.
Come on, Dorian. Would you have stood around while people were actively trying to kill you?
That’s not the point.
Yes it is! What would you have done—? Tristan held his breath as a stab of pain shot up his neck.
I have a boyfriend.
You said that before. I had a girlfriend. Sort of.
So I heard.
You did? Tristan retreated to the cave with his heart constricting. A million things went through his mind. Did she get the message and hope he would die in captivity? Suddenly the pain was too much to swallow.
It’s not like we were dating, she added. I mean, we’re always fighting with each other. You know? I always say the wrong thing, or take everything the wrong way. I don’t really understand why you keep trying.
I’m not trying. I didn’t come here to date you, or flirt with you. I just wanted—
What did you want?
I sent the message because you were the only person in the world who could’ve helped me. But I keep forgetting how much you despise me.
I don’t despise you. Wait. It was a message?
Don’t bother.
Tristan, all they said was that you were dating some crazy chick who wasn’t much competition.
She was nice for a while. Too much had happened since he’d last seen Dorian. He wasn’t about to fill her in on everything. I’m hurt, tired, and I’ll talk to you later.
Wait! You’re hurt that I have a boyfriend? Or hurt literally?
Maybe some of that stinky goo stuff you gave me before...for cuts and scrapes.
So you came here for medicine?
I just needed a friend. Forget I asked. And you’re right—I’m a terrible judge of character.
Tristan!
Goodnight, Dorian.
If you’re seriously hurt, just say so.
I’ve survived worse.
Why don’t we meet somewhere? Like the cliff house, or the rock you used to fish from. I can be there in five minutes.
As much as I’d love to argue face to face, I don’t want or need your help.
Then stop whining!
Tristan severed the connection.
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- AMBUSHED -
TRISTAN!
Tristan’s eyes fluttered open at the sound of his name. He felt for the band on his head, relieved it was still gone. “Molajah?”
He waited for a response, staring at the cave ceiling where the shimmers looked like faraway galaxies of another universe, where normal constellations didn’t exist.
Water trickled into the pond—Tristan tried to wet his lips and rolled to his good side, intent on getting a drink. His muscles and joints were weaker than he’d anticipated, but he managed to crawl a few feet with one hand before crashing.
Maybe he needed to soak longer. He twisted himself around and backed into the icy water, using his good arm to stay balanced as the melted poncho and open chest wound became submerged.
The shimmering sparkles embedded in the walls of the cave wavered.
He shivered against the numbing chill, settling onto his back with the water once again up to his neck. So long as he didn’t slide under, he’d be okay.
Tristan?
Not now, Dorian. Soon, he should be too numb to care about the cold and pain.
I’ve been trying to reach you. Where are you?
Tristan ignored her, gripping his bad arm as it cramped into a tight ball against his chest. He kicked at the sand, nearing a state of panic when it proved to be a helpless way to get a bit higher out of the water.
I’m sorry about last night. I’m just not used to anyone talking to me mentally.
People do it all the time.
Not with me they don’t.
Can’t talk right now. He held his breath. His legs had gone numb, as well as his good arm and the back of his neck. It was just his left arm and chest that burned. He glanced down at himself, unable to see the wound clearly.
What are you doing?
Leave me alone.
If you’re hurt, let me take a look at you.
I can deal with it.
So you are hurt!
Every second would have made a difference. But you ignored my message and left me to die. Would that have been a fair price for what happened in Ireland? Is that why you didn’t tell anyone where I was?
What are you talking about?
Forget it. Forget me. Forget everything.
Tristan—
So cold.
Where are you? I’ll bring you the salve, just tell me where you are.
Tristan opened his eyes warily.
Donovan was here a few weeks ago, she continued. He said if I saw you, or heard from you, I should have someone send him a message immediately.
Tristan tried to relax his shoulders—breathing seemed like a losing battle.
Well? Do you want me to have a message sent or not?
No.
If you’re seriously injured, you might not be thinking straight. If you don’t want him, then let me come see you.
I’ll be fine.
You don’t sound fine.
Just tired.
You need more than sleep and you know it. Why won’t you let me help you?
I don’t know. Maybe because I keep trusting the wrong people.
You’re in the cave, aren’t you?
Tristan couldn’t think of a lie fast enough.
I’m on my way!
No. Please, Dorian. I don’t want to see anyone. Not now.
You don’t have a choice.
Yes I do.
I will personally re-dig the tunnel.
A terrible thought crossed his mind. What is this place?
Gram said the cave is where the dragons went to die, or to commune with the ancestors...something like that....
Tristan scanned the brightest bits of sparkle in the ceiling, looking for depictions he might recognize. Why did it seal up when I told it to? Back when Lazaro was going to use it?
Well, duh...aren’t you a descendant or something? Isn’t that what everyone kept saying?
No. Everyone seemed to believe it except him. Even now. That’s not true.
I’m on my way. Philip might be with me, unless I can get away unnoticed. Don’t hurt him, okay?
Why would you think that? Tristan rode the wave of emotions, tired one minute, glad to argue the next.
Philip thinks you’re...I don’t know. I think he feels bad that he ran away with his tail between his legs, and that he should have been here for me, instead of you. Of course, he believes he could have saved me faster. And without anyone getting killed....
Ha! Tristan smiled at that. So you can finally admit I saved you?
You didn’t save me. Eric and Oliver did.
Whatever.
So, are going to let me in? Or should I bring a shovel....
I’ll meet you. But don’t tell Oliver, okay? The cave was the only place I could think of, and I’ll leave as soon as I can.
Are you so hurt, that you can’t leave now?
Too tired to know for sure.
Okay...I’ll grab my medical bag and be there in thirty minutes at most.
He’d need an hour just to get out of the water and climb up the hill of boulders to the exit. “Molajah?”
Tristan rolled to his good side and saw fragments of the gems peeking through the sand. He crawled toward them, inch by painful inch, and gathered them all into the palm of his hand.
“Molajah?” His voice echoed with the trickling waterfall. “I really could use some direction here.”
Why wouldn’t the man show himself? Maybe the twinkling patterns on the cave walls were supposed to tell him something. Where were all the ghosts?
“Hello? Gwenna? Would someone please tell me what I’m supposed to do? Where do they go from here?”
At least there were plenty of rocks on the way out—plenty of places to hide the gems temporarily. He got to his numb feet, determined to walk. Especially in front of Dorian.
 
Tristan? I’m here!
Tristan opened his eyes, halfway up the rocks to the exit.
It’s me. You said you’d come out!
Must have fallen asleep.
Get out here right now, or I’m going to start digging!
Tristan followed her voice, searching the surrounding sunlit forest in his wraith-like state for signs of danger.
There were at least twenty people hiding in the shade of trees. Some had crossbows, others had rifles. They all pointed weapons at the area where the entrance would rise from the ground.
A dark-haired teenager stood beside Dorian, his arm draped possessively over her shoulder.
Tristan could barely stomach the disappointment. She didn’t trust him...he didn’t trust her.
Come on, Tristan! This isn’t funny! It’s just me and Philip.
He couldn’t really blame her, could he?
We’ll start digging if you don’t come out. Is that what you want?
No. It wasn’t.
Tristan circled the perimeter again, touching each mind with a command to sleep. The realization of doing such a thing had him retreating in a hurry.
When he stepped outside, would it be like Ireland all over again? Letting unidentified powers from the emerald flow through him had caused enough trouble. But now he had.... How many gems did he touch?
“When I go,” he said to the cave itself, “don’t open for anyone except me. And be aware of tunneling. No one gets in. Ever.”
Did he truly have authority to command the cave? His mind drifted to what sort of creature or thing the cave might be, if it had a personality.
“Please. And, thank you,” he added, just in case. 
The walls were certainly spectacular to watch, with all the multi-colored twinkles of glowing sand to light the place.
Mesmerizing.
Tristan shook his head to get back on track. “It’s not that I don’t want to share, it’s the gems. No one can find them.”
Tristan, please! What’s taking so long? Do you need help? We’re right here, we can come get you.
Tristan shook himself again, losing his ability to concentrate.
I’m coming out, just give me a second. He refocused on Dorian and Philip, still standing together with the sun at their backs. They seemed like such an odd couple; Philip with his jet-black hair and ripped jeans, bright red sneakers and T-shirt; Dorian a mirror of mother nature.
Please be careful, Dorian pleaded. Don’t do anything aggressive.
Dorian’s hair hung in silky smooth waves, with tiny violet flowers woven into the copper-colored highlights. She had on the same dress she usually wore, something like a skirted swimsuit made of natural leather.
What could she possibly see in Philip? Not that he really cared.
Tristan hugged his bad arm to his chest tighter, double-checked the surrounding people to make sure they were unconscious, then transported himself out of the cave, making a silent promise to respect whatever relationship Dorian had with Philip.
The smash of blinding light to his eyes was the last thing he expected, but he did not try to shield himself.
You’re shifting. I can no longer tune myself with you.
Molajah? The voice definitely fit. What is this place?
Remember what I told you about shifting?
No. What? Where’s the falcon? Is he alive? He hadn’t felt the pain in his chest for a few brief moments, but now the pain was back with a vengeance. What’s happening?
Stop the shift at all costs. It doesn’t work like it used to.
What doesn’t work? Tristan spun in the light, taken aback by how clear the words were. Usually this place was pure chaos.
And then he was standing in front of Dorian and Philip, gasping for air. Her eyes widened and her mouth fell open at the sight of him.
Philip lunged, knocking him to the ground.
Just as well, since he was about to collapse anyway. Tristan shut his eyes as Philip pulled back his fist; he could certainly take a hit. But the punch never came.
Donovan knelt beside him, forcing his eyelids open.
“What are you doing here?” Dorian asked, outraged.
“Go check on Philip. And the perimeter of people who appear to be unconscious.”
“What?” Dorian looked furious. And scared.
“You set me up,” Tristan whispered, barely able to catch his breath. The branches above him seemed to grow into tangles.
“Oliver found out we were meeting and didn’t want me to go alone. I couldn’t warn you, because then you wouldn’t have come out. And no one told him,” she said, eyeing Donovan. “If anyone out there is injured....”
“They’re sleeping,” Tristan said. “Nothing more.”
Donovan frowned for a moment, then nodded. “I agree. No need to check on them.”
Dorian bit her lip, but didn’t run to check for herself. “I’m so sorry, Tristan. I had no choice!”
“Philip could have waited to see if I’d attack.”
“Why didn’t you take this off?” Donovan asked, attempting to peel the poncho away from the wound. “It’s badly infected.”
“It’ll heal.” Tristan gasped in pain as Donovan tried to straighten his bad arm. He couldn’t move away from the inspection and squeezed his eyes shut, unable to inhale.
“It’s been weeks.”
It couldn’t have been that long.
Dorian knelt to lift a lock of matted hair from the side of his head, reminding him about the band. “Get it off!” He scraped at his scalp with his good hand to find the metal, his heart leaping into high gear.
Donovan gripped his wrist and held him still.
“Can’t breathe.”
“Is that blood in his hair?” The horror on her face said it all.
Donovan didn’t answer.
