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  INTRODUCTION


   


  Have you ever reached a moment in your life when everything changed? A crossroads of sorts… a point of no return. An event or realization so enormous you knew it would impact you forever in ways you couldn’t begin to understand? Discoveries so momentous they changed everything you thought you knew about the world, and yourself?


  That Moment When is filled with exactly these kinds of moments. We’ve gathered a handful of fascinating stories from all of your favorite genres and put them together into an epic anthology of young adult fiction.


  Some of them are just the beginning of a unique adventure, while others are short stories that will spark your imagination. Some of us are just starting out, while others are celebrated NYT or USA Today Bestselling authors. We teamed up to make it easier for you to find your new favorite books. If you read the stories in this anthology, I guarantee you’ll find at least a few that thrill and excite you. With over 200,000 words (about three full-length novels) That Moment When will provide weeks of reading pleasure, and some of the stories may even help you discover your own moment when…


   


   


   


   


  



  



  



  PARANORMAL & URBAN FANTASY



   


  INCONVENIENT CURIOSITY


  A.M. Lalonde


   


  Nothing soothed a broken heart better than high fructose corn syrup. A sweet, sugar-filled balm to cover the damage months of therapy couldn’t fix. It was a stretch to believe a Radioactive Raspberry slushy could do anything more than turn her tongue blue. Liv Reyes had nothing left in the world to lose except maybe brain freeze and early onset diabetes. With the way her life was going, death by sugar didn’t sound so bad.


  The slushy machine hummed, churning the thick blue drink. Liv stood transfixed, watching it turn under the glare of the fluorescent lights. One hand clutched a plastic cup; the other a straw. She hadn’t managed to get any further than that.


  The waterworks started the instant she’d stepped into the convenient store. A rush of anxiety forced her to take cover in the chip aisle. She heaved panicked breaths as her throat closed. It was like sucking air through a straw. The room swayed as darkness edged in. She held onto the chip rack, fighting to stay upright. Vision blurred by tears. She spotted the slushy machine and stumbled down the aisle toward it.


  Focus your mind on something else.


  Her first shrink said distraction was the best way to fight the panic.


  “Hey kid, you gonna buy somethin’?”


  The voice broke through her thoughts. A pimple-faced clerk eyed her from behind the counter. Skin gleaming like an oil slick beneath the convenient store lights. Nike clad feet propped next to the register. He leaned back in his chair, eyed her with feigned interest as he tongued the mouth of his soda can. A crooked nametag hung from his blue uniform shirt. It looked like it once said ‘Rick,’ but someone used whiteout to erase the R and draw a D in its place.


  With her back to the front of the store, she directed little energy into making her drink. Any more time spent loitering would have drawn unwanted attention and she had a lifetime of that in the last five months. The last thing she needed was some minimum wage mouth-breather up in her business.


  Liv stuffed the lid onto her drink, careful not to spill it. Her reflection wavered in the glass of the machine. Smeared mascara under her eyes, cheeks red and puffy. The girl staring back was someone she no longer recognized. A wraith of the person she’d been before the accident; before her world had been turned inside out.


  She scrubbed away the last of the black smudges with the sleeve of her T-shirt. It didn’t fix her face, but at least she wouldn’t look like a dumpster panda.


  She shuffled to the counter, sneakers scuffing the linoleum. The clerk ignored her. He flipped lazily through a copy of Cosmo. Orange stained fingers crammed handfuls of cheese puffs into his waiting mouth.


  Liv slammed the slushy beside his feet. It landed with a thump. Dick jolted, kicking over a display of beef jerky from the counter. Metal and plastic crashed to the floor. Packages of Smith’s Teriyaki Jerky spilled over the tiles.


  He stood, greasy bangs falling across his eyes. Cheese dusted fingers combed back his hair. He rang up her order with a forced smile. It was all crooked teeth and metal braces.


  “Is that it?”


  “Yeah, that’s it,” she said, digging out change from her pockets.


  He tilted his head to one side, narrowing his eyes.


  “Hey, did we go to school together?”


  Liv spilled the coins onto the counter. She sent a quick glance to the clerk. He looked six years too old to be in high school.


  She shook her head and counted her nickels and dimes out-loud to him. He leaned forward until she could taste the stale Coke on his breath.


  “No, I’ve seen you somewhere before.”


  A lump wedged in her throat. Anxiety crept in, a claw digging into her lungs.


  “I don’t think so.”


  He banged a fist onto the counter, triumphant. Eyes lit with excitement.


  “You’re the girl from the paper!”


  He whirled around, snagged a crumpled newspaper off the back counter. Pages tore in his hurry to find the article. He flipped through with shaking fingers.


  “I know I saw it... there!”


  He shoved the article under her nose. A black-and-white photograph of herself stared back. A reporter snapped it days earlier outside the courthouse. There was a publication ban on her name, but privacy didn’t exist in small towns. It was dumb luck that she’d ended up in the photo.


  He tapped the paper. “That’s you all right.”


  Liv slapped the newspaper out of his hands. She shoved the change at him.


  “Keep all of it,” she said.


  “But it’s you, right?”


  “It’s not me!”


  She snatched her slushy off the counter, turned and stormed toward the exit.


  She cleared the automatic doors and stepped into the humid September night. It was unseasonably warm for that time of year. The air clung to her skin, sticky and dense weighted down by the heat.


  Sweat broke out across her back as she rushed from the store. She didn’t see the oncoming car until it was almost on top of her. Headlights cut through the darkness. Under the squeal of tires, Liv narrowly avoided the front grill of a Dodge Charger. The wheels spun, burning rubber along the asphalt as the car took a sharp turn into the adjacent parking spot.


  Dark smoke swelled from the black tread marks etched across the ground. Liv clutched the slushy to her chest, caught somewhere between shock and wondering if it was sweat or a bit of pee that she now felt.


  Please let it be sweat.


  Britney Spears screamed from the car’s open windows. The engine shut off, silencing the pop diva. The door groaned as the driver stepped out.


  Hair bleached white and cropped short along the sides. He didn’t look any older than twenty. Tall and lanky, and decorated in face piercings. He would have been handsome if he hadn’t almost run her over with his car.


  He shouldered past her, heading to the store.


  “Drive much!” she yelled.


  He paused, turning halfway to face her. Blue eyes raked over her. Liv shifted discomfort under the disparaging gaze. The corners of his mouth tugged into a Cheshire grin. It was all arrogance and perfect teeth.


  Liv had the sudden urge to knock a couple of them loose.


  “Walk much?” he asked.


  With a shake of his head, he dismissed her. He crossed the parking lot, disappearing inside the store. Liv fumed in his wake.


  She cursed him out. Eyed her slushy, half tempted to dump the drink through his open car windows.


  Not worth it.


  She made her way to the parked Honda Odyssey at the end of the lot. It had seen better days. Her brother Gabe nicknamed it The Beast. It was one of the last connections to her old life. The van she’d learned to drive on; the vehicle for late night drives through Arcadia with her and Gabe.


  They spent most summers driving around doing nothing. Some nights they parked behind the Quick Stop and lay out on the hood to watch the stars. Sipping slushies and seeing who could tell the dirtiest joke.


  Liv braced a hand on the minivan for support, warm steel under her palm. Stray tears made tracks along her cheeks. The levees that kept back her emotions threatened to break. She sniffled, wiping with the back of her hand to where wet snot had settled above her upper lip.


  In another week or two they’d have to sell the van. They were just scraping by with her abuela’s disability checks. They couldn’t afford the insurance or the gas, and her abuela wouldn’t get behind a wheel with her declining health and Alzheimer’s.


  Liv sat the slushy on the hood and rounded the vehicle to the back passenger side. She tugged open the sliding doors. Eight cardboard boxes were crammed on top of the backseats. Must and mildew clung to the air inside the van. The words ‘junk’ and ‘Gabe’s things’ marked the boxes in black Sharpie.


  After they’d sold the house, she’d gone and packed some of the family’s belongings, tucking them away in a storage unit. Her mother called from prison, begging her to keep the boxes from the attic safe. It was the only time they talked after the murders. The last promise Liv made to the woman who tried to kill her.


  She used funds from her mother’s bank account to pay for the storage shed. Liv told herself she wasn’t doing it for her mom, that it was an excuse to keep Gabe’s stuff somewhere safe. She couldn’t throw his belongings away and she wasn’t ready to live with them.


  Five months had passed since then and Liv no longer saw the point of wasting money on it. Not when they were still paying off funeral expenses.


  Her pocket vibrated, muffling the voice of LL Cool J. Liv pulled out her cell phone, glanced at the name on the screen: Carter Haynes. She hit the ignore button. All day she’d been dodging Carter’s texts. They started when she didn’t show up for homeroom and continued like clockwork every hour since. She didn’t want Carter to see her upset. The last thing she wanted was more attention. Everyone already acted like her tragedy was somehow contagious; everyone except Carter.


  He was the golden boy of Hinton Park High; one part jock and two parts Abercrombie and Fitch model. He plucked her from obscurity when her world collapsed. He filled her with life and renewed her hope. Breaking through the grief, she opened up for the first time in months. She filled her lungs with every part of him. Liv didn’t know if it was love or distraction, and she didn’t care.


  She silenced her phone and dropped it back in her pocket.


  She grabbed the nearest box and dumped it onto the ground. There were three boxes that belonged to her mother. All were filled with crazy. One box held journals, scribbled half in English and half in a foreign language she couldn’t read; all of it illegible. The other two held empty mason jars with strange marks cut into the glass.


  It crossed her mind more than once to just burn it all. After everything, it would have been cathartic to watch her mother’s junk go up in flames.


  She destroyed their family in a single night. Madness guided the hand that took her father and brother’s life. That put Liv in a hospital bed for a week. Left her scarred in ways doctors couldn’t fix. It marked her as the girl who survived the Reyes family murders.


  She sipped her slushy and plucked a jar from the nearest box. It fit inside her hand, a small reminder of how messed up her life had become.


  Angry tears began to fall. She screamed. Hands shaking, she hurled the jar across the parking lot. Shattered glass cut the night. It was a minor comfort. The satisfaction fleeting and Liv realized she wasn’t ready for it to end.


  She dug into the box when a sharp cry split the air. For a moment she didn’t react; the sound rooting her to the cement in fear. Another shriek followed the first, and then another. The hand around the jar went slack, the glass clinking as it fell back into the box.


  Liv moved toward the passenger side door, eyes trained on the sky. A flock of birds circled overhead, their shrill cries filling the night. With feathers that shone metallic in the moonlight and beaks cut from brass. They were an ominous, dark mass that materialized from nowhere.


  Strange and beautiful, they were mesmerizing were it not for the noise they made. A cacophony of shrieks and flapping wings unsettled something inside her. It was like the start to a horror flick, and Liv would be damned if she was going to end up the victim in some Hitchcock nightmare.


  The door eased open with a whine. She caught the reflection of a bird in the window. Wings flat against its back, it shot downward from the sky. When she looked back it was nearly on top of her.


  Liv tripped backwards. Not fast enough to avoid the scrape of a beak against her cheek. It cut like edged steel across her skin, drawing blood.


  With a cry the bird lifted into the air, merging with the rest of the flock. Only a few steps separated her from safety. Liv’s gaze wavered between the van, and the threat that circled above. The birds screeched a warning sensing her hesitation.


  Screw it.


  She jumped, closing the gap between her and the door, fingers grazing the frame.


  “Look out!”


  Liv turned toward the voice, but all she saw were the dozen metallic shards cutting a path toward her. She threw herself to the ground, arms scraping the asphalt. The van shook, riddled by small projectiles.


  Arms bloodied and raw, she crawled across gravel, pulling in ragged breaths. Beating wings grew louder. Fear forced her to her feet. She broke into a run.


  The lights of the convenient store glowed like a beacon; a sanctuary from the chaos. The birds chased her across the lot, their shrieks a warning that they closed in.


  A figure leapt from the shadows between two parked cars. There was a blur of white; hot breath against her ear. Callused hands grabbed her by the arm.


  “Shut up and move.”


  Liv faltered, the bottoms of her Converse scraped the cement as she fought to hold her ground. Her arm twisted, breaking the hand that held her. It was the guy from earlier.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me. We don’t have time-”


  A dangerous squawk cut him off. Grabbing her by the wrist, he dragged her toward his car. Liv stumbled behind him, trying to keep pace. She didn’t think he’d wait for her if she missed a step and fell.


  Liv collapsed across the hood of the Charger, gasping for air while insistent hands shoved her forward.


  “Get in the car you idiot!”


  The blonde jumped behind the wheel. She followed him, afraid she’d find a beak sticking out from her neck before she could clear the door. Liv slid into the passenger seat and shut the door. The air inside was hot, laced with cheap cologne that scratched the back of her throat. All she cared about was pulling in enough to fill her lungs.


  He leaned across the steering wheel, staring out the windshield to where the birds circled the parking lot.


  “Where did they come from?”


  “Who cares?” Liv said. “We’ve got to call the cops.”


  “The cops?”


  “Or animal control.”


  He sighed, scraping a hand through his platinum hair.


  “They’re not equipped to handle this.”


  Irritation flooded her veins. Liv had the sudden, uncontrollable urge to knock his face into the steering wheel and rattle some sense back into him.


  “Those things are going to kill someone.”


  He turned in his seat. Wandering eyes soaked in the sight of her, a sweaty mix of blood and cheap makeup.


  “You’re bleeding,” he said.


  “I know. Look, we’ve got to call someone-”


  “I’ve got it covered.”


  “We’re cowering in your car, how is that having it covered?”


  “It just is,” he said. “I don’t have to explain myself to some fifteen year old-”


  She bristled. “Seventeen.”


  “Whatever.”


  With a withering look he reached into the backseat.


  Liv blew out a huff of annoyance. She stuffed angry fists between her knees.


  He dug around, shuffling noisily through his belongings. The car rocked as he threw his weight around. Labored breaths, coated with irritation filtered from the back. It set Liv on edge; wearing down the last of her patience.


  She angled herself around the seat, hoping to catch a glance but it was impossible. His broad shoulders blocked out whatever he was doing.


  Liv sank back into her seat in defeat.


  “If there wasn’t a swarm of murderous seagulls outside, I would be gone in a second,” she mumbled.


  “Stymphalian birds.”


  “What?”


  He popped his head up from the back, dragging a wooden bow and a quiver of arrows with him. He slung the strap of the quiver over his shoulder.


  “They’re not seagulls. They’re Stymphalian birds.”


  “I’ve never heard of them.”


  “Nasty things. Bronze beaks and projectile, metal feathers. They belonged to the goddess Artemis, until they multiplied and turned into man-eating terrors. Hercules wiped them out centuries ago.”


  “Wait. Did you say Hercules?”


  “Yes.”


  Liv laughed. “You’re crazy.”


  “Am I?”


  “Certifiable.”


  “Then how do you explain what you just saw?”


  She shrugged. “Rabies.”


  “Rabies?”


  “Sure, animals do all kinds of weird stuff when they have rabies.”


  Something fast and dark slammed into the window. Liv jumped, clutching at the armrest. A Stymphalian bird sat on the hood of the car. Head pressed against the glass.


  “He can’t see us, can he?” she whispered.


  In answer the bird reared back, smashing its beak into the windshield. The car shook. The glass held but cracks began to form where the beak made contact.


  “Rabies, huh?” he said.


  The glass spiderwebbed under another attack.


  “Stupid bird!” he shouted.


  He punched a fist into the steering wheel, blasting the horn to no effect. He switched on the wiper blades, only to have the bird rip them from the Charger with its beak.


  “Sonofa- I just had this car detailed!”


  “Are you serious right now?”


  He ignored her, mumbling something under his breath that sounded a lot like, “First the Cyclops and now this.”


  Something knocked into Liv’s window. She screamed, and turned to see another Stymphalian bird, its talons gripping the edge of the window, thumping its beak against the glass. Another bird did the same to the driver’s side. The boy looked more irritated than anything else.


  “What are you waiting for? Start the car and get us out of here,” she said.


  Metallic pings echoed from the rooftop as the rest of the flock settled onto the car. Seizing his bow, he took a steadying breath and opened his door.


  “Wait.” Liv grabbed his arm. “You’re not seriously going out there, are you?”


  He smirked. “Aw, you’re worried about me.”


  “Sorry, I don’t want to see someone disemboweled by birds tonight.”


  He shut the door and reached under his seat before pulling out a crowbar.


  She took it, turning it over in her hands. “What’s this?”


  “A crowbar.”


  “I know it’s a crowbar,” she snapped.


  “Well, then don’t ask stupid questions.”


  He eased the door open again. The sound of splintering glass echoed through the interior. The cracks had spread across the entirety of the windshield.


  “When it’s clear, you make a run for it.”


  “What about you?” she asked.


  “I’ll be fine.”


  He winked and in a blur of movement, he was gone. By the time her eyes caught up with him, the sound of the slamming door had reached her ears and he was halfway across the parking lot. Illuminated by the car’s headlights, he notched an arrow and took aim at the closest bird.


  The arrow knocked the bird out of the air. A ball of glimmering wings dropped from the sky. The sound like a sack of change hitting the ground rang out. It captured the attention of the flock. They moved in perfect formation, falling onto the boy in a dark swarm. Sharp wings pinned him to the asphalt.


  This was her chance.


  She opened the door, braced for an attack. Leaving the safety of the Charger, she crept to the front.


  He sprang from the flock, yelling. “Run!”


  His feet didn’t touch down. He rose into the air, launched skyward by a pair of wings from his back. Each down-stroke thrust him higher. The shredded remains of his shirt drifted to the ground.


  Liv stopped, turned and stared in awe at the sight of him against the sky. Large, white wings, flecked with beige, and framed by moonlight kept him afloat. The birds were unperturbed by this development. They flew higher, diving downward, angling their beaks at his head. He notched and released an arrow, and then another. One bird fell, the arrow missed the other.


  “Go!”


  His voice forced her feet to move. She tore across the parking lot. Lungs burned. She dug deep. Fueled by fear, she pumped her legs.


  The van was within reach when the boy cried out. Every instinct told her not to stop. She staggered and glanced back.


  He reeled backwards in the air. His wings pelted by sharp, metal feathers. The bow fell from his hands. Liv held her breath and watched as he tumbled head over heels behind it. He struggled to fly, fighting against the weight of the steel shards embedded in his wings. He flapped his wings, slowing his descent only to crumple into a heap once he touched ground. Legs buckled under the strain, he collapsed onto the asphalt.


  A victory cry split the air as the flock descended onto his motionless figure.


  He lay in the middle of the lot, halfway from where she stood. She ran to him. Feet pounded the asphalt in a race to beat the birds. But she wasn’t fast enough. They fell upon him, plunging lethal beaks into his flesh.


  Liv skidded to a stop beside the flock. A bird swung its head around. It gawked at her with beady eyes. She heaved the crowbar over her head and swung. Bones crunched as curved steel met bird. The force caved in its skull, the crowbar vibrating power in her hands. The bird dropped, lifeless, hitting the cement like a wet rag. Another sprang up to replace it. It tore skin from her arm with its beak. Liv struggled to keep from dropping the crowbar, as it burrowed its bill deeper, finding purchase in her flesh.


  She cried out, a sound blended of anger and pain. Adrenaline surged, white hot in her veins, drowning the discomfort. She embraced the rush, planting a punch across the bird’s chest. His beak opened, and with a quick shake of her arm, she threw him off. With a disoriented squawk, he somersaulted backwards through the air. She tightened her grip on the crowbar and swung again, striking the bird in the midsection. The creature burst apart, a grisly piñata of feathers and blood.


  “Nice swing.”


  Liv whirled around, crowbar raised, ready to attack. He climbed to his feet, shaking the remaining birds from his back. They squawked in protest and lifted into the sky.


  She lowered her arm, watching as he plucked metal shards from his wings. Pinching one of the sharp feathers between his thumb and index finger, he held it toward the moonlight.


  “You ever play duck hunt?” he asked.


  “What?”


  “Ugh, teenagers.” He set his sights on the flock. They soared, climbing ever higher until Liv was sure they’d escape.


  A flash of metal cut the sky, dropping one of the birds. Before Liv had even put together what happened, the boy threw another Stymphalian feather. It struck its target, dropping another bird, and then another. Each one sunk home with chilling accuracy until finally, the skies were clear.


  Adrenaline gone, Liv sagged against a Buick. It was the only other car in the parking lot. She leaned against the hood to catch her breath.


  The blonde followed in silence. He stopped in front of her, careful to leave space between them. For a moment neither one of them spoke. Liv stared in fascination while he flexed his wings, testing their range. They extended close to six feet across. He fussed with them, brushing what looked like splotches of gold paint from the ruffled feathers. Upon closer inspection she noticed the same gold paint oozing from the cuts on his skin.


  “What are you?”


  “That’s rude,” he said, feigning hurt.


  “Give me a break. Are you an angel or something?”


  A smirk rippled like a wave across his lips.


  “Do I look like an angel?”


  “You look like a douchey version of Anderson Cooper.”


  The smile fell only to be replaced with raucous laughter. He leaned in, grinning as he clapped a hand on her shoulder


  “I’m going to like you,” he said. “Name’s Nik. I’m your friendly neighborhood erote.”


  “What?”


  “Erote,” he said. “You know, like Cupid?”


  “You think you’re Cupid?”


  “No, I’m an erote. Well, technically half- a demigod. But demigod sounds like such an antiquated term…”


  Liv looked at him again, eyes flickering over the wings, and the quiver of arrows slung across his back. She was tempted to call him crazy, but there he was, standing in front of her looking pretty half-godlike. She tugged on the end of his wing, but it didn’t give.


  “Whoa, easy with the merchandise.”


  He knocked her hands away and stepped back. Jaw clenched, he rolled his shoulders as if to release tension from his muscles. The large wings began to retract, slowly absorbing into his back. Liv moved to follow them, circling behind Nik as the feathered appendages slipped beneath the split skin. Each shift of his wings elicited a painful grunt until finally, the process ended. His skin knitted together, closing the gaps that had formed from the wings. All that remained was pink scar tissue that snaked across his back, and splatters of gold.


  “You bleed gold?”


  “Ichor,” he said.


  He walked toward his fallen bow. Liv followed close behind.


  “Any clue where those birds came from?” he asked.


  “How should I know? I didn’t even know what those things were until you showed up.”


  “Uh huh.” He didn’t sound convinced. “You just happened to be out here at the same time they just happened to show up after being extinct for hundreds of years?”


  Liv shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you.”


  Nik picked his bow up off the asphalt and slung it over his shoulder. The look he shot her said he wasn’t buying it.


  “You got a car around here or somethin’?”


  “Yeah, the Honda,” said Liv, gesturing toward the van.


  They crossed the lot, falling into step alongside each other. Awkward silence trickled in.


  The Odyssey had not escaped the evening unscathed. Dents lined the passenger side door, and the window was cracked. Despite the chaos, her slushy remained upright, on the hood where she’d left it.


  Liv jogged the last few steps between her and the van. The sight of the slushy a sudden reminder of how thirsty she was.


  She pried the lid off the cup, tossing it along with the straw over her shoulder. The heat had melted the ice, leaving behind watered syrup. She took several large gulps, quenching the dry ache at the back of her throat. It was warm and overly sweet, but Liv was too thirsty to complain.


  Nik moved with slow, cautious steps, surveying the mess of boxes. He gave the nearest one a nudge with his foot, rattling the jars inside.


  “You running away or something?” he asked.


  “Downsizing.”


  She held the cup out to him. He took it, flashing a grateful smile. Liv rested against the van while he polished off the slushy. The normalcy of all of it at odds with what she’d just witnessed.


  Nik set the empty cup on the ground, shifting his attention to the boxes. He crouched down, balanced on the balls of his feet as he pried back the cardboard flaps. The clink of glass caused her to straighten.


  She pushed off the van.


  “Do you mind?” she snapped.


  In three quick strides, she closed the distance between them. She knocked the cardboard box away from him with the side of her shoe.


  He cocked an eyebrow. “Thought you were downsizing?”


  “It’s personal.”


  Liv didn’t care about her mother’s stuff. She couldn’t wait to be rid of it. That didn’t mean she wanted Nik rummaging through it. It was stupid. He was a stranger. She shouldn’t care what he thought, but she did. Everyone in town had their opinions about her family and she couldn’t bare another one, not right then.


  He opened another box before she could stop him. Her protests went ignored as he grabbed a jar from the box.


  “What’s this?” he asked, holding it up to his face.


  “It’s a jar.”


  “What’s in it?”


  “Farts,” she said, annoyed. “How should I know?”


  He lifted it higher, examining it under the streetlight. “I’ve seen this before.”


  “Yeah, that’s because it’s a jar. Seriously, were you dropped on your head or-”


  “Where did you get it?”


  She lunged for it, he pulled back, dangled it out of reach. He was too tall, his arms too long. She relented, huffing irritation as she folded her arms across her chest.


  “It’s nothing. My mom was a hoarder.”


  “These markings, they’re sealing sigils.” He traced the engravings, blue eyes flickering between her and the glass.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “See, this right here.” He pointed to a circular engraving with a spiral maze in the center. “This is one of Hecate’s symbols.”


  “Hecate?”


  “The Greek goddess of witchcraft. Not someone you mess with. You said these belonged to your mom?”


  None of it was making any sense to her. She scrubbed the heel of her palm against her eye.


  “Did you open one of these?” he asked.


  “Depends on how you define open.”


  Quick words tumbled from his mouth, blending together until Liv couldn’t make out a single one. He grabbed the first box and tore it open, scooping up jars by the handful.


  “Hey, you can’t…” her voice lodged in her throat. Reality settled heavy upon her chest, her mind sputtering to catch up.


  Did I release those birds?


  The thought swirled around her head, churning cold dread in her stomach. Nauseous, she stumbled forward. She reached Nik seconds before her legs caved in, knees slamming onto the cement.


  Whispered curses disrupted the night. His callused hand encircled her arm. Liv shook him off, dragging a closed box toward her. She pulled open the top flaps. A cloud of dust rushed out. Inside, under a film of grime were her mother’s leather-bound journals.


  Hands shaking, she plucked one from the top. The pages were brittle, sepia-stained with age, loose threads dangling from the spine. Liv opened the book, careful to avoid tearing it.


  “I thought my mom was crazy, but after tonight…” She took a steadying breath. “Does this make any sense to you?”


  She handed the book to him. He took it, eyes racing across the pages.


  Anxious fingers tugged on the hem of her shirt. She waited for him to say something. Tell her she was wrong and that the journal was nonsense.


  “It’s gibberish, right?”


  He closed the book. “Ancient Greek, actually.”


  “My mom doesn’t know Greek.”


  “You sure about that?” he asked. “Are these books all the same?”


  He gestured to the stack of journals. Liv nodded, her voice lost under a barrage of thoughts.


  Nik drummed his fingers against his leg. He was a coil of nerves, humming with pent up energy that made her more nervous. His gaze shifted between the different boxes.


  “Say it,” she said. “Whatever you’re thinking, just say it.”


  “You ever heard of Pandora?”


  “The jewelry?”


  A muscle in his jaw ticked.


  “Relax,” Liv said. “The chick with the box, right?”


  “I can’t tell if you’re ignorant or just plain stupid,” he said. “No, it wasn’t a box. It was a jar. Zeus gave it to Pandora as a gift. He left out the bit about the horrors inside the jar.”


  “And she let them out,” she said.


  “Mankind wasn’t ready for the monsters she unleashed. Legend was Pandora spent the rest of her life trying to put them back. Even enlisted the help of a witch.”


  “You think these are the same jars?” she asked.


  “It makes sense if the Stymphalian birds came from one.”


  “So, what you’re saying is I have boxes of monsters?”


  “I don’t want to open another one to find out, but yeah, most likely,” he said, dumping the journal back into the box. He climbed to his feet, ignoring the wide-eyed look she shot his way. “Guess you and I have more in common than I thought.”


  “How are you not freaking out?”


  He shrugged and replied, “It’s Tuesday.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means this isn’t my first rodeo. I’ve been around for almost a hundred years, and sometimes a guy needs a hobby.”


  “Your hobby is killing monsters?”


  “Either that or poker. This pays better.”


  He pulled out a bent pack of cigarettes from his pocket. One was intact. He popped it in his mouth. A lighter appeared in his hand. The Zippo sparked, catching the end of the cigarette.


  He exhaled a cloud of smoke. “Way more relaxing than yoga.”


  Liv stood on shaking legs. The reality of the past half hour caught up with her. Heart thumping, she breathed in quick, short spurts of air. Her world darkened at the edges, threatening to pull her under. She felt faint.


  “Probably not a good idea to leave those hangin’ around.” Nik hooked a thumb at the boxes.


  A chill crept up her back despite the heat. She rubbed her arms, forcing the trickling panic to abate. She felt like she’d been dragged through the wash. Lungs shrunken and useless; thoughts set on tumble dry.


  Liv slumped against the minivan. She caught Nik staring, eyes ringed with sympathy. It rubbed her raw.


  “You going to be okay?” he asked.


  “I can’t deal with this gods and monsters crap right now.”


  Warm tears pressed at the backs of her eyes. The last thing she wanted was to breakdown. She’d done enough crying.


  “Your mom, is she not in the picture? It’s her stuff, right? Why don’t you-”


  “She’s in prison.”


  “Oh.”


  Nik refused to let the awkward silence settle. He blurred, appearing at her side. His speed startled her for the second time that night.


  “You have a phone on you?” he asked, hand outstretched.


  Liv hesitated, one hand searching the depths of her pockets, fingers grazing her cell.


  “Why?”


  “Just give it to me.”


  The phone was barely out of her pocket when he took it from her. Fingers flying across the screen, he spoke without looking up.


  “I’m leaving you my number. You don’t have to make a decision right now. Just, go be a teenager, take selfies or whatever it is that teens do.”


  He handed the phone back to her. “But, if you change your mind, you know, about the whole gods and monsters thing, give me a call. I can help you figure it out. I owe you one.”


  Liv smiled. “Thanks, for the offer, but I think I’ll pass.”


  “It still stands- hey, I never caught your name.”


  “It’s Liv.”


  “Well, Liv, you know how to find me.”


  He slung his bow over his shoulder and gave her a quick pat on the arm.


  “Take care of yourself, Nik.”


  “See you around, Liv.”


  She watched him retreat to his car. The Charger rumbled to life moments later. He spun out of the parking lot, blasting Britney Spears into the night.


  “Not if I can help it,” she whispered.
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  MELISSA


  Kaitlin Bevis


  I was the worst friend ever. Persephone, my best friend in the whole world was stuck hiding out in the Underworld from a psychotic serial rapist, and here I was hanging out at school like everything was normal. Except for the part where I was being asked out.


  By the guy she liked.


  And I was probably going to say yes.


  Yeah, I deserved to burn for this.


  “Melissa?” Concern flickered behind Joel’s easy grin. “Did you want to catch a movie tonight?”


  “You’re…asking me?” I clarified for the third time, wincing even as I heard myself ask the question. It’s not that I’m stupid. Like, I actually do have an understanding of the English language. But no one had actually asked me out before.


  I’m not ugly or anything, just human. A tall, twiggy human with boring brown hair, brown eyes, splotchy skin, and curves as flat as a pancake squished in a Panini press. My best friend, on the other hand, was a goddess. Literally. A petite, curvy little blonde goddess with amazing green eyes and the uncanny ability to make all the light on the room sparkle around her like a beacon shouting, “look at me, look at me, aren’t I perfect?” With her beside me, I might as well be wallpaper.


  “Who else would I be asking?” Joel sounded amused, but it was a strained amusement. Could he really be worried that I would reject him? Joel might not be a god, but divine wasn’t a bad way to describe him.


  “Kora,” I replied like the answer was a no brainer.


  Persephone preferred her middle name on account of hers being so…unique. I didn’t blame her. Not that my name was much better. Melissa may sound normal, but in Demeter-land it’s not an actual name. It’s a title that used to identify her priestesses back when they were well enough known and numerous enough to have a title. My mom must have been feeling nostalgic when she’d been ordered to have me so Demeter’s daughter would have her own personal playmate and priestess. To say my entire life revolved around Persephone would be an understatement. But she hadn’t known until a few weeks ago that she was a goddess at all, so it wasn’t like she had anything to do with me being named after a job position, instead of, you know, a person. But I’m not bitter or anything.


  “Kora isn’t here,” Joel replied. “Besides,” his bright blue eyes looked me up and down. “I’m sure she’s nice and all, but she’s kind of quiet, you know?”


  “Not really.” Persephone comes off as shy to most people, but one-on-one she never stopped talking. She’s got an opinion about everything. And it generally came from the moral high ground, which I guess made sense. Gods don’t do so well with shades of grey. It’s not easy for a mere mortal like myself to live up to her ideals of right and wrong. But I manage.


  Joel cleared his throat and I realized I still hadn’t answered his question. I put a hand on my hip and studied him for a moment. “What movie?”


  “Lady’s choice.” His blonde hair fell into his eyes in a fashion meant to appear careless, but I knew better. He probably spent forever in front of a mirror, preening. How shallow.


  My smile tightened and I ordered myself to stop doing that. Not every encounter I had with people required a sarcastic narrative. I didn’t have to take the psychology elective to know that my penchant for insults was probably a pathetic attempt to compensate for playing second fiddle all my life to a goddess. But I’m not bitter or anything.


  “Pick me up at seven.” I turned on my heel and walked away before he could respond. Yeah, jerk move, but my heart was pounding in my chest and any second now I’d turn beet red and all the snarky thoughts in my head would spew out of my mouth like verbal vomit.


  Joel cleared his throat. “From…where?”


  Right. I rushed back to give him my address.


  “See you at seven,” he promised, flashing me an easy grin.


  My lips moved and words fell out but I couldn’t for the life of me guess what I’d said. Probably something stupid. That whole conversation with Joel felt like one of those cheesy movie scenes where all the details fade into the background except his face. When his gaze locked to mine, everything and everyone else vanished.


  Including time apparently. A quick glance at my phone confirmed that I was late for class. The wooden bridge solidified beneath my feet as I rushed across the steady beams too fast to appreciate the vast array of colorful trees and bushes thriving around campus like something out of an over enthusiastic landscaper’s wet dream. I ducked into a white, window-walled building and made it to my classroom a few minutes after everyone else had settled. Smiling apologetically at my Latin teacher, I slid into my desk.


  With my thoughts bouncing back and forth between the excitement of Joel asking me out, my worry for Persephone, and the guilt that came with both, I didn’t hear a word in Latin class, or any other class for the rest of the day. Oh, who was I kidding, it wasn’t like I paid attention on normal days either. What was the point of working my butt off in school when my whole life was already laid out for me? It didn’t matter what I learned or how I applied myself or what I wanted. My future was set.


  It wouldn’t be a bad life. I’d have my best friend, lots of money, and not to mention immortality. All I had to do was believe in someone standing right in front of me. It was a good deal. If I’d been asked about it, I probably wouldn’t hesitate before saying yes. But no one had bothered and that bugged me more than I cared to admit.


  But none of that mattered right now because Joel asked me out.


  On a date.


  Me!


  It’s wrong right? Being this happy while your best friend hides out in the Underworld?


  My stomach was in full revolt against my emotional whiplash by the time I got home. Thinking of Joel set butterflies flapping against my insides. But thinking of Persephone drenched those wings in poison.


  “I’m home!” I called, pushing open the door. The faint sound of the television from deeper within the house was my only reply. Shrugging, I grabbed a cookie off the bar that separated my living room and kitchen. I waited for her to say something disapproving about my choice of snack (hey, she made them, if she really didn’t want me stuffing my face with unhealthy snacks, why would she bother? Mixed messages, anyone?), but her eyes were glued to the television set.


  Despite her silence, my guilty conscience got the better of me, and I grabbed a cantaloupe and pineapple cut to look like a flower out of the vase she placed strategically in front of the cookies to inspire feelings of guilt, inadequacy, and pressure all without saying a word.


  When I grow up, I want to be just as manipulative as my mother. I smiled at my own sarcasm and bit into the flower fruit. My mom made a killing selling whole fruit baskets designed to look like flower arrangements out of the fruit grown by Demeter’s priestesses all over the world.


  The sound of Orpheus’ name coming from the television caught my attention and I turned to see what was going on. The rock star sat in a chair next to a hospital bed speaking in a somber voice. Weird. He was usually pretty upbeat.


  But for once, his golden features just didn’t do it for me, so I headed to my room instead of obsessing over his every word. I had a date to get ready for. But after finishing my fruit, two cookies (take that, Mom!), and draining a glass of milk, I still hadn’t managed to pick out the perfect outfit for tonight.


  As I rummaged through my closet for the seventh time, my hand paused on a dress Persephone borrowed at the Orpheus concert. I drew back like I’d been stung as the memories from that night came flooding back.


  I’d imagined every reaction Persephone could possibly have to finding out she was a goddess, every question, every conversation, and every fun thing we do with her powers. But I’d never thought she’d be mad at me. The look she’d had on her face when she’d realized everything I’d kept from her had felt like a punch in the gut. And then she’d nearly been abducted by Boreas, and was trapped down in the Underworld and everything went wrong. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.


  I’d spent the first few weeks after she’d gone under in a daze of worry and fear. But then, once the fact that she was safe sunk in, I felt something else. Relief. For once, I was free to do what I wanted.


  Wasn’t that terrible? Persephone was my best friend. It wasn’t her fault every minute of my life had revolved around hers since my conception. I shouldn’t feel relieved or happy or anything good right now, should I? I shouldn’t be going on dates and picking out clothes and having fun.


  Yet here I was, so might as well make the most of it.


  After careful deliberation, I chose a short, green sundress that almost made it look like I had curves and modeled it in front of the mirror. Casual enough but still dressy. Perfect.


  Next I rummaged through my bathroom drawers searching through an array of what my mom referred to as dollar a drop shower gels. My allowance, my choice, and guys liked smells, right? Every magazine harped on how important scent was to guys because they were like, super connected to their scent glands or something. Time to put that to the test.


  I avoided the floral scents on principle, finally settling on a purple concoction called Love Spell because I had shampoo and conditioner that matched, then took a long shower. Choosing the right makeup and jewelry took almost twice as long as usual, but soon I was as satisfied with my appearance as I’d ever be.


  The doorbell rang, startling me from my reverie and I glanced at my phone. Six-thirty? He was early.


  “Melissa!” Mom called.


  When I walked into the living room, I found Joel shifting uncomfortably under my mother’s steely gaze. He saw me, and his eyes swept up and down in a once over Mom couldn’t miss.


  “You didn’t tell me you were going on a date.” Mom’s smile did nothing to warm the chill in her tone.


  I shot her a smile of my own. “You didn’t ask.” Or say so much as a single word to me since I walked in the door for that matter.


  That realization gave me pause. The cookies might be an act, but my mom did care enough to at least feign interest in my day. I’d never be her top priority, not like Demeter was, but I did rank on the list.


  I turned and looked at mom, coming out of my own thoughts enough to see her clearly for the first time. Mom looked worried. Tired. There were circles under her dark eyes, and her brown hair hung loose, not in one of her usual half-bun like things she kept trying to bring back (it wasn’t happening). She hadn’t even put on make-up today.


  “Is she–” I couldn’t finish the question, not without making Joel curious about the whole situation and we didn’t need that right now.


  “Everything is fine.” This time Mom’s smile reached her eyes. “I’ll tell you all about it when you get home.”


  Something had happened. I watched Mom carefully for a minute, determined she was telling the truth about everything being fine, and then nodded. She could lie, only gods lacked that particular ability, but she wouldn’t dare lie about anything involving Demeter or her daughter.


  “Okay. See you tonight.” I walked out the door, motioning Joel to follow. I paused at his car, a juniper Chevy Thunderbird and waited for him to unlock the door.


  “Be home by ten!” she shouted after me.


  “What are we seeing?” He opened the door for me, wisely refraining from commenting on the exchange with my mother.


  “A chick-flick of course. I’ll pick when we get there.” When I sat down and pulled on my seatbelt, I caught his eye to show him I was joking. “What do you want to see?”


  He listed off a few movies, and one caught my ear. Some superhero’s origin story.


  “It starts in ten minutes,” Joel pointed out. “Did you want to grab dinner first and catch the nine o’clock instead?”


  That would make it difficult to be home by ten. “Nah, the first fifteen minutes are previews, we won’t miss much.”


  He grinned and stepped on the gas. The drive to the theater was harrowing but on the bright side we didn’t miss a second of the movie. My pulse pounded with adrenaline from the wild ride as I watched the hero’s journey unfold on screen.


  The movie was all right, nothing spectacular. Not from the little bit I saw anyway. Somewhere after the first preview Joel stretched and put an arm around me. It got hard to pay attention after that.


  My breathing went shallow, and my pulse pounded in my throat. I looked up at Joel, the lights from the movie gleamed in his blue eyes and my mouth went dry. Was he going to kiss me?


  You know what? No. I was not going to be the weak-kneed nervous girl waiting for him to make the first move. I’d spent my whole life waiting on the whims of other people. Not this time.


  I shifted out from under Joel’s hand, and tossed my hair back.