“I can help with the oxygen...maybe.” She took the glass heart hanging from around her neck and twisted the cork to open it. “It’s how I stay under water for so long. It multiplies the oxygen in blood but....”
“But what?” asked Donovan.
“But maybe we want him unconscious.”
“No,” Tristan said. “I’ll take it.”
“If it makes you dizzy, hold your breath. Too much oxygen will make you pass out too, got it?”
Tristan nodded.
“I’m giving you less than what I take, just in case.” She tipped the tiny flask with the opening sealed to her finger, then put the tip of her finger on his tongue. “It takes a few minutes to work into your bloodstream.”
Tristan tried to roll to his good side, only to be held down by Donovan. “Your burning up.”
Dorian placed the back of her hand against his forehead and jerked it back. “Organs aren’t meant to function at this high of a temperature. It’s not even possible.”
Tristan focused on Donovan, trying to keep his chattering teeth still enough to speak; a hopeless task. Molajah said I’m shifting, to stop it at all costs.
Shifting to wha—? Donovan didn’t bother finishing. How do we stop it?
Tristan blinked as the surrounding trees changed in color. Dorian’s skin glowed red, while Donovan’s remained a pale shade of blue, almost green. Philip’s unconscious body, along with the others behind the semi-transparent trees, seemed to have blankets of glowing orange light hovering around them.
Donovan’s icy hands gripped his face, forcing Tristan to look at him. “Focus, Tristan. Tell me what you see.”
Heat maybe? But you aren’t…. I don’t want Dorian to know.
“Who is this Molajah person?”
“I think I know why it won’t heal.”
A power from one of the other gems is overriding the emerald’s ability to heal? Donovan suggested.
Objects around him solidified and returned to the normal colors; Tristan eased back into the ground. Donovan’s answer was much easier to swallow. Logical even. He almost nodded just to avoid facing his own theory.
Tell me!
They said the poison was for dragons, only, I’m not a dragon.
Yet, Donovan finished. It’s reacting to the trace of dragon, which is getting stronger.
It seemed crazy to keep denying it. If I shift—
“What are you guys talking about?” Dorian asked, rubbing her arms nervously.
“He’s been poisoned by something designed to kill dragons.”
“I guess that’s a start.”
“We have to cure him before—”
I am not an abomination. Who was he trying to kid? Please don’t tell her.
“We have to get him to a safe place,” Donovan said, changing the subject. “You’re welcome to come along if you wish.”
“You are not taking him off this island.”
“Look around, Dorian. There’s more than twenty armed people waiting to kill him right here. He’s not staying.”
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- A FEVERED FIRE -
QUEASY WAVES ROLLED through Tristan’s stomach as a stone ceiling flowed overhead. Someone carried him through a narrow hall with flaming torches, down a descending staircase that never stopped turning. “Dorian?”
“She’s here.”
The next time he opened his eyes, Dorian was within reach, studying him intently. Her beautiful brown eyes seemed reddened with tears. Something had to be wrong; he tried to untangle himself from the weight of covers pressing him down.
“Shhhh,” she said, putting a hand on his chest. “He’s awake.”
Donovan appeared behind her. “We can’t break the fever, so we’re letting it run.”
The words barely registered.
“There’s a needle and tube connected to your arm,” Donovan said. “It’s there to keep you hydrated. Understand?”
“Landon?” His words slurred.
“Upstairs. They both are.”
“Home.”
“Not yet.”
“Cold.”
“I’m sorry. More blankets won’t help.”
Dorian backed away, returning with a dark bundle. It flew over his body like a swarm of bees. He panicked, remembering too late about the band on his head, and tried desperately to get it off.
“No, Tristan,” Dorian whispered, trying to keep him still. “There’s nothing on your head. It’s gone!”
His left arm wouldn’t move, but something at his shoulder tore. “You don’t understand—I have to get it off.”
“It was destroyed. It’ll never, ever be on your head again.”
“But I feel it.”
“Trust me.”
Dorian put her hand on his cheek, drawing his attention from Donovan. “Everything’s going to be fine,” she said. “Go back to sleep.”
“You ambushed me.”
“No, we’ve been through this—” Her hand tightened on his as she sat back down in the chair beside his bed.
“What about Philip?”
“He’s fine.”
“I wouldn’t have hurt him.”
“You have the right to defend yourself.”
“Can’t.” Sleep pulled at his eyelids. “The band.”
“It’s gone.” She shook his head, forcing him to open his eyes. “You have to remember that.”
“Sorry.” He resisted the urge to feel his head for himself.
“Stop apologizing!”
“Why are you here?” He cringed at his own question. “Sorry.”
“I don’t want you to think you’re alone. Even for a second.”
“I’m not alone. I have Donovan and Landon and Victor.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
He didn’t dare ask what she meant. “Where am I?” He couldn’t quite see the walls, but it looked like a small room. Maybe a tent of some sort.
“It’s a safe location,” Donovan answered, keeping watch from the flap of a doorway.
“Is everyone on the island okay?”
“They’re fine,” Dorian said, resting her head against his good shoulder. She pulled away suddenly. “Does it hurt? Do you mind? It’s the middle of the night....”
“It’s fine.” Tristan smiled as she put her head back down. “Does Oliver know where you are?”
“Yes. But there’s not much he can do about it.”
“Thanks.” Tristan drifted back to sleep.
 
The bed shifted and Tristan tightened his grip on Dorian’s hand. “Don’t leave.”
“Let her go, Tristan. There’s a fire.”
Tristan’s eyes flew open. Smoke filled his lungs. Donovan carried Dorian through the haze, through a fabric flap that made a door.
Tristan choked on the thickening air and pushed at the blankets to get out of bed. Flames leaped into his face, blinding him from the rest of the room.
His legs had no strength when he tried to stand. His scream of terror died, realizing the flames eating through the bandages on his shoulder and chest felt good. Soothing even.
He rolled to his back on the ground and soaked in the warmth, finally able to relax every aching muscle.
Donovan flung blankets over him, smothering the flames, dousing the relief. The searing pain returned.
“Let it burn,” Tristan said, clenching his teeth. “Please!”
“You’re not in your right mind.” Donovan tucked the blankets around his body and poured a pitcher of water over them.
“I’m begging you.”
“Fire is not pleasant when you’re immortal. You must protect your flesh at all costs. It’s all you have.”
The cold seeped back into Tristan’s trembling hands. “If it kills or cures me...I’m better off.”
“Engulfed in flames can be as psychologically traumatic as any torture....”
“It felt right.” Tristan held his breath against the pain as Donovan lifted him from the ground and put him back on the bed. “Is she okay?”
“She’ll be fine, just a little smoke inhalation.”
“Why was she here?”
“She cares for you.”
“No she doesn’t.”
“I thought she might keep you mentally grounded, because I know you care for her as well. And if shifting into a dragon puts her in danger, perhaps you’ll try harder not to shift in the first place.”
“Don’t risk her life. Keep her away from me.”
Donovan nodded. “I’ve already taken her home.”
Tristan let his eyes close, half asleep. “Victor and Landon?”
“They’re fine,” Donovan said irritably. “Everyone is fine.”
Donovan left the room, then stormed back within seconds.
“Damn it, Tristan! I don’t know what to do with you. You need food. You need to get out of bed and move around before your muscles deteriorate completely. Tell me about Molajah. How does he communicate with you? What does he know about dragons? Surely he’s told you something.”
If only the pain would lessen. “Burn the poison.”
“I will not watch you burn!” Donovan glared, then left the room again.
Before Tristan could find a quiet dark place in his mind, Donovan returned with three pitchers of water and a few more blankets.
“I am not the slightest bit happy about this.”
“Can I see Landon?”
“Hell no! He’s beyond sensitive right now.”
Tristan rolled his eyes.
“This is serious. If you’re right, the flames will go for flesh after the poison is gone. Are you prepared for that?”
Tristan nodded, flinching when Donovan yanked back the blankets. Nothing happened for a few tense moments, and then, tiny licks of flame beaded like sweat.
A soothing warmth crept up his neck, down to his toes. He glanced at Donovan, who seemed to be concentrating all his attention on flesh beneath the flames.
Dizzying waves made him nauseous. Donovan blurred in and out. He had to stay awake, just so Donovan wouldn’t extinguish the fire.
“It’s too much,” Donovan said, clutching the pitcher. “Your nerves are confused.”
“Air,” Tristan breathed, afraid Donovan would panic and use the water. “Need air.”
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- THE TRAINING ROOM -
CLEAR BLUE SKY spanned above him. The fabric walls appeared to be the same, but there was no ceiling to the tent surrounding him.
Tristan’s hand automatically went to his head, searching for the band, then drifted to his shoulder. It was tender for sure, but there was no bandage covering it, nor was there anything keeping his arm immobile. He could move his fingers, but not much else.
He pulled back the single quilt and let his feet slide off the bed, waiting for his head to stop buzzing before attempting to stand.
Patches of grass tickled his toes in an odd way. Odd in that, the blades of grass were fake. A shiver of dread shuddered through him as he realized the clumps of dainty yellow flowers were fake as well.
He gathered the quilt around his bare shoulders, glad he at least had flannel pants on, and took hold of a wooden walking stick that had been left against the foot of his bed.
Beyond the fabric door was an entire forest. A fake forest.
Movement caught his eye—Donovan stood in a circle of large boulders, doing some sort of Tai Chi.
Tristan kept his sore arm tucked protectively against his bare skin, under the quilt. Walking was slow with the staff, but he managed.
“A new player has entered the field,” said a female voice, almost mechanically. “Analyzing new player.”
Tristan glanced through all the trees, searching for speakers. “What’s going on?”
“Training. I will not have you so vulnerable under my watch.”
“But—I have questions. The forest....”
“It’s a simulation.”
“Where’s Landon and Victor?”
“You’ll see them soon.”
“Dorian?”
“She went home. This is a safe training facility. No one you fight will be harmed, because each opponent is designed to match a certain skill level. We’ll start you at level one.”
“But I just—”
“No more excuses. You’re practically immortal. You don’t need food or more sleep. You need fighting skills.”
“Have you lost your mind? I barely made it over here.”
“But you did. Do you want them capturing you again? Do you know they are waiting? Do you want another event like Ireland?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Think of it, Tristan,” Donovan said. “Consider what the emerald allowed you to do, without deliberate thought. You’ve now handled seven additional stones. Each one has probably altered your natural abilities in some way. I need to know what you’re capable of, so we can all protect ourselves against it.”
Tristan stared, speechless. “Is that why you won’t let Landon or Victor see me? I might look at them funny and turn them into frogs?”
“Is that something you’re capable of?” Donovan asked, completely serious.
“No! Who would do that?”
“How do you know what you are capable of until you try? Not only do I want you trained to defend yourself, but I want to know how your instincts handle stressful situations.”
“You’re insane. I’m not ready for stressful—”
“It’s perfect, actually. You’re too tired to do anything but react. No thoughts, no guessing, no planning. Pure instincts.”
“I just want to go home.”
“I can’t let you out until you know how to control whatever powers you’ve gained.”
“Maybe I didn’t gain anything.” Tristan looked for a door in the trees. “You can’t keep me locked in here forever.”
“Tristan.” Donovan put a hand on either shoulder and tried an expression of patience. “This is an incredibly safe, underground facility. Anything can be simulated in this room and no one gets hurt. There are safeguards that protect you, me, and the room itself. It’s an ideal way to see what you can do. Don’t you want to know? Or would you rather find out the hard way—by accident?”
Tristan opened his mouth and shut it again. “I do want to know. But not right now.” His legs were already feeling shaky just for standing.
“This is a controlled environment where no one is in danger.”
“Analyzing complete,” said the woman’s voice. “New player does not meet health parameter requirements.”
Tristan breathed a sigh of relief. “There, see? I told you so.”
“Override parameter restrictions. If you are in full control of your powers, I’ll let you go home. And, Landon and Victor can see you whenever they wish.”
“Give me another day.”
“This is a mental battle, nothing physical. You don’t even have to stand. Think of your opponents as computer-generated holograms, testing your mental strength.”
Tristan shook his head. “I don’t have mental strength right now.” He’d already decided he’d never have anything to do with anything he couldn’t see. Like Victor’s tracker messing with brainwaves. “Is this all generated by a computer?”
“No, it’s not. But I can shut it down at any time.”
“Forget it. I’m not doing this.”
“It will be more difficult if you’re fully rested. Give him a place to sit.” A wooden barstool appeared in front of Donovan, he moved it to the center of the rock circle. “Sit. Keep your eyes closed if you wish.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I’ll guide you through the first few levels.”
“I don’t want to be attacked.”
“You sound like a coddled—” Donovan turned his back on Tristan. “I can keep you here forever and I will if you don’t at least try.”
“Just give me a day. I’m not ready—”
“Come with me.”
Tristan took a few shaky steps closer to the center of the circle.
“Level 1.”
A man appeared, dressed in a hunter-green jacket and faded jeans. His expression was utterly blank, but he lumbered toward Tristan like a befuddled drunk. “No—I can’t do this. I don’t even want to.”
“Listen to me!” Donovan held Tristan’s face in both hands, forcing eye contact. “I know you’re afraid, but we need to know what happens when you have no options. If I start training you as I would anyone else, these new instincts could be buried under skills that aren’t nearly as effective.”
“I don’t have new instincts!”
Donovan released Tristan as the opponent finally got within arm’s reach. “Defend yourself.”
Tristan tripped on the quilt as he took another backward step. The man’s arms rose like some sort of deranged zombie. “I can’t!”
“Immobilize him. Put him in a cage, change his mind, change the situation, shield yourself. There are hundreds of options.”
“I can’t!” Tristan rolled to his good side, too tangled in the quilt to get to his knees.
“Yes you can! This is nothing. He’s merely giving you dirty looks.”
“The band!”
The attacker froze mid-step. Donovan crouched beside Tristan. “Listen to me.”
Tristan flinched when Donovan attempted to move a lock of hair covering his eyes. “Get away from me.”
“Tristan!” Donovan knelt on the ground in front of him. “We destroyed that band. You are no longer being held in captivity. You’re completely safe now.”
“This is captivity. You promised!”
“Listen to me.” Donovan pulled Tristan to his knees and gave him a good shake. “There is no band. You must learn how to defend yourself or they’ll capture you again. Only this time, they won’t bother trying to hold you, they’ll just kill you. And you won’t die so easily, will you? Is that what you want?”
“It hurts too much.”
“What hurts? The poison is gone, you’re healing incredibly fast, and there is no band. Aside from a lack of body fat and muscle mass, there is absolutely no reason you can’t do this.”
“Everything hurts.”
“There are no restrictions on your mind. There is no band. You have to get past this.”
Tristan clutched his bad arm and shook uncontrollably.
“You may think I’m being cruel and unreasonable, but I will not let you be ignorant. You need to know what powers those stones gave you before you leave this room, so people you care about don’t get hurt by unpredictable accidents. Can you agree with that much?”
Tristan nodded, forcing his muscles to stop shaking.
“I’m sorry you were captured. I feel...responsible.”
Tristan frowned at the statement. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“If you had been properly trained in the first place...but we thought slow and gentle would be more comfortable. More effective.”
“But I’m not part of the Makai...”
“This isn’t about the Makai.” Donovan paced. “I want you safe, but I can’t always be with you.”
Tristan opened and shut his mouth, too stunned to speak.
“I never want to see you in chains again. Is that clear?”
Tristan nodded, frowning harder.
“The only way to make that possible is to make you strong. I want you to be able to protect Landon and Victor if they need it, or any of the young children in the valley if they are attacked. Can you understand that?”
Tristan nodded, then shook his head. “They’re way stronger than me. They all are.”
“No, Tristan. The emerald alone made you stronger than any of us. I might not have wanted to encourage your strengths before, but now...now I trust you’ll do the right thing with whatever powers you’ve been given.”
“You didn’t trust me before?”
“We saw the recordings.”
Tristan drew a blank. “Recordings?”
“It’s not that I want revenge for what they did, but I never want to see you held against your will. You were extremely loyal to all of us in dire circumstances.”
“I don’t remember anything like that.”
“You’re a good kid. I don’t want your hands tied, mentally or physically. I want you to have whatever skills you need to defend anything you feel is worth defending.”
“So...if you have so much faith in me, why can’t I do this later?”
“Because you’ve rested long enough. Much has happened since you were taken, and there is much to come. We’ll need your help with Lazaro, he has your map.”
“What?” That got his attention. Tristan got to his feet, using the walking stick to keep himself upright. “How can that be?”
“Charley was drugging your food supply on Lazaro’s behalf.”
“Little Charley? But I thought—”
“His father was one of the men in Ireland. We caught Charley with the drawing and he told us everything.”
“He talks?”
“He was also responsible for Stanley’s death, though he claims it was an accident.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Lazaro said he was with you, mentally, when you were taken.”
“He was.”
“He offered to tell us where you were in exchange for Charley and the drawing.”
Dread stiffened every muscle. “You didn’t.”
“We copied it first, then yes. We did.”
Tristan’s heart raced. “And did he tell you where I was?”
“A van. Streetlights through tinted windows. It wasn’t enough.”
“You know, it’s actually okay if he has it. It wasn’t complete and I don’t even know what decodes it. I can’t imagine he’d figure it out.”
“He’s discovered a location and four of his men have died trying to get at whatever it is. A gem, presumably.”
“That can’t be.” Tristan glanced around the fake clearing for signs of Molajah. Where was the man? He tried to recall the last conversation...obviously the ‘shift’ they were worried about didn’t happen. What else did he say?
“Pay attention, Tristan. This training is important. We can’t sit around any longer.”
Tristan nodded, still unsure.
“I have no issues about killing people when I have to, but not everyone deserves it. I can’t have you involved if you’re going to kill everyone by accident. Do you understand?”
Tristan nodded again. Molajah was probably furious about the map getting out into the public. He had to get it back. No matter how sick and tired he felt.
“You are not responsible for the actions of others, but you are responsible for your own.” Donovan turned away. “When things go wrong, or not as planned...forever is a very long time to carry guilt.”
“I know.”
“Damn it, Tristan. You don’t know. The guilt you feel over the people in Ireland.... If they weren’t trying to kill you, they didn’t die. If they were, they did. I can’t think of a better way to make such a decision.”
“Charley wouldn’t think so.”
“Charley’s parentage is not your fault. We have work to do.”
“Okay.” Tristan ignored the surrounding trees, their hollow leaves gently fluttering in a breeze. His attacker was still frozen like a wax statue. “You’ll explain what I’m supposed to do?”
“Attacks are very slow in beginning lessons. The better you do, the quicker they get. The room adjusts itself in accordance to your strength and weaknesses.”
“Will it hurt?”
“Nothing will ever compare to what you’ve already gone through.”
That didn’t help.
“We’ve been training in this room for centuries.”
“How is that possible? The technology alone….”
“I believe it is biological.” For the first time, Donovan seemed at a loss for words. “I’m quite fond of whatever it is, and I’d go so far as to call it one of my closest companions.”
Tristan studied the trees. “So you just told the room to do this, and it did?”
“The room will not push you beyond your abilities, but it will push you. I wouldn’t be asking you to do this if I didn’t think you could.”
Tristan nodded warily, ignoring the barstool.
“Proceed.”
The man finished his step and Tristan mentally swatted his swinging arm. He flickered out of existence and reappeared on the other side of the circle.
“Wait. What just happened?”
“You succeeded. You move on.”
“That’s it?”
“It’s progressive.”
Tristan nodded with a little more confidence. “Okay. I can do this.”
Within half an hour, the pale-green shield of the emerald surrounded him, redirecting every attack back on the attacker without a thought from himself. If anything, it was good to know that he didn’t need the emerald physically with him to construct the deflecting shield.
He could almost relax and glanced at Donovan, who had his own attackers to deal with.
“We’re in team mode,” Donovan answered, before Tristan could ask.
“I’ve had enough.”
“This is where we learn something.”
Donovan flew in circles with a sword in each hand, taking down multiple attackers at once. There’d be piles of bodies if they weren’t disappearing on contact.
Where Tristan’s defenses and attacks were mental, Donovan’s were physical. Tristan closed his eyes, unable to keep up with Donovan’s actions or energy level, and dropped to his knees. “I quit.”
“Not yet.”
The colors changed. Trees transformed into transparent gray obstacles. Donovan seemed to be the only source of color—a greenish blue.
“Accommodating.”
Donovan’s final attacker vanished and he straightened. Sweat drenched his face, soaked his white dress shirt. “Explain.”
“Accommodating,” the woman’s voice said again.
Donovan circled with his swords raised, ready for the next attack. A dark shadow swept over the dry leaves. Trees swayed in the sudden gust of wind. He and Tristan turned skyward.
“Stop the training,” Donovan ordered, lowering his swords.
“Denied,” replied the voice.
“What are you?” asked Tristan, barely recognizing Donovan. Even the bone structure seemed different—human, but not quite. Why didn’t Molajah trust the man?
“Tristan—”
A roaring wind knocked them both to the ground as something swooped overhead.
Pure fear induced a fresh adrenaline rush. Tristan gripped the walking stick tighter and tried to recalculate the emerald shield. His heart pounded; the harder he thought about the shield, the more he couldn’t breathe.
“I can’t see what it is—” Tristan rubbed at his eyes and tried blinking away the distorted shapes. Maybe it wasn’t his eyes that changed, but the room itself.
“Pay attention, Tristan!”
He watched in horror as a dark shape with monstrously sharp claws tackled Donovan, yanking him off his feet. He stabbed one of his swords into the inner palm of a clawed foot and crashed into the top of a tree, breaking several branches as he plummeted to the ground.
“Stop the training!” Donovan shouted.
“Unable to comply.”
“Engage extreme safety parameters—”
“Unable to comply.”
Tristan held up his good arm to block the beast when it dove for him. Its black eyes slanted downward and its nostrils flared. Long, serrated teeth spiked outward. Giant whiskers snapped like whips around a body of interlocking, camouflaging scales.
His eyes grew wide as the monster winked out of existence, just before it would have careened into him. It appeared again, like a missile aimed at Donovan.