  “Sorry,” he whispered. His face went red. “I–”


  I cut him off with a kiss. He got over his surprise quick enough, his arms wrapped around me, and he kissed me back.


  A lot.


  When the movie ended, something I only noticed when the house lights rose, we stumbled out of the theater. My hair was disheveled and I had the beginnings of a hickey on my neck but that didn’t stop me from yanking him back into a kiss before his car door closed.


  We paused long enough to drive somewhere else, not far. Just behind the theater I think, I wasn’t exactly paying attention, and then we did more. A lot more. Like…yeah.


  I never figured I’d be easy. But this was Joel. Persephone was going to come back from the Underworld at winter’s end, and then guys like him were going to forget I existed again. I needed to live this up now even if that meant I was a terrible friend or an insult to women everywhere or a rotten human being. Whatever. It was amazing.


  I didn’t say anything on the ride home. Not in a bad way. There was just no need to speak or think. I didn’t know how I felt about what just happened.


  My blood pumped too fast making me jittery, but I couldn’t tell if I felt sick or excited. A part of me was disappointed in myself, but the rest of me had enjoyed it. Did that make me a slut?


  Joel kept up an easy conversation the entire way home so the silence wasn’t awkward. I appreciated that. When he pulled up to my house at nine-fifty-eight, he turned to me and asked, “Next Saturday?”


  I smiled at him. “Buy me dinner next time, huh?”


  His eyes widened in surprise and he burst out laughing. “We skipped that, huh?” Then he seemed to think over his words. “I’m okay with just dinner too, you know? I’m not expecting–”


  “I know.” Joel really was a nice guy. I leaned over and kissed him then slid out of the car. “Night.”


  Mom sat on the porch and I waved at her but didn’t go in the house right away. Instead I walked. I was buzzing with so much extra energy that I felt like if I stood too still I might explode.


  As I ventured further into the woods behind my house, I rubbed my arms to ward off the chill. It was cold all of the sudden. Really cold.


  A cracking sound caught my attention and I glanced down to see a thick carpet of frost creeping across the ground toward me. Boreas. The ice spread everywhere, crawling over the ground and up the trees as it closed in around me.


  “Mom!” I shrieked, dashing in the direction of the house.


  My feet flew out from under me and I hit the ground hard enough to knock the breath out of my lungs. In a stunned moment of clarity I realized that even if I made it to the house, I wouldn’t be any safer. My mom couldn’t go up against a god.


  It had to be Boreas, the same freak who’d gone after Persephone. He was the whole reason she was in the Underworld. But what would he want with me? I wasn’t anything special.


  But I mattered to her. She would come for me through hell or high water. But I refused to be used against Persephone like some kind of divine bargaining chip. I made a quick decision, and turned away from the house. There was a ravine about a half a mile to the west. If I fell down that, there was no coming back.


  I tore through the woods, keeping just ahead of the ice as I dodged branches and rocks. He wouldn’t be able to pretend I was alive and in captivity somewhere. Demeter would know if I dropped dead since I was bound to her, had been since birth.


  A white mist materialized around me and a man appeared in front of me. I tried to stop, but lost traction on the ice that spread beneath me and plowed into him. His ice-cold arms wrapped around me and I screamed for help, but my voice was lost on the wind.


  I fought, kicking and screaming. My nails raked across his face. He grimaced and loosened his frigid grip. For all of two seconds, I broke free, then his fist plowed into my face so hard I saw stars.


  Then I didn’t see anything at all.


  If I’d been someone else, this would be when the ground would have split open beneath me. If I were special, this would be the part when someone would whisk me away to safety in the Underworld. But I wasn’t Persephone. I was just her human friend so there was no one to save me.


  But I’m not bitter or anything.
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  REFLECTION


  Katlyn Duncan


  Amelia had no idea how she ended up behind bars. She launched herself from the cool cement floor and backed away from the spot she woke from until something hard pressed against her back. She jumped back from the thick metal rails surrounding her on all sides. She rubbed the side of her head, a small twinge near the back making her wince. Amelia’s memory bordered on photographic, but for the life of her, she couldn’t remember how she got there or when.


  There wasn’t much light in the room to indicate the time of day. She shivered, rubbing her hands over her arms. Besides a sore back from lying on the wooden floor, she was unharmed. She inhaled deeply, taking in a sharp, woodsy scent that enveloped her. She slid her hands over her baby-blue shirt and jeans, checking for any more injuries, but there were none. After a few minutes of memorizing the few details of her surroundings, her curiosity outweighed her terror.


  The cage had to be at least six feet long on all sides, just enough for her to move around, and ran from floor to ceiling. She slowly approached the metal bars in front of her, tentatively touching them. Her fingers glided along the smooth, cool metal. She pulled at the bars with all of her strength, but they didn’t budge. She reached through the bars as far as she could, only spaced enough that she could get the length of her arm out. She pulled herself back into the cage and scanned the rest of the room. The cage stood directly in the middle so she couldn’t reach any of the walls, even if she were able to get the extra inch or so up to her shoulder through the bars. The ceiling was made of the same wooden slats that the floor and walls were.


  She stood in the middle of the cage and spun around slowly, memorizing her surroundings. On her second turn, something caught her eye.


  She dashed to the side of the cage to get a better look. Thin strips of light came in through the wooden slats above her. But she focused on something else.


  A stuffed rabbit sat in the far corner of the room in front of what looked like a cutout of a door. Her heart leaped. There was a way out.


  She focused on the rabbit. It seemed more out of place in the room than she did. It had probably been white at some point, but the fur had been worn down. Her thumb and forefinger rubbed together on instinct as if she could feel the smoothness of the ears under her fingertips. She stopped herself, stepping away from the bars, but her eyes trained on the rabbit. She smoothed her sweaty palms on her jeans, ridding herself of the strange feeling the rabbit caused her to feel.


  She knew that rabbit. But how?


  She sighed and turned away, crossing the cage, and she pulled at the bars again. A scream bubbled to the surface and let loose before she could stop it. She grabbed each bar and attempted to break it free. She only needed one to come down; then she could fit through and get the heck out of there.


  After what seemed like an hour, she was dismayed, surprised that her energy didn’t wane, especially since she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. Whoever had put her there didn’t intend for her to leave. But who wanted her there? What sicko wanted a sixteen-year-old girl? Gruesome possibilities raced through her mind. What else could she do?


  She resigned herself for the moment and sat down on the side closest to the rabbit. She stared at it. And it stared back.


  “Stupid rabbit,” she mumbled. “You’re out there and just sitting. Why don’t you run away? I would if I were you.”


  As she spoke, her mouth dried up like a cotton ball. She visualized a cotton ball, like the ones her mom used to clean off her makeup before bed. Was her mom looking for her? Did she even know Amelia was missing?


  “Forget your mother,” a slight whisper sliced through the air.


  Amelia perked up but sat still, waiting for the deep voice to speak again. A slow chill crept down her spine. But she only heard the deafening silence around her. The voice had to be nothing but her imagination. This place was making her crazy. She licked her lips, her parched throat starting to burn.


  “Why couldn’t you be useful and get me a glass of water?” she remarked to the rabbit.


  But he just stared at her with his blank black eyes.


  “Hm. What kind of friend are you?” She risked a look around the room, wondering if she’d actually heard the voice or not. Her gaze fell back to the rabbit, his cold eyes staring into hers. “No friend indeed.”


   


  * * *


   


  Amelia wasn’t quite sure when she’d fallen asleep, but when she became conscious of the dream, she wasn’t in the cage anymore. She was in her kitchen at home. She scolded the two kittens that were playing in the sink, gently placing them on the floor before they skittered off on their next adventure into trouble.


  Amelia couldn’t wait to tell her mom about the strange dream she’d had. She wandered outside, where the sunlight beat down on her pale skin. She wrapped her arms closer to her body for fear of burning. She’d never had this reaction to the sun before.


  “Mom!” Amelia called as she rounded the house.


  “Right here, my dear girl,” her mom called back.


  The warm wind picked up, lessening the sun’s touch on Amelia’s arms, offering relief from the burning sensation. She wanted to go back inside, but she had to tell her mom something important.


  Her mom stood by the clothesline, her yellow-and-white sundress billowing around her. She stood on her toes to reach the top of the line, pulling it to her before clipping the end of a bed sheet. Mom’s hair blew as the wind picked up, the invisible barrier making it harder for Amelia to see her mother as her own blond hair swirled around her face.


  “I have to tell you something,” Amelia shouted over the wind.


  The sky darkened, and a rumble of thunder roared in the distance.


  “You can’t be out here, Amelia. It’s not safe.”


  The sharp tone of her voice scared Amelia. Mom never spoke to her in that way.


  “Why?” Amelia asked, stepping closer to her mom.


  “It’s not safe for anyone when you’re around,” she murmured.


  Even though Amelia knew she should have stopped, her legs propelled her forward. She needed to be close to her mother. And with each step, something satiated a thirst deep in her throat.


  A drop of rain landed on her nose, and she blinked. When she opened her eyes again, her backyard was different. Her mom wasn’t in front of her anymore. Mom was to the side, kneeling next to the basket. Amelia peered over her shoulder, drawn to all the red splotches on the sheets in the basket next to her.


  Her mom’s body trembled. She must be cold from the rain.


  Mom squeaked when Amelia touched her shoulder, but she turned around slowly.


  Amelia gazed at her mother’s neck with longing watching the pulsing rhythm caged within.


   


  Amelia woke with a start. She swore she’d heard the door to the caged room close. She stood and went to the bars. Someone had been there while she was asleep.


  A bottle of water sat close enough to the cage for her to reach. She grabbed it, twisted the top and gulped down the contents within seconds. Her throat sung with relief, but even when the water was gone, she wanted more. She noticed the rabbit. It had been moved as well. But instead of sitting up, it was on its side. She yearned to make her only companion sit up again.


  A small irrational part of her brain thought the rabbit was the one to give her the water. He did move from his spot.


  Or whoever brought the water knocked him over, a more reasonable side of her argued.


  She cursed and threw the bottle across the cage, her skin itching from the inside out. The bottle crunched when it hit the bars then fell to the floor. She pulled her fingers through her hair. She looked down at her damp hands and for a second, the superimposed image of the blood from her dream. She rubbed her hands together until it disappeared, leaving a thin sheen of sweat over her palms.


  “I’m going mad,” she proclaimed aloud. “Bat-crazy mad.” She turned away from the broken bottle and slumped against the bars facing the rabbit. “Am I mad?”


  His unflinching gaze started to bother her.


  “Are you listening?” she shouted at him. “How did I get here? Let me out!”


  But the rabbit didn’t respond, only continued to stare.


  She whirled around, away from the rabbit’s glossy eyes. She scanned her surroundings. Was there anything else she could try to get out? She fell to the floor and pressed her ear against the rough wood and listened for a few moments. But the only thing she heard was the steady flow of water and a deep hum; neither could help her. Tears threatened to fall, but Amelia held on to the image of her mom. She’d have to get out of here and find her.


  “Forget her,” the voice said again.


  This time, Amelia knew she wasn’t hearing things. The voice was closer than it had been before. Her gaze slid to the rabbit. There was nowhere to hide in the room. And the rabbit was closer, and so was the voice. Her chest constricted, and she was sure her heart was about to explode out of her ribs.


  She continued to stare at the rabbit, waiting for the voice to appear again. None of this seemed real.


  She closed her eyes tightly, willing the voice and rabbit to go away. A tear slipped from her eye, and she let it fall across her cheek then onto the floor. All seemed hopeless.


  “If you forget, you can come out,” the voice said. This time, it spoke slower. It was a male voice and scratchy, almost like her grandmother’s had been after smoking for fifty-odd years.


  Amelia’s head shot up from the ground. The rabbit didn’t have a mouth, but she could have sworn the voice came from that direction.


  She wiped her cheek and stood. “Forget what?” she asked through chattering teeth.


  “Everything.”


  “I don’t understand,” she said, goading the voice into speaking more. If she could just figure out where it was coming from. Her attention moved slowly across the room again. Were there cameras? Was someone watching her? Playing with her? The thought made her catch her breath.


  “We’ve been over this before,” the voice hinted in annoyance. “She doesn’t matter anymore. Once you lose her for good, we can stop doing this.”


  Frustration bloomed in her chest. She wanted nothing more than to be outside of the bars. What had the voice meant about they’d been over this before? How much time had she lost since waking up at this place? And how could she ever forget her mom?


  She needed to get out of there, though. “Tell me how to do that,” she said in a small voice.


  The voice didn’t respond.


  Amelia wrapped her hands around the bars, pushing her face into the space between them. “How can I forget her?” she repeated, her voice strained. She had a way out; she just needed to know what exactly the voice wanted. She’d do anything.


  But the voice didn’t respond, no matter how loud she shouted. No matter how many tears she shed. The voice didn’t return to her again. She knew she’d given the wrong answer.


   


  Amelia didn’t know how long she stood against the bars, waiting for the voice, but when she came to, she was on the floor and her shoulders slumped with defeat. All sense of time was lost on her, and she started to lose her patience. Why hadn’t anyone found her yet?


  Amelia thought of her mother. She had to be so worried. She remembered her mother’s tear-stained cheeks from her father’s funeral; she imagined the same expression and it immediately made her chest tighten.


  Amelia stood with effort, stretching her tight muscles, and moved to the edge of the cage, waiting for the voice to fill her mind again.


  Her gaze fell on the rabbit. She was stunned to realize he was once again sitting up and closer to the cage. And next to it was another water bottle, out of her reach.


  She swallowed as her throat burned with need. She had to follow through with the voice’s instructions. The first request had been to forget her mom. How could anyone forget his or her mother? She had to try, though. She didn’t know how long she could go without water or food, and the sooner she did as requested, the sooner she’d get out.


  Amelia closed her eyes and tried to visualize her mom’s face. Maybe if she could gather all of her memories of her mom, she could replace them with something else? She bit her lip with frustration. She didn’t know if it would work but she had to try. She followed the sharp curves of her mom’s cheekbones all the way down to her permanent smile. Her mom was always happy, at least in Amelia’s memories. Her mother always had a glow about her, but in her mind, the light darkened to that same dark red from her dream. The bright smile that always made her feel safe twisted into a grimace of terror.


  Why is Mom afraid of me?


  The answer came swiftly as Amelia fell back into the dream in her backyard. Her mom was no longer shaking. Amelia dropped to her knees and touched her mom’s thin shoulder. The woman slumped to the side. Amelia jumped, her hand pressing over her mouth, stifling the scream that rose in her throat. Her hand was no match for the force of terror inside her.


  “She’s dead!” Amelia cried, coming back to reality inside of the cage. She stumbled away from the bars and tripped over her foot, falling to the ground. She looked down at her hands. Thick, warm blood dripped off her fingers. She rubbed them into her jeans, dirtied from lying on the ground for who knows how long.


  She blinked rapidly until the blood disappeared. First from her clothes. Then her hands. She shook her hands until the blood was gone for good. Her fractured memory must have made her remember seeing the blood on her hands. She knew she was losing it, but she had to hold on a little longer until she could get out of there.


  Her heart pounded, and her breathing was ragged. Hot tears stung her face. She didn’t bother to wipe them away.


  “She’s dead,” Amelia breathed. Her mom was dead, and she’d been there to witness it. Had the person who’d put her in the cage killed her mom? Was Amelia next? Was this part of a sick game?


  Her mom was gone. And Amelia had to forget her. She was on her own. No one would be searching for her because the one person she still had in her life was no longer there.


  Amelia swallowed the boulder-sized lump in her throat and bottled up all of her memories of her mom, each one even more painful to relive than the previous. And as if she’d torn a limb from her body, she released her mother from her mind and soul. She hoped it would be enough—she wasn’t sure how much strength she had left to do anything else.


  A loud creaking startled her. She pulled her legs into her chest as the door to the cage opened on its own. It was everything she wanted, yet the thought of leaving terrified her. Other than the voice creeping her out, nothing harmed her inside the cage. Would she face something worse when she went out other. Where was “there” anyway? A part of her wanted to close the cage and wait for someone to find her, though her instincts propelled her toward the water bottle across the room. She fully expected the cage door to close in front of her as some cruel joke, but instead, it stayed open, allowing her to get to her prize. She ripped the cap off the bottle and guzzled the warm liquid within seconds. Again she sucked every last drop, yet she was incredibly thirsty still. The first thing she’d do was find more water. Food would be next.


  She started for the door but something stopped her. She turned around. The rabbit’s back was to her, but she could still see its blank eyes in her mind. She plucked the rabbit up by the ears and held it close. The stuffed animal couldn’t protect her, but offered a security she couldn’t explain. And he offered her the confidence to push through the wooden door that held her future behind it.


   


  * * *


   


  Beyond the wooden door was a set of cement stairs. The temperature outside was cooler than the room with the cage, and a dampness clung to her skin as she neared the stairs. More light filtered into this area, and she was somewhat relieved that she could make out her surroundings. The walls were spotted with fuzzy growth and mixed with the woodsy scent; she knew she was close to getting out of her strange prison. She hugged the wall, still clinging to the rabbit in her hands. She hummed a tune to kill the silence.


  The familiar tune clutched at her heart. It was the lullaby her mom sang to her every night, even when she was too old for songs. She stopped singing, not wanting the voice to realize she hadn’t completely forgotten about her mother. If she could hold onto something, Amelia wanted it to be that song.


  A hatch covered the top of the stairs, and she adjusted the rabbit under her arm so she could push it open.


  A cool breeze wrapped around her in a tight embrace, and she inhaled the fresh scent that both made her excited and sick to her stomach. She pushed the door all the way open and stepped out onto the forest floor, inspecting her unfamiliar surroundings. She shivered as she spun in place, realizing her cage was underground with no landmark to inform anyone where she’d been. She moved the leaves and other debris from where she thought the room had been, and her search revealed thick wooden slats just like the floor of the cage. She jerked away from the wood as if it had stung her. Even though she had no idea where she was, she needed to get far, far away from here as soon as possible.


  Leaves and fallen sticks from the trees crunched under her feet as she ran faster and faster until the world blurred. She couldn’t see it yet, but she could feel the edge of the forest getting closer to her.


  Excitement coursed through her. “We’re almost there.”


  Something caught her eye, and she stumbled, nearly dropping the rabbit. She regained her legs and spun around, narrowing her eyes and flashing her teeth to whoever was out there. But she saw no one. She pressed her lips together, unsure where her strange reaction had come from.


  She shook her head. “It was probably an animal.”


  She turned back around, and the sudden burst of red startled her. She skittered backward, nearly tripping over a tree root. Dark red paint covered the trees around her and the leaves on the ground. A metallic scent filled her nostrils, and she inhaled several times before she realized it wasn’t paint.


  Her fingers curled around the stuffed rabbit. She closed her eyes, remembering how the blood had gone away last time. Her hallucinations had followed her out of the cage room. Her mother’s death stayed with her, even though she’d tried to forget it.


  Was this punishment for remembering the lullaby? She had to completely rid her mind of the memories again. She pressed the worn fur of the rabbit against her mouth and opened her eyes. A whooshing breath escaped her lips—the trees were unstained. A brief smile curled her lips before turning downward. Someone stepped out from behind the tree in front of her, the girl’s back facing Amelia. She was Amelia’s height and had similar blond hair. The similarities weren’t frightening until the girl’s arm dropped, revealing the same tattered rabbit Amelia herself carried.


  Amelia jumped back, letting the rabbit fall from her hands and land on the forest floor. Her ragged breaths pushed through her dry lips.


  The girl stopped walking and turned around slowly. The lower half of her profile was stained with slick blood.


  Amelia scooped up the rabbit and ran away before the girl turned around completely. She hadn’t had a good look, but there was something about her that she needed to get away from.


  Her steady breathing filled her head as she distanced herself from the blood-soaked girl. She dared to look and relief spread through her like a cool breeze when she realized she wasn’t being followed.


  As far as I know.


  In the distance, the forest thinned. Even though Amelia had escaped from the place where she’d been held captive, her nerves were on high alert. She approached the edge of the woods slowly, checking behind her every few seconds in case the girl somehow caught up with her.


  She hesitated behind a large tree trunk, peering across a well-manicured lawn. A gray Victorian-style house stood in the distance, a beacon for her safety. It looked familiar, but her whirring mind couldn’t place it.


  Unless they were the ones who captured you.


  Amelia glanced behind her. She wanted to be far away from those woods and the creepy girl as she could. She could keep running through the woods and possibly find another house, one that wasn’t so close to her prison. She might not find anything else for miles, and the house probably had a phone. She could call for help and then take cover in the woods until someone arrived.


  A twig snapped behind her and she made her decision. Amelia ran toward the house.


  In a few moments, she found herself plastered to the side of stairs leading up to the back porch. An instinct knew she was safer here than in the woods. She climbed the stairs slowly and as quietly as she could, keeping her eyes peeled.


  She peered into the closest window, but the shades were drawn. She tried a few more windows, but they were the same. She supposed it was well enough that they couldn’t see her when she approached the house. Though she was hesitant to go inside the house without knowing if anyone was inside.


  She rounded the porch to the front of the house. There were no cars in the gravel driveway. A good sign that maybe she was alone, but also nothing to escape with. Her heart sank when she realized the house was surrounded on all sides by forest. She’d have to brave the woods again to find her way out. Her limbs were heavy, and her hands started to shake. She didn’t think she’d be able to make it without water or rest. She’d made a phone call to the police and wait.


  She loosened her grip around the rabbit. “Someone will come and find me. I just have to get inside.”


  She tried the front door, but it was locked. She returned to the back of the house and tried the back door. To her utter surprise, it opened. She stood still for a few seconds before steeling herself and pushing the door wide enough to slip through. She left it open for a quick escape route and inspected her surroundings.


  For all the things she couldn’t remember the past few days, she remembered this house. She stepped backward as if the world would swallow her whole. She pictured her grandmother making pancakes by the stove. Her gaze went to the living room, and she could see the two of them putting a puzzle together only a few years ago. Why hadn’t she recognized the house before? Tears stung her eyes. What had happened to her in the caged room? Had she been drugged? Nothing seemed real.


  “Gram?” Amelia choked, dropping the rabbit to the floor of her grandmother’s yellowed tile floor.


  More flashes of memories blinded her when she crossed the room. A chair blocked her movement as it appeared in front of her from nowhere. She skittered back, slamming her hip against the counter top, waiting for her vision to clear. She saw the way her grandmother’s house appeared from when she was a little girl, always clean and the scent of something sweet baking, but the memory flipped to the room’s current state, unkempt and downright filthy. Was Gram sick and unable to clean her house? Or did she live here anymore? Did she know what had happened to Amelia’s mom?


  Amelia ground her teeth together and started forward again, keeping her mind in the present. She entered the living room, glancing at the giant mirror above the mantle, and shrieked when the blood-faced girl stared back at her through the glass, her own expression as shocked as Amelia’s.


  She whirled around. She was alone. But this time, she didn’t dare look back at the mirror.


  “Gram!” she called.


  She crossed the room to the narrow hallway. To her left were a half-bathroom and the stairs to the cellar. She shuddered to think of any place underground. She moved to her right and peered out the window next to the front door. The driveway was still empty.


  She started for the stairs and kept her back against the wall as she ascended. Gram was sleeping. That was all. That was why she didn’t answer Amelia’s call. When she reached the top of the stairs, the scent of blood filled her nose and she wrapped her arms around her stomach, nearly falling to the ground at the sudden, overwhelming pain. Heat licked at her throat, and she raced for the bathroom across the hall. She turned on the sink and dipped her head into it, drinking from the tap.


  The second the water touched her lips, she spat it out; the rancid taste of something foul clung to every inch of her mouth. She shook her head and swiped her arm over her lips, removing what was left of the water from her face.


  “Stop fighting it.” The voice was back.


  Amelia froze in her spot, her legs turned to jelly with the last syllable spoken by the strange voice. She stood still, waiting to hear it again, but the only sound was the rush of her breath screaming in her ears.


  Her teeth chattered as she forced herself forward and back into the hallway. She sucked a breath through her teeth when her focus landed on the rabbit she’d dropped in the kitchen. How did it get upstairs?


  Her attention darted over the floral wallpaper, touching each of the doors leading to the other bedrooms.


  “Wh-who’s there?” Amelia stumbled over the question.


  The voice didn’t answer.


  She stepped forward and lightly kicked the rabbit and, as expected, it fell over, lifeless.


  Not that she’d thought it would come alive, but she wasn’t sure if she really had gone mad. She was already hearing voices and seeing things.


  She entered the first room, a guest room. The next one, a sewing room. Both empty.


  Amelia swallowed hard as she approached Gram’s bedroom. Her hand hovered over the knob, and she pressed her lips together and pushed it open. The scent of blood overwhelmed her, making her mouth water.


  A strange sensation.


  She took a second to allow her eyes to adjust to the pitch-black room, the only light coming from the hallway behind her.


  “Come in.” The rich, silky smoothness of his voice sent a shiver down Amelia’s spine.


  She glanced at the space where the rabbit had been. She blinked a few times, but it didn’t reappear in the hallway.


  “Who—who are you?” Amelia croaked.


  “That’s not important right now,” he said from the darkness.


  “Are you inside my head?”


  “When I want to be, yes.” He was toying with her.


  She stepped into the room. “Why can’t I see you?”


  “You’ll see me when you want to,” he mused.


  She flipped the switch on the wall, illuminating the empty room. The room was stripped to only four bare walls. But sitting in the middle of the room were three water bottles and the rabbit.


  She shot forward, ripped the cap off one bottle and chugged the liquid. It wasn’t nasty like the tap water had been. It was as if this had come from the freshest stream, invigorating her. She did the same with the other two bottles. She closed her eyes, allowing herself to get her fill. Unlike before, she was satiated with what she’d been given, and a lightness filled her as if she had devoured a hearty meal.


  “Better?” he said from behind her.


  She whirled around, catching only a glimpse of fabric disappearing in her peripheral vision. “Stop playing games!”


  “I’m right here,” he said. “You’re not ready to see me. I’ve said it over and over. Let go of her, and you’ll be free.”


  “I already did!” she cried.


  The bloody girl appeared in front of her, and Amelia screamed.


  It wasn’t a reflection anymore. They looked exactly the same. They were the same. She stood in front of herself as if in front of a mirror. But the girl wasn’t mirroring her stance. There were two of them.


  “What’s going on?” Amelia asked in a shaky voice.


  Her bloody twin flashed red-stained teeth, and Amelia lashed out, touching something smooth and cold, not the warm flesh she expected. She cocked her head, able to see the thin outline of a mirror. She moved slowly toward the girl, not letting her out of her sight that time. Two women dressed in white stood behind the mirror-Amelia.


  “Mom? Gram?” Amelia cried, her mouth suddenly dry. She knew her mom wasn’t alive, but she wondered what her Gram was doing with her mom. The worst-case scenario flashed through her mind, but she shoved it away. Gram had to be alive. She had to.


  Neither of them moved from their spot. Mom kneeled on the ground, the same way she did in Amelia’s memory. And Gram reached for something above her. The mirror-Amelia smirked and turned away. Amelia reached out again, still touching glass instead of a person.


  Mom and Gram turned to the girl, and their expressions filled with horror. Both of them held their arms in front of them in defense as mirror-Amelia neared them. Their mouths open in silent screams as the mirror filled with blood.


  Amelia cried out, and a deep crack split the length of the mirror.


  “I killed them,” she whispered, choking on her words. I murdered my family.


  “Yes,” he said encouragingly.


  Another crack formed in the glass as Amelia realized she’d already experienced the scene in front of her. Mirror-Amelia leaped on Gram and latched on to her neck. A sob escaped Amelia’s lips as she relived her memories. She even tasted the warm, delicious blood.


  On the floor next to her were the strewn water bottles. She picked one up and noted the faint drops of blood stuck to the indents of the bottle. It hadn’t been water she’d craved. The thought should have made her sick, but instead, it made her thirstier.


  “What am I?” she asked.


  His form flickered in the corner of the room. Amelia knew he was the same as her, and he’d have the answers she sought.


  “Once your humanity is gone, your transformation will be complete. Sometimes, the mind takes more convincing than the body.”


  Flickers of the caged room filled her vision. It wasn’t the first time she’d been in this situation. And he’d been patient with her every single time.


  Amelia watched mirror-Amelia. She drained Mom and Gram until they were still. Then the mirror shattered to a million pieces, tinkling like a wind chime as the glass hit the floor and disappeared.


  She glanced at the rabbit sitting in the middle of the room.The man who’d changed her into the creature she’d become made her feel more safe than she ever had before. He’d been right about her mind slowly catching up because with each passing second the hurt she felt over her family lessened until it was a dull ache she knew wouldn’t last more than a day. A sign of what she was to become. What she chose to become. Something new. Someone reborn. Sacrificing her family had been the only choice to get what she wanted—immortality. Forgetting her past was the first step since no one from her previous life would matter in a century anyway.


  She kneeled next to the stuffed rabbit and examined it. The eyes were no longer glossy like they’d been when she was a kid. They were scratched and worn with time, almost like the missing tufts of fur. It was her talisman to propel her into a life she’d chosen. A life she wanted. She’d taken that rabbit everywhere, linking it to the person she’d been trying to forget.


  “Griffin,” she said to the man.


  He stepped from the shadows, revealing his features. The sharp lines of his face intensified with his wide Cheshire grin. Her fingers twitched at the memory of his impossibly smooth skin against her fingertips. His rigid posture relaxed as he came closer to her, the outline of his over-sized top hat sharpening with each step. “Yes, Amelia?”


  She stood, holding the rabbit in her hands. Her fingers gripped the fabric where the head met the body, the weakest part of the animal. And she pulled, severing her ties to the past, to her humanity. The sensation was easy, like ripping a piece of paper, but the accompanying freeing feeling was almost as precious as the blood she’d hungrily drank only moments before.


  “I’m ready.”
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  PUSH


  Leia Stone


  It was a warm day in June when I got my first period. I was fourteen years old and I mistook the wetness between my legs for sweat. Only when the kids pointed and laughed, did I realize. They say you change once you go through puberty. That is the understatement of my life. That day jumpstarted my “gift” as Mimi calls it. Now, six years later, I can assure you it is no gift. It’s the curse from hell and if I could leave it behind and give back my periods and big boobs, I would. But I can’t and so here I sit in a barn in south Texas, with the gift of thinking anything I want into reality. Sounds badass, doesn’t it? Nope. Don’t for one goddamn second think that it is. Did you know the average human being has 50,000-70,000 thoughts a day? That’s 70,000 times I have had to breathe slowly and subdue the urge to manifest a stupid half-placed thought into the world. 


  Why not be rich? Famous? Cure cancer? End world hunger? I’ve THOUGHT that already. That’s when they showed up. The Creepers. The men with shaved heads that wore black business suits and carried guns. Whenever I’ve tried to Push a thought that would impact the general population of earth, they came for me and tried to kill me. So I’ve kept my thoughts to myself as much as possible.


  “Hope! I’m talking to you.”


  I snapped out of my thoughts and looked up at my Mimi. Mimi was my grandmother, well sort of, I was adopted. She was the only person in the world I trusted, that I could talk to, that knew of my curse. She looked younger than her sixty years. Her hair was long and dyed dark red and her arms were strong from her daily workouts. She held my gaze as she handed me a water bottle. 


  “The woman said we can stay the night,” she told me. 


  I greedily sucked down the water, some of it dribbling onto my chin. I could have Pushed for some water, but I didn’t want to risk the Creepers finding me. They didn’t come when I first started Pushing. But after a few times, they found me. My Pushes, the thoughts I wanted to manifest into reality, were bright glowing blue balls of electrical fire. But only I could see them. Mimi thinks that I leave some kind of energy signature when I Push and that the Creepers follow it to the spot I had the thought. When I had big thoughts and tried to make big changes in the world, was when they found me. But now they were always trying to find me, even with small Pushes. They wanted me dead. So Mimi wouldn’t let me Push, even for a bottle of water. I had to be super aware of my thoughts, super Zen, making sure none of them manifested into a Push. Anger, love, jealousy, they forced a Push. I always had my iPod with headphones that played a mix of songs that kept me from thinking. Kept me Zen.


  Mimi sat down and took the water from me, taking a sip for herself. Reaching out she pulled a stray hair off of my jeans in that way mothers and grandmothers do.


  “Sorry I Pushed that thought about those kids. It’s just–”


  Mimi grabbed my hand and caressed it with her thumb. ”Hope, don’t ever apologize to me for Pushing a thought that was meant to help another.” 


  She grabbed my chin, raising my head to meet her gaze straight on. My eyes began to tear up, but I quickly controlled it. Crying could create a Push, any strong emotion could, so I simply nodded to Mimi. I had to avoid strong emotions. I knew better than to watch the news. That’s why we were here. Two days ago, I had turned the corner in the mall and a TV showed these kids who were kidnapped and missing. Blood and a toy had been found. I Pushed for the police to find them and then the Creepers showed up. Mimi and I had just settled into a small town in Arizona after having to run from California. But now, we were back on the run.


  I sighed and had a thought. Carefully, I caressed the thought and didn’t Push it. I let it come out of my mouth calmly. 


  “Why do you think the Creepers want to kill me? Who are they?”

  Mimi shot me a look that said shut up. Questions could easily create Pushes.


  I took a deep breath and went Zen, feeling my arms and legs relax, my heart rate slow. Buddhist monks had nothing on me.


  After a while, she shook her head. 


  “If there is a God, he created you, and the Creepers are the devil keeping you from doing good things,” she stated finally.


  What she said gave me chills. I wanted to be normal; I wanted to go to college, have a boyfriend and go to a bar. Taking another deep breath, I calmed my thoughts. Wants quickly turn into a Push. I erased my mind and swiftly put my ear buds in. Having to leave Arizona so soon had disappointed me. If I dwelled on the disappointment and fear of the Creepers, it would turn into a Push for an easier life. I couldn’t Push, couldn’t Push. Don’t Push. I cranked the volume to the Gayatri Mantra chant and leaned my head against the barn, blocking Mimi and the world out. She was used to my routine.


  After it got dark, Mimi appeared with some food and I took out my head phones. 


  “Tomorrow we will get a car and head to the Pacific Northwest. Lots of small towns in Washington. Maybe Oregon,” Mimi said. 


  I nodded and bit into my sandwich. Small towns were our thing, easier for me to function. I sighed and tried not to let the dark thoughts take me. 


  “Mimi? How long do you think we can go on like this?” 


  I was twenty years old for Christ sake and my grandmother was my best friend. 


  She winked at me. “As long as we have to, kiddo.” 


  I sighed. I was afraid she would say that. For a split second, I wanted to Push myself into a fun, wild, and thrilling life. Dancing in a club in Paris, drinking wine, and being romanced by a hot guy. I quickly shook my head before the familiar blue light emanated from my hands and created a Push. 


  I set down my half-eaten sandwich.


  “I’m tired,” I told Mimi and lay back, grabbing the blanket and pulling it over my head. I blasted my Zen music mix and tried not to imagine myself far from here. But I knew what would happen when I slept. Wild, uncontrolled thoughts would fly through my sleeping mind and bounce around my brain. Luckily, nothing pushed in the earth world. But the dreams, they were intense. I always remembered my dreams. They felt real. Like I went somewhere and had come back to my body. One comfort was that I never dreamed about the Creepers. It was my safe place to think freely. My eyelids drooped as I nodded off, excited for the freedom of an uncontrolled thought sleep.


   


  In my dream there was a guy. A gorgeous guy in his early twenties. He was tall and packed full of muscle, with sandy-blond hair and piercing blue eyes; he reminded me of Chris Hemsworth. His chiseled jaw and military posture made me want to watch that Thor movie again. Mmm I liked this dream. These were the kinds of day dreams I couldn’t have while awake. As much as I wanted to. I noticed he was wearing black military fatigues with a blue flame emblem on the pocket.


  Suddenly, he started shouting. “I can’t believe we lost her again! She is controlling the Pushes better. We may never find her.” His voice was distraught.


  My dream-self perked up. What did Thor just say? Talking about Pushes? What a weird dream I was having. I decided to gawk at him because it was only a dream and I wouldn’t have the chance otherwise. I let my gaze roam over his body, his thick lips, the way his uniform was tight and pulled over the corded muscles in his arms. Then, I thought about what it might be like to kiss him. In the real world that might lead to a Push, but my dreams were a place I could think freely and I always knew I was dreaming. Lucid dreaming they called it. I looked at my surroundings; the hottie Chris Hemsworth look-alike was leaning against a brick wall, talking to a friend. The fact that he spoke about Pushing interested me, but I didn’t really care. It was just a dream. I could change it at any time. The friend was wearing the same military-style outfit. He was tall, strong, and equally gorgeous, with black hair and green eyes.


  “We’ll find her, Zayden. She’ll Push again and we will get there first. Before the Crows and before her grandmother can whisk her off.”


  Fear gripped me suddenly. What did he just say? No, it’s just a dream … right? Were they talking about me? Was this real?


  I walked closer and reached out to touch the Thor look-alike. Zayden. My fingers had barely caressed his cheek when he turned and looked right at me. My body froze. Was he? Could he? No.


  “I have to find her. I feel like she’s so close.” He met my eyes and then looked back at his friend.


  Stumbling backward, I willed the dream to disappear. I willed myself to Hawaii, to a calm place far from here. A place I could be alone. I sighed in relief when I felt the warm sand between my toes. Zayden and his friend were gone. It was just a dream, I could control it. Just a dream.


   


  I awoke the next morning feeling unsettled. That dream was too real, the guy, what he said … I shook my head. Mimi was wide awake and had brought breakfast to the barn.


  “The woman who owns the property was nice to give us breakfast, but she wants us gone when we’re done,” Mimi informed me.


  I nodded. As I scarfed the egg burrito, I tried not to think of that guy. Zayden. His eyes, the way he looked at me, how warm his skin was. Was he real? Not just a dream person, but a real person out there in the world? Could I Push for him? I immediately scolded myself for the thought and scrambled to put my ear buds in as my hands shook. Taking a deep breath, I calmed myself. The Gayatri Mantra by Deva Premal blared into my ears as my hands heated up. No. No. Don’t Push, don’t Push.


  Mimi froze and looked at me with concern. When I wore my head phones a lot, she knew I was fighting to create a Push. Fighting to control my thoughts. I focused on the mantra; I knew it by heart even though it was in Sanskrit. It helped that I didn’t speak Sanskrit. Music in other languages helped me not to focus on words. Words turned to thoughts, thoughts turned to Pushes. Foreign music was just melody and calming tones. My hands lost their warmth and I exhaled, letting go of the tension I had been holding. Damn. That was close.


  We finished our food in silence and then began the walk into town. We had to ditch our car in Arizona and had only made it this far by hitchhiking. Mimi carried a gun and knew how to use it. I preferred not to carry a weapon, but if it came down to it, I knew how to use the gun and wouldn’t hesitate if it meant protecting myself or Mimi.


  “We need to get into a rental car. Should be safe now. Small town like this shouldn’t mind taking cash,” Mimi stated as she adjusted the backpack on her shoulders, making large strides across the roadside.


  This woman, she left everything for me. Running had become a full-time job and we were good at it. But she was getting older and I wanted more for her life. I had thought about leaving in the middle of the night many times. Just leaving a note that told her to go on and settle down somewhere, have a happy life. But I couldn’t, she was all that anchored me to this world. Otherwise, why live?


  It was a long walk in the heat and by the time we got to town, I was drenched in sweat. Texas summers. Yuck. Not nearly as bad as Arizona, but still. Even though I wore cut-off jean shorts and a tank top, I still felt the need to strip off layers. My Converse shoes felt melted to the black asphalt. Please let our rental car have air conditioning. I quickly shook off the thought so it wouldn’t Push. Today was a bad day for me. Lots of thoughts and opinions. I desperately needed to work out. My workouts kept me sane, kept the thought reservoirs of my mind clean and calm. Push-ups, running, squats, boxing; it was so body intensive I didn’t have time to think. It was a welcome reprieve from sitting around stuck in my head. My long dark brown hair, which hung half way down my back, was stuck to my neck with sweat, so I tied it up into a knot and pulled my ear buds out.


  “I should chop my hair off,” I told Mimi.


  She scowled. “Don’t you dare cut your beautiful hair. It’s the only thing that makes us look alike.”


  I smiled at her comment. Her eyes were brown, her features soft. My eyes were blue and I had a sharp jaw and upturned nose. But we both had long, thick hair. My skin was tanned, but Mimi had a dark caramel glaze that spoke of her Colombian heritage. I never really thought about being adopted until she made comments like this. It was like I was always destined to be with Mimi, even if we didn’t share blood.


  “Okay, Mimi, I’ll keep it long.” I winked and she smiled. “But I need to get a workout in today.”


  She nodded. We would find a gym or I would run alongside the car if I had to. I needed to burn off this energy I had built up from my dream, and I longed for the familiar sting of sore muscles. We finally made it to the small strip mall with the car rental place and Mimi told me to sit on the bench outside. I slipped the ear buds in and kept the Gayatri Mantra blaring. Zayden, Thor look-alike, kept popping into my damn head! I needed to try to stop thinking of that guy. If he was real, what would he smell like ... I took a deep breath and whispered the mantra over and over again.