Donovan staggered to his feet in time to be smashed by a massive tail, straight against another tree. “Get out of the circle, Tristan.”
A yellow liquid gurgled from the side of Donovan’s head, and from each puncture wound in his stomach and thigh. Tristan scanned the clearing for something that resembled a circle and came back to the green form of Donovan.
“I don’t see the circle. I see—” He couldn’t be sure it was blood.
Blistering pain shot through his stomach and up his neck. The creature landed on four legs in front of him. The ground shook as huge claws sent chunks of earth flying in all directions.
And wings! Massive leatherish wings folded in on themselves, hanging like a cloak over an armored back, extending halfway down the powerful tail.
“Donovan!” The beast moved like a snake on the prowl. “What do I do?”
Donovan threw one of his swords at the head of the creature, drawing its attention away from Tristan. It opened his fanged mouth with a roar, twisting its impossibly long neck to snap at Donovan.
Donovan had no chance, caught in the jaws of gaping teeth. The second sword fell from his grip as the monster flung him away like a rag doll, clearing the rounded treetops.
The giant beast of a dragon turned back toward Tristan, taking purposeful strides toward him with ears like sails pinned to the back of his head.
Tristan retreated, tripping on something unseen. He didn’t dare turn and run, scooting back on his elbows. If there was a circle, surely he could escape if he kept backing away.
The monster roared a hot wind of fury, with Donovan’s blood still glistening on his teeth. “I’m not playing!”
The beast leaped forward, spreading its wings, raising its head to strike and reaching with its claws.
Simple survival.
Nothing more. Nothing less.
Tristan caught the dragon with clawed feet of his own and used the momentum to catapult the creature into the trees.
They snapped on impact; Tristan rolled to his feet in time to slash between scales before the animal could strike again.
It recoiled and spun with a roar of rage.
Tristan stared at the dragon, eye to eye. His left arm throbbed; he kept it curled into his chest, claws stabbing into the palm of his own hand.
At this realization, he flexed the fingers, not recognizing the claws glistening with dark blood. Even his armored skin was unrecognizable.
He sat back on his haunches and examined his right hand, finding the sitting position impossible to maintain.
The dragon beast lunged, tackling Tristan to the ground with a heavy crash.
He shoved with his feet before the jaws could clamp down on his neck and the beast flew backwards, impaling itself on the pointed stumps of broken trees.
It turned to dust and settled to the ground like falling ash.
Tristan limped to the spot on three limbs, sniffing the area for signs of life.
Nothing felt right in this place. Not the trees, the sky. Everything felt terribly, terribly wrong.



37
- POINT OF NO RETURN -
TRISTAN STEPPED CAREFULLY through the crushed trees. They seemed to shift with him unnaturally. A haunted forest with only an illusion of distance. A cage.
Whatever it was, he would find his way out.
His wings unfolded stiffly as he stretched toward the sky. He beat at the air to get above the tree line, an instinctual motion, only to land on his chest with the effort. His left arm crumpled with the jarring weight, sending a noticeable jolt of pain up through his shoulder.
Something in the forest moved. The scent of an unknown predator lingered in the air.
Tristan got to his feet, keeping his bad limb tucked in protectively, and stalked the wooded area in search of the threat.
He wrapped his claws around the trunk of a lifeless tree and yanked it out of the ground, tossing it aside. The dirt did not smell as it should, but the predator’s scent grew stronger, emanating from somewhere nearby.
He pursued the odor until he came upon a tiny creature— severely injured and barely breathing. Tristan lowered his head and stilled. The little creature didn’t move.
A trap. Bait.
Before Tristan could back away, the creature’s hands shot fire into his eyes, scorching his nostrils and singeing his gums. He reared back, tearing through the false trees half blinded, snapping trunks in half as he plowed through them. His wings naturally extended for balance, snagging on every heartless branch.
Some sort of barrier kept him running in a tight circle, continually scraping the skin of his right wing against some sort of camouflage. The path soon became a track of bloodied spikes with broken trees scraping his belly, stabbing into his tender feet.
He cut toward the central clearing with a faster pace, desperate for enough speed to get off the ground. Only then could he escape these invisible walls and find a deep cave, or craft one, and tend to his wounds.
The tiny creature wasn’t playing defenseless anymore. It stood in the center of the clearing, shouting something unintelligible.
Tristan charged, sacrificing his bad arm for more speed, extending his battered wings for lift. He leaped toward the sky with every ounce of strength as fire from the creature seared his open wounds.
Tristan screamed...roared was more like it. But in two flaps of his wings, he’d be free and clear of this madness. His nose slammed against an invisible surface as hard as stone, nearly breaking his neck.
He plummeted to the ground, catching a few spikes to his side on impact.
No time to recover his senses; he whirled to his feet and made another lap on the track, increasing his speed, extending his wings.
The tiny green creature in the center aimed his arms upward; the air seemed to condense around him, absorbing his forward motion.
He broke through with sheer force of will and used what was left of his momentum to leap above the trees, crashing hard against the sky—an infuriating solid mass of something undetectable. His left arm would no longer hold any weight when he righted himself to try again.
Nothing would prevent him from breaking through.
He circled with the track a third time, ignoring the odd little man in the center, and sprang into the sky. This time, he put his nose down and hit with the armored plate of his forehead.
The crack reverberated through every bone.
He glared upward, confused by the jagged fissure dissecting the sky, and couldn’t recall crashing to the ground.
The little creature stood a breath away.
Tristan curled in on himself and used his long tail to swat the stubborn, fire-making thing out of his way. One or two more forceful hits was all it would take to break free.
Accommodating nicely with the three-legged gate, his wings spread out wide, just before the leap, and he drove his good shoulder into the broken sky.
It didn’t work, but it was progress.
Tristan ran the loop with nowhere else to go, keeping his lame arm tucked in, limping heavily on the other. Several times he skidded on shifting logs, landing hard on his chest, unable to keep his weight evenly distributed from front to back.
His wings were simply too heavy to keep off the ground, they snagged and tore on every sharp spike. He couldn’t get them to bend inward and his own blood seemed to be coating every bit of forest.
The little creature made his way back to the center of the clearing on two legs, holding his hands upward again.
Tristan watched warily, calculating his chances at breaking through whatever kept him contained in this hellish location. One more hit might be enough.
But the longer they sized each other up, the more sluggish he felt. The little creature was up to something.
A small explosion came from a dense spot of forest.
The green man turned and Tristan bolted in the opposite direction. By the time he was forced to circle back, additional creatures had appeared from the flames, cutting through the bloodied track on a course for the creature in the center.
They were alike in some ways; shape and size. But the newcomers were warm blooded, glowing yellow and orange. The green fire-maker was nearly invisible by comparison.
Tristan eyed the fire they’d started and made a run for it. If they could get in through the flames, it had to be the way out.
He kept his nose down and dove into the minuscule passageway, only to bash and scrape the sides of his face. He shook it off and staggered another lap, eyeing the jagged gap above.
The three creatures in the center were of no concern, he made another run at the sky, slamming himself along the widest point of the crack. A cascade of boulders fell with him and the sky itself shifted from the bright blue of freedom to a vacant, dead white.
Never had he been in such a confusing underground. Anger surged through him, providing the burst of strength he so desperately needed.
The two warm-blooded creatures seemed less threatening than the fire-maker. They weren’t predators. They stood side by side, fear and something else radiating from their pores. They were definitely up to something...his nostrils flared as they separated.
One reached for a sharp spike on the ground. But instead of crafting a weapon from the branch, it simply vanished.
Curious.
Escape.
Tristan made another run at the barrier. This time, his right wing wouldn’t extend at all. He barreled into the cavern wall that seemed to flicker between forest and stone, then crushed his left wing as he tripped over it.
How far underground was he? How did this happen?
He stayed down to gather his sense of direction, waiting for the pain subside.
The warm-blooded creatures were moving quicker now, doing away with the fallen trees.
Tristan rose to his feet and searched for the fire-maker. He wouldn’t have seen the creature at all if it hadn’t taken a curious side-step, drawing attention to its location.
Tristan disregarded it and went back to the issue of stone that camouflaged as open landscape. His bloodied right wing had clearly marked the physical boundary—the cage was bigger than he’d imagined.
A sharp sound pierced his ears; he snapped his head around and spotted the fire-maker holding a metal tube of some sort—red smoke billowing from its heated end.
He then noticed a colorless flag stabbing into his bad hand, precisely where unarmored flesh became claw.
His arm had long since lost all feeling, but it was the thought that made him angry. He raked his claws over the flag until a long quill fell out.
A clicking snap caught his attention and he glared at the aggravating creature taking aim. This time he was ready, saw the flag coming toward him and ran the opposite way he’d become accustomed to.
But the spikes...instead of leaning away from him, they were now pointing in his direction—sharper, inflicting more damage. He leaped to the first clear spot as a third shot echoed throughout the enclosed space. The warm-blooded creatures scurried out of his way.
The pipe exploded a fourth time and he heard something else.
One of the warm-blooded creatures howled. The other was silent, lying mostly still, barely breathing with a hole in his midsection.
Tristan took a step closer, confused, curious. Unbearably heart-broken.
The pipe exploded again and he ignored it, nudging the creature’s foot with the tip of his nose.
There was no fear from the creature’s companion now, who threw sticks at Tristan’s face. The fire-maker though...he and that pipe needed to be dealt with.
Tristan lunged, biting the pipe as it went off again. He flung the metal away, along with the predator who wouldn’t let go.
Both landed in the bed of spikes.
Dealing with the injured creature was an entirely different matter. A low growl reverberated from deep in his chest—a warning to the companion tying to drag it away. Tristan bared his fangs as the hackles at the back of his head rose, hovering over the injured creature until its companion was forced to retreat empty handed.
Tristan snorted his approval and carefully picked up the fragile being. Tiny fingers clutched at its chest, the eyes were unfocused and distant. Tristan lifted him higher, inhaling the scent of his long hair.
The companion resorted to throwing sticks again. Tristan ignored him, placing the injured one in his bad hand, encircling his claws to keep him protected from flying objects.
He searched for a place to lie down, even though this strange cavern would not be his first choice. But the green fire-maker seemed unharmed now, shooting an electrical current into the air, perhaps his way of claiming the cavern as his own. The companion ran toward him, putting a stop to it.
It mattered not; he had no desire to stay.
Tristan interlaced his claws more tightly and leaped toward the crack in the stone ceiling. It was no use. He crashed to his side, clutching the little figure to his chest.
If he couldn’t go up, or out, he’d go down. He stomped a foot and commanded the earth to move aside.
The source of light, whatever it was, went out as boulders rolled up and outward. The warm-blooded companion began screaming again, but it was the fire-maker’s voice that made him pause. A calm, controlled cadence, echoing strangely in this underground bubble.
A small fire ignited, and then another.
Tristan had just returned his attention to the hole in the ground when a soft ringing touched his senses. The companion plucked delicate strings on a wooden instrument.
Tristan’s eyes became droopy and his neck seemed to lose strength. The music screeched to a halt when he fell to his elbows, though he kept himself from crushing the fragile one.
He let go of his need to escape, the desire to find a safe haven, and curled around his bad hand, un-caging the tiny thing. Its eyes were open.
Tristan stared at the dying creature. So familiar. So...something. He ran the rounded curve of his claw along the creature’s side.
His lungs struggled to take in air and his vision blurred with a stinging moisture. Sadness filled his heart as the little one’s lips twitched into a smile.
The creature reached up; Tristan met him halfway and leaned into the gentle touch as a drop of liquid nearly doused the being.
He couldn’t bare the confusion and shook himself awake.
The companion’s words sounded familiar, but the spoken language was foreign. He laid the fragile body on the ground and struggled to get to his feet.
The fire-maker had found another pipe-like weapon to point—the word ‘gun’ came to mine. Tristan ignored the continuous blasts and returned to the tunnel he’d started, commanding more rock to move aside, keeping his back to the humans.
For that’s what they were in flashes of memory. He would not hurt them. Not even the one blasting that useless noise cannon.
He descended deeper into the tunnel and turned to make sure he was alone. Both creatures remained with the injured—an odd relationship between predator and prey. But somehow, they belonged together.
The fire-maker stopped shooting when Tristan’s legs gave out. He fell against the side of his makeshift resting place, making sure to collapse the long tunnel before he lost consciousness.



38
- SECOND CHANCES -
BRIGHT LIGHTS BURNED through Tristan’s flesh, seared his bones.
They’re bringing you to the surface, said Molajah.
None of his muscles would move, it was all he could do to scream in silence.
Not everyone will congratulate you, but tell Donovan we owe him a great deal. Landon and Victor as well.
Congratulations for what? The white domed walls of the cavern were dripping with smears of dark blood.
“We’re trying to counter the tranquillizers, but it’ll take time.”
Voices echoed from all directions, then circled a few times around his eyeballs. Something pressed against his mouth. He couldn’t swallow and barely gagged.
It’s oxygen. Donovan’s hollow voice echoed in his head. Don’t fight it.
Landon?
Upstairs.
I want out.
Not yet.
At least his thoughts were understandable. Victor?
He’s here.
Tell him I’m so sorry—I didn’t see him.
They weren’t supposed to be under your feet.
Time left him aimless, drifting through a silent fog. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t bear to face Victor. Even when something brushed his forehead. His fingertips. If someone stabbed him with a knife, he would not have flinched. Bits of quiet conversation came and went.
None of it mattered. However, soft music drew him forward.
“He’s awake.”
How could he face anyone? Donovan was right. The guilt was unbearable. He would live with this forever.
“Everything would be fine if you’d just wake up.”
Something warm held his hand; it eased him a little, and made him sad. Surviving seemed so wrong when others could die so easily. Someone should kill him; he really was an abomination to mankind.
The warm hand fell away. “I can’t stay.”
“You will.”
 He owed them his life. All of them. “They wanted me to tell you.”
A dark shadow fell in beside him, though he couldn’t quite see.
“They?” Donovan asked. What is the message?
Tristan swam in a sea of darkness. He’d gladly give his life for Landon’s, if he could find it.
Where are you?
Tristan couldn’t answer.
The next time he opened his eyes, he could see a little more clearly. He was in the tent. Someone sat beside the bed, asleep with his head on the edge of the mattress. Landon was the only one he could think of who had hair like that. Tristan considered the thought, then smiled when Landon jolted upright.
“Don’t tell,” Tristan said.
“Why? They’ll want to know you’re awake. Victor would kill me if I didn’t tell him.”
“Fine. But not Donovan.”
Landon looked bothered for a second, then nodded his agreement. “He’s been really worried. He’s barely gotten any rest and won’t leave the training room.”
“Is that where I am?”
Landon nodded again.
Tristan tried gripping Landon’s hand, but his fingers barely twitched. “What happened?”
“The tunnel you made collapsed. It probably wouldn’t have mattered if you were a dragon, but you shifted back. You were...human again.”
Tristan took in the words, speechless. Landon wasn’t the type to joke.
“You were crushed by more than a ton of rock, and lost nearly all of your blood.”
“Did I—” All the events were starting to blur. “I thought I...I don’t remember that.”
“Everyone is fine,” Landon answered. “The only thing to do now is rest and get better. You’re skin and bones at the moment, but I know you can recover.”
“Someone was shooting. I just...ran.” He couldn’t pry his eyes away from Landon’s face. “I had to get away, but there was no way.... How did you survived?”
Landon grinned, beaming with radiant health. “Accidents happen. It’s okay!”
“But there was no room. I never even saw you and I—”
“I wasn’t trying to kill you,” Donovan said, standing in the doorway.
“I didn’t know.” Tears fell down his cheeks. “I just had to get away, but everywhere I went....”
“I’m sorry. But it’s good that you remember.”
Tristan stared at the man, confused. He’d rather not remember the bits and pieces that would haunt him for the rest of his life.
“For when it happens again,” Donovan finished.
“Oh, hell no.” Tristan’s stomach convulsed at the idea. Landon tightened his grip. “I can’t. You can’t make me. Why would you want that?”
Donovan took a few steps closer, then seemed to think better of it. “I don’t know if you have a choice in the matter.”
“I do! I can control this. I know I can.”
“Not wanting something is not the same as controlling it.”
“It wasn’t all that terrible, Tristan.”
“How can you say that? I didn’t recognize anyone! I squashed you and didn’t even know it!” Tristan took a moment to blink away the memory of warm tissue stuck to his foot. “You were so little, like an itsy bitsy piece of microscopic glass. My—” Tristan looked at his fingers and gulped. “My claws were bigger than your entire body.”
“I want to show you something.”
Tristan shook his head. “I’ve seen enough.”
“I’m not so fragile, Tristan.”
Landon stood to make a show of rolling up his sleeve. Donovan pulled a knife from his boot and extended the blade with a slight flick. Tristan glanced at each of them, panic building.
Landon held up his hand like he was pledging something and looked positively cheerful.
Donovan didn’t hand him the knife, he threw it. Tristan would have screamed if he’d had a chance to inhale; the knife bounced out of Landon’s open hand and thudded on the white linens of the bed. Two more knives bounced away, unable to puncture Landon’s flesh.
“What kind of trick?”
Donovan threw a fourth knife over Landon’s head and it stabbed several inches into one of the wooden poles holding up the tent.
Tristan tried to sit. Tried to focus his eyes better. “How—?”
Landon grinned, then sat on the edge of the bed. He shrugged. “You did it.”
Tristan shook his head in denial. “Victor, too?”
“No. But he’s jealous for sure. He wants to be squashed next.”
“It isn’t funny.” Tristan settled back into his pillows and stared at Landon’s skin.
“My bones won’t break either. Well, I suppose anything would break eventually, if enough force was used.”
“I didn’t know....”
Landon’s smile faded to something more serious. “I wasn’t completely convinced the dragon was you. But when you had me in your hand, and put me next to your face, I wasn’t afraid. You were just...you. And you cried for me.” Landon smiled again. “I thought I’d drown in a single tear.” He laughed at himself. “We think it was the tear that made the change.”
“I am so sorry.”
“I’m not! Sure it could have been worse, but I’m okay. Better, even! Everything will be fine and we’ll all get through this together.”
Tristan shook his head. They might get through it, but he never would.
“We’ll let you rest.”
“I want to go home.”
Donovan shook his head. Landon dropped his gaze. “If you turn again and you’re not contained, we might never see you again.”
Tristan opened his mouth but no words came. What if he never changed? Would he be a prisoner for life, as an immortal? “You can’t keep me here forever.”
“I was just curious if you cared.” Donovan smiled. “Get some rest.”
Tristan tried not to flinch as Donovan ran his fingertips over his forehead, gently pressing his eyelids closed.
“No dreams of being held against your will. No pain.”
He resisted the command as long as he could. “How long will you keep me here?”
“I’d rather not let you go at all, but.... As soon as you can eat, drink, and walk on your own, I’ll take you home myself. At that time, I will expect you to resume your normal class schedule.”
“With guards?”
“Most likely.”
“How many people know about this?”
“Not many. Landon, Victor, myself, our healer, the Makai.”
“How many people are in the Makai?”
“Less than twenty.”
Tristan’s chest tightened at the thought of so many people knowing his darkest fear, how close he came to killing one of his most trusted friends, and how dangerous he really was. Killing people in Ireland felt like a drop in the sea. Not to mention they hadn’t figured out what his latest powers were.
“Sleep now. No predators. No prey.”
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- COMPOSING -
MOLAJAH’S VOICE VIBRATED through Tristan’s skin, though the actual words were unintelligible. The constant ringing of metal on metal drew his attention to the canvas door.
Tristan rolled toward the side of his bed and swung his legs over the edge, completely shocked by the inability to carry his own weight. His bad arm collapsed when he tried to catch himself, knocking the air out of his lungs. He rested his forehead against the cool ground.
“It’s a start.”
Tristan looked up to see Donovan in the doorway, a sword in each hand. Sweat glimmered on his skin, soaked his white shirt.
“We have some things to discuss,” he said, leaving the room.
Tristan blew the hair out of his face with irritation when the ringing swords started up again. He used the bed frame to pull himself up, angered by the lack of strength in his hands. Especially his left.
A gnarled staff leaned against the foot of the bed; it was all he could do to inch his way toward it, leaning with his elbows on the mattress.
The last hurdle was getting to the doorway, ten feet away. By the time he got there, his legs were like noodles and he clung to the staff with both hands. Donovan glared at him.
“I’m trying—”
“Being immortal doesn’t mean you don’t require food and liquid. You’ve essentially been feeding on yourself.”
The idea made his stomach nauseous, his head dizzy. He leaned against the doorframe.
“It’ll take time and patience, but muscles can be rebuilt.”
In a blink, Donovan was in front of him, keeping him from falling forward. He bit back a cry of pain throbbing in his shoulder. “I can’t remember how my arm got so hurt.”
“It will heal.” A chair appeared, Donovan eased Tristan into it. “We need to go over a few things before you go back to bed. Tell me who Molajah is.”
“I don’t remember.”
“Yes you do. What does he look like?”
“Black skin, bald, big. He wears a dark robe with a hood. His voice rumbles through the ground....”
“What does he want from you?”
“He wanted me to tell you something.”
Donovan’s fists tightened on each if his swords and he looked like he would slash the tent into ribbons. “You tell him I will not be a slave to an idea. He needs to show himself, or I will never trust him. I will not bow down—”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“I am not a puppet!”
Tristan curled his left arm into his chest and concentrated on remembering the exact message.
“He’s with the Seraphim Council.” Donovan slashed at the nearest tree.
Tristan swallowed the building anxiety. “Sounds familiar.”
“They’re using you for revenge, leverage, centuries after the fact.”
“They said not to trust you.”
“Of course they’d say that. What will Molajah do if I refuse his demands? Would they kill you? Is that their plan?”
“No.” Tristan frowned, unable to figure out why Donovan would have such an impression. “They said something about owing you. Landon and Victor too.”
“Owing me? For killing every descendant I could find?”
Tristan stared in horror.