  Mimi came out of the door, looking flustered. “He wouldn’t let me rent without a license. Even after a bribe,” she declared.


  I sighed. We would have to change our names. Again. The Creepers would have found out the names we were using in Arizona. We couldn’t risk it. I let my head thump hard against the wall. I was so sick of this BS! New town, new name, new jobs, new car, lying, looking over our shoulder, hiding, bribing. I didn’t think I could do it anymore. Mimi sat down next to me and placed a hand on my leg.


  She looked tired. She used to be a night-shift nurse but hadn’t worked in a hospital in six years. Not since we first ran. She had dropped everything for me. Left our extended family, her job, our home. And she never complained. She deserved so much better.


  A tear fell down my cheek as I chewed the inside of my lip. Oh no. I hadn’t cried in years; this much emotion could create a Push, and I couldn’t stop it.


  “I’m tired of running. I want an easier life,” I said as my voice shook and my hands began to glow blue. Crap! No.


  Mimi’s eyes were wide as she wiped a tear from my face and began to sing the mantra.


  I tried to calm myself, to even my breathing, but it was too late. I felt the Push just on the edge of conception. Maybe I should Push and let them find me. Let them kill me so Mimi could go back to her life. Let this all be over. This curse I carried was no good for anyone.


  “This isn’t a life. You deserve better,” I told her, whimpering.


  She held my gaze, looking fierce. “You are my life. You’re my everything! The night you were brought into the hospital, motherless, fatherless, in the custody of the state, I knew you were meant to be mine. Your eyes, they locked onto mine, and they held so much love, so much hope. That’s why I named you Hope, because you were my dream come true. We will get through this. Don’t give up!”


  I gave in to the tumult of emotions and released the sob aching in my throat. Mimi had lost her daughter in a drowning accident and her husband left her after that. I was her last shot at having children. This Push was coming whether I wanted it to or not. My hands glowed brighter and I sobbed. “I’m sorry, I can’t stop it. I just want an easier life. I want help. We need help!” I shouted and the blue from my hands made a cracking noise. A Push had formed. It lingered in the air like a glowing milky way. They always mesmerized me. Mimi couldn’t see them, but she said she could feel them. She said the temperature dropped when I made one. She shivered now, her breath came out as fog, it was so cold.


  “I’m sorry, oh God. I’m so sorry,” I said, staring at my hands like they were weapons.


  She tightened the straps on her backpack. “It will be okay” was all she said before running back inside and giving the guy her license.


  A few minutes later, we had a car. The guy was trying to explain the features and rules when Mimi cut him off. “Actually, my granddaughter is feeling ill, we really need to go!” she shouted, slamming the door.


  I sat numb in the passenger seat as my Zen mix played in my head. Damn. Six years and I still couldn’t control myself. That meant I never would be able to. We would always be on the run! I ran my hands through my hair and clenched my teeth. Calm down, Hope, I scolded myself. The last thing we needed was another Push.


  Mimi gently patted my leg.


  The Creepers would show up to the car rental place. They would get our info. They would find us.


  I pulled the ear buds out. “I’m sorry.”


  She gave me a side glance. “If I were in your position, I wouldn’t be as controlled. I would have Pushed for a million dollars and a helicopter by now.”


  I laughed. She always knew how to make me feel better.


  “What now?” I asked as Mimi turned left, pulling the car out onto the open desert road leaving town.


  “We ditch the car in the next big town. Take a bus to Washington. Get work on a small farm. Go unnoticed.”


  I nodded. This tiny Texas town didn’t have buses or a train. A drive to a bigger town would give us what we needed to escape. Working on a farm in Washington … what every twenty-year-old wanted out of life, right?


  I reached over and fiddled with the a/c in order to give my hands something to do.


  Suddenly, goosebumps broke out onto my arms and it wasn’t the a/c. In the rearview mirror, a black van had caught my attention and it was barreling at us, going twice the speed limit.


  “Mimi.” I sat up straighter.


  “I see it.” Her gaze was on the rearview mirror. She gunned the little Corolla and the motor revved. In moments like these, I really had to work hard not to Push. My palms were sweaty from fear. How did the Creepers find us so soon?


  The Creepers had the power to find and destroy my Pushes. Once I put a Push out there, it lingered in the air for over an hour. The energy of the Push reached out through the universe, creating my wishes. If left untouched, it would come to pass in a seemingly natural way. If I Pushed to win a million dollars, then I would find a winning lottery ticket on the ground or a family member would die and leave me the money in their will. That’s how it worked. But the Creepers always got to the Push first and destroyed it. How, I don’t know. Magic? Maybe they were cursed too. So all of my Pushes were useless; they only led them to me and didn’t even produce what I wanted. My entire life was pointless and torturous. I couldn’t stop Pushing and my Pushes couldn’t come true. Just kill me now and get it over with.


  The van was behind us now and I saw the sleek shaved head of one of the Creepers.


  I slammed my fist on the dash and made Mimi jump. “I’m sick of this!”


  Mimi held the wheel with one hand and pulled out her gun with the other. Creepers could be killed like any other human; Mimi killed one once.


  Anger boiled inside of me and I felt my sanity threatening to leave the building. I literally couldn’t do this anymore. My poor sixty-year-old grandmother was a gun toting racecar driver right now. So not freaking normal. Suddenly, another black van appeared in front of us, coming at us in the opposite lane. Crap, trapped. But as it reached closer, I saw him. Those blue eyes, the black uniform, Zayden, from my dream. My breath hitched as the black Creeper van rammed us from behind. Our Corolla’s tire blew and we veered hard to the right. Mimi tried to keep us on the road, but the little car couldn’t take the second ramming from the Creepers’ van. We swerved again and the Corolla spun wildly before rolling upside down. I wasn’t wearing my seatbelt and at this speed, in this tiny car, we were dead for sure.


  “No!” I shouted with more emotion and control than ever before. This time I intended a Push and I let it fly from my hands as it encompassed the entire car like a bubble. As our car rolled, it did so slowly and safely in the reality of my Push. I stayed bolted to the seat as well, regardless of the fact that I had no seatbelt on. I had Pushed without much thought, but my intention was clear. Keep Mimi and me safe. Keep Mimi and me alive. The car continued its slow, eerie roll until it landed upright. My breath was coming out in short, panicked bursts. I had never had a Push work so fast. An instant Push had happened and had already dissolved. What the eff? Was that possible? Mimi looked at me in shock, her hair strewn wildly from the rolling car incident. She quickly did the sign of the holy cross over her chest.


  I was stuck in shock, plastered to the seat, when the sound of bullets snapping brought me back to reality. Crap! We had lost a tire, so driving away from this wasn’t happening. The two vans were stopped about ten feet behind us. Both had doors open and they were engaged in a full-fledged shoot out. My dream guy was trying to kill the Creepers. As comforting as that thought seemed, that someone was against the Creepers. I still didn’t know if he could be trusted. It was all kinds of freaky that I dreamed about this guy where he said he was looking for me and now he was here, in real life. Mimi had always thought that if the government knew about me, they would capture me for medical experimentation. Maybe this guy was with some science lab or something.


  We were in the middle of nowhere and with no options.


  The guys from my dream, Zayden and his friend, were crouched behind their doors, as bullets flew into the metal of their van. I guess if the Creepers hated them and were trying to kill them they could be good. Anyone who killed Creepers was good in my book.


  “Who are they?” Mimi asked curiously.


  “I think they might be good. I dreamed of them,” I told her.


  Suddenly, one of the Creepers popped out of the back door of his van and ran toward our car.


  “Get down!” I screamed at Mimi, but he opened fire, liberally spraying our back window with bullets. He had a semi-automatic and it took only seconds for the entire car to be a pin cushion. NO! My head was between my legs, glass shattering around me and getting stuck in my hair, when I heard Mimi grunt. Peeking up, I looked over and saw blood trickling from her mouth, her hands clutched, holding her stomach.


  “No!! Mimi!” I screamed and jumped out of the car as Zayden came out of nowhere and gunned down the Creeper that had shot us. I didn’t care if they shot me, I had to get to Mimi. My feet slid in the dirt as I tried to run too fast to Mimi’s side of the car. Skidding to a stop, I pulled hard on the handle and opened the door. Her body fell out like a sack of flour. Oh God! Not Mimi. No. This wasn’t happening.


  I cradled her face in my hands. She was pale but smiling. “I’m glad … I got to see you … grow into such … a beautiful young lady.” Her voice was so raspy and soft, I had to lean in to hear her.


  “No! Mimi, I’m so sorry. I love you so much.” I sobbed as a deep breath escaped her lips and her eyes froze open. NO!! Blue fire lit up my hands. I could create anything, anything I could think of. Mimi is alive, Mimi is alive. I Pushed, hard. A huge ball of blue fire came from my hands but quickly fizzled to nothing.


  “WHAT? No!” I was sobbing now, cradling Mimi’s limp form in my lap. I hadn’t expressed this much emotion in years. I felt like I might tear in two.


  I jumped when a hand rested on my shoulder.


  “A Push can never raise the dead. I’m so sorry,” the guy from my dreams said from behind me. His voice sent goosebumps down my arms, but I didn’t want to believe what he said. The gunfire had stopped; the Creepers must be dead.


  I tried to Push again, with more force this time. Mimi is here, with me now, healthy and breathing. I Pushed, hard, harder than ever before.


  A blast of blue fire flew from my hands, surrounding me. Zayden, who was standing directly behind me, flew backward from the energy output of it. But the ball quickly disappeared and only Mimi’s death remained. Oh God, no.


  “Stop! More Crows will come,” the guy grunted from behind me.


  I looked down at Mimi, her mouth open, eyes glued to the sky. Leaning back, I lay on the ground with her body still in my lap and looked up at the white clouds. Taking a deep breath, I imagined Mimi singing the Gayatri Mantra to me.


  “Let them come. I’m done fighting,” I told the stranger from my dreams. “I give up.”


  His footsteps drew closer as he kneeled down beside me. “Don’t say that. You’re safe now. I found you first this time.”


  He reached out to touch me, but I bristled and met his eyes. Safe? Who the hell did this guy think he was? I would NEVER be safe. Mimi was dead now and I had no reason to live. I sat up quickly and pulled the gun from Mimi’s hands, aiming it at the guy who looked shocked by my actions.


  I didn’t like guns, but I wouldn’t hesitate to kill.


  “Zayden? Is that your name? What the hell do you want with me? Why are you following me?” His jaw dropped when I said his name.


  He stood still like a sentinel and I was pretty sure he was close enough to disarm me if he wanted to, but I didn’t care. The cold weight of the gun in my hands made me feel safe, in control.


  “How do you know my name?” His lips pursed and I found myself thinking about how good looking he was. Ugh, focus.


  “Really? Creepers try to kill us, I have blue fire coming out of my hands, and you want to know how I know your name?”


  He frowned. “The Creepers are called Crows and they will bring more. We have to go to our safe house.” Just as I thought, his hand snaked out and snatched the gun from me.


  “Hey!” I shouted like a kid, feeling the slightest bit of fear rise up inside of me. “What do you want with me?” I tried not to let the fear show in my voice, but it cracked on the last word.


  Zayden’s blue eyes glanced at my lips for the slightest second before he replied. He leaned in so close that I could smell his cologne. “To protect you. Now get in the van.” His strong hand grasped my bicep and hauled me up.


  “Mimi!” I shouted, trying to rip away from him, but he just clamped down tighter.


  “Take the woman’s body and put it in the back of the van,” Zayden ordered his friend. The woman’s body. Oh God. Mimi was just a body. I was in shock, I wasn’t processing this.


  I could now see there were four of them. Zayden, his friend from my dream, and two others. One of them was female, and they all wore black military jumpsuits with a blue flame emblem. The girl looked about twenty years old and had a wound bleeding from her shoulder. She had fierce blue eyes, and dark red hair that was cropped into a short bob. Something on her wristwatch beeped and she glanced at it.


  “Crap. Crows inbound! Let’s ride!” she yelled and everyone erupted into a flurry of activity.


  Okay. Decision time. They had Mimi’s body and a lot of guns. Run now leaving Mimi’s body behind and possibly die or run away later when my chances at escape were greater? I decided to play along until I figured out what these people were after.


  I let Zayden lift me up into the front seat and shut the door. I leaned my head against the cold window, letting my long dark hair fall like a curtain in front of my face, shutting the world out.


  “Where is this safe house? Who are you?” I said as soon as he sat next to me.


  He looked at me wearily. “It’s on a lake in Oregon.”


  He didn’t answer my second question.


  “Who are you?” I asked louder this time.


  He cleared his throat. “I’m Zayden, which you seem to already know.”


  I rolled my eyes and gestured to the blue emblem on his chest.


  “Yeah, but WHO are you really?”


  He gave me a sidelong glare. “I know all about the Pushes and how hard they are to control. Any excited conversation could cause you to Push. We should wait until we reach the safe house.”


  Was this guy seriously not going to answer me? “Listen, pal, if you don’t tell me just who the hell you work for, I’m going to Push my way right out of here. You could be like one of the Creepers for all I know!” I shouted.


  He put his hand out. “Okay, okay. Calm down.”


  I glared at him. Didn’t he know that no good ever came from telling a woman to calm down?


  He sighed. “This isn’t how I imagined us meeting. We got off to a bad start … I’m really sorry about what happened to your grandmother.”


  My throat clenched. “Thank you. Who do you work for?” I pressed him. I would process Mimi’s death later because right now it didn’t feel real.


  He sighed and took a long time before answering. “I’m part of a privately funded group of protectors.”


  My forehead wrinkled. “What do you protect?”


  He grasped the steering wheel and licked his lips, staring out onto the open road that he was now barreling down at breakneck speed. “Not what. Who. We protect you,” he declared, looking over at me.


  Shock ran through me and I swallowed hard. My hands clenched the edges of the seat. “What did you just say?”


  “It’s been a long six years. We have been trying to catch up with you since the incident in the mall.”


  I eyed the door; it was unlocked. I could open it and roll out, but the fall would probably kill me at this speed.


  “You have been following me for six years.” My heart was pounding.


  He pulled the van to the side of the road and turned to face me. We stared at each other in complete silence for a long moment as he gave me the most intense, gorgeous, Thor-filled gaze. “You’re a Pusher and you don’t know this yet, but Pushers have an entire group of people they work with who help them. I’m taking you to those people now. Your teacher, Asha, will explain everything.”


  “Are there more Pushers? People like me?” I was perched on the edge of my seat.


  He sighed. Zayden’s face looked sad for a moment before he simply shrugged.


  “Not really.” He nervously looked back over his shoulder. The rest of the group was in the back of the van behind a partition.


  Then he leaned into my space, so close I could feel the heat from his body. His cologne washed over me and I was suddenly distracted by his presence. I hadn’t been this close to a dateable guy in forever, so I was completely caught off guard by his next words.


  “Look, Hope, I’m not going to sugar coat it like Asha will. There are only two Pushers left alive in the entire world. You’re one of them, the only good one left.”


  My mouth dropped open and I had to control my breathing, my thoughts. Don’t Push. Don’t Push.


  What did he say? Only good one left? There was another? Then I met his eyes and asked the question that was burning a hole in my tongue. “How do you know I’m good?”


  His serious façade broke and he grinned, reaching for my palm. “Your Pushes are blue. A natural positive Pusher. Your thoughts gravitate toward helping others.”


  Holy crap. I wasn’t alone.


   


   


  —ABOUT THE AUTHOR—


   


  Leia Stone is a USA TODAY best-selling author and mother of twins. When she isn't writing or kiddo wrangling, her nose is shoved in a good book. She is a vegetarian who loves Indian food and is one of those gluten free, non-GMO, organic people. She lives with her husband and family in Gilbert, AZ where she gets lots of vitamin D.


   


  Connect with Leia at: www.leiastone.com


   


   


   


  THE WRATH OF THE FURY


  Michelle Madow


  Chapter One


  “Why did we have to come all the way out to the desert to see this thing?” Kayla asked, leaning back on the blanket we’d laid out and gazing up at the star filled sky. “It’s not like the comet won’t be here if we watch from home.”


  I shivered and took a sip of my still steaming latte—I was glad Kayla and I stopped at Starbucks on our way over to the park—and nodded. The desert in the middle of January in Las Vegas was freezing.


  “Because we’re supposed to experience this together, out in nature where we’re more in touch with the energy connected to the comet,” Garrett said as he joined us on the blanket. The moonlight reflected off his golden curls, and I smiled when his arm brushed against mine, not breaking the contact between us. “The comet is coming along for the first time in three thousand years,” he continued, imitating what our homeroom teacher, Ms. Davis, had been telling us since we returned from winter break. “And since last time it resulted in a huge burst of power—large enough for the Olympians to defeat the Titans in the Second Rebellion—who knows what’ll happen tonight?”


  “Hopefully something good,” I said, gazing up at the stars. The truth was that no one knew what kind of magic the comet would bring. It was exciting and scary at the same time. “At least, no matter what happens, we’ll all be together.”


  This would have sounded crazy if someone had told me back in August, before I stepped into my new homeroom at Spring Valley High and my life changed forever. Because my homeroom wasn’t just any homeroom. It was the homeroom for the witches at school.


  Yeah, you heard right. Witches. I—Sydney Parker from Las Vegas, Nevada—am a witch. And not the type you read about in books that need wands to use our powers. We gather energy from the Universe to affect the world around us. We’re descended from the Greek gods—Zeus, Poseidon, Hades, and the rest of them from Mount Olympus. Traces of their magic remain in our blood, and give us our powers.


  It was just little things, like being able to calm people down if I was in trouble, being unnaturally lucky, and being able to make guys I was interested in fall for me—hard. Sometimes I could even hex objects that belonged to people, although I only did that to people who deserved it—like when I caught the girl next to me cheating off my math test and hexed her pencil during the next test to make her forget everything she’d studied.


  For years, I thought I was a freak. I didn’t tell anyone about what I could do—not even my dad. I figured I must have inherited my abilities from my mom, but she’d abandoned my dad and I after I was born. My dad has no idea where she is now. I eventually accepted that I might never have any answers.


  But then the Elder at my school recognized my abilities and enrolled me into the homeroom she taught for the witches in the school. At first I had a lot to catch up on, but I was a fast learner. And now that I knew there were others out there like me, I didn’t feel so alone anymore. I actually liked coming out to the desert to watch the comet together, even though it was freezing. It was nice to be a part of a community of people that I didn’t have to hide from.


  Kayla, Garrett, and I talked about school related things for a while—like how we weren’t looking forward to our upcoming test in Trigonometry—and then I saw it. A ball of bright light making its way across the stars, surrounded by a shining blue glow, with a tail of white growing wider behind it. It moved slower than I expected; it was much slower than a meteor, almost like it was suspended in space as it arced across the sky.


  I placed my coffee cup down and stared up at the comet, mesmerized by its beauty. A wave of energy traveled from my head down to my toes.


  And for some reason, even though the comet was beautiful and was supposed to bring positive energy to Earth, I couldn’t help but feel like it was the omen of something terrible to come, too.


   


  Chapter Two


  The next week passed as normal, and it didn’t take long for me to forget about that strange feeling I’d had during the comet. On Friday morning I sat in my usual place in homeroom between Garrett and Kayla, and the three of us chatted as we waited for class to start.


  Ms. Davis hurried into the room a few seconds after the bell rang. “Today we’re going to do some practice exercises, and I want you to do your best to stretch your powers as far as you possibly can,” she said, dropping her bag onto her desk and looking skittishly around the room. “But before we begin, I have a serious announcement to make.” She had dark circles under her eyes, and a few pieces of her normally slicked back hair were frizzing out. Even her white blouse was wrinkled.


  The chattering quieted, the only sound in the room the heater running in the back corner. I swallowed and played with my pen, anxious about whatever Ms. Davis was about to tell us.


  “I’ve gotten reports from an Elder in Massachusetts that there have been problems in their area,” she said, her voice shaking. “Nothing has been confirmed, and I’m not privy to give you more information at this time, but while you’re not in school you must remain in the safety of your homes until the problem is sorted out. Your parents will be warned of the possible danger, so they can make sure you follow this new rule until I have further news to report.”


  Some students groaned—Garrett, Kayla, and I included. The last thing I wanted was to be under house arrest all weekend. My favorite DJ duo, Manufactured Superstars, was coming to Myst Nightclub at the Diamond Hotel tonight, and there was no way I was missing the show. I’d been looking forward to it for weeks.


  “I know the situation isn’t ideal,” she continued. “But it’s for your safety. Extra protection spells have been placed around the school and your houses until the situation can be fixed.”


  I froze in place, dropping my pen onto my desk. Why would our houses need protection spells?


  “Something strange is going on,” Kayla whispered to me.


  “No kidding,” I mumbled in reply.


  Ms. Davis cleared her throat, and the whispering stopped. “As I said, we’re going to be doing some practice lessons today,” she said, clasping her hands in front of her and looking around the room. “I’m going to give each of you a silver chain bracelet, and you are going to direct as much of any color energy at it that you can. I want you all to be focused, because you never know when what you learn will prove to be useful.” She opened a drawer, pulled out a handful of silver chain bracelets, and started handing them out. They were the thick kind that venders at mall kiosks sell by the yard to people who want to walk around looking like pimps and rap stars.


  Meaning they were hideous and totally not my style.


  I made a face at the bracelet that was now on my desk. Hopefully I wouldn’t be expected to wear it after this practice session was over. Couldn’t she have at least warned us about this exercise ahead of time so we could bring in our own jewelry to practice on? It would have been the perfect excuse to buy the Tiffany charm bracelet I’d had my eye on for the past few months. It was much cuter than this ugly thing.


  She told us to begin, so I closed my eyes and faced my palms to the ceiling. One of the first things I learned in homeroom was that witches conduct energy through our palms, calling it into our bodies before sending it back out to the Universe. It was easy to get the hang of once I got focused.


  I wasn’t sure which color to use, so I chose my favorite—red. It was warm against my skin, like the glow of fire surrounding me. The center of my palms tingled, and the red energy flowed into them and entered my body—through my arms, up into my head, and all the way to my toes. It melded with my blood and pulsed through my veins, filling every inch of me.


  Once I’d collected enough, I opened my eyes and raised my hands above the bracelet, directing all of the red energy toward it. I thought about the energy filling the bracelet, although I wished it were the Tiffany bracelet I wanted so that I would actually be able to wear it after the fact.


  The energy rushed out of my body, leaving me cold when it was gone. The bracelet blurred for a second, and then came back into focus.


  Except now, instead of the chain Ms. Davis had placed on our desks a few minutes earlier, I was staring at the Tiffany one instead.


   


  Chapter Three


  Kayla gasped from her seat next to me. “How did you do that?” she asked, reaching forward and touching the bracelet.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “But you see it too, right?”


  “Of course I see it,” she said. “Can you do that to mine also?”


  “Sydney and Kayla,” Ms. Davis said our names, silencing us immediately. “Would one of you like to share with the class what you are talking about that is more important than the assigned exercise?”


  “Sydney transformed her bracelet,” Kayla said quickly, picking up the shiny Tiffany charm bracelet and dangling it in the air. “Look.”


  “Let me see that.” Ms. Davis marched over to my desk and snatched the bracelet out of Kayla’s hand. She held it in front of her face, making a “hmm” noise as she studied it from every angle possible. “It’s not an illusion,” she said, her lips pursed as she placed the bracelet back down in front of me. “Did you swap out your chain for this bracelet when I wasn’t looking?”


  “No,” I said, fastening the Tiffany bracelet around my wrist before Ms. Davis could take it back again. I might not be able to explain what I’d done, but I knew one thing—that bracelet was mine.


  Luckily, the bell rang before she could say any more.


  “Come see me after last period,” she told me, turning on her heel and walking toward the front of the classroom. “And everyone please remember to go straight home after school.”


  Her final sentence was drowned out by the sounds of everyone packing up their stuff.


  I turned to Garrett to show him my bracelet, but he wasn’t looking at me—he was just staring down at his empty desk.


  “You must have hated that bracelet more than I did to get rid of it that quickly,” I said with a laugh. “Where’d you put it?”


  “I don’t know.” He shrugged and looked up at me, his forehead creased in confusion. “It’s gone.”


   


  Chapter Four


  “Thanks for agreeing to sneak out tonight,” I told Kayla as I fished through my closet to find shoes to match my dress.


  “I wasn’t going to miss Manufactured Superstars.” She coated her eyelids with a massive amount of glitter and then glanced at me, her mouth dropping open when she saw the shoes in my hands. “You could kill someone with those heels,” she said. “But they will look awesome with that dress.”


  “If anything’s going to be killed, it’s my own feet by the end of the night.” I slipped my foot into the five-inch stiletto ankle boot and zipped it up. Once both of them were on, I walked over to my bed and checked my phone. No new messages. I huffed and tossed it back down on the comforter.


  “No word from Garrett?” Kayla asked.


  “Nope,” I said. “I haven’t heard from him since he said the whole thing about his bracelet disappearing in homeroom.”


  “He might have made it up to compete with what you did to yours,” Kayla said. “I mean, he can’t have made the bracelet disappear. That’s impossible.”


  “It’s also ‘impossible’ to change an object from one thing to another,” I pointed out. “But I did it in class. Ms. Davis tried to get me to do it again when I met with her after school, but no matter how hard I tried, nothing happened. I think she thought I was just playing a practical joke on her this morning. But I wasn’t. You know I wasn’t.”


  “I know,” Kayla said. “You’ve wanted that Tiffany bracelet for weeks. If you’d gotten it, you would have told me.”


  I nodded, fiddling with the bracelet on my wrist. How had I done that this morning? And why hadn’t I been able to do it again?


  My phone buzzed with a text message, jolting me out of my thoughts. Garrett.


  “He’s on his way,” I told Kayla, texting him back to let him know I’d gotten the message.


  “Good.” She stood up and walked over to the full-length mirror, straightening out her dress. “I was beginning to worry that he wouldn’t be able to sneak out.”


  “That makes two of us,” I muttered, grabbing some perfume and spritzing it into my wrists. “You ready?”


  “Yep.” She checked herself out one last time in the mirror, smiling at her reflection. “Let’s go.”


   


  Chapter Five


  Garrett was waiting for us outside my house in his black SUV, and I hopped into the passenger side before Kayla had a chance. Kayla huffed in the backseat, but I pretended I didn’t hear her. After all, I always took shotgun when the three of us drove together. I didn’t know why she was getting all hissy about it now.


  “Nice boots,” Garrett said, glancing down at them and smiling. “Those heels make you almost my height now.”


  “Thanks.” I crossed one leg over the other and turned in his direction. “So,” I started, needing to ask what I’d been dying to know since homeroom ended this morning. “What did you mean when you said your bracelet disappeared?”


  He pulled out of my driveway and peeled down the street, his gaze focused straight ahead. “It didn’t disappear,” he said. “It teleported.”


  “It teleported?” Kayla stuck her head through the center of our seats, some glitter from her eyes floating down onto the gearshift. “What do you mean?”


  “Teleported,” he repeated. “Also known as instantaneously moving from one place to another.”


  “We know what teleported means,” I said. “But how did you do it?”


  “I have no idea.” He shrugged. “At first I thought I’d made it disappear. But when I went to my locker after homeroom, it was right on top of my Chemistry textbook.”


  “Why would it end up there?”


  “When we were doing the exercise I was thinking about how I hadn’t finished my Chemistry homework yet,” he explained. “That must have caused the bracelet to end up there.”


  “And when I transformed my bracelet, I was wishing it was the Tiffany one I’ve been wanting for weeks,” I said, playing with the silver heart on the new charm bracelet secured around my wrist. “We’re somehow changing the world around us with our thoughts. Or at least it sounds like that.”


  “It does,” Kayla added from between us.


  “But no one else did anything like we did,” Garrett said. “And I’ve been thinking about it all day… we’re the only two who haven’t known we’re witches for our whole lives. Maybe that’s connected with our new powers.”


  “Maybe.” I chewed on my lip, glancing out the window as he turned onto Las Vegas Boulevard. We drove by the elegant Bellagio, which had a crowd standing in front of it to watch the famous fountains dancing to a classical song. Past the Bellagio was Caesar’s Palace, designed in the style of ancient Rome. Whenever I walked through it I marveled at the statues of the gods, amazed I was related to them, even if it was only in a small way.


  Finally we pulled up to the golden tower of the Diamond Hotel, and Garrett stopped at the valet drop-off. I got out and admired a red Lamborghini parked on the curb.


  “It sucks that the two of you have these cool powers and I have nothing,” Kayla sulked as we made our way through the busy casino toward Myst Nightclub.


  The entrance to the club was easy to find, due to the crowds of people around the velvet-roped walkway as they waited to get in. Occasionally a group of friends would stroll up to the red ropes, state their names to the bouncer, and be let right inside, getting glares from all of the others who had been waiting for who knows how long to get into the club.


  I tugged down the neck of my dress, pulled my hair over my shoulders, and pushed my way to the front of the crowd. A skinny guy who looked to be in his mid-twenties stood in front of the rope holding a clipboard. A large, muscular man stood behind him, like he was waiting to escort anyone out who caused trouble.


  I rested my hands on the rope, and the guy with the list glanced up at me. He looked me up and down and smirked, and I was already getting the vibe that he was preparing to turn me away for being underage.


  But keeping my gaze on his, I breathed in deeply, focusing on drawing blue energy from around me. It was more difficult in this environment because everyone was bursting with the excitement of red, orange, and yellows—but I managed to find the calm blue, allowing it to roll over my skin like waves lapping the shore on a sunny day. Garrett and Kayla stood on both sides of me, assumedly throwing their own energy into the mix, too.


  “We’re on the list,” I said, calm and confident, smiling at the man and projecting the blue energy in his direction.


  His eyes glazed over and he nodded slowly, pulling up the list. “Names?” he asked, sounding like he was in a trance.


  “Sydney Parker, Kayla Bell, and Garrett Ford,” I told him, even though he wouldn’t find our names there. He skimmed through the list, flipping over to the next page and doing the same. I forced more blue energy in his direction and added, “We’re on there.”


  He nodded again and lowered the list, refocusing on us. “IDs?” he asked, and then he yawned, so I pulled back on the blue energy. Calming a human down too much wasn’t a good thing—unless you wanted to relax them to the point where they laid down and took a nap.


  I removed my ID from my wallet, and Garrett and Kayla did the same. They were all New York IDs—fakes I’d gotten from a guy I met at a party a few months ago. They worked like a charm every time.


  The man jotted something on three slips of paper and handed them to us with our IDs. “All right,” he said, unhooking the rope and moving aside. “Go all the way down to the end and show your papers to the guy waiting there.”


  We did as he said—I snickered as a group of girls on the other side of the rope gave us the stink eye as we walked past them—and less than a minute later the three of us were inside Myst Nightclub. I inhaled the fresh tropical smell that was always in the club, due to the waterfall that dropped down all three stories and crashed into the pool below. Multiple dance floors and balconies overlooked the people swimming in the water. The floor above us was the most elegant, with VIP booths, bottle service, and a light up dance floor. Sometimes I went up there—even though it meant dealing with the snooty students from the Goodman School—but tonight wasn’t one of those nights.


  Because right now Manufactured Superstars was controlling the DJ booth on the second floor, the bass so strong that I could feel it vibrating through my chest. The two members of the DJ duo wore bright orange NASA spacesuits, their hands raised as they took in the energy of everyone dancing in front of them. The crowd moved in time with the music, packed as close as possible, cheering as the DJs switched from one song to the next.


  “I love this song!” Kayla squealed, grabbing my hand and pulling me onto the dance floor. Garrett followed us, and we pushed our way into the middle of the crowd. The dance floor smelled like a mix of perfume and sweat, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was the music.


  I moved closer to Garrett and Kayla, the three of us forming a tight circle. My arm kept brushing against Garrett’s, and every time it did, heat rushed across my skin at the contact. I wondered if he felt it too.


  “I need a drink,” Kayla announced a few songs later. Her face glistened with sweat, and she gathered her hair over her shoulder, using her other hand to fan the back of her neck.


  It was getting hot on the dance floor, so the three of us pushed our way through the crowd. I scanned the nearby tables to analyze who might be kind enough—or drunk enough—to offer to buy us a drink.


  “What about them?” I asked Kayla, motioning toward a table full of drunk college guys who looked like the fraternity type.


  A girl with long red hair appeared in front of us before Kayla could answer. “Looking for a table?” she asked, flashing us a huge smile that showed off her perfectly straight teeth. Her eyes set me on edge—they were such a light brown that they almost looked orange.


  “Yeah,” Garrett said before Kayla or I could respond.


  I glared at him, since he knew this worked better when we found a table full of guys. Plus, the idea of Garrett finding this girl attractive irritated me. She was a human, and witches and humans didn’t date—at least not seriously.


  “My friends are on the dance floor, so you can join me at my table.” She flipped her hair and smiled at Garrett. “It’s just me now,” she said. “And a bottle of champagne.”


  Kayla brightened at the mention of free champagne. “Sounds perfect,” she said, pulling me over to the girl’s table without asking for my opinion.


  Once there we scooted into the circular booth, Garrett on one side of the redhead and Kayla on the other. I sat on the end. The girl introduced herself as Megan, and Garrett and Kayla made small talk with her while I occupied myself by checking out the guys at the other tables. I spotted group of cute ones nearby who looked a few years older than me. Maybe after a few minutes I would excuse myself and join them. After all, I didn’t want to be stuck at Megan’s table all night watching Garrett flirt with her. The thought made me feel sick.


  I quickly shook the jealousy away. What the hell was up with me? I never had a jealous side—I’d never had much of a reason to be jealous of anyone. Megan was bringing out the worst in me.


  I wanted to get as far away from her as possible.


  “I’m going back on the dance floor,” I announced, placing my half finished flute of champagne on the table.


  “But you’re not done with your drink yet.” Kayla pouted. She glanced over at Garrett, who was sitting closer to Megan now, and her eyes flashed with annoyance.


  At least I wasn’t the only one who didn’t like seeing him so near her.


  “Come on, Syd,” Garrett said, leaning back in the booth. “Just wait until Megan’s friends get back, so she can stop guarding the table and come hang out with us on the dance floor.”


  “You don’t have to come,” I said, adjusteding the top of my dress and standing up. “Just meet me there when you’re ready.”


  “I really think you should stay here,” Megan insisted, and when she looked up at me, her eyes flashed yellow. I wasn’t sure if I imagined it or not—it could have been a reflection of the blinking lights—but still, it was freaky.


  “On second thought—Garrett and Kayla—come with me. Now.” I stepped away from the table, hoping they would understand that I was serious. Something was off with Megan. I didn’t want to be anywhere near her, and I didn’t want my friends near her either.


  “No.” Megan hoisted herself out of the booth and over the table. She landed in front of me, throwing an arm out to stop me from leaving. “Stay. All of you.”


  Then her face contorted, becoming more angular, her ears elongating and turning pointy at the ends. Huge wings grew out of her back, ripping holes in her shirt when they emerged. Her hands and feet mutated into yellow claws, and her irises turned yellow—for real this time.


  Only her long red hair remained the same.


  Everything else about her had transformed into a monster.


   


  Chapter Six


  I froze, unable to believe that this was happening. Because Megan wasn’t just any monster. She was a fury. A creature of vengeance. We’d learned all about them in our Greek mythology class.


  The humans in the club laughed and pointed at Megan, nudging their friends to look at her as if they thought they were at a show. Which made sense, since we were in Vegas. Of course they thought this was a show. I would have thought the same if I were them.


  But I wasn’t them. I was a witch descended from the Greek gods. And I knew that what we were seeing was real.


  “When I said you should stay here, I meant it,” Megan hissed, her eyes flashing yellow again. “This would have been easier if you drank up that champagne like I wanted. But since you didn’t want to do this the easy way, then I guess the hard way will work too.”


  Kayla squeezed my arm, her blue eyes wide as she stared at the Megan-creature. Garrett stood strong, like he was about to go into battle. Which I supposed he was—or we all were.


  The only problem was that we didn’t know how to fight. Especially not something as monstrous as her.


  We had to get out of here.


  The Megan-creature leered at us, her sharp features contorting. “How convenient that the two demigods in the area decided to leave their houses when they were instructed to stay in tonight,” she continued, taking a bird-like step in our direction. “Not like that surprises me. Your kind always is the most impulsive.”


  “Demigods?” I repeated, my palms flat against the wall behind me. “I think you have the wrong people. We’re witches. Not demigods.”


  “You’re either trying to trick me, or you truly don’t know.” Megan cackled, throwing her head back in amusement. “Well, let me enlighten you,” she said, sneering at me. “You’re a daughter of Aphrodite.” Then she turned to Garrett and snarled. “You’re a son of Hermes. But you…” she trailed, fixing her gaze on Kayla. “Are just an ordinary witch, and are therefore expendable. How unfortunate.”


  Kayla stiffened, and I reached for her hand and squeezed it. No matter what happened, I wouldn’t let her get hurt. She was my best friend. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to her—especially if it was because some crazy mythological monster was hunting me.


  “What do you want with us?” I asked Megan, narrowing my eyes at her.


  By now everyone in the club had gathered in a large circle around us, leaving us space to give them a show. Kayla yelled at them to help, but no one answered her or moved to do anything. They just stood there, watching.


  What was wrong with them? Couldn’t they see that we needed help?


  “I want the two of you to come with me,” Megan said, her lips curving into a twisted smile. “Or else the witch will die.” She stepped forward, lowering her neck so her face was level with mine. “This doesn’t have to be hard. If you and the boy come with me now, then your friend is free to leave.”


  “And you expect us to trust you?” I asked, buying us time as I scanned the area for a way to escape.


  Megan cocked her head to the side. “You don’t have another choice, do you?” She leaned in so close that I could feel her hot breath on my face. It smelled rotten. I wrinkled my nose and looked past her.


  That was when I saw it—the bottle of champagne on the table behind her.


  “How about you turn your ugly face around and leave us the hell alone?” Garrett said, standing straighter as he glared at her. “Because we’re not going anywhere with you. And even if you do take us, the Elders will realize we’re gone and come after you.”


  Megan hissed at Garrett, and I dashed around her, grabbing the bottle of champagne and smashing it against the table. The liquid exploded out onto the floor. I examined the broken neck of the bottle, glad to see that the jagged edges made a perfect weapon.


  I didn’t have much time to admire my handiwork, because Megan turned in my direction, her claw slashing through the air and grazing my cheek. It stung, and something warm dripped down my face—blood.


  “Wrong choice,” Megan hissed, swiping her claw at me again. I jumped back, holding the bottle out toward her. She made an inhuman sound—a growl from deep in her throat—and my hands shook around the glass.


  I’d never fought anyone in my life, let alone a fury. What had I gotten myself into?


  But if we didn’t fight, we might not make it out of here alive. So I pushed aside my doubts and tightened my grip around the bottle, holding it in front of me and charging toward her.


  The glass sank into her side, and she threw her head back, releasing a squawk so shrill that it pierced every crevice of my brain.


  Garrett whooped, and I backed away from Megan, holding the bottle in front of me and keeping my gaze locked on hers. She pressed her talon to her side to slow the bleeding, but the injury must not have been bad, because she turned back toward me and laughed.


  Then I remembered what I’d done in homeroom this morning with the bracelet. Maybe if I could turn the bottle into a better weapon, I would stand a chance in this fight. Sure, I hadn’t been able to transform anything else since, but it was worth a shot.


  Right now it was our only shot, so it had to work.


  I gathered red energy, focusing on the bottle and imagining a sharp kitchen knife in my mind. Then I directed the energy and the image towards the bottle.


  It transformed immediately.


  There were gasps from the people in the club, followed by clapping. Didn’t they realize that this wasn’t some flashy Vegas performance?


  Humans would believe anything but the truth, no matter how far-fetched it was.


  I raised the knife in the air, ready to slice. But Megan whipped her claw around and knocked the weapon out of my hand, sending it clattering to the ground. I dove down and grabbed it, and even though Megan was on me and her talons were buried in my hair, I jabbed the knife into her thigh.


  She sqwuaked and stumbled back, her yellow eyes narrowed into slits.


  This was our chance to escape. But Megan was in the way of the door, and Garrett and Kayla were backed up against the balcony… which only gave us one option.


  “If we want to get out of here, we have to jump,” I said between breaths, hurrying to join them. Not waiting for them to respond, I placed my hand on the top of the railing and hurdled myself up and over it.


  My stomach rose into my throat as I tumbled downward, holding my breath in preparation to crash into the water below.


   


  Chapter Seven


  Underwater, everything was muffled and still. It was like the world had been set on pause. I wanted to stay there and forget everything that had happened tonight—pretend that Kayla, Garrett, and I were still having fun in the club instead of fighting a mythological half-bird monster.


  Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option.


  So I rose above the surface, taking a sharp breath inward and blinking the water out of my eyes. My legs felt heavy—jumping into the water while wearing boots wasn’t the smartest idea—and I steadied my feet on the bottom of the pool to stand. The water came up to my shoulders.