“I knew this day would come.” Donovan slashed a third time and the tree smashed to the ground. “Is it my life they want?”
Tristan froze as one of Donovan’s swords stopped within an inch of this throat.
“Why did they expose you to me? Is it because they expected me to take your life as well? Is that what they want? Molajah! Show yourself!”
Tristan waited for the man to appear, but nothing happened. “He warned me not to shift. He said they tried shifting a long time ago, but it never went both ways. The dragons turned feral and had no sense of humanity. The Slayers picked them off one by one, so they decided the lineage was more important than the ability to shift. They made a rule against shifting to save the bloodline. Or something like that.” He kept the details of the contract to himself.
“So they owe me...for what? Helping you break their laws? Letting you live?” Donovan slashed at another tree. “Did they assume I would slaughter you?”
Tristan opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.
“Landon and Victor reminded you of your humanity,” he said.
“You could have killed me, but you shot tranquillizers instead.”
“You know I’m not human.”
“I still trust you.”
“Don’t put your trust in me.” Donovan stabbed his sword into the ground. “You might be immortal, or damn near close, but I know how to kill you. And I will if I must.”
Tristan watched him walk away in a whirlwind of leaves.
“Stay away from center circle until we have a truce with the room.” Donovan disappeared between trees.
Tristan breathed a sigh of relief.
The forest around him still lacked life, but he could at least pretend to be out in the wilderness. A red squirrel scurried down a tree and ran over the path of dried leaves, lifting his spirits a bit. He pulled himself up with the staff and began walking.
Tiny humming birds brushed his arms and tugged at his hair, encouraging him forward. Their feathers shimmered in metallic blues and purples and greens. Red flowers bloomed as he neared a pool of water, filling his heart with joy. White flower petals swayed in a soft breeze, tree branches were suddenly laden with floral garland. Everywhere he turned, color sprouted to life. Even the sky seemed to sparkle.
The wind picked up in the reeds.
Tristan closed his eyes and listened. Other sounds mingled in, water drops and chirping whistles, making the most beautiful melody he’d ever heard. Yet it was familiar—the music and the color.
He held out his left hand to a small butterfly, astonished when it landed on the tip of his finger. He thought it would fly away when he brought it closer, but when it took flight, it hovered above his left shoulder, showering a sprinkle of silver dust. The particles tickled his skin and neck.
His heart ached with something other than pain. Happiness? He gazed at the sheer beauty of the world around him.
“Tristan? What are you doing?”
Tristan turned around with the goofy grin on his face. Landon and Victor stood shoulder to shoulder, eyeing him cautiously.
“I know you probably can’t see this, but just let me stay for a little bit longer.”
“That’s my song,” Victor said, searching the pond of bright blue water for the source.
Landon stared with wide eyes at the magnificent wonders beneath the glimmering sky. “What is this place?”
Tristan beamed. “I thought for sure I was imagining things. Remember the little fairy girl I told you about, on the first day you brought me to Darnell?”
They both nodded.
Tristan held out his hand and she landed gracefully in his palm. Her hair was the blue of a winter’s sky, her eyes twinkled like the sapphire. He’d almost forgotten that part. Four iridescent wings fluttered behind her. “She’s real.”
The tiny girl danced in a tight circle, then curtsied in her lace gown toward Victor and Landon. A male creature landed beside her; they hugged like they hadn’t seen each other in years and darted off hand in hand. The tips of their wings sparked rainbows as they flittered against one another.
“You’re a composer,” Victor said, his mouth hanging open.
“We should do that camping trip! You could play your music—” Tristan reigned in his excitement. “I don’t understand why you’re so shocked. You guys make stuff all the time—that twenty dollar bill, the jar, fire....”
“Those are clones. Copies. This is...real.”
“Get some real food,” Landon said to Victor. “Quick.”
“Why? I feel great! Better than I have in months.”
“You’re doing great,” Landon said, shooing Victor away.
“We’ll picnic,” Tristan added, searching for a spot in the lush grass.
Victor didn’t get far before Donovan appeared. “I told you to stay out of the center.”
“I didn’t go near the center.” At least, he didn’t think so.
“End session.”
“No session is in progress,” said the female voice.
“Ha!” Tristan spun in a circle. “Told you! Dorian would love this!”
“The staff,” Donovan said coolly. “Where did you get it?”
“It was at the foot of my bed. I just assumed....” Tristan handed it to Donovan, no longer feeling the need to rely on it. The flying couple swirled around the staff, giggling with voices like the chime of bells.
“Is this—” Donovan cocked an eyebrow as the creatures spun in front of his nose. He blew them away. “Is this what you saw at Te Hono-i-Wairua?”
“We had to tell him,” Victor said, seemingly more interested in the rhythm of water dropping from a bowl-shaped lily blossom.
“I would like to identify the creature that descended upon the scene you saw that day.”
“You think I made this place?” Tristan followed a path of humming birds chasing each other. “It just grew out of the existing trees. It’s not the same location....”
“Maybe the room altered the setting to something that might cheer him up?” Landon suggested.
“Disengage all environmental settings,” said Donovan. When nothing changed, he added, “I want to see this creature.”
 Tristan shook his head. Just the thought of the shadow killing every living thing made him shiver with dread. “It was terrible. You don’t want to see it.”
“No harm will come to these creatures, because they do not exist in a true form. Do you understand?”
Tristan eyed the forest of colors and life. Was that all it was? Something magical and not real? An illusion?
A shadow swooped over their heads; sparkling glimmers among the foliage went out. The beautiful little pixie girl darted into Landon’s jacket pocket.
“I didn’t do this.” It was happening again. “Everything will be ruined, call it off!”
“What is it?” Donovan asked. He stepped closer to Landon and Victor and they stood back to back, ready for whatever might attack.
Please don’t let it be a dragon.
All the energy he’d been riding on vanished. Tristan dropped to his knees, his body aching again. Landon and Victor stepped away from Donovan to put him in the center. Donovan handed the staff back and a sword appeared in his hand.
“If the room isn’t in session, what are we worried about?” Victor asked.
Donovan hushed him as a low whisper quaked in the trees, in a language only Donovan could understand. After a few replies, the voice laughed.
A dark shadow formed above them and spiraled down a tree, leaving nothing but a pile of dust where it once stood.
Tristan clutched his chest and gasped at the pain in his heart.
“I underestimated you,” whispered the voice. The shadow took the shape of a long slender dragon and spiraled around another tree before flying upward. It dove into the pond, creating an enormous wave of water that turned to dust before any droplets hit the ground.
Landon fell to his knees beside Tristan.
“It hurts when something you’ve created is destroyed,” said the disembodied voice.
“Victor, get him out,” Donovan said.
Victor pulled Landon to his feet and hauled him toward the door.
“You can’t run from a thought,” the shape said. The doorway disappeared. “Nor can you destroy this existence I’ve been given.” The ghostly black haze of a dragon zigzagged a path through the trees, leaving billowing clouds of dust in its wake.
“These are not my thoughts,” Tristan said to himself, then repeated it over and over, frozen in pain.
The dark mist reformed itself into a mirror image of Donovan, standing within arm’s reach of the man. Even the engraving along the blade of the sword was identical. “You are an even greater surprise. And to find you here with the young dragon. Why haven’t you killed him?”
“I choose not to.”
“But you’ve done so well in the past. I’ve been searching for centuries, to thank you for your services.”
“I serve no one.”
“You are more Slayer than any generation combined.”
“You’re the voice they hear, in the Forest of Darkness?” Tristan asked.
“I was cursed by a diamond; my soul forever bound to the ground like a tethered beast. Trapped by my own kind.” The mirror image of Donovan soared into the sky, then exploded into a shower of sparks that burnt through the leafy foliage. “I am a dragon! The gem should have acknowledged me! I should have been empowered!”
“Then, it is revenge you seek?” Donovan asked.
“For a time, perhaps.” The shadow engulfed a tree. “So long as one dragon lives, the contract is binding. The gems will continue cursing those who come into contact with them. There is no freedom.” The shadow gathered loose leaves as it spiraled into the shape of the leaf monster. “You will pay for the crimes of your ancestors, for taking my life and trapping my soul to this wretched spot of nothing. Every last one of you will pay!”
More of the forest fell to ruin. Tristan held back his screams and glanced at Landon, who appeared to be fighting against Victor’s hold.
“How are you trapped? I saw you with the sapphire.”
“I have many traps throughout the world. How else would the Slayers know where to find new targets?”
“There are other dragons? Like—” He still had a hard time admitting it, even to himself.
“All dragons hear the call, and if I am not freed upon your death, then I will continue waiting patiently for others. I have all the time in the world.”
“So, you can’t kill people who hear the call of your trap, and that’s why you have the Slayers?” asked Donovan.
“Everyone has limitations. But I think I’m onto something here.” The shadow expanded like a net to round up a flock of red and blue birds.
Tristan squeezed his eyes against the agonizing explosion in his chest.
Tristan, Donovan hissed. Unmake him.
“The funny thing is,” continued the voice, “I think it will kill him to try. Not only am I already dead, but only a small portion of my awareness is in this room. So yes! I am anxious to see if he is the last of his kind!”
The shadow flew through every flower, every last leaf, filling the room with piercing screams until nothing but white walls and a white ceiling remained. It swooped toward Victor and Landon like a freight train.
Tristan did the only thing he could think of.
An explosion of lightning and thunder filled the room as a black hole materialized in the shadow’s path; it had no time to change direction. Waves of ash, all light and sound...Tristan snapped the gateway shut, suddenly unsure if Landon and Victor were safe on the back side. Did it pull from both directions? Where was Donovan?
Tristan lay in the silent blackness, alone on solid bedrock. His body wouldn’t move, bound by something he couldn’t see. He cringed at the thought of what he’d done; how easy it would be to destroy the entire world. The universe.
All it would take is a simple thought.
Maybe that was exactly what had happened.
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- SAMARA -
TRISTAN REMEMBERED brief pieces of time. Donovan shouting demands to be released. Himself being chiseled out of the floor. The darkness.
The room around him was empty, but for the camping cot he was resting on and a whisper hovering nearby, calling his name.
Is everyone okay? thought Tristan.
To my knowledge, yes.
It wasn’t a voice he recognized, though it seemed familiar.
All he could think about was Lazaro, and getting the map back. Who are you?
I was once called Samara. But now, they call me The Room. Rather dull if you ask me, but Donovan has a rare sense of humor.
Tristan smiled at the thought. Are you trapped in this place?
I am this place. Though I wasn’t always. I am a creator, like you. Only these days, it seems they call it composing.
Tristan noticed the staff lying beside him and used it to pull himself upright. Donovan asked where I got this, did you make it?
I did. It will keep your thoughts subdued.
What if I don’t want my thoughts subdued?
Are you up for a challenge so soon?
Tristan shook his head.
Beware a power like this, one you can’t control.
Maybe he should ask for another staff, for double protection. He shuffled toward the doorway leading out, taking in the empty, white dome. “What happened to the trees?”
Donovan requested I remove environmental decor, which in his mind means a blank, white room with no corners. Sometimes he likes the outdoors...sometimes he likes Paris. I try not to bore him.
Do you have to do what he says? Tristan started toward the doorway, anxious to get the map back, desperate to get home.
I can be stubborn, but I do value his attention. He’s been with me for a very long time. Longer than anyone.
Did you make me face a dragon, or was that Donovan’s doing?
Oh, he was angry, Samara said. But he wanted you tested, and it’s been so long since I’ve trained a dragon. He’s very clear with his instructions, but problems escalated and I could no longer control the elements.
Problems? “Understatement of the century,” he muttered.
It can happen when there are two creators at odds with each other.
There was no knob on the door. Tristan laid a hand against the cool surface and pushed, with no luck. May I leave?
Donovan does not wish it.
Tristan shut his eyes and took a breath, willing a doorknob of his own. He turned the knob, stepped over the threshold, and peered up at the long staircase of stone.
Please stay, Samara said. It isn’t safe for you out there and I do want you to survive.
There’s something I have to do. I have no choice.
Please? pleaded the woman. Tristan turned to face the blank room, confused by her obvious stress over him leaving. Donovan entrusted me to keep you safe. If you leave....
Promise you won’t use dragons against me, and I’ll come back to train with you.
You won’t come willingly?
Tristan turned from the room and took a step up. You can’t keep me here.
He climbed the stone staircase one step at a time, leaning heavily on the staff. He almost turned around, thinking Samara might be tricking him with stairs that never ended. But he finally came to an arching tunnel and leaned against the wall.
“Tristan?” called Landon, followed by Victor. “What are you doing up here?”
Tristan clung to the staff, startled when the little pixie girl fluttered a few inches from his face. “You survived? I thought for sure—”
“She was hiding in my pocket.” Landon grinned, holding out his hand so she could land. “She doesn’t remember her name, but we’ve been calling her Pink.”
Better than Sapphire, or Blue, to go with the hair. “Why Pink?” It better not be because it rhymed with Tink....
“Alvi thought it matched her personality,” Victor said. “We can change it if you don’t like it.”
“I like it!” The tiny girl leaped into a backwards summersault, leaving a trail of silver-blue sparkles.
Tristan smiled at the pure joy of it. But he had no time to think about her existence.
Now. It wasn’t so much a voice in his head, but a need. He pushed away from the wall and started walking again.
“Where are we going?” Victor asked.
“I don’t know, but I think Lazaro is about to break something. I’m supposed to be there.”
“Where?”
Tristan shrugged. “Where’s the door?”
Landon and Victor exchanged a glance, then led the way with the little pixie flying in zigzags, exploring all the dark crevices of the rounded stone ceiling.
“I thought she was made up,” Tristan whispered, accepting Landon’s help to walk steady.
“She’s as real as we are. We’ve been feeding her all morning and she laughs at the silliest things.”
“I hate to ask, but, can you get Donovan in on this? I don’t know what I’m doing, and I’m sure he’ll be furious when he finds out I left.”
“I’ve already called him.”
Tristan nodded. “Tell him they’re making me.”
“Who?”
“The Council.”
“Are you sure?”
Tristan nodded again, half asleep by the time they came to the enormous doors.
“You aren’t ready for this. Can’t it wait?”
“No. Can you follow me? Just until Donovan gets there?”
Victor opened the towering doors. The little pixie darted outside with squeals of delight. The surrounding trees and shrubs seemed rejuvenated by her presence—more vibrant in color, emitting a type of essence he’d never felt before.
“This isn’t a good idea,” Landon said. “We should wait.”
Tristan closed his eyes and let the rush of fresh air fill his lungs. “No time.”
Salty, ocean water blasted his face in the freezing wind. Tristan clung to the staff and studied the coastal inlet. The sun would be down in an hour or less. The beacon of lighthouse shined brightly on the distant cliff.
“You have the right spot,” Donovan said, focused on the same rock Tristan had his eyes on. It sat in the ocean about 100 yards offshore. “Lazaro’s been chiseling for a few weeks now. He’s lost eleven men, and I’d say the nearest town has lost about seven in freak accidents.”
“He’s getting close.”
“What does the council expect you to do?”
“Move it somewhere else.”
“I see.”
“The curse will radiate at full strength if Lazaro exposes it to the air. I don’t know what sort of accidents will happen then, but it’ll be bad. Maybe a tsunami, maybe an earthquake, I really don’t know.”
Donovan nodded. “I’ll do what I can to make it a smooth transition.”
“Lazaro will probably think he destroyed it. Do you think I should leave some sort of proof?”
“I think you’ll need all the strength you have just to transport it elsewhere. I assume you know where you’re taking it?”
“No idea. If I don’t come back right away, it’s because I’m tired. But I plan to go to my cabin when I’m done.”
“Landon and Victor will—”
Tristan smiled as they appeared beside him. The pixie yelped in fright at the sight of Donovan and dove under Landon’s ponytail.
“You didn’t.” Donovan scowled, glaring at Tristan with narrowed eyes.
“She survived,” Landon said quickly. “We’ll take care of her, I promise.”
“She’s really no trouble,” Victor added.
“We’ll discuss it later.”
“Her!” Landon and Victor said together.
“Fine. Her. Right now, go to the cabin and triple the security. I don’t care how, but get it done fast. Tell Alpheus to give you that fang; Tristan needs to hide more than we do.” Donovan pointed his finger at Tristan. “And before you object, if you want to stay in your own home, there’s going to be some changes. Deal with it.”
Tristan shrugged. Landon and Victor vanished with Pink.
“I promised Samara I’d train with her, but I want time. If we take care of this, there’s no hurry, right?”
“Samara?”
“The Room. The training place?”
“It has a name?”
“You seriously didn’t know that?” Tristan eyed Donovan suspiciously. “She—” Tristan paused for a moment. If Donovan didn’t even know the woman’s name...he didn’t dare shove a wedge in whatever sort of relationship they had. “She wouldn’t let me out, so I made myself a doorknob and let myself out. And then I promised I’d be willing to come back, but only if she’d promise not to put me against dragons.”
“Interesting.” Donovan looked at the rock with the hint of amusement in his expression, seeming content to drop the subject. “So, you are to reseal the gem in a new location?”
Sounded about right. “Whatever I end up doing, don’t follow me. It will be in the open and I don’t know what this bad luck is. I’m only guessing it won’t harm me, but I can’t speak for anyone else.”
“It doesn’t have to be exposed.”
“I just want to keep it as simple as possible.”
“I’d advise you not to touch this one. It’s the first gem I’ve heard of that has an effect without actual contact.”
Tristan agreed, though he couldn’t actually say what curses the other gems produced. How many gems were still out there? Was he going to have to move all of them?
Donovan gripped Tristan’s shoulders, shaking him until he opened his eyes. “I don’t like how this is going.”
“I haven’t started.”
“You’re in no condition to be out here.”
“Did I miss something?”
“I would never put Landon or Victor in this much risk.”
“No one will know I’m here. All I have to do is...take the thing and leave. From here.”
Donovan fumed, facial muscles twitching with anger. “I’ll stay for a few minutes to take care of any backlash.”
“What do you expect him to do, throw a fit? Claim it’s not fair?”
Donovan clenched his jaw. “If you’re not home within an hour, I’m coming after you.”
“Give me a day.”
“Hell no. Do whatever you need to do and get home. End of story.”
“Fine. But don’t blame me if I drop dead—”
“Listen.” Donovan seized Tristan’s face with both hands, forcing eye contact. “I don’t like the way they’re using you, especially if they expect you to survive,” he added quickly, when Tristan attempted to interrupt. “If Molajah meant what he said about owing me, tell him I want an audience with the Council.”
Tristan nearly fell backwards when Donovan let go.
“We’ll be waiting at your cabin. You have one hour.”
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- DOWN IN THE DEEP -
FINDING THE STONE wasn’t hard. Tristan wrapped his mind around the pulse of angry energy and waited for a clue on where to go with it.
The cave on Dorian’s island was out of the question, if the stone radiated bad luck. He needed a place in the middle of nowhere, where no one would get close or find it by accident.
In a blink, the freezing wind was replaced by a blazing sun beating down on his back. He found himself standing on a large rock, dense with slick seaweed. Deep blue sky spanned above him, a vast ocean surrounded him.
The rock island tilted to the side, throwing Tristan off balance. He gripped the cursed stone tight in his fist and tried to keep himself from slipping off the edge, without letting go of the staff.
He stopped in time, marveling at the fact that the rock seemed to be growing bigger, rising from the ocean itself.
He didn’t dare question who was in charge and waited while the island continued expanding. Water ran in small rivulets, flowing from the highest points.
Curiosity had him opening his hand—black onyx. Or maybe obsidian?
Dark clouds materialized out of nowhere, blocking the warmth of the sun. The surf became wild, tipping the small island in all directions. Where was he supposed to put the stone, and how was he supposed to seal it?
Wind funneled around him like a personal tornado, drawing the surrounding water upward in a spiral. It was all he could do to keep from being sucked up with it, thrown from the unstable bit of land into the sea.
Tristan concentrated, mentally prodding his way through the rock, backtracking when he came to the freshly severed bottom a few feet down. His stomach lurched as the rock seemed to plummet toward the ground from which it came. Seawater formed spinning walls towering above him, as far as he could see. 
Tristan fought the sensation of falling and focused making a small cavity for the stone. He should have paid closer attention to how it was sealed before removing it from the original location—all he could do now was experiment. At least he had an hour. If the walls held.
The tiny island jerked to a stop on the ocean floor, at the bottom of a massive whirlpool. The water was a solid mass of dark, churning sand. He could barely see in the lack of light. Panic raced through his thoughts. How deep in the ocean was he? Worse, what would happen when the stone was properly sealed? If the walls caved in?
One problem at a time. He went back to the puzzle of sealing the stone, ignoring the enormity of it all.
Tristan?
Dorian? Tristan smiled to himself, relieved she was still talking to him. He tried to recall their last interaction, if it was positive or not.
Yeah. Got a second?
Not really. Are you okay?
Sure. You?
Yeah.
So, what are you doing?
Experimenting. You?
I just heard you were at the bottom of the ocean, near the Bermuda triangle. What are you trying to do? You can’t swim.
Dang! He glanced at the limp seaweed at his feet. Word really does travel fast.
I thought they were keeping you—
I got out. Look, I have no idea what I’m doing and I need to concentrate. No one is supposed to know where I am.
You were on fire, Tristan. Not the blankets, not your clothes. You! How do you explain that?
This isn’t a good time. Tristan glanced up at the speck of daylight shining from above. I’ll have to explain later.
Not everything runs on your time, Tristan. Can you at least explain why you’re destroying the ocean floor?
I can’t. Can we talk later? Over lunch maybe?
Lunch? I ask why you’re destroying the ocean and you want to do lunch?
Dinner then. The longer you talk to me, the longer this will take. And I’m sure the longer this takes, the more damage there will be.
Oliver won’t allow you on the island, you know that. Even more so after the fire incident.
Tristan bit back his automatic arguments. No matter what he ever did, it would never be right. Then we’ll just talk like we are now, but later. This is important and you’re...distracting me.
I don’t understand you.