  Someone splashed behind me—Garrett. He rose from the water, his cheeks pink, his wet curls plastered to his forehead.


  “Where’s Kayla?” I sputtered, frantically looking around for her. But she was nowhere to be seen.


  Then Megan leaned over the balcony, her angled face twisted into a sneer, her scaly arm wrapped around Kayla’s neck. Kayla was screaming at Megan to let her go, her hands pulling at her arm in a futile attempt to escape.


  “Your witch friend isn’t as fast as the two of you.” Megan cackled, tightening her grip around Kayla’s neck to suppress her screams. “Not like any of you can actually get away from me, since I can fly and all.”


  With that, she swooped over the balcony, still holding onto Kayla, who flailed in her grasp. They landed on the ledge of the pool in front of us. Megan held Kayla closer, her eyes flashing yellow.


  “What did I tell you would happen if you did things the hard way?” she hissed, her eyes shining in a twisted enjoyment.


  My throat tightened, and I swallowed, unable to get the words out. I remembered what she’d said earlier—she’d called Kayla expendable.


  But I couldn’t say it out loud. I wouldn’t.


  I was too terrified that she believed it was true.


  “No answer?” Megan cocked her head, smiling. “Then why don’t I show you? Maybe that will jog your memory.”


  Before I could blink, she slashed a talon across Kayla’s neck. Blood spurted from the gash, and I screamed, horror washing over me as my best friend’s frightened eyes met mine. Then Megan loosened her grip around Kayla, and Kayla tumbled to the floor, into a puddle of her own blood.


  I wanted to yell at the onlookers to get help—that this wasn’t a show—but the muscles in my throat had tightened so much that I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t even breathe.


  I trudged through the water, pulled myself out of the pool, and collapsed next to Kayla, desperate to help her. Her mouth opened, a raspy sound escaping her lips as she tried to speak, and then Garrett was there, pressing his hands against the wound to stop the blood. But he couldn’t stop it. It was everywhere, gushing onto the floor in unstoppable bursts and streams.


  I couldn’t move—I couldn’t think. All I could do was watch my best friend as the life drained from her body, powerless to save her.


  “If you two hadn’t been so difficult, I would have let her go,” Megan said in her shrill, inhuman voice. “But no. You just couldn’t cooperate, could you?”


  I turned to face her, curling my fists as I stared up at her towering frame.


  Her wings rose behind her, and she stepped toward me, cackling maniacally. She’d said earlier that she didn’t want to kill Garrett or me, but perhaps she’d changed her mind. After all, she was clearly insane. I didn’t know what she would do. And I didn’t know how I could stop her.


  I lowered my gaze, looking down at my shoes.


  And then I remembered what Kayla had said about them earlier.


  You could kill with those things.


  Well, Kayla, I thought, newfound determination rushing through my veins. Maybe I will.


  I focused on the red energy surrounding me and called it into my body, feeling it roll into me like waves of heat entering my bloodstream. Once I had enough, I wrapped a hand around one of my stilettos and snapped the heel free. My eyes connected with Megan’s, and she snarled at me, the feathers on her wings sticking up and bristling.


  Then she ran in my direction.


  I raised the heel in the air, ramming the pointy end into her chest. It sunk beneath her skin, straight to where her heart should be. She stumbled backward, tilting her head back and letting out a long scream as she fell to the ground. Her wings were twisted and broken beneath her, her arms splayed out at her sides, and her dim eyes stared blankly at the ceiling.


  I dropped my arms to my sides, taking a step back. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from her monstrous body. Was she dead? Had I killed her?


  Then she flickered like a faulty projection, and was gone. The only thing left where she had been was my stiletto, covered in blood.


  I stared at the place where Megan had been, unable to think, unable to move. What was I supposed to do now? How had my entire life just changed so drastically in such a short amount of time?


  Then everyone in the club burst into applause, hooting and hollering in appreciation of whatever show they thought they’d seen. The cheering brought me back into focus, and I turned around, dreading what I was bound to see.


  Kayla was sprawled on the floor in a puddle of her own blood. Her skin had paled so much that she looked like a ghost, her head lolled to the side like a broken doll. Garrett still pressed his hands against the gash in her neck, but from what I could see, there was nothing left to save.


  Kayla was gone.


  “Garrett,” I said, falling to my knees beside him. “I don’t think there’s anything more you can do.”


  “I know.” His voice was hollow, and he stared at Kayla’s corpse, lifting his hands from her bloodied, wrangled neck. Her blood had stopped flowing now. He clenched his fingers, and then he raised his gaze to mine, his eyes hard with determination. “If that fury was right, and we’re demigods… then we can’t stay here,” he said. “We have to go. As far away from here as possible.”


  “But this is our home.” I placed a hand on his arm, hoping to bring him back to his senses. “We can’t just leave.”


  “You heard her—she was after us.” He pointed to where Megan had died, and then he lowered his arm, refocusing on me. “She was hunting us. Who knows what other creatures are after us too? We can’t let what happened to Kayla happen to more of our friends, or to our family. We can’t let more people die because of us.”


  I swallowed down a lump in my throat at the thought of one of those creatures coming for my family. Of them dead because of me. Kayla was already dead because of me. How was I supposed to live with that guilt?


  “You’re right,” I admitted, dropping my arms to my sides. “But where can we go? It won’t be long until people realize that this wasn’t a show. That Kayla…” I glanced down at her lifeless body, unable to say the words.


  That she was dead.


  Instead I looked back up at Garrett, keeping my eyes on his. “How are we supposed to get out of here?” I asked.


  “I can teleport us,” he said. “Like I did with the bracelet.”


  My breath caught at the suggestion. “It’ll work on people?” I asked. “Are you sure?”


  “I’m not sure,” he said. “But I can try. Will you come with me?”


  Tears filled my eyes at the thought of leaving behind my dad, my friends, my life. But Garrett was right. We needed to figure out who we were, and why that fury was after us. In the meantime, getting as far away as possible would ensure that no one else we loved would get caught in the crossfire again.


  I nodded, my eyes locked on his, and he rested his hand on my arm.


  Then the world disappeared around me, and we were gone.


   


   


  If you enjoyed this short story from the Elementals universe, you can grab book one of the series, The Prophecy of Shadows, for FREE on www.michellemadow.com/elementals-free ☺


   


   


  —ABOUT THE AUTHOR—


   


  Michelle Madow writes fast-paced YA fiction that will leave you turning the pages wanting more!


   


  She grew up in Maryland, and now lives in Florida, where she writes books for young adults. Some of her favorite things are: reading, traveling, pizza, time travel, Broadway musicals, and spending time with friends and family. Michelle went on a cross-country road trip from Florida to California and back to promote her books and to encourage high school students to embrace reading and writing. Someday, she hopes to travel the world for a year on a cruise ship.


   


  SANCTUARY


  Melle Amade


  Chapter One


  Not tonight. She wasn’t supposed to be home tonight. I checked her schedule like I always do; she should be teaching Therapeutic Yoga. The music in the bathroom must have been too loud so I didn’t hear her come in. I shoot Henry a dangerous look. He knows how important tonight is. I finally get to see Zan, maybe fix things with her, tell her the news. He should’ve come told me. His head ducks behind his book. Beauty and the Beast – what eight-year-old boy reads that? I glare through the cover, but he’s not about to make eye contact.


  Mom’s in our faded green kitchen standing in front of the open fridge. The thick scent of her lavender, lemongrass, and clove essential oils fills the air. They’re supposed to calm her, but they don’t seem to be working tonight, instead they mingle badly with the odor wafting out of the fridge. Something’s rotten in there.


  “I want to show the house this weekend,” she’s agro on the phone, her back tense. “I don’t care. It’s taking too long. Sell it as is! Someone will buy- urgh!”


  Her body seizes, knuckles turn white. She hurls the phone through the air. I catch my breath and duck. It hits the wall, but ricochets towards my face. My hand shoots out and catches it.


  Her eyes glance off me, before she turns back to the fridge. “I can’t believe how much we’re supposed to fix just to get a buyer,” she mutters, grabbing the jug of milk and drinking straight from the bottle.


  Sometimes Mom apologizes, but, I guess tonight isn’t that night.


  It’s ok. I know she didn’t mean to clobber me with the phone. I place it carefully on the green tiled countertop.


  “No class?” I ask, my fingers tug down the hem of my pink skirt.


  “I need to talk to your dad,” she says, her eyes drawn to the movement of my fingers. The only time she notices me is when she thinks I’m doing something wrong. “Where are you going? Not to your tree house, I’m guessing.”


  I wish I’d never told her about the Sanctuary. She has no idea what it means. It’s more my home than this place. My fingers wrap around the weathered back of a wooden chair. I glare at a cobweb that stretches from the wall to the rifle that rests on top of the book shelf. The place is so cluttered I can barely breathe.


  “I’m meeting Zan.” I try to make it sound casual, like it’s no big deal, but she knows.


  “I thought you two weren’t speaking,” she says.


  “How’s your stomach?” I nod towards the milk.


  “She hasn’t been at the studio this summer.” Mom caps the milk and crams it back in the fridge. There’s nothing but the cracked tiles of the countertop between us now.


  “She’s been at camp,” I swallow and fidget. I think that’s where she’s been. She hasn’t returned my texts all summer.


  “Camp?”


  “The one Aiden goes to.”


  “In Europe?” Mom raises an eyebrow.


  “I guess,” I press a polished fingernail into a deep crack in the counter and dig at some crud nestled there. If my nails weren’t so strong, they’d probably break. I dig harder at the grime, but it’s impossible to get completely out.


  “Why didn’t you invite them over?” Mom asks.


  “Seriously?” I scrape the black goop out from under my nail and wipe it on a stack of newspapers.


  “Go read to your brother,” Mom mutters, her fingers clench the edge of the stained basin.


  “We’re just hanging out at Zan’s house.” I say it like it’s the truth. Her eyes narrow. I look straight into them. People don’t think you’re lying if you look them in the eye.


  “I want you home,” she says.


  “Why?” My molars scrape against each other to help get the word out.


  “Call her and say you’re not coming.” She leafs through a lopsided pile of mail to let me know the conversation is over.


  “I’ve been waiting all summer to see Zan!” There’s no way I can wait another night. She doesn’t even know we’re moving. My pinky finger taps against a broken tile.


  Mom glances up, her eyes cold. I stop my finger mid-tap. It’s hopeless. Why didn’t Henry tell me she was home? This so could have been avoided. Zan and I have spent our whole lives dodging Mom. I twist in my ballet slipper to make a quiet exit, but Mom’s not having it. “Call her,” she says. “Right now.”


  I bite my lips and rake through my purse for my phone. This can’t be happening. I’ll burst if I don’t tell her about the move or about Aiden, how I feel about him. My temperature goes up just thinking about him. The gold necklace, as fragile as it is, lays heavy against my skin. I’ve never worn it, not in the whole year I’ve had it, but I had to tonight. If Aiden really did give it to me, it’s time he saw me wearing it. Who else would have left a gold necklace wrapped up in newspaper in the back of Dad’s truck on my birthday?


  “Call her,” Mom repeats in that steel tone I can’t go up against. If I do, it doesn’t end well.


  I can’t believe I’m not going to see Zan tonight. It’s going to suck if I can’t see her until the first day of school. It’s another week!


  Mom’s eyes bore into me. I might as well get this over with. I press 1 on my speed dial.


  It’s almost weird Zan answers on the first ring. She hasn’t done that all summer.


  “I can’t go,” I squeeze my eyes shut and hold my breath. What if she stops talking to me again?


  “What’d you do to piss the witch off this time?” My eyes pop open. She sounds like my old Zan. I hope Mom can’t hear her.


  “I’ll see you at school.” The mumbled words rush out.


  “Sure,” Zan’s warm chuckle, almost like a growl, echoes through my phone as she hangs up. I sound like an elephant as I stomp out of the kitchen.


  “Your phone,” Mom’s voice stops my stride.


  “It’s eight. I have an hour ‘til phones out,” my voice raises.


  “You don’t need it tonight,” she holds her hand out. “Go read to your brother.”


  “You’re kidding me!”


  “Shae, I am tired of arguing with you,” her eyelids lower to half-mast. I quickly, really quickly, pull myself in check.


  It’s not worth it. It’s not worth it.


  I focus on my mantra and deposit my phone in her outstretched hand. My gaze focuses on her lips, they’ve paled, but they’re not blue, that ice blue they get when she’s about to lose it.


  “Go read to your brother,” she repeats.


  I spin on my heel and stride through the cold, dark living room, sidestepping the creepy stairs that lead up to my parents’ room. I slap the back of my brother’s head hard as I walk by.


  “Ow!” he cries. But, he doesn’t say more. He knows. We have an unspoken agreement to look after each other and he broke it.


   


  I slam my bedroom door and a framed photo of me and Mom topples backwards on the dresser. The photo is from our last trip to the zoo when I was five. It’s the only smiling photo of us that exists. The chill descends from the crown of my head, narrows my vision, freezes my lips, and squashes my heart until the pain flies out my arms. My fist smashes down on it, shattering glass across our smiling faces.


  My room is full of dark shadows as soft moonlight sifts through the tree that spreads above our deck. Its branches creak in the canyon breeze that pushes through my open window. A coyote howls in the distance. I want to howl right along with it. Let off some steam, run through the hills. Get away from Mom, get to wherever Zan is.


  Zan, Roman, and Aiden. The gust glides across my face. It’s weird not to include Callum in our group, but he hasn’t really hung around us in more than a year.


  My nails dig into my palms. I exhale. Try to let it all go. Frustration leads to annoyance; leads to anger. Mom’s words beat a steady rhythm in my head. Breathe in the flowers, blow out the candles.


  She’s right. I’ve destroyed my room half a dozen times this summer getting angry. I tug the chain of the broken dragonfly lamp that casts dim patches of green, yellow and red light across the shadows. It leans half-cocked against the broken mirror. I still use it. Just because a thing’s broken doesn’t mean it’s not useful. The light doesn’t ease the chill slipping over me. My hand slides over the dent in my iron framed headboard. I want to smash it again.


  Breathe in the flowers, blow out the candles.


  Everyone says anger makes them hot, but maybe they don’t get mad enough. For me it’s like ice, cutting me off from everyone I care about and making me do stupid things.


  Maybe I shouldn’t meet Zan for the party. I can’t lose it again in front of them. My shoulders fold forward. I still can’t believe I overturned the food table at Callum’s party. They must think I’m an idiot. If I’d known how I felt about Aiden, I wouldn’t have been blindsided. I could have controlled myself. But, I didn’t get it. And… well, he was ignoring me. The three of them huddled together all night whispering. You’d think they’d just come out and say, “We’re going to Europe this summer for camp.” My chest tightens. Whether they said anything or not, it still hurts.


  What if we’d sold the house and moved? I’d never have seen them again!


  Footsteps groan on the worn wooden floor outside my door. My body tenses, but the handle turns softly. It’s not Mom. Henry slips in. Even in the shadows I can see the lid of his right eye is pink and swollen, he has another sty coming. He gets them when he’s stressed. I glare at him anyway.


  “I already texted her,” he holds out his phone, eyes downcast like an apologetic puppy. I grab it and turn my back on him. I know it’s not his fault, but I’m still annoyed. Chill anger brims around my eyes. It’s been there all summer. It’s safer to be silent. “She said she’s waiting at the spot,” he quotes Zan’s text though I’m already reading it.


  The chill melts in a second. I cover my mouth to hide the squeal erupting from my lips. I’m going to see them! Henry grins up at me so I throw him a high five to let him know he’s forgiven. “But, don’t let it happen again,” I say.


   


  My old window slides open without a squeak of resistance. Henry and I snuck stuff out of dad’s carpentry lair, then spent hours soaping, oiling, and scraping every nook and cranny of the thing to make sure it wouldn’t giveaway any secrets to Mom. Henry hadn’t wanted to help, but when I told him I’d die if I was cooped up in our cottage, well, then he had to. If I was gone, who would take care of him? I mean, really take care of him?


  No one.


  With the window open I can breathe. The stars and moon cascade down on me like freedom. I pause before throwing my leg over the window frame. Henry stands right by my side, his hand resting on my knee. I know he doesn’t want me to go. “Twenty more kisses!” he used to say when he was a toddler and I had to go to school. Now, I clutch at him awkwardly and throw a kiss on his mop of dark brown hair. His face lights up like a pale sunrise washing over the dry Southern California hills. I wish I could take him with me, but he’s too young for a kegger in the meadow.


  “Read two chapters,” I say and slip into the gloom.


  I dig my ballet slipper into the dark, moist dirt and scramble up the embankment. There’s just enough light from the window of Dad’s woodshop to find a foothold. His table saw rips a shrill cry through the still night. I cringe, but can’t blame him. Mom has her yoga studio, I have the Sanctuary – that Dad made completely awesome – and, Dad has the garage converted to his carpentry lair. I glance back at the house. I guess that leaves our rundown cottage to Henry.


  But, tonight that’s not my problem.


  I slip through the gap in our wooden fence. I kicked the hole in the rotten spikes years ago. Mom and Dad have never noticed the gaping wound in our perimeter. Everything gets sanded, nailed, stained and glazed except our home. I don’t bother to soften my steps. I’m sure Mom’s buried up in her room by now with the door sealed shut listening to her meditation music; trying to regain serenity.


   


   


  Chapter Two


  The narrow road curves above our house. There’s a pullout around the corner as if the road engineers knew I’d need a place for my getaway car. Zan’s hot red jeep purrs in the dark. The steep canyon looms daunting shadows over me. My steps hesitate, fingernails clicking against each other.


  Zan wanted to see me. She called me.


  Two weeks ago I finally stopped texting and leaving her messages, but yesterday she called. Offered to give me a ride to the start of school party – a party I didn’t even know about. But, when I tried to chat, she said bye and hung up. My fingers wrap around the cold door handle. It’s like I’m on a first date with my lifetime BFF.


  Zan’s pointed features cast long shadows in the blue glow of her phone.


  “Shae!” she squeals and throws her arms around me. I put my whole heart into hugging her back.


  The gap in our friendship disappears. The long hours working at the yoga studio, the solo hikes to the Sanctuary, the aimless staring out over the canyon and the days, weeks and months of radio silence just vanish. It’s over. We’re back together; back to normal.


  “You better not be checking me in,” I nod to her phone as I buckle in. Zan’s red curls bob as she rolls her eyes, tosses the phone in the tray between the front seats and throws the jeep in reverse. It rips up dust as I grip the “Oh Shit!” handle, but I don’t say anything. It’s like Zan thinks she’s super human and the curves of the canyon aren’t deadly.


  “Told Aiden to save me a beer,” she smiles. I can’t tell if it’s at me or about Aiden. My teeth press into each other. Guess I’m out of the loop. “How was your summer?” she asks.


  “Fine, if you like working for your mother wiping sweat off a yoga studio floor.” I don’t mean to sound pathetic, but I kinda do.


  “All summer?” she asks.


  “It was broken by moments of cleaning my brother’s staph infections and holding ladders and tools for-”


  “You must have saved some money,” Zan refuses to join my pity party. I shrug. Money doesn’t make me happy.


  “Possum!” I exclaim.


  “Where?” she asks as a possum’s eyes burn red in the headlights. Zan swerves just in time. “You have the best eyesight.”


  I shrug. “How was-”


  “Fine. Cold.”


  “Cold? In summer?”


  “Holland’s not known for its sparkling warm weather,” she says with a wry smile.


  “How are-”


  “They’re good.” Her hands grip the steering wheel a little tighter as she pitches the jeep into a sharp corner. “We had no cell service. Sorry I didn’t message you back.”


  “You got them?” I’m like a stalker.


  “Yeah. Eventually. All one hundred and twenty of them,” she throws me a sidelong glance, the corner of her mouth pulls up.


  “I counted one hundred and twenty-nine,” I toss back.


  “A hundred and fifty-three with the voice messages,” she grins. We both explode in fits of giggles. It’s like opening a can of soda after it’s been shaken up. It mostly feels good.


  “I was an idiot at Callum’s party.” I need all the air cleared.


  “An idiot?” Zan’s curls bounce back and forth as she shakes her head. “No way. You were awesome. I think a couple of the guys wet themselves.”


  “It’s just- you guys were ignoring me all night and… and I lost it.”


  “You guys?” We lock eyes for a second, before she shifts her attention back to the road. Her foot comes off the accelerator as we bounce onto a dirt road that hugs the side of the canyon. Gravel spins off the tires and plummets into the ravine below.


  “Well, Aiden. He ignored me.”


  “Aiden?” Zan’s sharp features become unusually still.


  “It’s crazy, Zan,” I lean forward. It’s been bubbling inside me all summer and I have to tell someone, and that someone has to be Zan. “I didn’t even know I liked him until that night.”


  “What does ‘like’ him mean?” Zan frowns.


  “It means, like like. Not like grade school like. Not like friends like. Not like we like Roman like… I mean-”


  “You like him?” Her skin is drawn tight and pale in the eerie dashboard light.


  “You know what I mean?” My question ends in a hesitant squeak.


  “I know what you mean,” Zan says.


  “I kind of knew in the spring that I was starting to feel that way but it wasn’t until I knew he was going away and then he wouldn’t-”


  The car comes to a screeching halt, back tires skidding to the edge of the cliff. I grab the “Oh Shit” handle with both hands. “Zan!”


  “Please don’t do this to yourself,” she says, her voice low.


  “What are you talking about?” I ask. “I’m not doing anything. I can’t help the way I feel.”


  “Feelings change. Let it go.”


  “Let it go?” I ask. “I’ve been waiting all summer to tell you this and all you say is get over it?” I want to rip the door open and step out over the ledge.


  “He’s not your type.” Zan scratches the back of her hand.


  “I guess he is or I wouldn’t have these feelings.” My fingernails are drumming on the door handle, snapping it back and forth.


  Zan’s hands press into her cheeks as she turns to me. “Listen to me, Shae,” she says with a level of earnestness I haven’t seen since she tried to convince me not to bungee jump out of the Sanctuary and into the canyon when we were 13. “I’m being blunt to save you heartache. You are not his type.”


  “So, now you know more about him than I do?” The answer ‘yes’ gnaws at my gut.


  “You are beautiful, clever, and sweet. Really, really sweet.”


  “But…”


  “He’s… he’s…”


  “Rich.” I say it because I know she doesn’t want to.


  “He’s not just rich,” she sighs. “He’s filthy rich, old money, European stock wealthy. I’ve been to his other ancestral home in Holland. It’s… he-”


  “He’s in a different league,” I murmur and my skin burns in shame as if I’m a peasant trying my hand at the prince.


  “Yeah,” she sighs. “He’s in a different league.” Her hand covers mine. I want so bad to pull away, maybe even slap her, but I don’t. I can’t lose her again. Besides, she spoke the truth. He lives in a six-hundred-year-old manor that was brought here brick by brick from Holland over a hundred years ago. A manor I’ve never even been invited to. He wears designer clothes I don’t even understand and spends all his holidays in Europe. He’s so out of my league.


  But, then, why did he look at me like that at Callum’s party? Why did he hug me and try to calm me down after I wrecked the food table? It was more than just friends. I felt it.


  “C’mon,” Zan thrusts the car back into gear and interrupts my thoughts.


  I press my face against the window to cool the heat that prickles me. I can still feel Aiden’s arms wrapped around me. We lurch along the dirt road in silence.


  “You okay?” Zan’s voice is gentle despite her crazy ass driving. “Was she a real cow tonight?”


  “Huh?” I ask. “Oh. No. Mild considering she caught me going out.” Guess we’re done talking about Aiden.


  Zan’s hand squeezes mine. Lord, I don’t need her pity. We can’t all have perfect mothers who buy us jeeps, send us to summer camp, and let us go to parties. “I wish she could be nice to you,” murmurs Zan.


  “We’re moving.” I throw up the tightly wound spring that’s been sitting in my stomach all summer. If we’re changing the subject, I’m all in.


  Zan shoots a sidelong glance at me. “What?”


  “Our house has been on the market since June.”


  “Why didn’t you- in the messages…” her voice trails off into the darkness.


  “It’s the kind of thing you have to say in person,” I mutter as I try to puzzle her out. She sounds confused but not, not hopeless, like I secretly hoped. We bump along in silence that I wait for her to break. I don’t know what I was expecting. A tear… a sob… an impassioned ‘you can’t leave me!’ I know I wanted more than silence.


   


  Chapter Three


  Zan yanks the wheel sharp left and we skew into a car-packed clearing. Her headlights slice through the darkness to land on Aiden and Roman, perched on the dropped tailgate of Aiden’s black truck. A stupid smile breaks across my face. I can’t help it. Regardless of my feelings for Aiden, these are my friends, my peeps, my posse. I’m never more at home than when I’m anywhere with them. My heart swells as the deserted summer fades away. Aiden ducks his eyes from the glare of Zan’s headlights. His dusty brown hair falls forward sparkling with natural gold highlights. Roman pulls his 70s pornstar, gold rimmed glasses out of the gelled nest of his hair and drops them over his eyes. Gold printed lines swirl over each shoulder of his white t-shirt. It gleams like a target against his brown skin. Zan aims her jeep at them and guns the engine.


  “Zan!” my voice catches in my throat, but I can’t stop the laughter bubbling out of me as we careen forward. Zan lets out a scream of delight as she slams on the breaks, inches from impact. My breath catches in my throat, but Aiden and Roman haven’t moved a muscle, except to smile. Those guys are as confident, trusting, and in control as always.


  “Where’s my beer?!” Zan yells out the window at Aiden.


  “In the cooler with the rest of them,” he tosses back.


  “Hey Chihuahua, not sure you should drink if you’re driving,” Roman yanks open Zan’s door. She pushes him out of the way and springs out of the jeep.


  “My girl is the DD tonight,” Zan tosses her sea of red curls towards me.


  A smile warms my lips. Even if I’m moving, we’re still a gang… forever. My body relaxes in the bubble of our friendship. It’s like I saw them yesterday, not three months ago.


  Aiden slides off the tailgate and walks over to my door with a smile that puts little flurries playing twister in the pit of my stomach. He opens my door and holds out his hand. I know he’s just being his old-school polite self as always, but it doesn’t stop the warm blanket from cuddling around my heart as I take his hand and step out of Zan’s jeep.


  I miss my footing and fall right into Aiden. He stumbles back a step, but then stands firm, my whole body presses against him. His hands slide down my back to rest on my hips, he’s trying to steady me, tightening his grip on my waist and holding me to him.


  “Hi,” he says and my world is in that one stupid word. My gaze is drawn up to his until it connects. Lightning flashes in his eyes.


  My nerves react and my cooing starts, soft purring deep in my throat. Aiden exhales like he’s been holding his breath; his whole body relaxes, yet somehow seems more firmly pressed into mine.


  “I’ve missed you,” he murmurs. My skin flushes red heat in the dark.


  “I- I-”


  “Quit bogarting,” Roman wipes out whatever I was unable to say as he pushes Aiden away from me. His strong brown arms grab me up in a huge bear hug, swinging me off my feet and around in a circle.


  “Put me down, oaf face!” I scream, giddy and laughing.


  “No way,” he cries and swings me up over his shoulder. “Now that I’ve got you I’m never going to let you go.”


  “My skirt is too short for this!”


  But he can’t hear me because he’s singing at the top of his voice as he’s striding towards the party “Never gonna let you go, gonna hold you in my arms forever!”


  “Enough of the croaking!” cries Zan who’s walking behind us with her hands over her ears. I’m twisting around, trying to pull my skirt down, but giggling and swatting Roman at the same time.


  “Gonna make up for the times, I hurt you soooooooooooooooo.”


  “Put her down,” Aiden’s voice is low and calm. Roman’s singing fades, he steadies me and in seconds my feet are planted firmly on the ground.


  “No need to get all alpha on me,” shrugs Roman as I adjust my skirt. My legs are two pale, awkward sticks. My cream mohair sweater has dusted little white hairs all over my pink mini-skirt. I look like I’ve been rolling around in dog hair.


  “Urgh,” I brush at the offensive hairs. I glance down at my ballet slippers that looked so cute in the shop. The ground is moist from recent drizzle and now they’re covered in mud.


  Zan is five steps ahead of me, keeping pace with Aiden as they head to the coolers. She wears ripped jeans, knee-high black boots and a black sweater with a scooped back that shows she’s not wearing a bra. She doesn’t need to, but it’s provocative anyhow. They’re all Euro-chic’ed out and I’m unkempt Barbie-dork.


  Firelight glints off the gold decorative lines on Aiden’s black cuffs as his hand slips onto the bare skin of Zan’s back. My intestines plummet as my nails start clicking together.


  Are they-


  No. She would have mentioned it in the car.


  I think.


  Wouldn’t she?


  I can’t move a step closer. The chill of anger is nipping around the top of my head. Breathe in the flowers, blow out the candles.


  I scan the crowd for Roman, but he’s already deep in conversation with some nerd, hands gyrating in a scientific dance as he no doubt expresses yet another opinion about some failed chemistry experiment. I stand on the perimeter of the party where the bonfire glow can’t reach.


  And just like that, we’re separated again.


  This wasn’t what I had in mind when I thought I was going to hang out with my friends. Wish we’d just met at the Sanctuary.


  “Ready for junior year?” Callum’s smooth voice startles me. He stands next to me in the shadows, his high cheekbones protruding like a cliff from beneath the breaking waves of his black hair. He watches me with unnerving calm. The green of his eyes is like a swamp. I breathe in the warm, rich scent of his leather jacket. It’s like a biker jacket, only more refined. Designer lines. Looks like he got a dose of Euro-chic also.


  “Sure,” I lie.


  He shrugs. We watch the party together in silence, like two outsiders pretending we’re a part of the world, but we both know we’re not, not really. The only difference is that it was Callum who left us; then it was me they left.


  “Um, you know, I didn’t see you all summer, but, at your party…” I shrug. No need to mention the details. He was there. “Sorry.”


  He glances down at my bare legs covered in goose flesh. “It’s warmer by the fire.” He slips a bottle of beer in my hand. It’s cold and hard beneath my fingers. “Come on.”


  Zan’s laughter peels across the party as I follow Callum to the flames. Aiden’s holding court, hands sweeping through the air as he regales our classmates with some undoubtedly witty story of his adventurous summer at camp in Europe. Zan stands smiling at his side. The firelight reflects off gold threads woven into the left shoulder of her black sweater. I didn’t notice it before. The gold pattern oddly matches Roman’s, and, now that I think about it, Aiden’s too. I scowl to myself.


  My hand inadvertently goes to my necklace, a fine swirl of gold draped around my neck.


  “Get a room,” Callum pushes against a couple who seem to be fused together at the mouth, chest, and hips.


  “Shut up, little brother,” Jon’s hand shoots out, tapping Callum on the cheek. He has a smile on his gloss-smeared lips as he wrests Callum’s beer from him. “Don’t you know it’s illegal for you to drink?”


  Callum takes a quick step back and rips his beer from Jon’s hand. “Don’t tell me what to do.”


  Jon’s face pales as lines crease his forehead. He leans forward and raises his right hand in front of his brother’s face. The firelight glints off the silver ring shaped like a bird’s claw, its talons wrap around Jon’s index finger.


  “Remember I’m in charge, little brother,” he says. “Telling you what to do is my job. Or hasn’t Aiden’s dad schooled you, yet?” Callum’s body tenses. His hand pushes back his black hair and a spark of firelight reflects from the shadows of his eyes. His eyelids go to half-mast. Callum needs an intervention. My fingers tighten around the rigid neck of my beer as I step forward. Show no fear. It’s always helped diffuse Mom. Guessing it’s one of the first things Dad ever taught me.


  I shift my weight and place myself between them. For once I’m glad I’m tall because I can look Jon in the eye.


  “When did you get back?” My mouth is upturned in a pleasant hint of a smile and my eyes have a practiced innocent clarity. If it works on Mom, I’m pretty sure it’ll work here.


  His body loosens and he smiles back, leaning towards me. The stench of whiskey wafts through the air. “You’ve grown up,” Jon cocks his head to the side, his gaze darts over my body.


  “What college are you going to again?” I deflect his attention.


  “Who said I’m at college?” he laughs. “I’ve been in Ireland.”


  I glance at Callum, but he’s got his head thrown back as he chugs his beer. Why did he tell me Jon left for college? My eyes squint. How could Jon leave his brother alone to hang out in Ireland after their mother killed herself?


  “You’re his only family!” How can he not see how much Callum needs him?


  “Wrong again,” Jon says. “We have a very large family. And, I brought our uncle back.”


  “It took you a year?” My voice swims in disapproval.


  “What?” Jon’s arm falls off Naomi’s shoulders as he takes a step towards me. “Did you miss me, Shae?”


  “No!” I raise an arm to deflect him, but I’m too forceful, I upset his balance and he bumps into Naomi. His smile vanishes. The mood I tried to change has snapped right back into place.


  “It wasn’t my choice.” His voice is low, dark and dangerous.


  “Stop it,” Naomi swats at him. Her long blond hair curls against his arm. “I haven’t seen you in a year. Play nice tonight. Don’t make me sorry I came.” She’s a cool breeze by the flames. I don’t think she can sense the danger. She’s fresh and perky, staring up into Jon’s face as if all her stars align there. Naomi wouldn’t regret coming out tonight even if it killed her.


  “Oh, you won’t be sorry,” Jon entwines his fingers with hers, but glares at Callum. “No more staying at the Van Arend Manor. You’re at the homestead with me from now on.”


  “I thought we’d be alone,” Naomi’s whisper is loud enough for all of us to hear.


  “We will be,” he smiles.


  She grins back, “Out here.” He nods and I can’t quite figure it out but they manage to walk off into the gloom lip locked in a juicy kiss.


  Callum’s not watching them, though. His gaze is on me. My skin heats up in a micro-second.


  “How was your summer, Shae?” Aiden’s voice startles me. I was so caught up in Callum I didn’t notice Aiden leave his fans. Callum takes another swig of beer, but he’s still looking at me as I turn to Aiden.


  “Good,” I glance around for Zan or Roman.


  “Callum, why don’t you get me a beer,” Aiden says.


  “Sure,” Callum acquiesces. My head swivels from one to the other. That was weird. I’m pretty sure Aiden gave Callum an order.


  “How have you been, Shae?” Aiden asks. I open my mouth to repeat my answer but he places a finger over my lips. “Really,” he says.


  “It’s been a pretty quiet summer,” I say shrugging. “But, look, I’m really sorry about-”


  “How’s your mom?” he asks.


  “She’s okay,” I shrug, but he doesn’t look like he believes me. “Really.”


  “I can’t help worrying about you.” His smile is rich and warm as he puts his arms around me, pulling me into a friendly hug. I stand there scrunched in his grip, not daring to hug him back. It’d be too hard to let go. I just breathe into the moment wishing I could stop time.


  A piercing scream shatters the air. Aiden and I break apart. My eyes find Zan in the crowd. Her hands are over her ears to block out the shriek. But, it doesn’t stop. It wrenches the sky in half. Someone needs help. Now.


  Everyone looks around to determine where the scream is coming from. I point down the path where Naomi and Jon disappeared. A ferocious roar rises and collapses over the scream, swallowing it whole. It’s a wild animal. I think the ground and trees are shaking, but they’re not – I am.


  Everyone in the party stands still for a split second, everyone except my friends. Roman, Zan, and Aiden race towards the beast in the woods.


  Callum moves with me and we sprint towards the path. Shadows and fog envelop us as Callum pulls ahead of me. His arms stretch out and he leaps high into the air, but his body doesn’t come down. It darkens and shrinks as black feathers spring up across his torso. His eyes turn a piercing green. His face stretches forward and mutates into a raven’s head, his beak wide open as he shrieks out a caw and beats his wings furiously. I freeze.


  Callum just turned into a- no- a bird? A raven? It’s- it’s not possible.


  I hear air rushing like a torrent around my head. My chest heaves as air passes in a panicked wave through me.


  There’s no way that just happened.


  Roman, Zan and Aiden have disappeared into the forest. Others from the party bump past me as they surge into the woods. But, frozen, I watch the raven – the raven that a moment ago was Callum - disappear into the dark woods.
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  THE VOLUNTEER


  Melissa A. Craven


  Chapter One


  “Why do I even bother?” Santi tossed her portfolio on the backseat of her ancient beige Volvo––a hand-me-down from her truly ancient abuela.


  Another patronizing interview with a mortal who couldn’t see past her youth and inexperience to notice she had fire and drive with a thirst to prove herself. All he saw was a desperate young Latina girl carrying a mountain of student loan debt. He couldn’t see the young Immortal woman who had to figure out how to finance the rest of her eternal life.


  A little over a thousand years ago, Santi’s family lived like kings in Belize. Then the Maya civilization mysteriously collapsed and her parents and grandparents were some of the only surviving Immortals to escape the empire. Of course, they recovered long before she was born, but more recently, they found themselves dealing with a whole new struggle––technology.


  Santi sighed as she leaned against her car, arms folded across her chest, waiting for the Immortal following her to make her appearance. They always seemed to find her at her lowest points. It started just after she received her undergrad in journalism, before she decided to pursue her master’s degree in social and political sciences.


  “Santi.” The Immortal woman nodded as she approached. This one was younger than the others. She couldn’t be more than a few centuries old. She was striking, and formidable, dressed in expensive black clothes with her long, dark hair pulled into a sleek ponytail.


  “Livia.” Santi read the name from the business card the woman offered. Her eyes widened when she realized Livia was the CEO of Soma––the questionable Immortal corporation she’d heard horror stories about in recent years. The corporation that desperately wanted to recruit Santi.


  “We will have coffee,” Livia said. It wasn’t a question. “I only need a few moments of your time.” She gestured toward the coffee truck at the corner of the busy intersection.


  Santi nodded and followed. She’d found it was easier to listen to what they had to say, tell them she’d think about it and then lose their business cards.


  She grew anxious, wondering how such a young woman could head a huge company like Soma. Not that Santi––or anyone outside of Soma––really knew what they did. There were rumors, of course. Frightening rumors, but it was still impressive to see a young woman in such a prominent position in the Immortal world.


  “How many interviews have you had since you graduated?” Livia sipped her strong, dark coffee.


  “More than I anticipated,” Santi admitted.


  “Soma could be good to you, Santi. We are not the despicable corporation most of our kind believe us to be. We need young, educated agents like yourself. I don’t expect you to come to us blindly. But you have my card and if you are interested in learning more, call my assistant to schedule an appointment. I’ll be happy to tell you about Soma. Off the record, of course.”


  With that, Livia turned and walked away, leaving Santi alone in the midst of the hustle and bustle of the busy Atlanta afternoon.


  As she retreated back to her car, she slipped Livia’s card into her pocket ... just in case.


   


  * * *


   


  “Do not worry about us, Lucero,” Santi’s mother said as she fussed with the flowerbeds around the porch of their home.


  Her family always called her Lucero, little bright star, because that’s what she was to them. She was their future. The youngest of her ancient family.


  To think of all the Maya riches her abuela used to tell her about, when they were practically penniless now. All they had was their home and their love for each other as they all held their breath from paycheck to paycheck.


  “I’m not a child anymore, mami,” Santi argued. “I know when you’re stressing. Let me help you.”


  “Lucero, you are barely twenty-five. You may understand technology in a way I never will, but you are not ready for the burdens of this world yet. You have many years left to be a child. I want you to enjoy them, mija.”


  “The modern world is my domain. Please, mami, tell me what’s troubling you.”


  “We are behind with the mortgage. It is nothing.” She shrugged indifferently. “We will catch up, just like we always do.”


  “How late are we?”


  “Just a few months.” Her mother continued to sift through the flowerbeds, searching for anything resembling a weed.


  “How many notices have you received?”


  “Three, maybe four. Abuelo will have the money in a month or two.”


  Santi hated how hard her grandfather worked. At fifteen-hundred years of age, he shouldn’t still have to work a full-time job as a high school history teacher during the school year and for a landscape crew during the summers just to make ends meet. Her abuelo deserved a comfortable retirement with a little breathing room financially.


  Santi had struggled all of her life, living among such ancient Immortals. For them, time moved slowly—until the most recent centuries. The Industrial Revolution took them by surprise and they’d let the modern world sneak up on them. Santi’s family struggled to keep up with a world they no longer understood.


  When I’m that old, I will never let myself become a burden to my children. The thought shamed her. She loved her family, but they were willfully stubborn when it came to things like interest, bank loans and foreclosures. She feared they would lose the house this time. Santi knew where she could get the money they needed—if she was brave enough.


  “I may have a promising interview later this week, mami.” She felt for the card in her pocket, wondering if she would have the nerve to call the number.


  After Santi graduated from Georgia Tech, she was eager for the next chapter of her life. But in the months since, her life had stalled as she constantly looked for work before her student loans came due.


  “And where is this interview?” Her mother continued sifting through her prized flowerbeds, heedless of the turmoil her daughter struggled with.


  “A company in Midtown,” Santi hedged. She knew her mother wouldn’t approve, but if she could get the money they needed to save the house, Santi was willing to give Soma a shot. She still wasn’t sure what they did; she only knew she’d been warned about the suspicious group, active throughout major cities across the world. Some whispered rumors claimed Soma was a more progressive division of the Senate—the ruling body of the Immortal world––and Soma wanted to take over. Others claimed the corporation was simply corrupt and money hungry.


  For months, Santi ignored the persistent recruiting, unwilling to take the risk. But now she found herself wondering what the paycheck looked like. Livia’s offer to tell her more about Soma was tempting.


  Santi wandered into her grandfather’s study. Scattered papers and unopened mail covered the desk. She picked up the envelop with “Final Notice” stamped across the exterior.


  “Thirty-two thousand dollars. How the hell are we behind that much?” Her mother was right; it had been four months since their last payment. But before that, they’d missed three months. And before that it was four. A few partial payments had kept them afloat, but they were so far behind, they would never catch up without a miracle.


  Santi reached for Livia’s card. She was curious about Soma, and she just might be brave enough this time.


  Quickly dialing, Santi didn’t give herself time to back out. Within moments, she’d spoken with Livia’s assistant and scheduled an interview. It couldn’t hurt to find out more about the job. It didn’t mean she had to accept it.


   


  Chapter Two


  “Livia, it’s nice to see you again.” Santi extended her hand to the severe but undeniably beautiful woman behind the pristine glass desk.


  “Have a seat. I’m pleased you decided to meet with me. I must say I was surprised to hear from you so quickly after our last meeting. You’ve been a difficult woman for my agents to recruit.”


  “May I ask why you’ve pursued me with such determination?” Santi had often wondered how they even knew about her, and what had piqued their interest enough for the CEO to come looking for her.


  “We are always eager for young, powerfully gifted Immortals to join us. Your gifts are certainly attractive to Soma, as well as your level of education. And your connection with the last remaining ancient Mayans doesn’t hurt either.”


  “How so?” Santi grew wary. She didn’t want to involve her family in this.


  “The ancient families are a valuable resource.” Livia shrugged, as if to say she had nothing to hide. “You’ve been trained in the old ways. You understand where we have been, but more importantly, you thrive in the modern world. You understand where we are going.” Livia leaned forward, eyeing her intently. “‘Soma’ was an ancient drink that was said to cause enlightenment and Immortality to those brave enough to consume it. Those brave enough to embrace a long life fraught with change. We as Immortals must embrace the future, Santi. The youngest generations we’ve recruited don’t have the kind of training you’ve had. I would like to groom you for a senior role within the agency.”


  “And what exactly does a Soma agent do?” This was the answer that would sway her decision ... if she could bring herself to do what they would require.


  “I’m sure you’ve heard all the rumors, but we are completely above board. We train our agents to work independently of the Senate. We keep abreast with current events within the Immortal world. We are not focused on the past like so many of our parents and grandparents are. We are focused on the future. And we help where we can in ways the Senate chooses not to.”


  “Such as?” Santi asked.


  “In a natural disaster situation, the Senate will send a team to manage the aftermath, focusing on helping the mortal population recover. We seek to help the Immortal families affected by such disasters. It takes a fortune to live forever and it is too easy for that fortune to slip away.”


  Livia’s words struck a raw nerve with Santi. That was exactly what had happened to her family. In the years after the collapse of the Maya civilization, her family struggled to survive. They eventually found their footing again, but it had been a long and arduous journey. A struggle that still held them within its grip. That struggle was the reason she sat opposite Livia now.


  “While that is admirable, I imagine that is not all you do,” Santi said.


  “No, “ Livia continued. “One of our biggest priorities is to train our young recruits whose abilities are more ... contemporary.”


  “The techies?” Santi nodded. One of her minor gifts completely confounded her parents. With just a touch, Santi could determine what kind of information was stored on a hard drive or a digital storage device. She was pretty sure if Livia knew about that, she’d be even more interested in recruiting Santi, but she’d always kept that gift a secret. Growing up, her parents didn’t really know how to help her learn what her gift could do, so Santi trained herself. It would have been nice to have a place like Soma to help her.


  “We work with the brightest of your generation. You will begin working with some of our youngest recruits, training with them one-on-one.”


  “You say that like I’ve already accepted,” Santi said.


  “I’m aware of your family’s current financial situation,” Livia replied. “I know you want what’s best for them. You need only sign with us and they will be taken care of.”


  Santi took a deep breath. She felt like she was at a crossroads and she wasn’t sure which way to go.


  “You will receive a signing bonus of sixty thousand dollars as soon as the contract is signed. Your yearly salary will be an equivalent for the first year and will increase based on your performance.”


  Sixty thousand would solve all their immediate problems. She could survive anything for that. A few years with Soma, then she could quit and look for something within the Senate.


  “Let’s do it,” Santi said.


  “Wonderful. I’m delighted to have you aboard. You will move into your quarters over the weekend and begin on Monday.”


  “Move in?”


  “Yes, I require my most promising agents to live on the premises—rent-free, of course.”


  An apartment of her own wasn’t something Santi had anticipated having any time soon.


  “Ryan, please join us.” Livia paged her assistant over the sleek wireless speaker on her desk.


  A polished young man entered on cue, wielding Santi’s contract and a wooden box.


  “You may review your contract now before you sign.” Livia placed the thick stack of paperwork in front of her, and set a pen beside her.


  This was happening so quickly, Santi felt overwhelmed. She’d assumed she’d have the weekend to decide, but Livia stared at her expectantly. Santi scanned the documents quickly, looking for anything that stood out as unusual. It seemed pretty straightforward. She would work for the agency under complete confidentiality, and as long as she completed her training and followed the rules, she could expect to go far. It really was an ideal prospect for a young college graduate, but she still had to force herself to sign on the dotted line.


  “Very good. Welcome, Santi.” Livia smiled. “I look forward to working with you myself.” She chatted on about all the perks that came with working for Soma, but Santi eyed her assistant, Ryan. He sat beside her removing several items from the wooden box. As he assembled the pieces, it looked strangely like a branding iron.


  “What is this?” she finally asked, when Ryan used his gift to heat the iron to a white-hot blaze.


  “Our agents bear the brand of Soma. It is a mark of solidarity and a means of identifying agents in the field.”


  “Won’t it just heal?” Santi swallowed nervously.


  “Not the way I do it,” Ryan said.


  “Um, can’t I skip this part?”


  “No,” Livia said.


  Santi shivered at the authority in her voice. She wouldn’t dare defy her new boss.


  “Where would you like it?” Ryan asked.


  “Inside wrist?” She would be able to hide it with a chunky bracelet.


  “You got it. Brace yourself.”


  She heard the sizzle of her skin before she felt the pain. The blinding agony left her breathless. Santi felt an instant stab of regret. She sensed it in the throb of the unnatural brand, seared into her skin. She was one of them now. There was no going back.


   


  Chapter Three


  Santi drove across town Friday afternoon, her car loaded with her belongings. She had to admit, it felt good to hand her mother a check for thirty-five thousand dollars. Enough to catch them up on the mortgage with a little extra for savings.


  Of course, her mother wanted to know where the money had come from, and she was none too pleased when Santi told her where she would be working. But in the end, she convinced her mother this was a good opportunity.


  As she pulled into the front drive of Sterling Tower in Midtown, Santi felt completely out of her element.


  Ryan met her in the lobby and helped her move all her belongings up to her new apartment on the eighteenth floor. The one-bedroom was more than Santi had anticipated. The expensive-looking white leather furniture and stainless steel appliances weren’t exactly her taste, but she wasn’t about to complain. Besides, the sweeping view of Atlanta just across Peidmont Park was the cherry on top.


  “Can I help you with anything else?” Ryan asked.


  “Um … what do I do? I mean, what’s next?”


  “Enjoy your weekend and get settled. You’ll report to Livia Monday morning at eight in her office on the top floor. Good luck, Santi. You’re going to need it.”


   


  * * *


   


  For much of her first week at Soma, Santi followed Ryan around, getting to know the rest of the building and its inhabitants. Most of the agents were older than Santi and not as friendly as Ryan. As Friday rolled around she grew frustrated. After a week, she still didn’t really know what Soma was all about.


  “Livia wants you on the floor today,” Ryan said.


  “The floor?”


  “The gym.” He gestured for her to follow him upstairs. Santi hurried to match his quick gait and slipped into the elevator beside him. The doors slid open to reveal a state-of-the-art gymnasium below. She stood with Ryan on an observation deck behind a two-way glass wall that ran the length of the room. A dozen young recruits worked with their trainers, oblivious to those who might be watching.


  “See the girl in the boxing ring with James?” Ryan asked.


  “He’s the one with the mark on his neck?” Santi absently traced her fingers over the same symbol on her wrist. The figure of the snake coiled in a perfect O, eating its own tail, represented Immortality and the pursuit of knowledge. She didn’t care for it.


  “Yes, James is one of our best trainers, although he tends to break the rules and likes to cause trouble for no good reason. He could be the best in Soma, but he chooses to stay where he is—at the bottom.”


  Ryan turned to look at her. “The girl hasn’t been as responsive with James as we’d like. We think she may do better with a woman. She is nearing her Awakening and we are trying to determine what her gifts might be, but she is uncooperative. Livia would like you to use your gift to see what motivation that might give her.”


  “My gift?” Santi’s eyes widened. “You do understand what I do is extremely painful?”


  “Of course. Why do you think Livia wanted to bring you on board so badly?”


  “But to use it on a child?”


  “You can control how painful it is, yes?”


  “When I touch a person’s soul, it is either excruciating or blissful. There is no in between.”


  “But you can see things about a person when you touch them, correct?”


  “Yes. It is possible I might see what she will be capable of, or I may see nothing at all. But it is not something I will ever do to a child.”


  “You realize if you don’t do this, you’re out? This is why Livia wants you. If you say no now, you can go back to your apartment, pack up your things and return the money on your way out.”


  The money was already spent. Santi didn’t have a choice but to torture the young girl.


  “Is this a test?”


  “This is your job. She will be waiting for you in the training room just down the hall. Livia will expect your report by the end of the day.” With that, Ryan turned on his heel and left her standing there.


  It was do-or-die time and Santi wasn’t sure she was ready. She absently made her way down the hall and stared at the doorknob to the training room for a long time before she finally had enough courage to enter. Santi had no doubt this was a test and she was almost certain Livia was watching.


  “Hi,” Santi said as she entered the sparse room. There was a padded floor for sparring and little else. The girl sat, waiting patiently. But when she heard Santi’s voice, she shot up to attention like a soldier.


  “What’s your name?” Santi asked.


  “Lennox.”


  “Lennox what?”


  “Just Lennox.” The girl shrugged.


  “Let’s sit.” Santi dropped to the mat, gesturing for the girl to join her.


  “You are fifteen?”


  “Thirteen.” Lenox lowered her gaze.


  “Do you have any idea what your gifts might be? Sometimes these things start making an appearance by your age.” Although in Santi’s opinion it was way too early for Lennox to realistically recognize anything that might become a potential gift once her power manifested at sixteen. It really wasn’t fair to push her so soon. Livia must have a hunch the girl would be talented. Santi could sense her power; it was subtle because she was still young, but by the time of her Awakening, Lennox would be rather impressive.


  Santi refused to cause the girl pain. She could accomplish the same thing by giving her a pleasant experience. It would just take longer.


  “Give me your hands.”


  Lennox visibly cringed.


  “I will not hurt you.”


  Warily, she placed her hands in Santi’s.


  “Take a deep breath and trust me. You’ll enjoy this.”


  Santi’s defining gift allowed her to touch a person’s soul. It was a painful experience that left most feeling violated and betrayed. It took her a long time to learn how to use her gift with precision. With a little meditation and a soft, soothing voice, Santi could slowly work her way up to touching a soul in a way that brought pleasure, not pain. Most described it as a sensation of flying, and total freedom in complete exhilaration. When the person gave in to the sensation and let Santi in, she could see everything about them. Personal things. She could see the extent of their power. Sometimes she could even tell if they would manifest another gift.


  She was prepared to work with Lennox all day if necessary. But she was not prepared for the girl’s reaction. Santi felt her give in almost right away and she opened her eyes to see the most beautiful smile on Lennox’s face, with the most heartbreaking sobs as tears trailed down her cheeks. Lennox had never experienced anything good. She grew up at Soma, so her life had always been cold and clinical.


  Just as Santi began to feel the extent of Lennox’s power, the door behind them burst open and she caught the angry glower on Livia’s face.


  “Len. Back to your room, now,” Livia ordered.


  Lennox grabbed her things and sprinted for the door without a backward glance.


  “Consider yourself suspended. I don’t want to see you until Monday morning.”


  Santi stood slowly, meeting Livia’s furious gaze. Obviously, she’d failed the test.


   


  * * *


   


  “Fast-tracking you isn’t working,” Livia announced the moment Santi stepped into her office Monday morning. “I’ve had the weekend to reconsider your training. You need time to learn what Soma is all about before you can be expected––or trusted––to train the young recruits.”


  “I apologize for deviating from your instructions,” Santi said. “Next time I will speak with you first.” She held her head high and met Livia’s steely gaze.


  “Next time you will do as you are told. You are talented, Santi. You could go far. But willful stubbornness will be your downfall.”


  “I couldn’t hurt the girl. There was no sense in it. I—”


  “It is not for you to see sense in my orders. It is for you to follow my orders. Are we clear, or should we both just cut our losses and part ways?”


  Santi wanted to walk away. She wanted to wash her hands of this now, before she got in deeper. But her family was running out of options.


  “Understood,” Santi whispered.


  “Report to me at seven sharp on the twentieth floor. We begin training tonight. Ryan will meet you there. Don’t be late.”


   


  Chapter Four


  Santi arrived early on the twentieth floor, eager to get the night off to a good start, but Ryan wasn’t waiting for her.


  “Can’t we just let her go, sir…” Livia’s voice sounded faint to her ears, but Santi had an extremely sharp sense of hearing. Better than almost any other Immortal she’d ever met. She hadn’t disclosed that detail to Livia. One thing her abuelo taught her was to never show all of her cards. While Livia knew a lot about her, she did not know everything Santi was capable of. The door to Livia’s penthouse suite was closed, but Santi could still hear her side of the conversation.


  “Yes, her gifts are valuable. I can break her. I just need a little more time…”


  “Yes, father. Thank you. No I will not disappoint you again. Goodnight.”


  “She will find a way to kill you if she knows you’ve been eavesdropping,” Ryan said as he stepped behind her.


  “I didn’t mean… I-I—” Santi stammered. It wasn’t often someone was able to startle her, but she was so focused on Livia, she hadn’t heard Ryan arrive.


  “Relax, I won’t tell her. Come on. Let’s get this over with.” He heaved a great sigh as they approached Livia’s door.


  She had a terrible feeling she should have taken the out when Livia offered it.


   


  * * *


   


  Santi paced nervously around Livia’s pristine living room. She could hear her in the bedroom. It almost sounded like she was also pacing nervously, psyching herself up for what would come next.


  “Let’s get started, shall we?” Livia said as she came bursting through the double doors.


  “Sure,” Santi mumbled. “What will we be doing?”


  “Follow me.”


  She followed her down the wide marble hallway of her penthouse suite to the large, fully equipped gym.


  Santi envisioned long, grueling workouts here and cringed at the thought of such rigorous training with the indomitable Livia as her instructor.


  “I want you to touch me with your gift,” Livia said.


  “What?” Santi couldn’t imagine doing such a thing. She didn’t want to know Livia that well.


  “Touch my soul––the painful way. I want to see how your gift works.”


  “Fine,” she said. “It will be more painful than you can imagine.”


  “I doubt it. I have a high tolerance for pain.”


  “Very well,” Santi said as she grasped Livia’s arm. She didn’t give her time to brace for it. She wanted her new boss to know how easily she could protect herself with just a touch.


  Santi closed her eyes as she felt Livia’s soul scramble away from her. Everything about Livia flooded her mind as she strengthened her grip, the echo of pain rippling through her own body.


  Livia’s soul was a dark place. She was a formidable woman, but she wasn’t without merit. She hated the woman she’d become and was locked in an impossible situation, with little choice but to do as she was told. Santi felt sorry for her. Almost.


  With a frown she realized something went horribly wrong. She gasped as the pain began to rebound on her, more intense than she had ever felt before. She glanced up at Livia, feeling the struggle between them as she fought for control of her gift. Santi wasn’t prepared for this. Livia’s gift overpowered hers until she could no longer feel the essence of Livia’s soul. But the burn of the familiar agony swelled within her. It was no longer an echo, but the full brunt of her own gift. Livia was touching her soul now and Santi had absolutely no control.


  “Relax,” Livia finally said after a struggle that seemed to last for hours. “I will return your gifts to you once you have been fully trained.”


  “What? What is this?” Santi couldn’t comprehend what just happened.


  “You will not wield your power without my consent. I have full use of your gifts now but I have not taken them from you. My gift allows me to temporarily use another’s power and return it as I please.”


  “You can’t do that!” Santi’s voice came out as a harsh whisper.


  “It is already done. You will live here until you have proven you can be trusted to do as you are told. You will stay within arm’s reach of me at all times. You will sleep at the foot of my bed and you will do as I say, when I say and how I say.”


  “No.” Santi was done. Nothing was worth succumbing to this woman and her every whim.


  “As long as I remain in control of your power, you cannot leave. You are mine now. When you have been trained to my satisfaction, you will return to your previous position within the company.”


  “No.” Santi shook her head, still in shock. She couldn’t feel her power. She couldn’t grasp it as she had every day for the last nine years. The separation from her power was ... gut-wrenching.


  “Yes. You will bend to my will, Santi. On your knees, at my feet, and you will do it now.” Livia pointed at the floor.


  Santi fought the urge to obey. She resisted Livia’s will until beads of sweat broke out on her forehead and her back began to bend. Eyes closed and filled with humiliation, Santi fell to her knees, vowing to earn her place back.


   


  Chapter Five


  Six months later


  Santi curled up on the pallet at the foot of Livia’s bed. She was rarely allowed to sleep for more than a few hours. In the months since Livia had taken control of her power, she’d learned that her captor’s influence lasted only a finite length of time before she had to reestablish her dominance again. She still hadn’t determined how long Livia would need to be gone before she could take control of her own power again. The longest she had ever left her was ten hours. Until tonight.


  Santi glanced at the clock beside the luxurious bed. Her captor had left twelve hours ago after a text message nearly sent her through the roof. Whatever the young redheaded girl and the handsome guy in that picture had done, it had spurred Livia into a panic. She’d left with little instruction, only telling Santi not to leave the apartment until she returned.


  For the last two hours, she’d tried in vain to take her power back. She could feel it tantalizingly within her reach but it continued to evade her.


  There was a time when she thought she could make it through Livia’s training. There was a time when she thought she would do anything to get back into her good graces because she wanted to help train those like Lennox. But no more. Now Santi just wanted out.


  She heard Livia burst through the front door of the penthouse and she nearly wept in frustration. Livia would force her to submit again. The cycle would never end.


  As she stepped into the bedroom, Livia shoved a dark figure in front of her.


  “Sit,” she commanded. “I’ll deal with you later.”


  “No,” Santi whispered, knowing it was futile to resist.


  “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be,” Livia said. “I would need to be gone a lot longer than a few hours, so stop fighting me. You know it is pointless.”


  Santi hung her head as the familiar agony swept through her. It wouldn’t last long if she freely submitted to Livia’s control, but she always had enough will, somewhere deep inside her, that rose to the surface to fight. Livia still had not managed to break that small resistance she clung to. It was the reason she still slept on Livia’s floor.


  But Santi refused to be broken.


  “Do you have to fight me every time?” Livia asked wearily after she’d taken control of Santi’s power once more. “You know I don’t enjoy this.”


  “Who’s this?” Santi gestured at the young man sitting in the chair beside the bedroom door. He was the one from the picture. His eyes were filled with stubborn fury and his dark brown hands lay fisted in his lap. His bedraggled tuxedo jacket clung to his broad shoulders in tattered shreds of fabric.


  “He’s your new roomie,” Livia said. “Show him the ropes. I’m going to shower. Don’t bother me again tonight.”


  Santi got up and retrieved blankets from the hall linen closet. She made a bed for the newbie beside hers.


  “She has your power?”


  He nodded, looking at Santi in disgust.


  “She will keep you close until she breaks you. Most people only last a few weeks with her.” She shoved a pillow into a pillowcase and dumped it on the pallet.


  “How long have you been with her?” he asked.


  “Six months,” Santi replied. Six long months. And in that time she’d watched Livia break one young Immortal after another. So many times she wanted to give in, but she refused.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Why does it matter? You’ll be gone soon.”


  “It will be a cold day in hell before I will ever let that woman break me. We’re stuck with each other now.”


  “It’s Santi,” she said. His bravado brought a smile to her face. To have a friend here would be a comfort, but she’d found out the hard way that Livia would make sure she never had comfort of any kind.


  “I’m Quinn.” He gave her a grimace of a smile.


  “How did she get you?” Santi asked, feeling curious. He was such a formidable, strong-looking guy.


  “Long story.”


  “Fine. I’m going to bed. You should try to sleep. She won’t allow you more than a few hours to rest.”


  “What’s her problem anyway?” Quinn muttered softly.


  “She can’t help it,” Santi said. That was the shitty part of this mess. Livia was just as stuck as they were.


  “Right,” Quinn scoffed.


  “She has no more control than we do. You’ll see. She’s not all bad.”


  “Sounds like you’ve got a little case of Stockholm syndrome.”


  “Oh, I hate her. She’s the most twisted, evil excuse for a human I’ve ever met. But it’s a facade. A crumbling one, if you ask me.”


  “So what happens now?” Quinn shrugged out of his worn jacket and stretched out beside her.


  “Don’t think past today. Don’t defy her, but don’t give in to her either.”


  “That’s not a plan I can live with, Santi.”


  “It’s how I survive.”


  “Well, now you have me. Maybe together we can figure a way out of this mess. We can’t let her keep doing this to people.”


  “Quinn, if I can get out of here, I’m not looking back. In this place, you protect yourself and you hope you can make them see you as an asset rather than a liability.”


  He leaned up on his elbow and looked down at her with a deep scowl on his face. “You still don’t know what we’re up against, do you?”


  “Of course I do.” She scowled right back at him.


  “You’re a strong woman, Santi. I can sense your power as well as your determination. How have you resisted Livia all this time, but you still haven’t figured it out?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “What happens to the ones she breaks? Where do they go?” he asked.


  “They go on to train for a role within the company.”


  “What company?”


  “Soma,” she said in confusion.


  “Santi. There is no company. ‘Soma’ is a front for a slave market. She’s selling the ones she breaks. She isn’t grooming you to be some kind of agent. She’s grooming you to be a high-ticket commodity. Once she breaks you, you’ll go to the highest bidder and you’ll do whatever they tell you to do.”


  “No.” Santi shook her head. It couldn’t be. She couldn’t have been that wrong. She couldn’t have been that gullible ... to volunteer. To walk right in and ask for this.


  “You know I’m right,” Quinn whispered.


  As she stared at him, reality hit her harder than ever before. She saw for the first time how utterly naive she was. There was no way she could leave kids like Lennox to fend for themselves. She had to help them.


  “So what’s your plan now?” Quinn asked.


  “Right now? We sleep. Then we get to work on helping you learn to resist her. It will be a long road, Quinn. You need to come to terms with the possibility that you may never see your family again.”


  “Clearly, you don’t know my family.” A tight smile played at the corners of his mouth. “They aren’t the types to give up so easily.”
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  WISHFUL


  Katy Haye


  I knew my father loved his job more than he did me. I only wished that – just once – he’d try to hide the fact.


  “You promised.” I stopped when my voice cracked. If I got ‘emotional’ he’d stop listening. That was mum’s failing, emotion – and woe betide if I followed her example. I took a deep breath. “You promised you’d stick at this job at least another year. You promised no more travelling.”


  “I know I did, I know.” Both hands patted the air between us, his brow furrowed in the way I thought of as his ‘it’s hurting me, too’ expression. I no longer believed it hurt him at all. No-one would hurt themselves that much, they’d have to be mad. “But this is too good to turn down, chicken.”


  I folded my arms and gave him the obvious solution. “Then I’ll come with you.”


  “Not this time, Az, not in the middle of exams.”


  So now he found his sense of responsibility to me! “I’m not in the middle of exams, they aren’t until next year.”


  “You know what I mean – in the middle of your exam course. I wouldn’t do that to you.”


  No, but he’d leave me on my own for half a year. He’d do that to me. My head hurt from not screaming what I was thinking at him. Perhaps mum had broken down and left because of tying herself in knots trying not to tell him what she thought of him. Perhaps I was going to go the same way.


  Dad must have thought my silence was due to sulking rather than restraint. He sighed – impatiently – “Look, I know it’s not ideal, but I’ve got to work, haven’t I?”


  “You’ve got a job. This one was supposed to last until next summer. Don’t tell me they sacked you.”


  Ooh, sarcasm. He wasn’t even going to acknowledge that. “The contract finished early.”


  “You could find something else in this country.” I pointed out. We’d had this same argument so many times I could choreograph them minutes ahead. He’d tell me he was doing it for my sake next, and then he’d point out we couldn’t live off fresh air.


  “I have to go where the work is, chicken. That’s how I make sure you have such a comfortable life, you know that.”


  Okay, maybe he was varying the order today. “I’m not sure we could get more comfortable than this.” I waved a hand without looking at the luxury that surrounded me twenty four seven. “I certainly don’t think we need any more comfortable than this.” I understood that – I didn’t think he ever would. My hands fell to my sides. “I don’t want stuff, dad. I want you.”


  There was a pause after I said that, then he sighed. Probably that was too close to emotion. He hated it when I didn’t immediately agree with whatever he said. Maybe that had been the real problem with mum, too. I didn’t want to keep fighting. But I wasn’t ready to let him off the hook, either.


  We stared at each other for another minute, then dad tried again. “I tell you what, since you’re nearly seventeen I won’t subject you to the indignity of having a housekeeper live in and look after you.” He smiled, as though loneliness was a treat. “You can have the place to yourself.”


  I wanted to keep silent, really I did. He’d made his mind up, and nothing I said was going to change things. I just couldn’t accept that it was a lost cause. “I don’t want to be here on my own.” I tried my hardest not to sound needy, but it came out as sulky instead.


  He sighed, exasperated now. “Well, then, I will hire a housekeeper.”


  “That’s not what I meant, Dad. I want to be with you, not some stupid stranger asking me what I’m doing all the time.” Last time had been a disaster, but of course he hadn’t known that – he wasn’t here.


  “Well, that’s not possible. I don’t go to work for the fun of it, you know.” As though a stupidly well-paid job where everyone hung on his words like he was some sort of a god was somehow my fault! “All this,” he cast a hand that took in our huge living room and the valuable objets d’art carefully placed under led highlights. “Doesn’t grow on trees, you know.”


  “Fine.” Lost cause, so I should just accept it in a calm, mature manner. “Take the stupid job.” Calm. My mouth had other ideas. “Do as you like – you always do.” I fled from the room before I could say something really stupid. I tried not to slam the door, but my hands wouldn’t co-operate, yanking back so the crash shook the pictures on the wall and made me wince.


  *


  I never wanted to go on the stupid shopping trip. I was as awkward as I could manage. Dad wanted stylish clothes or jewellery for me, so I insisted we check out an antiques shop instead. All the time I was there, right until I picked up the bottle, I was determined to come back with nothing. I would spurn my father’s attempt to bribe me into being happy about his departure and waste the whole afternoon doing so. It would annoy him for a short time, which was about the best I could hope for.


  But by the time dad had followed me through the labyrinth of overloaded shelves I had already found it. Or maybe it found me. It didn’t even catch my eye, not really. The top of a cabinet was crowded with smaller items – picture frames, trinket boxes, china ornaments, silver things that I wasn’t even sure what they were supposed to be. My eyes travelled over them, not seeing them properly, my fingers hovering a centimetre away, not touching in case I damaged something. My hand stopped. I thought I’d hit something, nudged one of the items and my eyes tracked instantly to the spot, tensed to avert disaster. My eye found it, and the bottle was in my hands.


  It was nothing special to look at: small, the glass either old or just poor quality with bubbles and ripples in the surface. Then I lifted it to the light and it became beautiful, the facets of cut glass scattering the light when I turned it in my fingers, a tiny stopper snug in the top.


  “I’ll have this, please,” I said, pushing past Dad before he’d properly reached my side and handing it over to the shopkeeper before he could get a proper look.


  The shopkeeper looked in vain for a price sticker, then held it close to his face, lifting his glasses to see better. Then he shrugged and placed it on the counter between us. “I don’t think it’s even that old. Give me a tenner for it.”


  Dad snorted, already turning away. “It’s a piece of junk, Astrid. Find something better.”


  My fingers closed around it, the facets comfortable in my hand. “No. I want this.”


  He frowned and I was sure he was going to argue, then he flicked his hands upwards in defeat. “Fine, if that’s what you want. Fine.” He jostled forward to pay.


  I stepped back, my eye caught by poster stuck on the inside of the door. Attacked in Bancaster. The poster had the police logo in the corner, and appealed for anyone who knew or had witnessed the attack on the young man pictured below. I’d be surprised if anyone who did know him would recognise him from the picture since whoever had attacked him had done a good job of it. His face was swollen up so much I wouldn’t have been able to tell you if he was male or female, or guess at an age if it hadn’t told you (late teens).


  “That’s a bad business.” The shopkeeper was watching the poster, shaking his head. “Not safe on the streets around here.”


  “Drugs.” Dad sniffed and made a snap judgement. He nodded at poor John Doe. “Shouldn’t have got mixed up in the first place.”


  “Maybe he didn’t have a choice.”


  I could see dad had no sympathy with that point of view, so I swooped forward to grab the bottle before the shopkeeper could bag it up. “Thanks. Pleasure doing business with you.” I pushed it into the pocket of my jeans and headed home.


  *


  The bottle sat on my desk for a week. I only picked it up again when I got back from Heathrow after waving dad off. I grabbed it and lay back on my bed, holding it up to the light. The glass was shaded slightly yellow, an ochre shade I couldn’t be sure was in the glass itself, or due to leftover contents. When I turned it the facets on the stopper cast a rainbow into the room, the yellow of the body glowing brighter. The contents glinted, turning amber, with a slick of gold where the light caught the surface of whatever was inside. The colour was definitely from the bottle’s contents, not the bottle itself. It was too thick for perfume, although I couldn’t think what else might be in it.


  The round-faceted stopper was stiff. I had to twist and pull to tug it free. It came out with a tiny sound, almost a sigh, of air being released. I lifted the bottle to my nose and sniffed – dust, not perfume, was inside, along with the scent of heat, like a hot midday in summer. Coughing, I turned my head away from the bottle – and froze. Someone was in my room. Slowly I turned, hoping I was mistaken. I wasn’t. My brain drenched with fear, taking in every detail in a moment. A male, not much older than me, tall and slender, black hair shaggy and down past his ears. His skin was brown and yet pale, his eyes clear blue, like ice compressed in a glacier. He watched me with an expression of amazement that probably found a match on my face.


  I blinked. And he was gone. “Hello?” No reply; no-one was there. I shook myself – of course no-one was there. Mind playing tricks, that was all.


  “Mistress.”


  The voice came from exactly where the figure had been. My fingers tightened around the bottle. He was there again. And yet, he wasn’t. I blinked to force my eyes to decide what they were really seeing. He was there, but insubstantial. Now I was really freaked out. If I was silly and irrational I might think it was a ghost, but I wasn’t going down that road. There was no such thing as ghosts.


  So what, exactly, was happening?


  There had to be a rational explanation for the fact that my brain was conjuring images from nothing.


  “You have command of me. What is your wish?” The … he had a pleasant voice, low and warm. I remembered the scent like sunshine. I glanced down at the bottle. It was clear now, as though the amber contents had turned into the figure standing in my room.


  Was this what it felt like to have a breakdown? Like mother, like daughter… “Okay.” I cleared my throat and addressed the insubstantial figure. If my brain was trying to tell me something, I’d talk it through and sort myself out. “Okay, so I am having some kind of emotional incident. I’m a bit fragile at the moment with dad heading off, and I suppose my brain has conjured a, um, a ghost, for reasons that are unclear to my conscious mind. I’m guessing you’re supposed to offer comfort, not freak me out entirely.” I could feel the desire to panic nibbling at the edges of my mind and held tighter to here and now, my fingers whitening around the bottle, which was the most tangible thing I had right now.


  “Mistress,” the ghostly figure bowed as though it was a servant in a BBC costume drama. A quiet, competent butler or something. “I am not conjured from your mind. I am a jinn, and I am yours to command.”


  “You’re a what?” My hand was nearly numb and I tried to relax. It was just words. I was talking to myself, not a real person. My over-strained subconscious had created this image, and I was supposed to have a conversation with it so my conscious mind could understand the problems I had clearly been hiding from myself. Once everything was out in the open he’d go away and I could get some help for whatever it was that turned out to be wrong with me, then I’d be fine. And no-one need know I’d had a moment or two of being unhinged. Especially not dad.


  “I am a jinn.” He bowed again.


  Any moment, this would make sense.


  He read my confusion and tried again. “A djinn? A jinni?”


  Oh my. I couldn’t be overstressed enough for actual madness. Not just because dad was in Dubai for six months. I sucked in a deep breath and let it slowly out. He stood and waited, reminding me of Jeeves. “Let me get this straight – you’re telling me you’re a genie?”


  *


  The jinn opened eyes that had been sightless for centuries, and looked at the one who had awakened him. His new master. A female. He wondered how long he had slept; a woman had never been powerful enough to possess him before.


  He bowed, because he must. The weight of obligation settled over him like a suffocating shroud as he offered his power to her, “Mistress, you have command of me. What is your wish?”


  Plump, pink lips parted, showing gleaming white teeth, but she didn’t reply. A frown creased the skin between her eyebrows as she regarded him. He was aware that he would seem insubstantial to her. She was the opposite to him; so bright and vivid and sharp at the edges that she hurt his eyes.


  Her hair was bare; a glossy cascade of browns that ceased abruptly beneath her ears, cut off like a boy’s. Her skin was pale. Paler than any he’d seen before. Her eyes were blue, like a fathom’s-deep pool, with the green of moss and the yellow of sand caught within them.


  The crease on her brow deepened and she muttered something, half to herself. He heard her describe him as a ghost and shuddered at the idea. His masters before this had been prepared. Was it possible that this one had gained possession of him by chance? That she didn’t understand what she had found, not simply that she found it hard to accept that the magic had worked. She was young, too. Could this be an accident? But that didn’t matter. He had been awakened; he had a duty.


  He bowed again. “Mistress, I am not conjured from your mind. I am a jinn, and I am yours to command.”


  “You’re a what?” Her pink tongue darted out to moisten her lips. She grew even paler than before. She wasn’t simply surprised by his presence, rather distressed by it. He wanted to reach out and stroke the crease of puzzlement from her smooth skin and he wondered what had happened to him while he slept. He had never wanted to touch a master before; he had craved only their absence.


  Since he couldn’t touch, he spoke again, “I am a jinn.” She shook her head and pushed at the crease with her own fingers, but it remained. She clearly had no idea what the word meant. He remembered some of the terms other masters had used. “A djinn? A jinni?”


  The expression of horror was clear, her blue eyes shining bright from bone-pale skin. “Let me get this quite clear. You’re telling me you’re a genie?”


  “Yes, mistress.”


  Her eyes widened, then she looked away from him as though the sight pained her. “Oh, no.” She leaned forward, burying her face in her hands. She was wearing leggings like a boy, too. Things had changed while he slept. When she sat up and faced him, those beautiful eyes were awash with water. “What am I supposed to do now?” she asked.


  “You should make a wish, mistress. I can grant you anything your heart desires.”


  Her face returned to her hands. He could just make out the response mumbled through her fingers. “I want my sanity back.”


  “I am not born of your imaginings. I am real.” Again came the desire to touch her, to comfort. He had never felt such a response before. She seemed – distressed by his presence.


  She faced him, shaking her head. “You don’t understand. Dad will…” Again her fingers found and massaged the crease on her forehead. Her breath shuddered as she sucked it into her lungs. “I can’t go mad. You don’t understand, I just can’t.”


  “You aren’t mad. I am really here. My purpose is to do your bidding. What do you wish for?” He was used to a few moments of uncertainty, but this denial was unexpected and new.


  Her head shook again, the glossy hair shifting around her head. She lowered her head to her hands once more. The jinn waited. He was well-practiced at that. He viewed his surroundings for the first time. They were in a square room with solid walls. The woman’s boudoir, he guessed since she was sitting on what was unmistakeably a bed. Belongings were strewn on furniture around the room: bottles of lotions for beauty; a King’s fortune of books on shelves to one side; other things he couldn’t begin to know the purpose of.


  There was wealth here, in the room as well as the glossy, well-cared-for girl herself. Perhaps she was an Emperor’s daughter, or a sorceror’s. Perhaps she had released him in error. That would explain her fear. She was afraid of her father’s anger when he discovered what she had done.


  There was no need for fear; not while she was his mistress. “Mistress, you have the bidding of me. You need have no fear. I can grant you whatever you most wish, including safety from those who might harm you.”


  There was some muffled noise that he didn’t quite hear. Another long moment passed.


  “All right.” Her voice was different when she sat back and folded her arms, harder and more cynical. Disappointment wreathed through him when he saw the sparkle in her eyes which looked now more like cold, hard jewels than living things. She was just the same, after all. First came disbelief and the desire to test him. Next would come jubilation, which would rapidly change to sharp-eyed avarice. Her words were as sharp as knives. “If you’re a genie and you can grant me absolutely anything I want, then I wish – ”


  “Please!”


  It was not his place to protest. He was going beyond the bounds of his duty to tell his master what they should or shouldn’t wish for, but he recognised the reckless glitter behind her eyes. He had been in this place before. Startled, she watched him warily. He bowed his head, to show he meant no disrespect. “Forgive me, my mistress. Please think carefully before you make your wish, for once the words are spoken, I must obey.”


  The cynical glitter sparkled. “So what are the limitations? What mustn’t I ask for?” she demanded, her voice hard.


  “Mistress, whatever you wish I shall provide, but if you ask for a blue elephant, or a live unicorn, I will only then have to also dispose of the creature. I humbly request that you ask for something that will truly enhance your existence.”


  A soft laugh silvered the air between them. She looked at him and he was relieved to see her gaze soften to acquiescence. “Okay, I get that. All right, then. That’s sensible.” Her gaze darted around the room, and after a moment she stood and moved to a table in the corner which was covered with papers and several oblongs of a material he didn’t recognise. Her thumb twitched the corners of the papers, then she glanced at him and spoke as though reading directly from the sheet beneath her fingers. “What would be really useful is an A* essay replying to the question, ‘Outline and discuss the symptoms and effects of iron deficiency in plants.’” She folded her arms, glaring at him as though her words were a challenge.


  Several of the words were unfamiliar, but a moment of his magic and he knew what was requested of him. He centred himself, drawing his magic into the core of him. The familiar, loathed shudders ran through him as he forced the world to change, and then the moment was past. “It is done.”


  His mistress’ eyes scanned the room. He saw her hands start to lift and turn in a questioning gesture. He pointed. “It’s in the box.”


  “The computer?”


  He inclined his head in agreement and watched as she turned, bringing a screen to life at the front of the box. There was silence while she did what she needed to find proof. They always demanded proof.


  “This is freaking amazing.” She turned from the box. “This is a trick, right? You got this off the internet.”


  “It is what you requested.” He couldn’t help his tone. It was a miracle, but they either disbelieved or took it for granted. Many lurched from one attitude to the other.


  She stared at him. As he watched, blood flushed her cheeks, turning her skin the colour of a delicate flower. “I’m sorry. I meant ‘thanks’.”


  He inclined his head, not wanting to soften in his feelings towards her. It never helped.


  *


  “Thank you for my essay.” It was two days later, after school, when I unstoppered the bottle again. It occurred to me that I’d been a bit ungracious the last time I’d spoken to the genie. I didn’t want him to think I’d got no manners. “I got an A*.”


  The genie inclined his head. “It was your wish.”


  “Yes, so you said. But making wishes and having them come true ... that’s impossible.” I looked up into the calm face through which I could see one of the pictures hanging on my wall. It was a good job my essay had been good; I hadn’t been able to concentrate at all in class, too busy thinking about the genie, trying to make it all, somehow, make sense. “I don’t understand how all this works. What are you?”


  “I am a jinn, mistress.”


  “Yes, but that doesn’t mean anything to me. A genie is a creature from children’s fairytales, a thing of imagination, not a real being. Tell me how you’re even possible. You shouldn’t be possible, but I know I’m not imagining you. I need something real.”


  The smell of heat swelled around her. She thought she saw him smile, but his voice was still and sober when he replied, “Does a bird know what he is?”


  “What? What are you talking about?”


  Without moving the chair, the genie appeared to sit beside her. “I don’t know what I am. I don’t know how the magic works. You conjured me.”


  “I took the top off a bottle, that’s all.”


  There was a pause. He looked straight at her and she thought he was evaluating her honestly. “One of my masters said that I was a human soul, given birth by magic rather than by a woman.”