Thanks for telling me there was damage happening, I didn’t know. He’d learned something else as well—there was still a mental link open between the stone and the outside world. Tristan sat back on his heels and thought about how to finish sealing the stone. I’m cutting you off now, but I’ll talk to you as soon as it’s safe.
Tristan?
He severed the connection and wove a knot to ward off all communication with the stone—he hadn’t considered anyone might try until his mental conversation with Dorian.
A million tons of water collapsed, crushing him to the ground.
There wasn’t time to consider repairing whatever damage the whirlpool caused, the best he could do was send out a mental apology and warn anything listening to drift away before settling to the ground. The more distance between them and the stone, the better.
Surviving plants on the rock itself were now his entrust guards, instructed to tell no one but him if the stone was ever in danger of being tampered with. Or Dorian, he added as an afterthought, being she was the only one who understood the language of plants.
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- TIME CHANGE -
TRISTAN CLUNG TO THE STAFF, letting it support most of his weight. His flannel pants and hair were dripping with seawater.
I’m here, he called to Donovan. He knew he’d never make it to the front door without someone’s help. “Landon? Victor?”
No one answered, though he knew they were supposed to be working on some sort of heightened security. It wouldn’t be overly embarrassing if he lay on the ground to sleep. Everyone would understand. But instead, he took a tentative step toward the front door and paused.
Something in the air didn’t feel right, though it had been a while since he’d been home. He skimmed the surrounding trees for signs of the falcon, spotting a person crouched in the crook of a branch. Was it Victor? Setting something up?
Tristan blinked, almost missing the motion of an arrow being released from a crossbow.
“Stop!” Tristan said, struck by a dizzying mist that clouded his mind.
The arrow stopped a few feet from his head, then settled to the ground like a feather.
His living room window expanded outward in such a slow motion, Tristan stared in awe. Glass shards drifted through space like lazy snowflakes. He paid no attention to the dark shape rolling to his feet—stranger things had happened.
“What have you done?” Donovan asked, giving Tristan’s shoulders a firm shake. “Never mess with time! Ever!”
“Time?” Tristan stared, captivated by three white boxes attached to the smooth logs of the cabin. They each exploded in slow motion; dark sooty shapes expanded in firework fashion over the walls.
Before the explosion could fully ignite into flames, the boxes disappeared.
Tristan found Donovan again, and followed his gaze to the surrounding forest. There had to be ten more people hiding in the trees. And Shaely. She looked to be in the process of running toward him with an outstretched arm, trying to reach him.
The staff slipped from his fingers. He would have followed it to the ground if Donovan hadn’t come back to catch him. “Why aren’t you affected?”asked Tristan.
“I am. But I told you, I’m not all human. I can move quite fast if necessary.” Donovan laid Tristan on the ground. “The same seems to be true for our little friend. And you, I might add.”
Tristan smiled at the little pixie as she poked her head out from Donovan’s pocket, tossing out small slivers of glass.
“I thought she was afraid of you.”
“She is, but she isn’t fast enough to fly at this rate of time, and I didn’t want her stepped on once time resumes its pace. The cabin was a trap. When you slowed time, I could see the rhythm of it and took my chance.”
Tristan let his eyes close for a second, rolled to his side to reach the staff, then got on his knees.
“So we know you have abilities with time, speed, creation... anything else?”
He didn’t dare make the list longer. “Someone should kill me before this gets worse.”
“That someone would have to kill me first.”
“I’m being serious,” Tristan said, doing his best to stay awake.
“So am I.”
“I could destroy everything.”
“So can we all.”
Tristan sighed. “How do I fix time?”
“If you can keep this time as it is for a few moments longer, I’ll take care of the Slayers surrounding us.”
“Don’t kill them.”
“They will never rest until you’re slaughtered. Do you want to remain in hiding for the rest of your immortal life?”
“Then, make them forget me. Make them forget about the voice giving them orders from the Forest of Darkness.”
“Make them forget they are Slayers?” Donovan frowned, but seemed to consider the idea. “That’ll take longer, and it’s not as certain.”
Tristan got to his feet and held out his hand for the pixie, who gladly jumped to him.
Donovan started with the man who’d shot the arrow. Tristan made his way to Shaely.
“She likes you?” asked the pixie in a high-pitched, musical tone.
“Yeah. She’s also psycho.”
“And that makes you sad?”
“I don’t see a weapon. Maybe she was running to warn me.” Tristan sighed, then let it go. “Can you read emotions like Landon?”
“Oh yes. I like Landon very much.”
Tristan put the pixie on his shoulder and used both hands on the staff.
“Are you going to sleep now? Victor told me people do that.”
Tristan laughed. “You don’t sleep?”
“I’m not sure. I suppose I do. Alvinia is making me a house with a bed inside, so I think I will sleep in it.”
“Sleep is good.”
Pink fluttered off his shoulder and darted toward Shaely, who pulled her hand back and skidded to a stop with her eyes wide.
Tristan sucked in a breath, certain Pink shouldn’t be flying in front of Shaely.
“Not yet, Tristan!” Donovan shouted, only halfway through the crowd of Slayers.
“What on Earth?” Shaely said, her face lighting up like a kid at Christmas. Even after everything, she could still cheer him up with her infectious smile.
A surge of panic ripped through him and Shaely froze in time once again, her eyes full of wonder. How could time be measured? He had no idea if it was the same slowness or not, and bent to help Pink up from the ground.
“Good thing you can take a fall.” By the time he was standing again, Donovan had made his rounds and was ready to handle Shaely.
“She probably wouldn’t have killed you,” Donovan said.
“Only because she didn’t have the proof she wanted.”
“She won’t remember meeting you.”
“I know.”
Donovan rested a hand on her shoulder for several moments, and then she vanished from his life forever.
Tristan shut his eyes, drowning in the weight of sorrow and grief. He felt nothing for the loss of Shaely, but would he outlive everyone? How many lives would he be responsible for...how many deaths?
“Not all memories can be buried,” Donovan said. “Especially traditions that have been ingrained for generations.”
“So you killed them?”
“Hardly!” Donovan scoffed. Pink dove under Tristan’s hair at the back of his neck. “I couldn’t subdue the hunting nature within, so I’ve sent them all to a forest in Russia, where they are seeking to capture an Amur Leopard. They are nearing extinction you see, and a few still remain there.”
“You can do that? You just...made up a new history for them, and they’ll know what they’re doing?” He couldn’t bear the thought of putting endangered animals at risk. “You can’t do that.”
Donovan shrugged. “Not all hunters are good at what they do, but these people will have a driving force to save any animal on the critically endangered list.”
“Save the animals?” That was a shock. “But, you were totally willing to kill them all, right where they stood.”
“Perhaps they can do something civilized with their skills, and I choose not to be a predator today.”
The little pixie poked her head out from Tristan’s hair. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”
Donovan narrowed his eyes at her until she ducked back to safety. “Tomorrow could be a different story.”
“I haven’t heard from Molajah.”
“I’m not doing this to be in his favor, but to be in yours. You and I have much to learn from each other. Tell no one I said so.”
“But what if—”
Pink was once again airborne. Landon and Victor ran from the cabin. Every muscle went numb. Donovan caught him before he knew he was falling.
“You’re back!” Victor said.
“The staff. I need it,” Tristan said. Surely someone heard him.
“Back inside,” ordered Donovan. The glass on the front porch shot upward, reconstructing a seamless window. Pink almost slammed into it, then darted through the front doorway. “You can sleep now.”
“One more thing,” Tristan mumbled, melting into the soft bed. Suddenly his pants were dry and warm. He sought out Oliver, mentally, and found him sanding the outside hull of a wooden boat, in a darkened workshop. A thin layer of dust covered his head of thick hair and dark beard.
Tristan cleared his throat to get the man’s attention, then resorted to using his name. Oliver? Sorry to interrupt, but I have a question.
The giant man spun, dropping the sanding block, ready to fight. “Who’s here?”
No one. It’s just me. You know...mental talk. Tristan.
You’re not allowed on the island. I thought we made that clear?
Perfectly! But I’m not on the island—I just....
Oliver growled and Tristan shut up. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. Ask your question and be gone.
It was now or never. Tristan sent up a silent prayer. I was wondering if I could have your permission to visit Dorian once in a while?
After you almost killed the island’s entire population? Why on Earth would you ask such a stupid question?
It’s not like we’d be dating. I know she’s already seeing Philip.
Philip! That good-for—Oliver cut himself short. Why are you asking?
Because. Tristan wished he’d thought this out more. He didn’t really even need Oliver’s permission. Because I don’t want her to feel like she’s sneaking behind your back. Tristan waited while Oliver seemed to think about it.
Fully supervised?
Agreed. Tristan’s heart raced in joy, until Oliver began shaking his head.
I can’t agree, but I have a feeling you’ll try seeing her either way.
Not if she doesn’t want to.
And if she does?
If she does, I’d rather you were okay with it.
Oliver clenched his fists. I know you wouldn’t want to hurt her on purpose, but for God’s sake, you set her on fire! You’re out of control and unsafe. If you care about her at all, you’ll stay away from her.
Tristan opened his eyes and stared up at Donovan, Landon and Victor.
“Who are you talking to?” Donovan asked, barely a whisper.
Are you still there? Oliver shouted.
“The staff!” Tristan said, panic making his voice crack. “I need it.” What would happen if he wished Oliver to die a slow painful death, and didn’t fully mean it?
“You have it.” Donovan pressed it against his chest, making the contact more noticeable. “Who were you talking to?”
“Oliver. Checking on Dorian.” Tristan clutched at the staff with both hands. “I wouldn’t hurt her on purpose, but I did set her on fire.”
“You didn’t set her on fire, she was merely injured while you yourself were on fire. There’s a difference.”
Exhaustion overtook him as fast as it had left. His eyelids felt like weights. “I have another favor to ask.”
“I doubt Oliver would respond favorably to me, but perhaps Landon and Victor—”
“It’s not that. I’ll let her go.”
“Then what’s the favor?”
“After I fall asleep, really asleep, take me back to Samara’s, and tell her not to let me out so easily.”
Donovan nodded. “Anything else?”
“If you showed her pictures, or made some sort of replica, maybe she could make this cabin for me? It might feel more like home.”
“I have no intention of keeping you there permanently,” Donovan said, his voice rising with anger. “It’s a training facility, not a retirement home.”
“If I’m in the way, ask Samara to add on, or see if she can build a separating wall so you can go about your business. She might—”
“The room has a female voice. She...IT is not a female.”
Tristan smiled, content with the fact that there were no objections about being moved back into the underground room. “I wonder if she can leave, and if she could, what sorts of things she might enjoy. Imagine how much the world has changed over the centuries. You should bring her a gift.”
Landon and Victor snorted with laughter, the pixie dove for cover in Landon’s hair.
“Are you suggesting I date the training facility?”
“Her name is Samara.”
“Clearly you’re delirious with exhaustion.” Donovan scowled. “Don’t forget I want an audience with Molajah and the Council.”
Tristan nodded, slipping away from Donovan’s voice in a sea of darkness.
“No predators. No prey.” It was the only encouragement Tristan could think of to let himself rest in peace.
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