  “A human soul. I can make sense of that.”


  We fell silent. I was processing what the genie had just said. It turned out he was waiting for a command, because the next thing he said was, “What is your wish?”


  “I don’t want anything,” I said, then added an honest, “Yet.” The idea of wishes coming true was too big to be comprehensible, but I was aware that might change and asking to win the lottery or become prime minister would cease to be ridiculous and become perfectly acceptable. I pulled a face; I didn’t think I wanted either. My mood tugged down. What I really wanted wasn’t a material thing.


  My lungs didn’t work properly for a moment. I could do it: I could say the words and Dad would be back from Dubai. I could make that happen. Except that I spent a lot of time on my own, reading. I knew what happened when you made wishes: they always smacked you in the face somehow. If I wanted to bring Dad back I was going to have to word my wish very carefully so it couldn’t go wrong.


  I looked at the genie. “I guess I could use some company. Will you stick around for a while?”


  “As you wish.”


  “What’s your name?”


  “Name?” His face seemed to be growing more solid, or perhaps it was just that I was growing more used to him.


  “Yes, you must have a name. What do people call you?”


  “I am jinn.”


  “No, that’s what you are, not who you are. Haven’t you ever had a name?”


  “No master ever bestowed one on me. It wasn’t important.”


  “Of course it’s important. If you didn’t come with a name, you can pick one.”


  “I cannot give myself a name.”


  “Of course you can. Choose something you like.” I smiled. “Most people don’t get to pick their own names; you’re at an advantage.”


  He watched me for a long moment, ice blue eyes gentle. I wondered what he saw, whether I seemed as insubstantial to him as he did to me. “What is your name?” he asked at length.


  “Astrid.”


  “And what blessing does that bestow on you?”


  It took a moment to understand his meaning. “Oh, we don’t pick names for that sort of reason. Not any more.” I shrugged. “It means ‘Star’, but I’m called it because my parents liked the name.”


  “Astrid. Woman of stars.” The genie was standing in the doorway, gaze scouring the room. Abruptly, his gaze moved to me. “Why are you alone?”


  “I – ah.” Heat rose. I summarised. “My father’s working in Dubai, my mother had a breakdown over being a mother and moved to Antigua when I was three, and I move school too often to make friends.” I plucked my phone from my pocket and waggled it at him. “All my friends are virtual.”


  He watched my face. “That is all the family you have? All the kin?”


  “Yep.”


  “You must be lonely.”


  The genie set his finger firmly on that sore spot. I turned away, but I caught his expression as I turned. “So must you,” I said. “The only one of your kind. Are you lonely?”


  “I am not lonely. I am a jinn.”


  And I still didn’t understand that. “What does that mean? You don’t have any feelings? That’s not possible.”


  “I exist only to serve my masters.”


  I folded my arms. “Well, that’s rubbish.”


  “It is as it is.”


  “It’s still rubbish.”


  He inclined his head. Perhaps he wasn’t allowed to agree, maybe the magic wouldn’t let him. “If you aren’t allowed feelings, do you have memories? What’s your earliest memory?”


  “The pain of coming into being. It was heat and it hurt, because I fought against it. I knew in a moment what it was to be a jinn, and I fought my slavery.”


  I looked at the translucent figure and knew what I had to wish for, ashamed I hadn’t thought of it earlier. “Genie, I know what I want for my next wish. “ I swallowed – I had to word this carefully, too. “I wish for you – ”


  “No!”


  I stopped, mouth open. Another correction? “I want you to be free,” I explained.


  “And it does you honour, but please do not condemn me to such a life.”


  “Condemn you? Don’t you want to be free?”


  The pale, glacier-blue eyes were shuttered for a moment. “As much as the caged bird. But it cannot be.”


  “Why not?”


  “You described me as a ghost when first you saw me. If you were to set me free, that is what I would become.”


  A human soul, born through magic. And a soul without a body wasn’t human, it was just a soul. “You’re stuck? As you are?”


  “This is my existence.”


  “Isn’t there something I could do?”


  “I don’t know how the magic can be defeated.”


  And I didn’t even know where to start. “I’m sorry. I wish I knew how to help you.” With the words came the possibility, and I looked hopefully towards him – but he shook his head. “I cannot defeat the magic that created me. I have tried.”


  “I’m sorry. I want to help you.” I sighed. “What would happen if I never opened the bottle again?”


  “Oblivion.”


  “Would you prefer that?”


  “No. I like to talk to you.”


  I smiled, relieved. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”


  *


  The phone call woke me up. I wrestled my phone from under my pillow, saw that it was Dad and smiled, sleepy-annoyed that he’d got the time difference wrong again.


  “Hey,” I croaked.


  “Astrid. It’s Dad. Don’t panic. There’s been a bit of a change of plan.” Of course: I panicked.


  *


  “Did you know?” The genie had barely taken form before I demanded answers.


  “Know what?”


  “Dad’s coming back from Dubai. He’s broken his leg in four places and they’re flying him home. Did you do that as a freebie?”


  The translucent face frowned. “You made no wish.”


  But it had been in my head. Had I made this happen? I sighed and dropped back onto my bed. Wretched magic: now I’d spend my life wondering if I could have stopped this happening by wishing Dad home. It was chance, misfortune, that was all.


  “I know. I’m sorry. It’s not your fault.” I looked at him sidelong. “I guess time travel is out of the question?”


  I was half-joking, hope deflating when the genie shook his head. “That is beyond my magic.”


  “Never mind. I guess I should look on the bright side. I’m getting dad back, like I wanted.”


  *


  I studied the map in the entrance to the hospital, tracking down Dad’s ward. There was another copy of the poster that had been in the antique shop to one side of the map. Do you know John Doe? flashed above the picture of the boy with his beat-up face. It seemed weeks since I’d seen it. So much had changed – but not for John Doe, I guessed.


  I’d turned away from the map and the poster, heading towards Dad’s ward. Then a thought made me turn back and check where John Doe was. Dad could wait a few minutes. Glass bottle in my pocket, I strode towards the ICU, following the signs hanging from the ceilings.


  I had to buzz to get in. The nurse on the desk, busy with paperwork, barely looked up. Fingering the bottle in my pocket, I smiled and said, “I want to see John Doe. This’ll sound crazy, but I think I might know him.”


  The nurse gave an indifferent wave. “Last room on the left, take your time.”


  John Doe’s room was silent but for the regular pulse and whoosh of machinery. I took the bottle from my pocket and pulled the top out, listening for the tiny sound that had so quickly grown familiar. The smell of summer was welcome in the sick room as the genie assumed his insubstantial form.


  “I’m ready to make another wish, if I can get freedom for you. This is John Doe. Can – could you take his body and be free?”


  “I could try.” I felt the genie’s gaze. “Are you sure this is your wish, Astrid?”


  I faced him, as much as it was possible to face someone who wasn’t fully there. “I’m completely sure. I’m sorry you’ve been a slave for so long, but if I can set you free, that’s what I want to do.” I took a breath. He didn’t move. “You do want to be free, don’t you?”


  He smiled then. “Does the caged bird long to spread its wings?”


  I looked anxiously at John Doe. There could only be one chance at this. “What should I wish? I want to use the right words.”


  “Just wish for what you want. The magic will take care of everything.”


  I nodded, and pushed the empty bottle into my pocket. I took a deep breath. “I wish that the genie standing with me now should take the body of the man John Doe here, that body to be returned to health so that the genie enjoys life as a healthy human being.”


  I took a deep breath. The scent of heat vanished and I was alone, the only sound that of the machines.


  I looked around. No genie. John Doe hadn’t stirred. Did that mean it had worked – or had I wished the genie into a body only for him to die with it?


  I found a moulded plastic chair in one corner. It scraped across the floor as I dragged it to the bedside, sat down and lifted a passive hand into both of mine. “Are you there?” John Doe’s hand had an IV pushed into the back of it, but I stroked the length of his fingers where I could reach. The sound of the machines continued unchanged, their regularity almost a lullaby. Steps rang in the corridor outside and I hoped the nurse wouldn’t walk in.


  I held his hand between mine, curling his fingers around my own. “Please be there.”


  A definite flicker, and then his eyelids opened. John Doe – or was it the genie? – blinked, as though finding it an effort to bring me into focus. I leaned forward. “Do you remember – do you know who you are?”


  A long, long moment passed. The figure in the bed finally smiled. “Astrid. Woman of stars. Hello.”


   


  THE END
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  Chapter One


  My own mother is ranked beneath me. Incompatible.


  Joy is the name she gave me seventeen years ago. Sometimes I imagine it as an invocation, a gift entrusted to guarantee a happy life, no matter what. But it’s inappropriate to question a name I barely use—given by a mother I barely know. Avlyn, the name I go by now, suits me much better.


  My final meeting with her is scheduled in a few days, our once-a-year meal on the other side of Elore in her meager Level One apartment. She’ll prattle on about the weather and avoid the topic of Ben, my twin brother, or our bio father. Her chocolate brown hair, the color we share, worn long and loose, makes her lower-Level distinction obvious. When I leave, she’ll remind me she’s proud of my status and give me a tight hug I’ve little practice in returning. Thankfully, I wasn’t raised by her.


  Reassignment by Direction to a compatible family is an honor. Especially if it’s an upgrade.


  Lark is my compatible parents’ last name, as well as mine now. The name is compelling, of a bird, supposedly with a cheerful song. I’ve never heard one. People are few, so are birds, and the meaning strikes me as ironic for a Level Two compatibility family. The higher your Intelligence Potential, the more you’re required to stay focused, display less emotion.


  Today is configuration day. It’s my seventeenth birthday, and the last day of university. My career, which I have no choice in deciding, begins tomorrow.


  “This should be your day, too, right Ben?” I mutter. He doesn’t answer. When does someone who lives in your mind ever respond?

  Butterflies fluttering through my stomach, I run my hand under the mattress of my bed and find it. A flat, hidden package wrapped in brown paper. Paper went out of general use years ago. I take it and rub the unfamiliar texture between my fingers—rough and old. A scrawl of childish letters adorns the surface.


  I love you.


  The backwards y brings a smile to my lips, but then disappears with a gulp at the forbidden words. A single piece of tired, opaque bonding material holds the fold of the paper together. I flick it open, and out drops a tiny pendant attached to a chain, holding a simple gold heart. Because outward appearance is considered irrelevant, people don’t wear jewelry. And a heart shape? Shocking.


  But also pretty.


  I stroke the smooth metal, then shake my head. No… it’s out of place, from a time long past and gone forever, and yet something about it being my birthday makes me slip the charm into my pocket. That, and it makes me feel close to Ben. It’d been a gift from him on our fourth birthday, likely stolen from Bess, since he lived with her at the time. Of course I’d never wear it. If seen, Direction may pry into my personal life. If they ever found out I still thought of Ben, let alone talked to him, I’d be sent in for re-education. Probably demoted to a Level One. But safe in my pocket, no one will ever know.


  I shove the paper back under the mattress, push up from the bed, and step toward the sliding bedroom door, turning back to look at my room. For a second, I close my eyes and take a deep breath, just like Father taught me, but the ache in my stomach I woke up with still bores inside me. I slip my hand over the sensor and move through the open doorway into the hall.


  A faint auto light fades on to guide me through the vacant hall. My parents rise early, and I figure they’re already waiting for me to talk of the career configuration meeting later today, or worse, something dumb like spouse pairings. I’m dreading being chained to another person for the rest of my life more than any aspect of my citizen configuration.


  Passing through the living room, I shuffle toward the kitchen, expecting the familiar busy motion of Mother in the dining area. Instead, I’m met with a blinking memo on the personal message screen alongside her image. Darline Lark, always put together, with sandy-brown hair cut in a short, crisp bob, the same as mine, but fairer in color. Sometimes, for a fleeting moment, her face looks kind, even warm, but here she only displays her standard, composed demeanor.


  I tap the screen and the image flicks to life.


  “Avlyn, your father and I had to leave early this morning,” her image says. “Remember your appointment at the medical station at university first thing. One last physical before the meeting. Lunch is on the counter.”


  Mother pinches her lips together and the vid pauses. With a tap, the screen goes black.


  I roll my eyes. She still orders my lunch every day and puts it on the counter for me to take to training. Silly. I’m not five. And besides, I won’t even need a lunch today. My position will start tomorrow, not primer school. I must have asked her twenty times to stop doing it, but every morning it sits on the counter. She doesn’t trust that I’m capable to do it myself. She never has.


  My stomach groans. I touch the screen on the food printer to order my favorite, a blueberry muffin, ignoring the flashing green alert signaling the printer will need to be refilled soon. No sooner than I hit send, it makes zipping and whirring noises, followed by a beep. I release the door and grab the plain, printed plate, holding the fluffy, blue-splotched muffin. A sugary aroma wafts from the opening, making my mouth water.


  I’ve watched informational vids on fresh food and pictured myself picking the fresh fruits and vegetables shown in them. I pick out a blueberry and pop it into my mouth, tasting the sweet, tart juice.


  Wonder if the food from the printer tastes the same?


  Despite the sweetness, I only manage to choke down a few bites of muffin before tossing it and the plate into the recycler to be remade into food and plates again. I pack a satchel with my handheld Flexx and the lunch Mother put out, just in case.


  In the living room, an alert flashes on the media viewer. An official Direction message addressed to Avlyn Joy Lark.


  My heart stops. On configuration day, besides a designated career, citizens also obtain the contacts of suitable spouse pairs. I’ve never even been on a date—courting hasn’t been allowed for over thirty years—but now strangers deemed perfect for me will come calling.


  A shiver works its way up my spine at the thought. This day is already happening too fast, and it’s barely started.


  Most look forward to the opportunity to be paired, but instead, I ignore the message and hold my breath until I’m out the front door and into the corridor. Almost tripping, I sidestep a hefty package with a Nutra Enterprise logo stamped on its side, our weekly order of food printer refill.


  I release the breath and take out my handheld to reach my friend, Kyra.


   


  Want to walk with me? ~Avlyn


   


  Kyra and I often meet up on the way to university, and since today is my last day, I really want to see her. Who knows how much interaction we’ll have in the future? Probably none, since after the transition period communication with childhood friends is highly discouraged.


  The vibration of her response comes quickly.


   


  I’m downstairs. ~ Kyra


   


  Today the elevator sounds too confining, and I need to work off this nervous energy. Each footfall echoes and booms as I take the seven flights of stairs down. For some reason, the noise is satisfying, turning up the corners of my lips. At the bottom, I spot Kyra through the sparkling glass of the foyer, vacantly staring at her Flexx. Her straight, blonde hair is pulled in a low ponytail, and her plain, light gray clothes are as utilitarian as the bleak khaki outfit I chose. Somehow she always looks amazing, with her naturally tanned skin and aquamarine eyes. In contrast, my pale complexion and hazel irises are common, but looks don’t make intelligence, so it’s stupid to care.


  Once at the entrance, the door drifts open to the street, letting in a rush of cool, fall air. A fluid, pearly Aerrx delivery drone floats through and hovers past me, metallic tentacles clutching a delivery for a resident in the building.


  The gigantic media screen affixed high on the building directly in front of ours flickers, and up comes Brian Marshall, the morning newscaster, wearing salt-and-pepper hair and a stern expression.


  “Level Two and Three births are at an all-time high, and outpace those at Level One by fifty percent. This extraordinary news has come in time to commemorate thirty-five years of Compatibility Pairing and Birth Reassignment,” Brian reports.


  He goes on to announce an interview tonight with an expert on disease, and why the vaccinations are necessary to ensure a worldwide pandemic like the Collapse never happens again. This evening, Director Manning will make an announcement regarding the newest inoculation roll out.


  “Up next,” Brian says, “we’ll take you to the Elore Detention Center for an update on the latest rebel activity and arrests.”


  The Direction emblem, a world wrapped in a swooping arrow pointed north to remind Elore to focus on forward thought, spins onto the viewer, and then fades, revealing an overhead view of the city. Above the screen is the spectacular dance of the Aerrx and Guardian drones as they shoot across the sky, loaded with deliveries. The display never fails to impress me. An air shuttle passes over too, making me shiver at the thought of flying. Not my thing.


  Kyra breaks my concentration, saying, “Configuration day.”


  “Huh?” I ask.


  She shakes her head and gestures for me to walk toward university while folding up the thin, transparent material of her Flexx and snapping it to her wrist. It’s a few blocks from the apartment, and I appreciate the trek.


  “Oh, yes,” I confirm in a low tone. “First the med checkup, then the meeting.”


  A strange glimmer lights up her eyes. “Did you read your official message?”


  The message? Nothing in that message would excite me today. All “configuration” means is that everything is changing. After our transition period, I won’t even be allowed to see Kyra anymore. She’s not much, but she’s all I have.


  I’ve known her since the age of ten, when I got overly emotional one time at school. At the end of the day, she waited out front and walked me home. Kyra, an overachiever, believes she can “fix” me. She’s even told me so. She knows everything about me. I slipped up at twelve and told her that sometimes I talk to Ben, my dead twin. For some reason, Kyra never breathed a word.


  “I forgot,” I lie.


  She stops and rests her hand on her hip. “You forgot? You’re not even curious about your pairings? With a good pair, you could secure a fantastic apartment right next to a Level Three sector with a view of the whole city. Not to mention anyone worth pairing with is going to get snapped up immediately.”


  Not that any Direction pairs would be of interest to me anyway.


  “What if I don’t want a pairing?”


  “Of course you want a pairing,” she huffs. “Otherwise you’ll end up alone and unable to fulfill your obligation of children to society.” Kyra shakes her head. “You never think these things through.”


  But I have thought this through. Being on my own will be easier.


  I keep my head straight and continue walking without answering her.


  “Oh, come on,” she insists. “You’ll be fine.”


  We hike the remaining blocks, nearing university. The smooth sidewalk continues as we pass the front of housing buildings Level Two citizens live in, and the companies where we receive configuration. In an hour, I could be assigned to any of them.


  “Sorry,” I whisper, drifting toward her. “I’m nervous. So much is changing.”


  She gives me an expression of understanding. Her turn is Monday.


  “Do you still think you’ll be placed into government?” I ask.


  Kyra shrugs. “All my scores are pointing to that division, but I overheard my parents trying to pull some strings for the actual entry position.”


  “Can they do that? I thought everything was decided in the testing system?”


  “Probably not, but they want their union to produce a superior Level Two citizen instead of offspring influenced by an ‘overly emotional friend’. Their exact words.”


  I flush, well aware she means me. Kyra has been a good friend, but her tact could use some work.


  Another building’s giant media screen flickers into view.


  “Elore is a thriving metropolis, largely due to the hard work and continued focus of its citizens.” An unseen woman’s smooth voice narrates as the scene shifts to people working. “Societal Configuration allows families to concentrate their efforts away from emotions for the benefit of all—”


  Hurried citizens pass by. A woman shepherds a little girl to drop her off at pre-primer school. Others gaze at handhelds or move to the line for the driverless taxis.


  As we stop on the corner of Seventy-eighth street, a motion across the road catches my eye. A teenaged, sepia-skinned girl pulls her curly hair loose from a ponytail and drops the dark coat she wore to the ground, revealing bright red clothing and standing out from the sea of neutral like illumination on a dark night. Something about the fabric appears soft and comfortable, in contrast to mine, which is more or less functioning as a uniform. She races down the sidewalk, and the blur of color streams around her like a flag.


  A rebel. I should have known.


  Kyra stares, her mouth falling wide. Some citizens from the crowded street gawk while others continue on with their business, each with eyes glued to their Flexx.


  The runner stops and pulls out a small, matte black weapon from a bag slung over her shoulders. Not that I’ve seen many weapons this close before, but something is unusual about it. She slides the top of the gun back and it emits a high pitched whine. Barely thinking, my arms shoot out and I force Kyra to the ground. Other people duck behind anything substantial, even if it’s just the person in front of them, or sprint the other way.


  The rebel points the weapon at the nearby building, causing me to crouch further down. The little girl I saw earlier screams and points at the red clad rebel. The rebels will only destroy our way of life, and that child knows it. The mother tries to cover her child’s mouth and assures her that the Guardian drones will take the bad lady away.


  My heart pounds at the mother’s words.


  Don’t take her away.


  I quickly correct my thinking.


  They must take her away, for the protection of all of us.


  I cover my ears, expecting a loud blast, but it doesn’t come. Instead, it’s more of a crackling. There’s no damage to the building other than a set of words emblazoned across the surface. The hair on my arms stand at the sight.


   


  People of Elore, Break Free


   


  I look to the rebel girl again, who’s staring right at me. My heart nearly leaps from my chest. The corners of her mouth lift to form a tight smile, and she raises an eyebrow. Why would she smile at me?


  She tosses the graffiti gun and bolts, but the red clothing makes it impossible for her to hide. A group of Guardian drones swarm the girl. As they do, I clench my fists and grit my teeth. She stops and immediately throws her hands into the air. The rebel just gave up. No fight, nothing. Because of it, my body feels drawn to help her, to help her fight off the drones and make a daring escape. I picture the whole scene in my mind.


  My legs push up from underneath me and I feel a hand grab the back of my shirt. I whip around to find Kyra staring back at me, her eyes panicked.


  “What are you doing?” she whispers.


  I fall back into a crouch. This is ridiculous. I’d be throwing my future away on some crazy rebel I didn’t even know.


  I imagine her smile again. I take a deep breath as she crumbles to the ground, tranquilized. Her head hits the sidewalk with a sickening thwack. A Guardian drone’s metal tentacles snake from its form and wrap around her. It lifts from the ground to take her away for judgment, maybe even re-education, but in my heart I know that that’s not true.


  Worker drones buzz in to remove any evidence of the words she wrote on the side of the building. Citizens return to their business, acting as if nothing out of the ordinary happened. The woman and child, the one who was screaming, rise and move along. Nothing witnessed made any impact. If she had wanted to make a sacrifice, it was wasted.


  Kyra and I stand there for a minute or two longer, eyeing one another.


  Not a word is spoken between us for the next block. The university comes into sight, as does the colossal screen displayed on the face of the school. Looking up, I squint at the end of a Direction Initiative notice, swallowing hard at the words.


   


  Remember Your Function


   


   


  Chapter Two


  My knees still feel weak beneath me at the university entrance, and I silently ordered them to get it together. I square my shoulders and clench my jaw. Kyra inhales deeply and nods. We enter through the sliding glass door.


  Inside, the fawn-colored, antiseptic halls are filled with teenagers. No rebels. You’d think there would be whispers of the attack we just saw, but no. Only seemingly oblivious students walking with handhelds folded out into tablets, shoes squeaking over glossy floors. Occasionally, teens hang out together here, but it’s a race to the top, and we only have until the day we turn seventeen to prove ourselves. Focus is essential.


  We’re told it’s essential.


  Fixating on a girl pointlessly sacrificing herself to momentarily deface a building is useless and they know it. So do I.


  Kyra sticks to my side, keeping pace.


  Twenty-one trainees had been in our group over the last five years, all coming of configuration age within a month of each other. Four have been assigned already, but I know none of them well enough to ask how everything turned out. My turn comes today, and Kyra will be placed on Monday. If Ben would have been a Level Two instead of a One, we might have been in the same class, placed on the same day. Today.


  But he’s dead, so it’s just me.


  Loneliness for my twin rushes over me when Corra Bradley targets me from the side and mutters something. I glance at the lanky, skinny girl. Her blonde hair puffs up in the back like she just rolled out of bed. Corra’s grown taller, but other than that, little has changed over the years.


  “What did you say?” I ask.


  She leans in, smelling of bacon and whatever else she ate for breakfast. “Any idea about your career placement, Avlyn?” Before I answer, she adds, “Mine will be at GenTech. I have the highest scores in the group.”


  Corra likes to talk, mostly about herself, often reminding the group of her assuredly high position at Genesis Technologies. With scores like hers, I’m sure she’s right, but it doesn’t mean I want to be reminded of it all the time.


  GenTech is the pinnacle of achievement, a high-priority company working as a liaison between Levels Two and Three. They also make VacTech, the vaccines which protect us from any new, potential viruses. The projects are so secret that I don’t actually know what goes on there. Only the most valuable and loyal trainees in Two are selected, not people who burst with emotion at all the wrong times. Not me.


  I shake my head and back away. The social grace most in the community lack is obvious in Corra’s interaction with me. These are viewed as frivolous, a misuse of time and energy. Ignoring her bait, I plan a response to appease her enough to go away.


  “GenTech is certainly something to aspire to. A placement for the best of us.”


  It works. She grunts and disappears, probably to do something important.


  Kyra mutters words I don’t care to hear. Corra is harmless, but it doesn’t mean Kyra wants to hang around her either.


  The med station comes into view. “Need to go. My appointment.” I nod toward the door. “Message you later to tell how the day turns out.”


  “Sure.” Kyra waves me on and gives me a small smile before she continues down to the hallway to Lab 102, where the stark cubical and system station I used for five years will sit vacant until the next group of students takes over the space. Kyra is the only thing I’ll miss. She’s always put up with me, and I’m convinced that beneath her stony exterior, she’s glad for our friendship too.


  With a clenched jaw, I turn toward the med station. I step in through the open door, expecting a synthetic intelligence nurse to administer the physical. Instead, a man of medium build, wearing a clean white coat, auburn hair, and a slight paunch, enters information into a wide, transparent viewing screen.


  “Excuse me?” I say. “I’m here for an appointment.”


  He continues his work, and eventually mumbles, “Yes, I will be right with you.”


  I stand and wait, canvassing the sterile, white room. The closed glossy cabinets hide their mysterious contents inside. The med nurse, vaguely resembling a featureless torso and bald head with three retractable tentacle limbs, sits motionless, charging at a station in the corner, ready to come to life and hover over patients in need.


  I clear my throat.


  “Oh, yes.” The man stops typing and spins on his chair to address me. “Please have a seat.” He directs me to a delicate chair with a smooth white finish next to a tabletop. My name already displays on the viewer from my handheld’s University auto-network function. “Avlyn Lark, correct?” he asks.


  I nod, and he unfolds thin Flexx material out into a tablet and places it in front of me. The surface of the table shows right through the screen. “I’m Medic Snyder. Answer the questions on the questionnaire to the best of your ability.”


  The basic information should already be in the system. I don’t understand why I need to fill out the data again. Even so, I enter past medical procedures, MedTech, and exercise habits, among answering other redundant questions that could simply be downloaded from my nanos. He has my file on the main screen, and studies the records. He enlarges the facts and swipes each into the files on the screen with a finger when done.


  Without turning, he says, “When finished, please place your right hand on the screen and keep still. The pad will take a reading of your body.”


  Why do the medics tell us this at every exam? The nanos injected into your body at birth assist your DNA and bodily functions to keep you in optimal working order… blah, blah, blah.


  A slight vibration resonates in my hand and through the rest of me. Does the scan measure the nausea in my stomach from this morning’s events on the street, or my apprehension about the meeting?


  My stats, vitals, and ID image come on the screen. Average. Height: 5’5”. Weight: 119lbs. Hair: Dark brown. Eyes: Hazel.


  Yep, ordinary keeps me invisible, along with any of those “subversive thoughts” that seem to pop into my brain when they’re not welcome. I’m smart, but choose not to appear too smart in order to remain low key. The only thing I can’t hide are the freckles scattered across my nose. I’ve never liked them. The spots make me feel childish, Level One, and I prefer them hidden, but there they are on the gigantic viewer, completely exposed.


  The medic doesn’t seem to notice them. After a moment, he reaches into a drawer alongside his seat and pulls out an object, keeping it concealed in his closed palm.


  “Avlyn, your health is optimal other than some elevated stress levels,” he states in a flat voice. “But those are likely due to your upcoming career configuration. In a few weeks, if this remains, you may obtain stress reduction MedTech. When you log in to your new citizen account, you will see the instructions to order them.”


  Everyone says the anti-stress tech is fine, but something about it never sat right with me. Even my father, who’s never had a rebellious thought in his life, thinks one should control their stress naturally, although I think he just likes the challenge.


  “Thank you,” I say.


  “And lastly, Direction has updated the disease vaccination. Some official citizens may opt to receive it today, in phase one, or elect to wait for a later phase. If you choose to do it today, you will receive one hundred additional credits in your account.”


  Deciding for myself, without Mother and Father, is a new concept. Until now, any health choices have been theirs, as is the case for every child before seventeen. A warm burn spreads in my chest and crawls up my neck. I should read the update, but the temptation to make my first grown-up decision taunts me.


  I slip my hand into my pocket and find Ben’s necklace. The same necklace that if I were to wear it, would expose me. Make me stand out from the crowd as the woman in the bright clothes did.


  Undirected. Unfocused.


  All the urges I need to fight.


  I sweep my fingertips over the polished heart shape while my own heart forms a lump and rises into my throat. I swallow the lump and, without another thought, blurt out, “Sure. I’ll do it.”


  He pokes the object hidden in his hand into a port on the side of the tablet.


  The words VacTech transfer complete splashes across the screen.


  “Place your hand on the screen,” he says.


  I obey, pressing my fingers against the smooth surface.


  “It will only take a few seconds. Hold still. You shouldn’t feel a thing.”


  The tablet beeps, alerting us that the nanos have accepted the upload.


  I turn to the man and gather my bag. “Where do I go now?”


  He returns to the keyboard. “Hmm? Oh, the Career Counselor will hold your meeting in 510.”


  As I stand, my hand tingles and a flash of white bursts over my vision. As soon as it comes, it’s gone. I shake my head and stumble toward the door, catching myself on the doorframe.


  That’s never happened before.


  “Is there a problem, Miss Lark?”


  I right myself and turn back to him.


  “Uh… no,” I mutter as I leave the sterile room. Must have been the VacTech upload.


  In the empty hall, my footsteps echo on the hard surface of the floor. Moving toward the stairwell, the clear lab doors come into view, exposing students working in front of viewing stations in cubicles. Inside, Synthetic Intelligence Staff hover over them.


  As I run up the stairs, the burn in my calves at the fifth floor tells me I’m alive. The feeling is an excellent reminder of life before I turn over to an existence of function. Once Ben and I ran through the park and accidentally tumbled down a hill, laughing all the way, before our parents caught us and ushered us back into the privacy of Bess and Devan’s apartment. The corners of my lips turn up at the memory.


  At the top, an echo of footfalls meets my ears. I turn back, expecting a student. Instead, a young boy of about eleven, with dark hair and a freckled nose, follows me.


  My whole body clenches.


  Ben?


  As I open my mouth the say his name, the boy flickers snowy white and dissolves, leaving me alone on the stairs.


  What’s wrong with me?


  I shake off the vision, but my hands continue to tremble.


  He’s dead, Avlyn.


  To the left, 510 shows on the directory. Passing the other offices, their doors closed, I find the way to the correct one. Inside is a cramped waiting room with a large viewing screen displaying the Direction emblem. Another door sits to the left of the screen. I assume this is where the meeting will be held. A stiff couch waits off to the side, but I have no idea if I’m supposed to sit or not, so I just pace in front of it, still shaken from whatever I saw on the stairs.


  “How can I help you?”


  I turn to see a woman with plump cheeks on the screen.


  “Uh, my name is Avlyn Lark. I’m here for my career appointment.”


  “Yes,” she replies. “Rest your right hand on the identification pad next to the screen.”


  I spot the pad and walk over to lay my hand on it, bracing for anything unusual to happen again.


  “Leave it on the screen until I inform you to remove it.”


  I do as she says. When I feel nothing, my body relaxes.


  “Miss Lark, have a seat. Feel free to attend to tasks on your handheld while waiting.”


  The screen goes blank and returns to the spinning globe.


  A distraction from the impending meeting would be good. I bring out the device, unfold it, and sit on the couch this time. The memory of the message from this morning makes me groan. It should still be available in my citizen account, along with any other official messages I’ve received today.


  The same logo from the giant screen splashes across my small one, and I’m instructed to lay a thumb on the screen for identification. I push down, and my account details display. On the left are the one hundred extra credits I received at the med exam. I’ve never had any credits of my own before. Not that there’s much to order in my citizen account, but I might get a new pair of running shoes.


  The thought makes me feel a little better about the meeting. A green button in the right corner of the screen informs me of two new messages. The first is a Welcome to Citizenship message, and the second is the spouse pairing one I’m avoiding.


  I tap the welcome message.


   


  Ms. Lark,


  Welcome to Direction citizenship.


  In this account, you will find the instructions for your new housing requirement, spouse pairing information, using and earning credits, and regulation requirements.


  You will be graced one month to complete certain requirements. During this time, you will obtain housing. Full fledged citizens are advised to break contact with any childhood relations during the transition to complete configuration.


  Review the information and confirm that you have read and received this by completing the exam found in your account details page within one week.


  If you have any additional queries, use the search feature on any page in your account, or review the Direction FAQ. If questions cannot be answered through either, connect immediately with a Direction representative.


  Maintain Forward Focus.


   


  I close the account without checking the spouse pairing message. What’s a few hours to wait to make another grown-up decision?


  Ugh, why do I always think that way?


  The door opens, my parents coming through. Mother’s green eyes brighten, but I know it’s not for me. She’s only hoping for an opportunity to show me that she was a good parent, that she did her duty. In my mind, I pretend she wants to come over, hold my hand, and discuss what to expect during the meeting, but she doesn’t.


  Father, with his browned skin and neat, cropped hair, throws me a look that I can only take to mean don’t mess this up. He utters a quick hello before the emblem disappears again to reveal the woman. She gives them instructions like the ones she gave me. After they complete the tasks, they both sit on the couch.


  I ache to ask Mother ask if I made the right choice with the VacTech, and to tell her of the rebel I saw on the way in, but I say none of it. Instead, we sit in silence as Father completes work tasks on his Flexx handheld. Nervous energy works its way through my body, making my head spin.


  The door by the viewing screen opens, a lean woman with graying hair stepping out. “Avlyn, Mr. and Mrs. Lark,” she greets. “Come in.”


  From the dizziness, I grab my mother’s arm to steady myself as we stand and follow the woman. Mother glances at me, then the spot I grabbed, but if I let go, I’m sure to fall over. Three padded chairs wait in front of an enormous wooden desk. The desk is an odd sight. It’s old, antique, and stands out from the functional, sleek appearance of the rest of the office. I take the first seat, my parents following behind with Mother in the middle. Some of the light-headedness passes.


  The woman rounds the desk and sits, introducing herself. “I’m Claudia Alder, and I will handle your career configuration today, Avlyn. Your parents will serve as witnesses and listen to the information to assist if you have questions during the transition period from living under their care to becoming responsible for yourself.”


  I rub my palms over my thighs. The hand I took the Medvac in tingles again, as if an electric pulse is running through each of my fingers. I turn over my palm to find that it’s glowing.


  What is going on?


  I blink and the glow is gone.


  I’m just nervous.


  Maybe I’m not ready to live on my own. Somehow, the idea of the spouse pairings is growing more and more appealing.


  Ms. Alder continues to speak, but slowly, her mouth forming words I can’t hear. My hand burns, and the room rotates in slow motion. Everything in the room glows white, then falls away; the desk, my parents, and Ms. Alder. Replacing them is a tall, thin boy with shaggy, chocolate brown hair, dressed in a navy short sleeved shirt and gray pants.


  He stands off in the distance and reaches his hand out to me. I squint. It’s Ben, the way I’ve pictured him a thousand times in my head… if he hadn’t died.


  Confused, I reach toward the apparition, but just as I do, the vision dissipates. So does he, sending me back to reality with a jolt.


  I twist toward Mother and Father and blink several times.


  Did you see that?


  Instead, they both exhibit satisfied looks and nod toward Ms. Alder. If I didn’t know better, I’d even think they were almost smiling.


  Is the meeting over already? How is that even possible? Didn’t we just sit down?


  Mother looks toward me and we lock eyes. She mouths my name, then again, except this time I hear her. “Avlyn, do you have any questions for Ms. Alder?”


  “What?” I yelp.


  “Do you have questions?”


  I didn’t hear a single thing during the meeting. What questions should I ask?


  Deep breath, hold it, and let it out.


  Keep control at all times.


  When I was six, Father walked me to primer school. Out of nowhere, an auto taxi, which must have malfunctioned, launched itself on to the sidewalk twenty feet in front of us. The taxi hit a woman, pinning her underneath it. Blood spilled onto the ground from a gash on her head. My screams caused as many people to stare our way as at the bleeding woman. It was as if electrical pulses in my legs were telling me to run toward her. Why was no one helping that woman?


  Father had squeezed my hand tight so tight I thought I might explode. Bending next to me, he pulled my chin up until I stared into his placid, brown eyes.


  “Look at me,” he soothed. “You must be able to keep control at all times. It’s essential.”


  Tears pooled in my eyes as I kept trying to dart my eyes back to the scene, but his gaze stayed locked with mine.


  “Avlyn, focus.”


  Then he started breathing. Deep breaths. He held it in, then let it out. I followed him while time froze.


  He breathed with me for a long time, and when we finally finished, the lady and taxi—as well as any other sign an accident had even happened—were gone, taken care of by drones and security vehicles. I still don’t know whether she lived or died.


  I curl my fingers together and squeeze until I gain control.


  Just breathe.


  “No.” I clear my throat. “But I’m looking forward to beginning tomorrow.” I wrack my brain, trying to remember the meeting, but nothing other than the vision of Ben comes.


  “Well,” Ms. Alder states and rises, “if you do have questions, today’s meeting is recorded in your citizen’s account for review.”


  My parents stand and nod to Ms. Alder. I follow their lead, afraid the dizziness will return, but it doesn’t.


  Father goes to the door and gestures for Mother and I to walk through.


  I tail them, but turn the check for Ben again. He’s gone. My eyes dart to the top of the wooden desk, displaying a viewing screen. I spot my name, and beside are two words: Genesis Technologies. The top company you can be placed at as a Level Two, and the place I feared the most.


  I pull my bag against my body and force myself around and out the door.


   


   


  To read the rest of Avlyn’s story, Configured, click here.
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  ZOO GIRL


  Jennifer Bardsley


  “I don’t care what the keepers say, I’m not going to mate with you.” I scoop up my bundle of twigs and sidestep closer to the glass wall of our exhibit.


  “Come on, Emilia, don’t be like that.” Carter rolls his neck and gives me a lopsided smile. “The other girls had a real good time.”


  “Then go back to their enclosures and leave me alone.” Carter used to be harmless, but ever since his voice changed, I don’t trust him. Crouching down, I pretend to inspect a dandelion weed. But really I reach up the hem of my pant leg for a shiv.


  “Emilia. Babe.” Carter’s blond hair glistens in the artificial light. The keepers turn on the UV fluorescents every day for approximately twelve hours. Or at least I think it’s twelve hours. I haven’t seen a clock since I was thirteen. Carter licks his lips and takes a step forward.


  “Don’t even think about it!” Quick as a flash, I whip out the homemade shiv I’ve carved from bamboo. It’s small and easy to conceal, but it boasts a wicked point. “I’m not interested in contributing to your incestuous gene pool.”


  “You’d let the human race die out?” Carter looks at me in disbelief.


  “Better that then let my children live in a zoo.” I stare over Carter’s shoulder into the enclosures where the other female humans are kept. “Or become part of some messed up breeding program with their future half-siblings.”


  “But that means letting them win.” Carter indicates the giant, roach-like creatures staring at us from the other side of the glass. “Humanity: zero. Arthropods take all.”


  The eight-foot creatures who destroyed our planet are terrifying. Their bulging eyes look like mirror balls. When in close contact, their long antennae roam over you, tickling your skin with tiny feelers. When their curled up wings unfurl unexpectedly, it sounds like a thousand newspapers ripping.


  “They only win when they turn us into animals.” I grip the shiv tighter. “That’s when humanity has lost.”


  “Emilia.” Carter’s voice is suddenly soft. He looks around for a place to sit, and settles for a flat spot in the grass. “You know we don’t have a choice. It’s either me or some other male from a competing zoo. At least we’re almost the same age. You’re sixteen and I’m fourteen. What if the next guy they send is fifty-two?”


  I glare at him menacingly. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”


  Carter grabs a small pebble and tosses it into my pond. I’m surprised he found one. The keepers sweep my enclosure each day and confiscate anything that could be a weapon. With a quick glance over my shoulder, I hide the shiv back under my pant leg.


  “Look, I don’t want to do this anymore than you do,” Carter says.


  “Gee, thanks.”


  Carter continues. “You’re like my sister. If you and I hadn’t been standing at the ice cream truck that day, at the exact moment the Roaches came for us, we’d be dead like the rest of the human race.”


  “We don’t know that everyone is dead,” I say quickly. “My mom and her NASA buddies are probably out looking for us right now. I mean, yeah, we saw a lot of people die—”


  “Everyone died. You know that. We saw the bodies. You, me and Lex were the only ones who survived.”


  “Don’t talk about Lex. Don’t you dare!”


  “I can talk about my brother if I darn well want to!” Carter rips a fistful of grass up by the roots and scatters it everywhere. “You’re not the only one who loved him. I cried just as hard as you did when they popped his head off in their sick experiments.”


  “Stop!” I hold my hands over my ears, but Carter speaks louder.


  “I’m sorry I’m not Lex, okay? He should have been your partner instead of me. But at least I’m not some old guy. At least you know me.”


  “I can’t do this.” I brush an errant tear away with my thumb. “I can’t talk about Lex. I won’t!”


  Despite my brave words, the memory of my last days with Lex return. The three of us huddled under a glass dome on the Artho-ship as it zoomed us away from Earth. Lex, Carter, and I were stripped down naked and examined like specimens. For the first few weeks of the journey we were kept together. They fed us twigs, raw meat, fresh fruit, and leather until they finally determined what we would or would not eat. There was no possible way to communicate with the Arthropods. None of them seemed to understand English, and we couldn’t decipher the low frequency humming that emanated from their thoraxes.


  That first month was horrific—but survivable. But then they separated us into our own glass prisons and the experiments began. Electricity, gas, burns, and acid. They tested our skin bit by bit. I still have the scars on my shins to prove it. What’s worse was seeing Lex and Carter tortured. It was Lex’s accidental decapitation that caused the so-called-scientific program to end. I watched in horror as his head severed off his neck during an experiment on muscular-skeletal structure.


  Lex’s death must have been accidental because after that we were better cared for, as if the Arthopods wanted to keep Carter and me alive. As soon as we landed on their brown-green planet we discovered why. Our zookeepers greeted us upon arrival and brought us to our new home. I’ve been on display as Female Number Five ever since.


  I have a cordial relationship with the other female humans, and by “cordial,” I mean they no longer throw feces at me every time Carter talks to me. We aren’t sure how long the females have been here, or where they come from, but Numbers One, Two, Three, and Four don’t speak any language Carter or I recognize. It’s more like a long sequence of grunts and guttural moans. Thankfully there’s a door that separates their enclosure from mine.


  “Look,” Carter pleads. “I haven’t eaten in two days. Not since I did it with Four and got flea bites all over my butt.”


  “It’s not my fault you don’t get fed without procreating. Go hit up One, Two or Three.”


  Carter screws up his face. “But they’re ugly.” He stands up, and the full power of his six-foot frame towers over me. “And you’re not.”


  I jump two steps back and bump into the glass wall of my enclosure. “I give you half of my food. That’s plenty.”


  “Not for a hungry guy like me.” Carter grabs my elbow before I can dart out of the way. “Come on, Em. You’re going to like it.”


  I act on instinct. My fist flies out and hits him in the stomach, where my knuckles crunch against tight abdominal muscles. Tears of pain blur my vision. Carter squeezes me with one arm and reaches to pull down my pants with the other.


  “Leave me alone!” I stomp on his foot and twist away.


  “Stop being like this!” Carter yanks me by the hair. “This is our life now.”


  Thud. I kick him in the nuts like he deserves. Then, when he’s crouched down in pain, I rip out my shiv and brandish it against his face. “If you ever touch me again I will kill you!” I shove him over into the dirt. “Maybe I should cut off your balls right now just to be safe.”


  “No!” Squealing, Carter crawls away. “I promise I’ll leave you alone.”


  “You better. Now go back to the gate and stay there until they move you into the other cage.” I give him another kick in the butt to hurry him along. My eyes follow Carter as he approaches the separation between my enclosure and the other females’. Numbers Two and Four come over to greet him, pushing their grimy fingers through the bars and pawing at him in welcome. I don’t put the shiv away until I see Number Three come up and pet Carter’s hair.


  I shiver, despite the climate-controlled cooling system. With one eye still watching Carter, I walk over to my heat rock and sit down on the granite. A tall swath of tropical plants grows next to it, and the pond shimmers a few feet away, tempting me with drastic measures. I could drown myself in that pond. It’s only a small puddle, but maybe if I tried hard enough it could be my final solution.


  But that’s the coward’s way out, and I wasn’t raised to be a coward.


  So I sit on the rock, soak in its warmth, and focus on the things I know to be true. My name is Emilia Reid. I’m from Orlando, Florida. My mother is an engineer for NASA. My father bakes cakes for Disney World. Lex was my best friend. When we rode bikes together in our cul-de-sac, his annoying brother Carter used to tag along. That’s the real me, I think. Not this.


  I’m not an animal until they make me an animal.


  A soft tapping against glass rouses me from my thoughts. Normally I ignore spectators, but I recognize the soft rhythm of this greeting. I slide off the rock and hurry to the wall.


  The Arthropod-juvenile wiggles its antennae wildly. Standing on six legs, it’s my height, half the size of the parent behind it, which stretches its wings a few times before scurrying across the sidewalk to a spot in the shade.


  Tap. Tap. Tapity tap. It’s our secret signal. I rap against the glass in reply, and my Arthro-friend hovers its antennae next to the glass as if it’s trying to read my thoughts.


  “You came back! I knew you would, but it’s been a few days now and I was getting worried.” I press my hand against the glass and it moves one of its feelers on the other side of my fingertips. Its mandible moves frenetically, but I can’t hear anything but my own breathing.


  “Did you bring anything to show me today?” I see a faint reflection of myself in its compound eyes.


  As if it understands my question, the Arthropod wiggles something with its foreleg and knocks it against the glass. I look down and see a two-foot doll with brown hair, blue eyes, and a crazed expression.


  “Aw, you bought a souvenir-me at the gift shop!” I bend down to get a closer look at my action figure. I’ve seen thousands of them before. Every Arthropod family that visits the Zoo seems to buy something. But I’ve never inspected the doll up close like this.


  The doll wears my original outfit: jeans and a softball T-shirt. It even has tiny sneakers with fake shoelaces. “It’s so cute!” I beam a smile. My friend grips the doll tight with two of its legs.


  “What are you doing over there?” Carter calls from his corner.


  “Shut up and mind your own business!” I holler back.


  “Why are you talking to the Roaches?”


  I turn my head in time to see Carter stand up. Behind him, the females grunt in approval and shove their hands through the bars.


  “Leave me alone!” I tell him and turn back to my friend.


  Its antennae stretch across the glass wall like it’s encircling me in protection. But there’s no way it can actually help me.


  The sound of Carter’s movements grows louder and I spin around as he steps close. “I said to leave me alone!”


  Carter cracks his knuckles. “You’d rather hang out with a Roach than with me, a fellow human? Maybe you need a taste of what humanity’s like.” There’s a gleam in Carter’s eyes that’s part hunger, part insanity.


  I bring out the shiv and plant my foot forward in a defensive stance. “I don’t like guys who act like animals. Go back to your harem, where you belong.”


  “Oh, I think I’m exactly where I belong.” Carter stretches his muscles like he’s preparing for a fight.


  Tap. Tap. Tappity tap. My Arthropod-friend is going crazy.


  I brandish my homemade weapon. “Haven’t we been over this before? If you lay one finger on me, I will kill you.”


  “I’m not afraid of you or your little knife.” Carter thrusts his fist forward, grabs my neck, and smashes my face against the glass before I have time to react. My lungs scream for oxygen. I swipe outward and slice Carter’s shirt. Ribbons of red blood ooze out of his side, but he doesn’t release his chokehold on my throat.


  Whack! Something beats against the glass behind me. Whack! Whack! Whackity Whack!


   


  My body goes limp as I begin to black out. My legs flail out from under me.


  “There you go,” Carter whispers. “I don’t need you to be awake for this.”


  My brain doesn’t work right. I see flashes flicker in front of me like on a dying television. Mom in her flight suit heading off to work. Dad frosting a cake and letting me lick the spoon. Lex and me playing cards in my treehouse and Carter shaking the rope ladder, begging to join us. The Arthropod invasion with thousands of explosions. Lex, Carter, and me being sucked away onto their spaceship. Everything is fuzzy. Tap. Tap. Whackety whack! I hear the sound of glass cracking and the smell of burning flesh.


  “Ah!” Carter shouts, suddenly releasing me.


  Oxygen floods my brain and I see two enormous Arthropods pull Carter off of me—and kill him with a bolt of electricity. A third keeper confiscates my shiv. I look down, gasping for breath, and am grateful to see that my clothes are still on and intact. Carter’s body lies at an unnatural angle, his forearm singeing. The sight of his dead body should disturb me. He’s my last connection to home. But I feel nothing but relief.


  Tap. Tap. Tapity tap. Urgent rapping behind me makes me spin around. My friend hops up and down on its six legs, its parent right next to it. The toy-me is broken in half, and the glass wall is cracked where the doll beat against the glass. That must be what got the keepers’ attention.


  I reach my hand out to where my friend’s antennae waits. “You saved me!” I smoosh my face up against the glass and two tears spill down my cheek.


  Tap. Tap. Tapity tap. My friend stops jumping and stands still, its parent’s antenna now motioning for the two of them to leave.


  A keeper scurries forward and offers me a tube of juice, a treat reserved for special occasions. I take the juice without opening it. More keepers crawl over, and what feels like hundreds of feathers brush over me as their antennae scan me for injuries. My focus is still on my friend, standing outside the glass, so I don’t realize the keepers have brought in a traveling cage until it’s too late.


  The delicious aroma of fresh-baked brownies catches my attention and I turn my head to investigate. By the time I look back toward the window, my Arthropod-friend is gone.


  Its sudden disappearance is more than I can take.


  No friend. No future. No hope. I might as well eat brownies.


  I walk into the glass box and let them trap me. One of the keepers hoists my cage onto his back and marches me out of the exhibit.


  I stuff chocolate into my mouth and let my tears fall.


  It’s been three years since I’ve been outside my enclosure. The only parts of the zoo I’ve seen are the human beings exhibit, and the quarantine area where I was first housed. I wonder if that’s where they’ll take me now in preparation for trading me to another zoo. Carter always threatened that this could happen. I bet my description will say, “violent female” from now on. Or maybe “unmateable.”


  I lick the last brownie crumbs off my fingers and peer out my glass box. The outside environment is made up of soft turf, tropical vegetation, and concrete paths leading from one enclosure to another. Elephants. Tigers... Pterodactyls... Kangaroos... My eyes go wide as we pass each exhibit. The zoo visitors stare at my conveyance, curious to see an animal being transported. I scan their bodies for some sign of my friend, but one Roach blends into the next. Nobody reaches out to tap my glass.


  My stomach twists from motion sickness. Or maybe it was the rich brownies eaten too fast. Where are they taking me? Was this my last meal? Nerves tangle my intestines. I hug my knees tight and rest my forehead against my legs. Then, a moment later, it feels like the floor drops out from under me. My glass box crashes to the ground and tumbles onto its side.


  Why did the keeper drop me?


  Whoosh. A hissing noise spins around my box and gray smoke blocks out visibility.


  Whiz. Hiss. Whoosh. A fog of smoke blankets the area. Tendrils of gas sneak into my box through the perforated air holes until I plug them with my hand to protect my air space. Hisssssssss! The noises continue, each sound bringing more smoke.


  How much oxygen do I have left? My rusty geometry skills fail me. This box is about six feet by eight feet by five feet. That means I have… Hell, I don’t know.


  My heart sounds like a snare drum. I squeeze my eyes shut and force myself to be calm. Breathing too rapidly will only waste air. Whoosh! I focus on the noises. What’s happening?


  Panic builds until I dare to look. I open my eyes and see swirling clouds of black smoke obscuring the atmosphere all around my glass crate. My arm aches from lifting it up to block the air holes, but I don’t dare let the mysterious vapor enter my space.


  Then, as abruptly as the smoking noises began, they stop and the outside world becomes quiet. Too quiet. All I can hear is my own ragged breathing.


  The smoke rolls away, melting into the atmosphere one poof at a time.


  First I see swirls of gray mist. Then patches of green and brown. And then finally, the fog lifts and I see what’s become of the outside world.


  My keepers, and all their Arthropod comrades, lie flat on their back, with their lifeless legs pointed straight at the sky. Every living creature is dead, even the zoo animals I see in the distance.


  Shoot! I think. Now what? I look at the carcasses around me and see a small Arthropod clutching a broken humanoid action figure. My friend!


  That’s the moment when I feel totally alone. Maybe I should release my hand and allow whatever poison is outside to kill me too. My shoulders shake with sobs.


  But then I see a small figure in neon green stomp toward me. The creature is my height and walks on two feet, with a face hidden by a large plastic bubble. The closer it gets, the more I freak out. No matter who or what this unknown alien is, I need to be ready for it. I stop crying and plaster on a brave expression. It circles my box four times, carefully inspecting me, before reaching into a side pouch and pulling out a gas mask. The figure points to the mask and then to me.


  “You want me to wear that?” I call through my box. I’m not sure if this is a good idea. Still, I don’t have much choice. With one last gasp of air, I hold my breath as the creature lifts off the lid and shoves the mask on my face. I don’t breathe until the straps are tight around my ears and I hear a mechanical device click on. Sweet, clean oxygen rushes into my system and I feel giddy for a second.


  My neon-clad rescuer grabs my arm and drags me through the carnage. We make our way through a maze of corpses. A blinking red light guides us to our destination, a small shuttle that looks like something NASA built twenty years ago. In fact, I see the letters “nasa” spelled out on the side.


  I look sharply at the figure that grips my elbow. Maybe I wasn’t being kidnapped by aliens after all!


  We race up the ladder into the air-locked entryway of the shuttle. Blinking lights beep all around me and a sliding door clenches shut. When we are safely sealed inside, my rescuer pulls off the bubble mask, revealing a short crop of gray hair and a face I know by heart.


  “Mom?” I gasp. I rip my mask off with sweaty hands.


  “Emilia! Baby!” Mom throws her arms around me and I’m enveloped in a tight hug, the synthetic fabric of her spacesuit swishing against my cheeks. “I told myself not to hope.” Mom sniffs. “But here you are!”


  “Oh. My. God.” That’s all I can get out before I become speechless.


  “Your father is waiting for us at the International Space Station. Earth is still a mess right now, but we should be home in a few months.” Mom tucks a strand of hair behind my ears and kisses me on the cheek. “I’ve searched the galaxy for you. Our sources indicated that you, Lex, and Carter might all three have survived. Every planet we visit exterminating Roaches, I tune my sensors to look for your DNA. But they failed! I had no idea there was any human being alive on that planet, let alone my own daughter, until your signal pinged while I was on the ground.”


  A door behind us opens and an astronaut interrupts our reunion. “Excuse me, Captain Reid. Should we prepare for liftoff?”


  Mom looks at me expectantly. “Yes, unless Emilia knows of any reason to stay.”


  I think of my friend’s lifeless body, and the four primitive women who are most likely dead, and shake my head. “No,” I answer. “There’s only me left.” I reach for my neck where bruises are forming. “And the sooner we leave this roach motel, the better.”
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  THE GUARDIANS


  SL Morgan


  Introduction


  “We’re going to have to initiate flight mode on this vehicle!” Harrison shouted over the high pitched sounds of their car, which was aggressively pacing the humans in the car in front of them.


  “We have our orders,” Levi returned, gripping his communication device tightly. “Samuel and Vincent are monitoring our situation closely.”


  As a beam of light projected out of the craft and onto the speeding vehicle in front of them, Harrison sighed in annoyance.


  “These guidelines that we are following are working in favor of these insolent creatures.”


  “Harrison, relax. We will save the humans from the Laktons whether or not they abduct them.”


  “Abduct them?” Harrison glared over at Levi, “Is it not our job to prevent such occurrences?”


  “It is our job to prevent the humans from being terrorized and to prevent any other humans from encountering strange objects darting through the sky.”


  Harrison glanced up into his rearview mirror, “Another craft is swiftly approaching. I believe it is time to think for ourselves for once.”


  Levi looked up into the skies, “You risk everything by placing this car in flight mode. It goes against all of our training.”


  Harrison gripped the wheel tightly when he watched the humans in the vehicle being extracted into the bright light and brought into the craft.


  “Flight mode, now,” he ordered the car.


  Before Levi could interject, the car followed Harrison’s command. Instantly the vehicle left the road, racing into the pitch black skies. In flight mode, the car gathered more speed, pacing the craft as it sped toward the portal that led toward its dimension.


  Levi glanced back, “The craft who is trailing us has engaged their weapons.”


  “Then it’s time to play.”


  Blue lasers shot toward their car and Harrison swiftly responded to avoid the dangerous beams. Over and over, Harrison avoided the strikes from the craft behind them.


  “There is only one way in which we are going to end this assault.”


  “The vehicle is not a war machine, Harrison.”


  “I know.” He nodded toward Levi, “We’re taking this battle to a level to where we can defeat these fools. Get ready to board that ship.”


  Levi exhaled, “Your plans from there?”


  “Take control of the ship, and we will deal with the others when we enter their realm. It’s our only option.”


  “This is irrational.”


  “This just got fun.”


  Levi reached back to the weapons in the back seat of the car. He sheathed four daggers, two on each hip and two in each boot. He lowered his window. “Slow the vehicle down,” he ordered Harrison as he positioned himself to leap from the car.


  Harrison brought the car to match the speed of the craft following them. Once the vehicle was directly under the craft, he waited for the transporting beam to shed light on their vehicle.


  “Any day now,” he alerted Levi.


  Levi glanced up at the spacecraft and then into the car at Harrison, “Once they open their transportation gateway, I will gladly board the craft, but until then—”


  “Until then?” Harrison returned. “Use some of your talents to get into that craft! We are about to enter the portal, and I’m in no mood to watch you explode into a million particles.”


  Levi looked up at the sealed entrance of the craft. If Harrison brought the car closer, there was a chance he could pry it open.


  “You must use your talents as well, my friend,” he answered as he ducked back into the car. “Get the car as close to the entrance of the craft as you can.”


  Harrison grinned. “Now you’re talking.”


  Harrison brought the speeding car within a few feet of the spacecraft as they soared through the sky. Levi leaned back out of the car, wind threatening to send him out of the vehicle and forcing him to fight against it while using his dagger to unseal the entrance of the craft. Once he could slip his fingers into the small opening, he used all of his energy to pry the entrance open.


  “Now!” he yelled at Harrison.


  As the Pemdai car dropped suddenly beneath Levi, leaving his legs dangling in the air, Levi hoisted his feet to the craft and used every last ounce of energy to pull the door open enough to slip in. Just as he rolled into the spacecraft, the door slamming shut in resistance from behind him, a bright green light flashed throughout the metallic interior of the ship he boarded.


  Knowing that they just entered the dimension of Tetron, Levi began assessing the beings on the ship by reading through the minds of the Laktons aboard it. Terror and fear overruled the thoughts of the creature’s minds he needed to read.


  Great! There are humans aboard this ship as well! He thought in agitation.


  The Laktons were intelligent beings; however, their new-found obsession with abducting humans for experimentation had them constantly at war with the Guardians. They had received numerous threats from the Emperor of Pemdas to cease their abductions, yet they continually ignored the Guardians demands. Levi’s father, Emperor Navarre, had grown weary of the constant attempts, and as the Emperor of Pemdas, he had given the commander of the Guardians permission to stop these beings at any cost if they should continue to terrorize the humans of Earth.


  Levi knelt down and closed his eyes. He forced his eyes to see through the eerie darkness in order to make his attacks on the abductors. When his eyes opened, he still saw the darkness around him.


  Come on, Levi, you have done this before, he thought to himself as he closed his eyes and exhaled.


  The Guardians were talented beings, and even though they resembled human beings, their minds did not function as human’s minds did. They were able to use one hundred percent of their brain power, which helped them in swiftly calculating attacks against them, reading minds of others, and numerous other enhanced abilities. The one ability that did not come as easily to them was seeing through darkness as if it were daylight. It was an arduous task to gain this talent, and Levi and his cousin ensured they would gain it as swiftly as possible. The ability had awoken in him and Harrison, but there were times, such as now, when the ability failed them.


  Levi exhaled again and forced the warrior within him to take over all of his natural genetics. His mindset changed and the bold warrior opened his eyes to steel walls surrounding him. Instead of following the fearful cries of the humans that filled the ship, he tuned them out and listened only to the minds of their captors.


  There is an intruder on this ship! A gruff voice said with desperation.


  There is no way our ship could be boarded mid-flight. Those Guardians are bringing their vessel into our realm, and I am quite sure their people won’t miss them. Let us remain focused on that victory.


  The beings were so involved with arguing that they didn’t see it coming. Levi stared intensely at the steel walls surrounding him. The ship was built like a maze, and he had to find a way through it quickly. The craft would be landing soon, and he couldn’t risk the Laktons aboard the ship being in control when it did.


  As he suspected, the walls that surrounded him were built to trap any intruder. His gaze penetrated through their solid form, and with extreme focus, he managed to see through the walls surrounding him. He looked through the walls at his left and through them, he saw all of the beings situated at the front of the ship. This was an easy takedown.


  He stealthily walked toward the entrance of the room where the Laktons were congregated, and before they could turn to acknowledge him, Levi had one scaly creature’s throat crushed against the inside of his elbow as another came at him from the side. Levi used the velocity of the being’s attack to his advantage. As the creature came at him, he used his free arm to swipe out at him, delivering a crushing blow to his head and rendering the being unconscious at the same time the one in his other arm went limp. Both dropped to the ground as the other three pursued him, saliva dripping from their venomous fangs. In that instant, Levi unsheathed both daggers, hurling them toward the two men on each side of their leader. The daggers forcefully speared through each being’s shoulders, knocking both to the ground with force. Levi marched toward the leader and wrapped his fingers dangerously around its neck. As the other two tried to get up, Levi stepped onto the handle of one of the daggers, pinning the man’s shoulder and body to the floor of the ship. His unique dagger blade pierced through the metal like butter. He turned to see the other rolled over, fighting his way to his knees. With the same attack as the other, he pinned the man face down to the surface of the ship.


  When he was assured the room was secured, he brought his attention back to the being in front of him. He subtly smiled when he felt the fear coursing through its scaly body.


  “Land this contraption and no further harm shall come to your people.”


  “You speak our language, Guardian?” he muttered.


  Levi narrowed his eyes. “You must be new to this,” he responded. “Land the craft. You are owed no explanations from me.”


  “If I don’t?” he responded impertinently.


  His grip tightened around the creature’s throat. “I can land it on my own, but I would rather you do as I command.”


  “We are bred never to give up.”


  Levi sighed, “You are prepared to meet with your death, then?”


  The beings’ irises became slits.


  “That is what I suspected, you are all cowards. Now, land the craft.”


  Without any further argument, the being followed Levi’s command and prepared the ship to land. Once the craft was safely on the black surface of the dimension they were in, Levi forced the being up and out of the craft. Harrison stood outside of where the ramp slowly extended from the craft. He had seven Laktons cuffed as he leaned against the black Pemdai car, arms and legs crossed.


  “Thanks for the backup,” Levi said as he forced the man into the black, dusty surface of the dimension.


  Harrison grinned and pulled himself up off the car, “Any casualties on your side?”


  “No, only a few still on the vessel,” he looked back into the triangular craft. “They are licking their wounds by now, of that I am sure.”


  “Very well, let us get these humans back to their homes and erase the encounter from their minds.”


  Levi nodded, “There must be at least fifty more humans on that vessel. Tell Samuel to send for more Guardians in order to help return them back to their normal lives.”


  Harrison clapped Levi on his shoulder, “Mission accomplished?”


  Levi laughed, “For now.”


  The holographic screen became black and iridescent lights gradually illuminated the large room that Levi, Harrison, and all who attended their final ceremony were in.


  Clapping filled the room as Harrison leaned over to Levi, “You know, that simulation seemed so much more intense when we actually completed it.”


  Levi continued to clap with the audience and graduates among them. “What are you talking about?”


  “Forgive me, but we are graduating at the top of our class and they show that training reel that we underwent last week.” He sighed. “It looked like a bad alien film from Earth…and we were the stars! It is a bit embarrassing.”


  The clapping stopped as the emperor took his place at the podium to close out the graduating ceremony.


  “How would you know what a bad ‘alien’ movie on Earth was like?” Levi telepathically asked his cousin and newly assigned Guardian partner.


  Harrison looked somberly at the emperor, yet continued to converse telepathically with Levi instead of listening to the closing comments of their graduation ceremony.


  “I believe it was the first—no, perhaps the second visit to the planet with my instructor that I convinced him that we should partake in one of Earth’s greatest past times.”


  Levi’s glanced over at Harrison, “You went to a movie theater while on assignment?”


  “The refreshments are absolutely delicious. They have this amazing thing called popcorn…You just have to try it to know what I am talking about. You are really going to love it.”


  Is this what my future of serving on Earth with you shall consist of?


  What else would it consist of?


  “And in closing, I ask that you stand to recognize yet another phenomenal generation of Guardian warriors.” Navarre turned toward the large group of warriors and led the crowd in clapping to acknowledge their promotion.


   


  Chapter One


  Harrison and Levi followed the mob of guests out of the ceremonial room of Pasidian Palace. As they walked toward the grand ballroom for the after ceremony celebration, they were stopped by the emperor.


  “Gentlemen, you are to change into the clothing assigned for a mission that you are needed on immediately. Each of your butler’s have been given the outfits that you will use to blend in. Once changed, report to the Command Center at once. Samuel has your orders. Prepare to leave Pemdas immediately.


  Without questioning the emperor’s words, both men did directly as instructed and when dressed, walked briskly through the private servant passageways. Once at the Command Center, Harrison shoved the doors open, and marched in with Levi at his side.


  “Gentlemen,” Samuel, their commander, greeted them.


  “Commander,” both men responded simultaneously.


  “I am fairly confident that you both are still wondering why we have chosen this particular mission for you and why you must leave immediately.”


  Harrison crossed his arms, “I am definitely interested in learning why we are infiltrating a high school on Earth.”


  Samuel instantly picked up on Harrison’s tone of annoyance. “Do you have a problem with this assignment?”


  “Sir, with all due respect, I am truly struggling to understand why our first assignment—”


  “Listen,” Samuel cut him off in his deep voice. “We have an important situation at this particular school that requires the Guardians to be present. I think it is quite obvious that our seasoned Guardians will not blend in as well as both of you, being that you both are eighteen and nineteen years of age. Do you expect I should put Julian Hamilton on the case?”


  “Of course not, sir, but—”


  “I am not finished, Guardian,” Samuel barked at Harrison. “You and Levi graduated at the top of your class, and you both know very well that we do not flippantly send our new recruits to Earth without a seasoned partner. If you both,” he eyed Levi, then Harrison, “should feel this assignment beneath you, you can easily be replaced with Mr. Visor who graduated closely behind you. Am I clear?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Yes, commander.


  “Good. Moving forward. We have reason to believe that the Ciatron are a part of a series of abductions of teens from this high school.”


  “Abductions?” Levi questioned. “How could this happen without any warning?”


  “This is what we need you to uncover. You will attend this school as new students, discover who is behind this, capture the being, and locate the abducted humans.”


  “May I ask how many have been abducted?” Harrison asked.


  “Five.”


  “Very well.”


  “Now, you are to be at this school in less than an hour,” Samuel handed each man a paper with class itineraries on it. “You will first report to this location where you will find a room set up with supplies for your assignment. Ensure that you do not attract attention upon arrival.” He tossed Levi and Harrison both a set of silver keys. “You are already checked in to your motel room. Do not be late for your first day at this school, as it will draw more interest to your presence there.”


  Levi and Harrison turned to leave. “Gentlemen!” Levi’s father, the emperor, called out stopping them. He studied both men, “Do not force me and your commander to regret this decision.”


  With a nod of dismissal, Emperor Navarre turned to Samuel, prompting Harrison and Levi to leave the command center.


  “Well,” King Hamilton, Emperor Navarre’s closest friend, said as he approached the men exiting the command center. “I see you both are adequately dressed for your first assignment on Earth.”


  Levi studied the king’s humored expression, knowing that their good friend Julian Hamilton—the king’s son and a Guardian on Earth for the last year—and the witty king probably had great enjoyment learning that the men’s first assignment would be to blend in as high schoolers on Earth.


  “More than excited, Your Majesty!” Harrison forced himself to say with excitement.


  King John Hamilton’s bronze eyes glimmered in amusement, “I can see that.” He gripped Levi’s shoulder, “I am confident that you shall return from this mission, proving that it is possible to send new recruits to Earth without a seasoned Guardian to help them.”


  “Our only concern at the moment is ensuring these humans are returned home without memory of being abducted and our person of interest answers to the Council of Worlds for breaking the treaty.”


  King Hamilton nodded, “Please, do not let me keep you any longer.”


  Harrison’s eyes followed King Hamilton as he walked nobly into the command center.


  “Is it just me, or do you get the odd feeling Samuel, your father, and Ham are all in there enjoying a good joke at our expense?”


  Levi resumed their walk, “First of all, we need to remain focused on the assignment, as human lives depend on it. Secondly,” he looked at Harrison’s annoyed expression, “it would be best if you get it through your stubborn mind that Samuel is no longer ‘Samuel.’ He is our commander, now. And most importantly, even though I am the emperor’s son and you his nephew, that doesn’t mean we are more privileged than others.”


  “I think the commander made that perfectly clear when he threatened to put Visor on the case.”


  Levi smiled. “Perhaps he should have,” he rose a brow in humor. “At least I would have a partner that would appreciate any assignment given to him.”


  “You are saying that Samuel would have only replaced me?”


  “Did you hear me complaining?”


  “Touché.”


  The first assignment on Earth was certainly something that annoyed Levi as well, yet he was able to remain silent about his true feelings. His cousin, known for being outspoken, had nearly cost them the case. Annoying or not, Levi knew that both he and his cousin would handle this assignment flawlessly and be trusted from this point on to serve on earth without a seasoned Guardian’s assistance. Unfortunately, they had no idea that the assignment that awaited them would be one that even a seasoned Guardian would struggle to conquer.


   


  Chapter Two


  At the end of their first day at this high school, Levi and Harrison were left with no leads. They returned to their motel room in hopes to conjure up a plan to find their person of interest before another teen was abducted.


  While sitting across a small table with an untouched salad in front of him, Levi’s thoughts were distracted when he glanced over at his cousin devouring a hamburger as if he’d been starved for a week.


  “You act as though the palace has never fed you,” Levi said as we watched Harrison toss a handful of fries into his mouth.


  Disgusting, he thought, losing his appetite and shoving his salad to the side.


  “What?” Harrison returned with a mouth stuffed with food. “This food is phenomenal. Pasidian’s staff needs to change things up in the kitchen if you ask me.” He eyed his hamburger before taking another bite, “What’s in this?”


  “It is called sodium, my friend, and I believe it is having an odd effect on your brain.” Levi sighed as he gazed out of the window to their right. “The entire staff has been cleared at this school, the students remain unaffected by the teens that are missing—I am desperately hoping that we can come up with something before being forced back to that school for another day.”


  Harrison gulped down his soda and grinned, “Afraid that young Vanessa is going to make a solid move in your direction again?”


  “I am not afraid of anything,” Levi tossed Harrison a napkin. “I want to get to the bottom of this and quickly.”


  “Then I suppose we have no other option than to intrude upon Vanessa’s little get-together tonight.”


  “Only you would know she is having a ‘get-together’ after one day. Do you believe that this is where the next abduction will occur?”


  “It is as good a guess as any. This creature is seeking young, teen females. Vanessa’s parents are out of town, and what a perfect—”


  “Wait,” Levi interrupted his cousin, “this is information we could have used earlier. This creature is only abducting teen females?”


  “Yes.”


  “You couldn’t have bothered to share that information with me sooner?” Levi rose up, shoving his chair backward. “We need to leave now!”


  Harrison stood with Levi, “I can’t finish my—”


  “No,” Levi sheathed his dagger into his boot and chucked Harrison the other sheathed blade. “What is wrong with you, anyway? You withhold the only information that would serve to help us out of this entire, obnoxious day, but you would rather finish a meal that has…” Levi stopped himself. “Forget it. Let’s just go.”


   


  * * *


   


  Levi was relieved to see his cousin back in action, once nightfall covered the desert town they were in. Both tall men walked somberly toward the house that Vanessa had mentioned she and her friends would be at that evening.


  As the men stepped up to the front door of the home, Levi stopped when a blue aura appeared out of the corner of his eye. Instantly, both men reacted when the sounds of a young woman scream’s filled the air.


  Sprinting through the streets, both men’s supernatural stealth helped them swiftly trail the illuminating being dragging the human young woman at his side. Harrison unsheathed his dagger while Levi ripped the woman from the captor’s embrace. As the woman fell to the ground, Harrison and Levi both lunged into the air to snatch the being, a bright light flashed, and they both landed on a hard desert surface.


  “What in all of—”


  “Wait,” Levi cut Harrison off, both men trying to get their bearings.


  Suddenly, it was the middle of day, the modern buildings that once surrounded them were gone, and the electric shapeshifting being they had nearly caught had simply vanished.


  Levi and Harrison remained silent, and all that was heard were a few birds and the rustling sounds of nature from a soft breeze blowing in from their side. They exchanged glances but continued to make out their new surrounding environment.


  “Okay,” Harrison finally said, placing both hands on his hips. “One of Earth’s most natural beauties still remains unchanged and in the distance.”


  Levi pivoted around. “Yes. We are still in the vicinity of the crimson sandstone formations,” he squinted at the horizon, “but why have all of the buildings vanished?


  “Could we have been thrown into an alternate reality?”


  “The Ciatron have no way of altering any form of reality; therefore, even though I wish to agree with you, it would not be possible.”


  Both men, daggers in hand and entirely uncertain of what had happened, silenced themselves again, still trying to grasp their current predicament.


  Harrison took a step to the side, only to hear the usual warning from a common venomous snake in the area. His sudden movement in the direction where the reptile was concealing itself prompted the snake to immediately strike toward Harrison. Fortunately, Harrison’s stealthy skills proved to be faster than the poisonous snake’s strike. He threw his dagger toward it and pinned the head to the hard surface of the desert floor.


  Levi sighed, unaffected at the attack his cousin had countered. “Harrison, it is obvious that we are still on Earth. The rocks have proven we are in the same location we were in before that light flashed. The Earth’s magnetic energy in this location is still strong. No being can replicate that. So it is not a question of where we are,” he looked all around again, “I believe it is a question of when we are.”


  Harrison stood and wiped his blade against the denim material of his pants. “How original, Levi,” he returned. “Can we stop a minute and think about this before you become even more melodramatic than this situation requires us to be?”


  “More melodramatic?” Levi questioned in confusion, “Harrison, there are absolutely no buildings and no signs of life. If this were some fabricated alternate reality, that reptile you just destroyed—


  “Would have turned to black particles or white smoke—I know,” Harrison answered in more frustration than usual.


  “So my assumptions are not dramatic.”


  “It was the way you said it.”


  “Can you not see or sense it? We are in a different time period. There is no other explanation.”


  “Impossible.”


  Levi waved his dagger in the air. “How do you explain all of this? That reptile alone has proven the being, or whatever that things was, did not throw us into an alternate reality. None of it adds up unless you factor in time travel.”


  “Time travel does not exist! Theories, yes, but, nothing has been able to ride the ripples of time. Nothing.”


  “You know what? None of it matters. We basically rode that creature into this location, and now we have to find it—if it is not already listening to us bicker like an old couple—and when we capture it, we shall have answers and most likely have the humans it has been taking from…” Levi stopped.


  “From?” Harrison taunted.


  “From the time period we were forced out of.” Levi and Harrison exchanged glances of indignation toward each other. “Let’s at least find some cover to ensure our own safety.”


  Harrison hesitated before following Levi out of the open location. “And here I thought I was the crazy one out of us both,” he glanced up into the cloudless, blue sky. “Apparently, I was wrong, along with everyone else. You, my friend, are the one with the brilliant imagination!”


  “It is simple logic,” Levi said glancing around the path they were traveling through. “If this were an alternate reality, everything would be fabricated. As I said before, the reptile you destroyed is only one example. Also,” he plucked a twig from a bush, “the branches we are removing from our path, would dissolve before us and no longer be present.”


  “I can argue that easily.”


  “Oh?”


  “Indeed. Perhaps this human-abducting creature has been bringing in more than only humans into this reality.”


  Levi stopped, turned to face his cousin. “What?”


  “And so I have his attention. This thing we believed to be a Ciatron defender could be bringing in plant life and other life to create an ecosystem close to Earth’s in its very own fabricated reality.”


  “For what purpose?”


  “I don’t know. I am not the demented being that is doing this. Perhaps it wants to live as a higher being to be worshipped by everything it creates here. I would never put anything past our greatest enemy. The Ciatron will do anything to take full control of all realms and dimensions.”


  “And I am the crazy, overly imaginative one?”


  “Just walk!” Harrison ordered with the tip of his blade. “You have to admit, my idea is more much reasonable than time travel.”


  “I am no longer arguing this point with you,” Levi interjected. “We will not know for sure what has taken place until we capture that being and question him.”


  The men traveled under the scorching sun, both mentally overpowering their body’s need for rest, coolness, or hydration. A talent the Pemdai Guardians possessed was the ability to use their minds to control their bodies’ reactions to any harm that would come their way.


  “So,” Harrison finally spoke, “for the sake of staying on task and working together to capture this being, let’s say that time travel does exist. If that is the case, what do you believe we are dealing with now?”


  Before Levi could respond, they entered a clearing where a man and woman, both appearing to be in their twenties, were staring at them speculatively.


  “You are facing one of Ciatris’s most diabolical creations,” the male stated. “Yes, this is a form of the Ciatron, but nothing either of you are familiar with.”


  Levi and Harrison gripped their daggers as they stood in confusion, noting the familiar clothing the strangers were wearing.


  “Why are you both dressed in Guardian Warrior regalia?” Levi demanded.


  The black, leather-like outfits, high boots, breastplates with the Pemdai coat of arms displayed in silver, and the long black capes flowing down from where they were attached at each shoulder, confused the men. There weren’t many Guardians that they didn’t know personally.


  “You have nothing to fear. We are Guardians, just as you are.”


  “Nothing to fear?” Harrison said as he stalked toward them. “We just hijacked some electric creature’s body into this realm before he vanished into thin air, and we have nothing to fear?”


  Levi put his hand up, stopping Harrison’s pursuit. “What exactly are you two?” He demanded while studying the male who, aside from his emerald green eyes, was almost an exact replica of himself. “Are you a shapeshifter who has taken on my image? Are you working with the Ciatron as well?”


  Harrison eyed the man at the time Levi had mentioned it. “What have you done with the humans? I warn you, it would be best to change your appearance into someone other than my friend’s.”


  The woman’s shimmering blue eyes bore through Levi and some strange effect served to calm him entirely. Harrison seemed to relax at the same time. It was as if a drug was administered to ease any concern their minds would have and had taken over their mental abilities.


  Levi studied the familiar blue eyes before his roamed over the familiar features of her face and blond hair. Why is she so familiar? he thought to himself.


  “Now that you both are in a relaxed state of mind, please allow us to introduce ourselves,” she spoke in a smooth, yet caring voice.


  “My name is Alysia and this is my brother, Alexander—,” she pursed her lips before proceeding to finish, “Oxley.”


  “Oxley?” Harrison choked out. “As in, you are somehow related to us, Oxley?”


  Alexander looked directly at Levi, fixing his eyes solely on his. “We are from the future. My sister and I are seeking the same being as you; however, we never intended our paths to cross. They should have never crossed, in fact. Neither of you should be in this time period.”


  “You both are from the future?” Levi questioned. Not really considering the rest of what the young man had said.


  The two proclaiming they were from the future exchanged glances, and, with a nod, Alexander looked at both men.


  “We are your descendants,” he said as he looked calculatedly at Levi. “You are dealing with a creature you cannot destroy, and we must not only stop this being, but now protect you both from it, as our future relies upon it.”


  Levi and Harrison remained silent, but eyed each other discreetly.


  “My brother has the ability to travel through time, and I serve as his helper. We cannot reveal too much, but we must help you.”


  “Time travel does not exist!” Harrison nearly growled, while Levi stood in shock at the faces staring back at him.


  “In your day and age, it does not; however, in ours, it does,” Alexander looked over at Harrison.


  Harrison’s brow shot up sharply, “Do you hear that, Levi? It looks like your doppelgänger and his sister finally cracked the code on the many theories we’ve all heard about.”


  “Listen, we do not have enough time to discuss any of this. You need to trust us in order for us to properly protect you from the Citrone. That being can easily destroy you both.”


  Levi narrowed his eyes at the young man and woman, “Very well. If time travel does exist, prove it. Get us out of here.”


  “It is too late for that. The children you are looking for are hidden in this time period. We must not waste time in finding them before—”


  “Prove it!” Harrison demanded.


  Alexander’s emerald eyes grew severe as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, silver coin. When he held it out toward Levi, Levi immediately shuffled his hands in his pockets, searching for the coin he always carried with him. To his surprise, he pulled out the coin that he believed the young man had somehow stolen from him.


  “There is no possible way,” Levi stepped back, turning his palm up and gazing at the rare object his father had recently handed down to him. “There are no replicas of this coin.” He glanced at Harrison’s wide eyes and then looked back at Alexander holding the identical coin. “How did you obtain that coin?” he asked in a deadly tone.


  “You,” he mirrored Levi’s lethal expression. “You gave it to me the day of my Guardian graduation ceremony.”


  “I would not give this to anyone unless they were—” Levi’s inhaled deeply.


  “Your son.”
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  WHEN I FIND YOU


  Norma Hinkens


   


  Erratic gusts of a cold solar wind slash my face as I steer my way past the queue of refugees coiled around Percuto’s Migration Ministry building. Some shoot angry glares my way, and I paste on what I hope passes for an apologetic smile as I scan my wrist chip at the gate and log in at 5:07 a.m. They’ve been waiting here for days, but I have an illegally downloaded migration appointment. If they knew why, they would willingly give up their place in line for me.


  “So many,” I say to the guard monitoring the scanner.


  “Take the free land on the frontier planets, take your chances,” she grumbles as she waves me through to join an even longer line inside the fence.


  “They wanted to farm. Not fight a war,” I say, keeping my tone neutral.


  “They traded citizenship for land,” the guard replies, her tone as frosty as her expression. “Not our job to get them to the Inner Ring now.” She turns her back on me and gives a disgruntled wave to the next person in line.


  During last week’s inter-planetary summit, Galactic Guerrillas bombed a government building on Kwan, the largest of the frontier planets. The Supreme Leader’s response was swift. Anarchy followed, which is why the settlers have been flooding back here to the tiny spaceport of Percuto, the gateway to the Inner Ring, Under the protection of the Galactic Migration Treaty, they have one week to secure passage on a transit ship out of here, or face deportation back to the frontier planets. My heart breaks for them, but I need to bide my time.


  A cyborg with a megaphone mounted in his forehead, patrols the crowd outside the gate, barking an unrelenting sequence of instructions in PremierTalk, the official language of the Inner Ring. His foul mood is a good indication he was ordered here against his will to help coordinate the refugee crisis.


  “Seeeengle file only--migration exit interviews only!” he bellows.


  “What does he think we’re here for? Lava facials?” I whisper to the teenager in front of me. She frowns, flicks her long, blond hair over her shoulder and shakes her head vehemently by way of response. Maybe she thinks it’s bad juju to be seen conversing with the other applicants before her exit interview. Only a few transit ships are permitted to fly to the Inner Ring each week. And there are only so many spots on board.


  I’m not supposed to be interacting with the other applicants anyway according to Sanya, the operative who trained me. “No casual conversations,” she warned me. “People remember things.”


  With a shrug, I pull out my holographic tablet and concentrate on channeling out the crabby cyborg.


   


  Three-and-a-half hours later, I reach the heavily-guarded entryway to the Migration Ministry building. Armed cyborgs rummage through our belongings and divest us of our outerwear before they allow us inside. Shepherded in batches of twenty, we pass through the jaws of a steel elevator. An overwhelming stench of body odor rises as we descend. Fear melding with exhaustion. My stomach churns, but Sanya’s words prevail—”Don’t attract attention.”


  The elevator jerks, then shudders to a stop. The doors retract, and I recoil at the pockmarked face of the female officer who signals us out with a spastic jerk of a pudgy thumb and a strange clicking sound. The sulky blonde who shut me down earlier glances at me uncertainly. With a roll of my eyes, I step past her and follow our escort as she schleps along a windowless corridor. Jobs in the Migration Ministry are undesirable to Inner Ring citizens; short of cyborgs, she’s probably all they could muster. If she only knew how some of us are forced to make a living.


  When we enter the processing waiting room, the migration officer slams down a tablet full of case files in front of the small glass window of an enclosed booth. A metal claw slides out with a loud clank and retrieves it.


  “Commit every detail to memory,” Sanya said when she gave me my new identity. I did. Deception comes easy to me. Especially after everything I’ve had to do to survive.


  We worked together for months on extensive language retraining. “One word, and a good linguist can nail you,” Sanya stressed many times. I have no trace of an accent now. No apparent ties to the indentured past my father sold me into after he sent my mother to a penal colony on the fringe, along with the other concubines he banished. She died there six weeks later. I should be dead too--indentured children don’t usually survive the brutality of their masters more than a few months. And most don’t escape. Turns out I’m good at a lot of things, but that’s not the real reason the Guerrillas sought me out.


  I scope the stale, white-walled room bedecked with Galactic flags from every sovereign nation in the frontier. Percuton citizens are packed into tight rows on blue metal benches floating up from the floor. Their eyes bore into us as we take our seats. Every new arrival is a threat to their chance of securing passage out of here today.


  I’m careful not to look directly at the cameras, scowling down on us from their vantage point above bleached out prints of Last Station Moon and the Solar Overpass. Laser resculpting has dramatically altered my appearance, aged me even, but cameras can reverse engineer such procedures if they detect an anomaly. I hastily gulp back the bile rising up my throat. The last thing I need is a medical droid doing a trace on my DNA.


  Thanks to Sanya’s connections in the dark interstellarsphere, I’m registered as an employee of a reputable commercial design firm. My records indicate that I travel to the Inner Ring regularly for work. I suppress a grin. Maybe I could offer the dilapidated Migration Ministry building a makeover, kick start my new career.


  “You’re all stuck here in this room for as long as it takes so don’t gripe about it,” the pockmarked migration officer barks at us from the front of the room. She leans a blubbery forearm on a podium draped with Inner Ring flag bunting, flanked on either side by a a potted Orb Snap tree and a large statue of the Supreme Leader of the Inner Ring. I shudder when I stare into the statue’s unmoving eyes. Those eyes have haunted me for years.


  Another migration officer behind the glass window leans into the microphone. “Zola Gainstorm, proceed to the front of the room.” A few rows in front of me Gainstorm gets to her feet. She totters across the tile in spiked heels, her plunging neckline cataloging her assets.


  A tall, elderly woman with a kink in her neck appears in the doorway clutching a tablet. She’s dressed in the ivory uniform that all officials of the Inner Ring wear. She peers down at Gainstorm with an air of disdain. The plunging neckline isn’t likely to swing the vote in this case, although there are no shortage of migration officers willing to take bribes of one kind or another. A few hundred credits secured my appointment.


  The officer disappears with Gainstorm, and I steal a glance to my left. A heavyset woman at the end of my row is trying too hard to make a statement of another kind. She glitters like a patriotic ornament in her red and white striped skirt and matching headscarf with holographic Inner Ring flags that sparkle every time she moves. To my horror, she arches an aggressively waxed brow at me and crosses her forefingers in a rebel gesture.


  I quickly turn my head, my pulse racing. Surely she can’t have recognized me. I suck in a breath between my teeth, willing myself to stay calm. It’s not possible. Instinctively, I pull my sleeve down over my wrist, even though Sanya’s surgical team has long since removed the tattoo marking me as a convict.


  Sanya secured my early release from the reform colony. She told me the Galactic Guerrillas had been looking for me for a long time. And then she told me I had the power to end their struggle, and mine. Hatred is a powerful motivator; it bonds Sanya and I, defines what we do. But in the end, I must act alone.


  I suck at the rank air and glance around our sweatbox. The intelligent-looking man on my right strokes his chin, writing in spurts on his tablet.


  “Quite the novel you have going there,” I remark, breaking Sanya’s cardinal rule for the second time.


  He chuckles. “I regret I am but a humble journalist in pursuit of truth.” His eyes pierce mine. “And what, may I ask, are you in pursuit of?”


  I give a stilted smile. “The Inner Ring dream, of course.” My heart races and I turn away. I casually tuck a strand of transplanted chestnut hair behind my ear. The procedure hurt more than I thought it would, but I’d sacrifice anything for this mission to succeed. Dying my blond hair wouldn’t have sufficed; the Minders’ scanners could detect the anomaly if I were intercepted for any reason.


  Sensing the journalist’s eyes on me, I pull out my holographic tablet and pretend to be absorbed in my work. He’ll have plenty to write about twenty-four hours from now, if our mission succeeds.


  At 4:05 p.m. they call my name. I stand and walk to the end of the row, then make my way to the front of the room. I look around expecting the migration officer with the kink in her neck, but she’s nowhere to be seen. Unsure where I’m supposed to go, I pivot between the podium and the long-departed Orb Snap tree. Two gray suits appear and scan the space with implanted bio-readout lenses. Intergalactic Intelligence Officers. My stomach plummets.


  “Memorize their names and faces,” Sanya told me repeatedly. Olark Ivalch and Dajar Bartan. I even know their kids’ birthdays. I watch as they begin a synchronized stride down the room and stop at the row where the heavyset woman in the sparkly holographic headscarf is seated. Silently, I release a shaky breath. They’re not here for me this time.


  “Nilcha Evrork, under the terms of the Galactic Anti-Guerilla Act, you are hereby under arrest for alleged involvement in terrorist activity on the frontier planets.”


  I’m forgotten, left standing in front of the statue of the Supreme Leader, his frozen gaze skewering me like he knows who the real threat is. I squeeze my fists at my sides as the Intelligence Officers place a stun-brace around the woman’s neck. There’s nothing I can do to help her that won’t mean sacrificing the mission.


  In a final act of rebellion, she yanks the headscarf from her head, tosses it to the floor and stamps on it before breaking into a rousing rendition of the Galactic Guerrillas anthem. One of the suits activates the stun-brace, and the woman crumples like a discarded rag.


  The pockmarked migration officer glares around the room, hands straddling her generous hips. She shuffles back behind her podium and slaps it hard. “One rotten rebel! Just takes one rotten rebel to mess up the transit,” she preaches.


  The other migration applicants gawk like startled prey, no doubt wondering if they’re all under arrest. The Inner Ring headscarf glitters like a strobe light from the floor; the journalist’s sweaty face glistening under its holographic gleam. His pen tap-dances across the page, doubtless drafting some clever headline.


  When the suits drag the woman from the room, the elderly officer with the kink in her neck reappears. She looks me up and down, her black-eyed gaze grim. “Riverienne Bosneck?”


  I give a deferential nod to my new identity.


  “This way.” The officer turns and lopes off down a narrow corridor. I take a calming breath and follow several feet behind her, counting steps and memorizing doorways as we go by. An ingrained habit. Always prepare for the getaway. Finally, she halts outside a room and gestures for me to go inside. I hesitate when I see the neuro-hub in the center of the room. Despite all the training for this moment, it doesn’t make it any less intimidating. The reconstituted sausage I ate for breakfast churns in my stomach.


  “You can take a seat and relax for a few minutes while I calibrate the machine,” the officer says, following me inside. She makes her way across to a control panel and leans over it. From behind I see her neck juts out at an odd angle and I wonder why she hasn’t had it surgically corrected in the Inner Ring. Maybe she can’t afford it. It fits with my suspicion that Migration Ministry positions are punitive rather than paid.


  “Almost ready,” the officer says, glancing up. “I just need to confirm your answers to a few basic questions. Please state your name for the record.”


  Mirelda Iyak. I lean back against the headrest designed to hold me in position while my brainwaves are analyzed. “Riverienne Bosneck.”


  “Age and IQ?”


  “Twenty-seven, 243.”


  I’m actually only seventeen, too young to qualify for unaccompanied migration, but my records were easy to falsify in the dark interstellarsphere. My IQ is another matter. I can’t hide it. The neuro-hub will take an accurate reading once it links with my brain. Thankfully it will be a favorable mark on my application.


  “And your current occupation?”


  Undercover operative for the Galactic Guerrillas. “Commercial designer for SpaceStellar Originals,” I reply.


  “All right, that should do it.” The officer seems satisfied with my answers and even flicks me a smile as she tilts my head and lowers the brain scanner over my skull. I eye her long fingernails, painted a pearlescent silver the exact shade of the scanner. I wonder if it’s a regulation color, just like her ivory uniform.


  “Authentication of your migration application should only take a few minutes,” she says. “First, I’ll need to do a routine test of your blood to rule out the presence of any neuro-inhibiting substances.”


  “Of course,” I say, rolling up my sleeve.


  She pricks me with a plasma extractor and glances at the result. “Excellent, let’s begin.” She turns her back on me and retreats to the control station.


  With a flick of my tongue, I release the neuroinhibitor from the implanted fake molar on the left side of my mouth. I lean back and close my eyes. The room is strangely calm and the air is cool against my forehead, unlike the claustrophobic waiting room.


  My limbs relax as colors and words slowly merge together in a kaleidoscope of patterns. My head spins, but I can’t say for sure if I’m falling or flying. Flashes of thought rush through my head and scramble like a crossword before I can process them. The statue’s cold eyes zero in on me. When I find you …


  Sanya’s face flutters past me multiple times like a holographic chain. Trust the process. Don’t fight the images. Her voice ripples like water, calming me as the neuro-hub’s sensors probe deep inside my brain. I’ve run through this drill a thousand times and passed the screening ninety-eight percent of the time. But it’s never a given.


  “And that completes the screening interview,” the migration officer says, her gleaming fingernails scraping my forehead as she pulls the brain scanner away from my head. I blink open my eyes and give a dazed nod.


  “You can pick up your migration authentication two doors down on the right. A guard will escort you to the transit ship.”


  Silently, I repeat her words to myself to be sure of their meaning. I’m approved. Relief and exhilaration surge through my veins as I get to my feet. I’m on my way to the Inner Ring at last.


   


  ***


   


  As soon as I disembark from the transit ship in the bustling Inner Ring docking station, I spot my holographic name displayed above a driverless Hoverped. Riverienne Bosneck. I allow myself a wry grin as I climb aboard. If only the Supreme Leader knew who had really just arrived in the Inner Ring.


  A tinted windshell closes down over me sealing out the clamor and hiding me from sight. Armed droids patrol the perimeter of the station, scanning the crowd for anomalies. My readout won’t show any signs of heightened stress; even the sweat glands in my armpits have been removed by the surgeons. Only my thudding heartbeat betrays the fact that I’m hiding secrets. One deadly secret.


  The Hoverped exits the station without incident and delivers me to a nondescript motel in a seedy part of town. The windshell opens back up and I dismount with trepidation. It’s dusk, and the street is unlit. All at once I’m unsure if the Hoverped is really part of Sanya’s plan or if I’ve been intercepted by Minders and brought here for interrogation, or worse. The handful of people trawling the streets keep their eyes fixed on the ground in front of them as they walk. The air hangs thick with an odor of rot, and sepia-colored insects circle the trash heaped up next to an overflowing dumpster. I glance furtively up and down the grungy line of doorways leading into unidentifiable businesses, desperately searching for any sign of Sanya.


  A passerby lifts his head and throws me a sidelong glance. His face is seared with ridges, like a piece of grilled meat, and his bloodshot eyes are veined. I startle when he beams a hologram onto the curb at my feet before vanishing down an alleyway. Room 246. Sanya must be waiting for me inside. A foreboding tingle goes through me as the image fades before my eyes. Sanya never leaves a trail to follow. And this mission has no margin of error.


  My stomach muscles tighten as I approach the retractable door of the motel and enter the dingy lobby. I nod in the direction of the cyborg concierge fixated on a telescreen at the reception counter and take the elevator to the second floor. The deserted corridor is even darker than the lobby, lit only by a ghoulish recessed lamp. I knock twice on the door of room 246, wait for a reciprocal double rap and then knock twice again. I chew on my bottom lip until the door swings wide. Sanya’s eyes light up with approval, but she doesn’t crack a smile. I’m not sure she knows how.


  “About time you showed your face,” I blurt out. “I was beginning to think it was Minders who had picked me up.”


  “They don’t conduct interrogations in motels,” she says, in a guarded tone.


  I throw a withering look around the room. “You picked a sleazy one to meet in.”


  Sanya arches a sculpted brow. “How was your trip?”


  “The transit was uneventful, but the Migration Processing Ministry was sketchy.”


  Sanya frowns. “Did something happen?”


  I shrug. “Not to me. A rebel from one of the frontier planets was arrested.”


  “You didn’t converse with her at all, did you?”


  I shake my head.


  “Good. It shouldn’t be a problem.” Sanya turns and reaches behind her for a dark gray pack. “Your uniform is hanging in the closet. Everything else you’ll need for the job is in here. SpaceStellar Originals is scheduled to finish up work on the Supreme Leader’s offices tomorrow. You will meet with him at noon to do a final inspection of the work. A company vehicle will pick you up here at seven-thirty sharp.”


  “Will you be in it?’


  “I don’t work for Interstellar. That’s your cover,” she says, checking the contents of the pack. She scrutinizes me for a moment. “If my schedule allows, we may see each other in the morning.”


  “How will I signal our contact?”


  “Once you are safely in the vehicle you will be provided with everything you need.”


  I grab the bag she hands to me without looking at it. “And afterward? Do I get another ride on a driverless Hoverped out of here?”


  Sanya’s brow wrinkles as if she hasn’t even considered the possibility there will be an afterward. It doesn’t do much to reassure me of our chances.


  “Of course,” she says, briskly. “You will be relocated to another quadrant in the Inner Ring.” She hesitates and clears her throat. “We will operate from there until the situation has … stabilized.”


  Before I can ask another question, she turns on her heel and disappears out the door. I turn and toss the bag on the shabby bed floating out from the wall. I’m assuming this is where I’m to spend the night.


  Sleep eludes me, although I doze for a few minutes here and there. The weight of the task ahead lies heavy on me. If I fail tomorrow, the Guerrillas will face a long and bloody struggle to overthrow the Supreme Leader and his iron-fisted Inner Ring regime. But I can change the odds. I hold the keys to the kingdom, which is why Sanya searched for me for all those years. And why I’m about to singlehandedly pull off a coup … or die trying.


  When a milky dawn finally filters through the cracks in the shutters on my window, I roll out of bed and traipse into the grimy adjoining bathroom. Five minutes later, dressed in a charcoal-colored SpaceStellar Originals uniform, I head downstairs to the lobby. “Where can I get some breakfast?” I ask the cyborg at the front desk.


  She glances up, a bored look in her one eye, and points a steel finger down the hallway. “Second door on your left. Seat yourself.”


  My stomach rumbles as I make my way to the dining room. I haven’t eaten in over twenty-four hours, and this could turn out to be the last meal of the condemned, so I intend to make it count.


  There’s only one other patron inside, an elderly man in a black overcoat hunched over a table in the corner. I ignore him and head straight for the buffet dispenser. The menu is bleak--no meat or fruit--but I’m willing to eat almost anything at this point. I select a plate of eggs and a muffin, along with a mug of coffee. A moment later, a steel flap swings up and my plate appears on a conveyor belt. Minus the muffin. Great. I reach for the unappetizing arrangement of eggs, grab my coffee, and head over to a table by the door. I jab my fork into the congealed eggs and chew a mouthful. Reconstituted, but at least it’s protein, and I’ll need all the energy I can get.


  “Rubbery, ain’t it?” a raspy voice says.


  My head shoots up and my heart jolts in my chest. The elderly man in the overcoat. I berate myself for not hearing him approach. I swallow my food in one painful gulp. A wad of egg lodges in my throat and I take a swig of lukewarm coffee.


  “You’re not from these parts, are you?” he asks.


  “Are you?” I ask coldly.


  He vacuums a wad of saliva through a gap in his teeth as he appraises me.


  I recoil, bracing for a Minder stun-gun, but instead he leans toward me.


  “I’m from wherever Sanya says I’m from,” he whispers.


  I frown and throw a furtive glance out into the hallway, but there’s no sign of the cyborg. “There are ears everywhere,” I mouth back to him.


  “And my job’s to weed them out,” he says, straightening up. “Change of plan. Your ride’s out back.” He turns up the collar of his overcoat and strides out of the room with a brisk gait that doesn’t match the age lines in his face.


  My pulse is pounding in my temples. He must be one of us. How else would he know about Sanya? I glance up at the holographic display on the wall. The vehicle’s early. A flicker of apprehension goes through me. I hurriedly push my plate aside, gather up my bags and make my way to the back of the motel.


  A sleek, bullet-shaped vehicle is parked at the curb. I quickly scan up and down the street for any sign of Minders before heading outside. A retractable door glides up into the roof, and I climb inside clutching the gray pack Sanya gave me. I still haven’t looked in it because I already know what it contains. A scalpel, a chip extractor and a sterile implanter. Tools of the trade. My job at the penal colony was to extract dead prisoners’ chips for recycling. I learned to do it quickly and efficiently, even by touch with my eyes closed when the sight became too overwhelming. This will be more difficult. The tools are polyethylene prototypes, hidden in the barrel of a fake hairbrush.


  The company vehicle whips through increasingly opulent districts bustling with sculpted people, their faces a startling combination of flawless and vacant. I straighten up when we reach a remotely manned checkpoint. Rapid-fire antimatter lasers target our vehicle until we’re cleared to pass into the Inner Ring government district. We pull up outside a sleek, charcoal-tinted glass building that soars upward for several hundred meters. I wait for the vehicle’s retractable door to open, but instead, a compartment on my left slides open revealing a tablet.


  “Activate the TransferTablet when you are ready to accept payment,” an electronic voice chimes out.


  I shake my head in disbelief. Sanya has a nerve if she really intends to collect payment on this job. And then it hits me. Activating the tablet will alert our contact in the dark interstellarsphere. I grab the tablet and stuff it into the gray pack, then put on my solar shades before exiting the vehicle.


  Sanya is waiting for me on the sidewalk. My mouth almost falls open, but I catch myself in time. She’s dressed in the ivory uniform of Inner Ring government officials. Which explains how she moves around so freely. A twinge of doubt goes through my mind, but I dismiss it. She has no reason to double cross me. Her parents died in a liquidation camp. She hates the Supreme Leader almost as much as I do.


  She steps forward and shakes my hand for the benefit of the security cameras. “I’m Towla Wentian. I’m here to escort you to the Supreme Leader’s offices for the final inspection.” She hesitates and looks at me pointedly. “He asked that the meeting be brought forward.”


  Not trusting myself to speak, I give a curt nod to indicate I understand. If the Supreme Leader’s pressed for time, it narrows my window of opportunity. I need to be ready.


  The guards at the entryway direct us into a laser scanner designed to analyze our readouts and cross-reference them with criminal and fugitive databases across the galaxy. I try not to flinch when it’s my turn to step inside. Even though the guards are unaware my results are being coded in from the dark interstellarsphere, I breathe out a silent sigh of relief when the light turns green, and I’m free to follow Sanya inside the building. The hack will be discovered eventually, but by then I’ll either be dead or the Inner Ring will be under Guerrilla control.


  We ride up the elevator to the Supreme Leader’s offices in silence. Everything we say and do is being recorded inside this building. When we reach the eighteenth floor, Sanya scans her wrist chip on a keypad and the elevator doors open. “Please don’t hesitate to contact me should you need any further assistance,” she says, with a stiff bow. For a moment our eyes lock and I see a flash of emotion. She’s counting on me. So many have died at the Supreme Leader’s hand, but if I succeed today, many more lives will be spared.


  I step out into the hallway and the elevator doors seal shut with a soft whoosh behind me. I wonder if I’ll ever see Sanya again.


  I walk toward a pair of steel doors embossed with the Inner Ring seal. A hidden camera whirs as it verifies my clearance. The doors slide soundlessly apart and I step into an opulent, gleaming space filled with floating furniture and holographic surfaces. So beautiful it takes my breath away. I wander through the room, careful not to disturb anything. Hard to believe I’m in the heart of the Inner Ring dynasty. In the offices of the Supreme Leader.


  The suite is eerily silent. In the center of a plush seating arrangement, I spot an ornate two-tiered platter of plump berries surrounded by an intricate floral display on a glass table. Saliva pools beneath my tongue. I’ve only tasted real berries one time; in payment for a job I did. The long-forgotten memory of the sweet gushing juice on my tongue is suddenly overwhelming. I’d like nothing more than to gorge myself on the heaped platter, but I restrain myself from swiping one, even though I know I could pull it off without the cameras detecting my sleight of hand.


  I continue past the seating area, and stare, dumbfounded, at the grandeur of the Supreme Leader’s intricately carved white marble desk. I stretch out my fingers and run them along its smooth surface. “Stunning!” I gasp.


  “Indeed,” a voice booms out.


  I spin around as a short, obese man shuffles into view, accompanied on either side by a military droid. His face is sculpted to an indeterminate age and his thick braided hair writhes like a hangman’s rope down his back.


  I bow before him, every nerve in my body tingling with loathing. It takes everything in me not to lunge forward and grab him by the neck. When I lift my head, his eyes are on me. “Sanya tells me you are the designer responsible for this magnificence?”


  I bow again, not wanting to make prolonged eye contact. My implanted colored lenses don’t feel adequate to hide the truth from his penetrating gaze. “It was an honor,” I say, feigning awe for the man I despise more than anyone I’ve ever known.


  He clicks his fingers and the droids retreat. I make a mental note of the stun-braces dangling from their tool belts.


  The Supreme Leader gestures lavishly toward the seating arrangement. “Sit, let us talk.”


  “It’s a beautiful arrangement,” I say, motioning at the platter of berries as I take a seat next to him.


  His fat lips twist in an oddly familiar smile. “Beautiful, but deadly.” He plucks a berry and studies it, twisting it between his thumb and forefinger. “Hickleberries. They contain a toxin that paralyzes their hapless victim in seconds.” He leans toward me conspiratorially. “I keep them here for the staff. I like to know who’s stealing from me.”


  A shudder runs through me. For one panicked moment I imagine he knows.


  Then I pull myself together.


  “Loyalty should be tested,” I say, with an approving smile.


  He waves a fat finger in my face. “I like how you think. And I like your work. I want to discuss another project I have in mind for you, but unfortunately, I’m short on time today.” He makes a dismissive gesture with his hand. “This wretched refugee situation.”


  “Horrendous,” I say.


  He glances up at a holographic time display. “Process the payment,” he says. “The least I can do is make sure you’re taken care of.”


  I blink and look away. Make sure you’re taken care of. The irony of his words isn’t lost on me. My hand shakes as I reach into the gray pack and flick open the cap on the end of the hairbrush. My tools lie ready. I pull out the TransferTablet and activate it, and then hold it out to him. He raises his wrist to scan his embedded chip, the chip that controls the technology for the entire Inner Ring. I’ve memorized the commands I’ll need to operate it. I hold the tablet steady, forcing myself not to recoil at the crepelike skin on his hand. So much older than his sculpted face appears.


  Suddenly, a siren blares through the office space. The Supreme Leader hesitates, his wrist paused in mid-air.


  Sanya’s contact in the dark interstellarsphere has tripped the fire alarm. The building will be evacuated in minutes. The rest is up to me.


  Every electrical impulse in my body activates on cue. I snatch up my tools, knowing I only have a few seconds. The droids are already bearing down on us, no doubt to evacuate us. Before the Supreme Leader grasps what’s happening, I grab his wrist, and gouge out the chip in one deep slice. He lets out a spine-tingling scream and falls back on the couch, clutching his arm to his chest. Blood sprays his chin. I may have severed an artery. The unfamiliar scalpel was awkward to wield. My hand trembles as I struggle to implant the chip in my own wrist.


  “Arrest her!” the Supreme Leader yells at the approaching droids. He half-lunges at me, but I’m out of his reach. With a final excruciating thrust of the implanter, I lodge the chip in position in my left wrist.


  “Code 07 delete. All guards back down,” I announce, holding my throbbing wrist to my mouth. I bite my lip, praying I didn’t botch the command, scarcely daring to believe it will work. The Supreme Leader rocks to and fro on the couch, moaning and cursing at the droids to make haste as he nurses his wrist. His eyes widen in horror when they power down only a few feet from where he is seated. I hurry over to them and grab a stun-brace from one of their belts. The Supreme Leader struggles to hoist himself out of the couch, but I slip the stun-brace around his neck before he can make it to his feet.


  His eyes dilate as he falls back against the chair, struggling to free himself with his good hand. “What do you think you’re doing?” he screams, spittle dancing on his lower lip.


  I take a seat beside him and flash him a scathing smile. “Disbanding the Inner Ring military for starters. Then there’s the redistribution of Inner Ring property, abolition of indentureship, migration reform for non-citizens and gypsies, among other pressing Guerrilla matters to attend to.”


  His face pales. “Are you insane? The chip can only be activated by my DNA.”


  I grin as I pluck a berry from the bowl and survey it from all angles.


  “Exactly!” I pop the berry into his mouth and squeeze his lips together as he struggles to spit it out. “Your DNA. The only thing you ever gave me.”


  I see it on his dying face. That moment when it all comes together and he knows.


  I’m his bastard daughter.
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  HUMANITY’S PROTECTOR


  David R. Bernstein


  I remember the President’s exact words after the discovery of Push abilities a few years back. “Manipulating our collective consciousness is a threat to the Constitution. The responsibility to keep reality our own is my job, not corporate America’s.” It was February 5th, 2021. Ever since then the government has done a poor job of regulating the abilities of people like me.


  My current employer, VeRx Corp., doesn’t think so. They don’t have to listen when they’ve acquired the most talented Influencers, as they’ve named us. Any regulators that come close would be helpless. The corporation justifies it as a way to keep the shareholders happy. What’s funny is these shareholders actually think they have a say in the company’s future. 


  I believe there are twenty of us who work for VeRx, but we’ve never seen each other. They don’t want us co-mingling and getting any ideas. It would only take a few of us, working together, to shift the company’s priorities. Whoever sits up top doesn’t even let us know who supervises us. We just receive fat paychecks and emails with operational goals. I assume each Influencer’s orders are different. How else would they know if we are actually doing our job?


  The red icon in the lower corner of my screen flashes. There’s a new message from my supervisor. I twirl my deep brown hair, intensifying the natural curls. Nerves have crept to the surface. These emails always make my heart race. Relax, Leeyah, relax. Reclining in the stiff chair, I rest my head back. Looking over the tiny, lifeless office space, I try to find something to distract me for a few more seconds. The room is empty of personality. Each morning, I’m scanned at the entrance to prevent personalized items from entering the office. Having a co-worker would make this job more bearable, but that will never happen. Instead, we are forced to work alone out of these cramped satellite offices that are spread all over the country.


  Pulling on the thin, tethered display, I bring the adjustable arm closer. With one tap in the top corner of the screen the message box opens. I exhale slowly before reading today’s assignment.


   


  Employee #143024-SDCA,


  Corporate headquarters has identified two objectives for you today. This email will be deleted once the message box is closed or if your device becomes idle. Carefully read all details before closing out.


   


  Assignment #1: In preparation for our IdealGene™ drug launch, we need you to increase VeRx Corp. positive outlook metrics in your designated area. Shift the mindset to an accepting viewpoint toward the drug’s applications listed below:


  
    
      ● Elimination of flawed vanity genes through modification
    


    
      ● Prenatal Gender Selection
    

  


  Assignment #2: Disrupt the radical viewpoints of the obstructive group called ‘Humanity’s Protectors’. Amplify mistrust and humiliation against its members from within your designated community zone. Opposition to our new drug cannot be allowed to continue.


   


  As always, you can briefly communicate with your support agent through the one-time chat system. All communications are monitored. Keep all inquiries brief and only related to the assignments.


  I don’t understand. They want me to ‘amplify mistrust and humiliation’? Pushing back from the desk, my chair rolls for a few feet before the casters ease to a stop against the rear wall. I’ve never seen an assignment like this before. Everything has been simple and focused on using my ability for positive manipulation. I’ve made peace with changing the mood of unwitting people, but I can’t do this. I know you aren’t supposed to turn down assignments, but my new targets aren’t potential consumers being steered toward a better product. They appear to be protesters standing up for what they believe in.


  With the heels of my feet, I drag myself back to the work station. The message has expired and been removed from my device. Luckily, I have a photographic memory. Not that I really want to memorize this assignment. I keep telling myself that I’m just sixteen and I should be lucky to have this ability and make money from it. Being an Influencer hasn’t enhanced my life much. The company protects our identities so aggressively that we don’t really have a life anymore. My parents told everyone that I’ve moved to attend an out-of-state school. Even they couldn’t resist the additional money the company gives them each month to continue my employment. I really miss my friends in my home state of Washington. Don’t get me wrong, the weather is amazing here in San Diego, but the natural beauty where I lived is breathtaking. It’s been six months since I moved and every day becomes harder.


  The chat window is counting down on my screen. I only have thirty seconds left to use the support channel. What do I even say to them? Twenty seconds. This isn’t what I signed up for. Ten seconds. I won’t ignore this.


  I tap the button with a few seconds to spare. A new box opens in the left corner of my dashboard. A cycling icon pulses as I wait for my support agent.


   


  Support Agent #0178: Thumbprint, please.


   


  A new window opens prompting me to place my thumb on it for identification. I align my right thumb to the screen. A flickering flash halos around it. “Identity Confirmed” reads across the top before the 3D camera on the device activates and scans the room for unauthorized personnel. Squinting, I shift my gaze down to avoid the intense green light. Just a moment later the camera deactivates. The pit of my stomach tightens as I look back to the screen.


   


  Support Agent #1078: How can I improve your performance?


   


  “I don’t want you to improve my performance,” I say out loud.


  I watch as a new counter ticks down waiting for my response. I have forty-five seconds to write something before the session is closed out. Can this get any more annoying?


   


  Employee #143024-SDCA: Hi, how are you today?


  System Override: Personal questions are prohibited.


   


  Support Agent #1078: How can I improve your performance?


   


  “Fine, be that way!” I don’t care how this stranger is doing anyway. Well, if I’m being honest with myself, I kind of do care. It’s like the co-worker I’ll never have. Thirty seconds. Oh crap, just type something, Leeyah.


   


  Employee #143024-SDCA: Who are the ‘Humanity’s Protectors’?


   


  A flashing cursor blinks as I wait for a response.


   


  Support Agent #1078: They are your target for today’s assignment. Is there anything I can do to assist you?


   


  “Ummmm, yeah!” I stiffen in my chair before rushing my hands back to the keyboard.


   


  Employee #143024-SDCA: Don’t you think I need to know a little more to help shape my Push?


   


  Support Agent #1078: Please wait.


   


  Rising to my feet, I pace the entire room. Five steps one way and five steps back is all it takes. My sight never leaves the screen. A new message pops up and I rush back to my chair.


   


  Support Agent #1078: Humanity’s Protectors is a radical group formed to slow scientific progress. There is a rally being held today near your location. With them all in one place, you should have an easier time shaping the entire group.


   


  Push out feelings of fear and thoughts of helplessness. We want the group to break apart and give up on their ideals.


   


  Is there anything else?


   


  My head drops into my hands as I pin my elbows to the desk. They want me to erase the group’s hope and bury their freedom. The VeRx Influencer manual and training videos never mentioned this when I was hired. Twenty seconds. Ugh, stupid counter.


   


  Employee #143024-SDCA: I’m not comfortable with this assignment.


   


  I can swear the blinking cursor slows as I anxiously wait.


   


  Support Agent #1078: Are you refusing to perform your required assignments?


   


  This is too much. The soft blue glow of the display pulsates as I think of a response. Thirty seconds. It’s time for me to go home to my family. Twenty seconds.


   


  Employee #143024-SDCA: Yes, I won’t do that.


  System Override: System Locked. Stand By.


   


  “What the hell is that?” I say. A sliding sound followed by a heavy click from my office door brings me to my feet. I straighten my top for a moment. Clenching my hands, they fall to my sides. “Hello?” I call out.


  My display fades to black and the room’s lights brighten to an uncomfortable level. Squinting, I raise my hands to shield my eyes. It’s quiet; all I hear is my quick breathing.


  Moments pass before I get the courage to check the door. Dragging my feet, I inch closer. An inner coolness lines my chest as the fear builds. I reach out for the handle when the sliding sound returns followed by another loud click. I jump back a step. The smooth and featureless white door pops a few inches out toward the hall. I take another step back.


  “Remain calm,” a deep voice insists.


  Dark-gloved fingers grab the outer edge of the door, slowly pulling it open.


  “What’s going on?” My voice shakes.


  The opening widens and a tall man walks in wearing all dark dress clothes and pitch-black sunglasses that counter the brightened lights. His palms face out as he carefully approaches me. Then I see a silver pistol strapped to his waist.


  “Whoa, who are you?” I ask while turning to my side. “What’s going on?”


  “Corporate alerted me to your situation,” he says. “I need you to come with me.”


  “My situation?”


  “You don’t think we have protocols in place for when assets malfunction?” He creeps forward.


  Asset? He makes me sound like I’m no more important than my computer or some other piece of equipment. This isn’t good. Whoever this is, he’s not here to give me a verbal warning or to write me up. Fidgeting with the ends of my hair, I swallow over and over hoping it might push my fear down. I need to run, but he’s blocking the only exit.


  “I just want to go home,” I plead.


  “So sorry, but if you freaks don’t do what you are told, you lose your welcome with our organization,” he says. “And we can’t have you recruited by one of our competitors, can we?” A spite-filled grin overtakes his mug.


  He pulls the weapon from its holster and clasps it with both hands. The gun is locked on me. The intensity of the lights blends the office walls together, making it hard to orient myself. There’s no way out; I’m boxed in.


  “I’m not going to work for any corporation again,” I beg. “I just want to be a normal kid.”


  “You took our money and know too much about us, kid. Come with me now.”


  This office has nothing to use as a weapon, no loose objects of any kind—nothing. It’s time to move. I inhale deeply hoping to ignite some bravery when suddenly the man moves the barrel of the gun off me and up into the air. A blank look fills his face. It’s like someone pushed the pause button on him. The lights dim to their normal levels and I rub my eyes to get some moisture flowing again. Stretching my neck to the side, I look past him at the door. It’s still open. Squeezing past him, my arm slightly brushes against his side. A slight gasp escapes me. There’s still no change in his stance. My left leg makes it around him as I rush out the door and into the hall. Not wanting to wake the gunmen from his frozen state, I quietly close the door behind me. Stopping for a moment to think of what to do next, I feel a blast vibrate from within the office. I crash to the ground from the sound. There’s a thud from what must be the man falling to the floor. I cup my mouth and gasp at the thought of what happened in there. This doesn’t make sense. I can’t sit still, but I’m unable to get up either.


  Several heavy footsteps from down the windowless hall break me from my panic. I peer up to find three boys no older than me strutting toward me with a purpose.


  I scuttle back against the wall next to the office door. My heart is ripping from my chest.


  “Hi there, Leeyah,” the boy in the middle says with an eager, higher-pitched voice.


  My eyes lock on them as they stand a few feet in front of me. Words escape me as confusion invades my mind.


  “My name is Sam and you’ve just joined Humanity’s Protectors,” the boy says, almost amused. “Let’s keep this short before VeRx sends more guards.” He extends a hand to me. “Your family is most likely dead and you don’t exist anymore. All of your records have been wiped clean. It’s time to go.”


  “I… I don’t understand. My family is dead?” Panic fills my voice. “What do you mean? What… what happened in that office?” I point at the door that once led to my work station.


  “Again, we don’t have time to answer this now,” Sam says. “Take my hand and let’s go, NOW.”


  “I’m not going anywhere with you.”


  A taller guy with purple hair and piercings folds his arms and says, “Fine, wait for the next friendly VeRx guard. Can we go now, Sam?”


  “Relax, Eli.”


  Sam reaches down farther, nearly grabbing my hand this time. I pull back as a loud alarm starts to echo through the building. Jolted by the intense sound, I force myself off the floor and lean against the wall.


  “Last chance. We need to move,” Sam insists.


  Even though I’m not sure what’s going on, I nod to him, hunching my shoulders. He returns the nod and points toward the back exit. The four of us run to the glass doors. Several yards before we reach the exit, we’re stopped in our tracks. Two armed men force open the doors, pointing their rifles at us. Sam puts an arm across my chest to shield me. Why is he protecting me? The piercing alarm makes it hard to think.


  “Don’t take another step,” shouts one of the guards. They look like they’re wearing riot gear. Dark, sturdy plating covers their chests and limbs. A helmet with tinted eye protection prevents me from reading their faces.


  Out of the corner of my eye I see Eli raise both hands to his temples. Loud cracks penetrate through the cycling alarm. Pelted with several bullets, Eli slams to the sidewall. Blood smears the white surface as he slides to the ground. He’s not moving.


  “NO,” screams the other boy standing beside me.


  He tries to rush to Eli’s body, but Sam stops him with his free hand. “Wade, stop, he’s gone.”


  Wade keeps his sights on Eli for a few seconds before turning to Sam. “You don’t feel him anymore?”


  “Sorry, man, he’s gone.”


  How does he know this? What did he mean when he said he can’t feel Eli anymore? Sam didn’t even touch him.


  “I said don’t move,” the guard orders. “Unless you want to be next.”


  Shaking now, Wade returns to my side. His anger is boiling to the surface.


  “I don’t know what’s going on here,” I cry out to the guard. “I just want to go home.”


  The other guard trains his gun on me, stepping forward. “Lieutenant, let me handle this.”


  “You got it, Captain.” The lieutenant who killed Eli steps to the side, locking his weapon on Sam and Wade.


  “What’s going on here, Ms. Newton, is that your purple-headed friend was going to use his push on us.”


  This isn’t making any sense. This guy is saying that one of these boys can instantly affect another person with his ability. They shot Eli because they were afraid for their own safety. Did one of these boys kill that man in my office?


  Annoyed by the penetrating alarm sound, the captain pulls a remote from his pocket and clicks it. The alarm shuts off. “Ah, that’s better,” he says.


  “Please just let me go,” I say. “I’m not with them. I just want my parents.”


  “You don’t have parents anymore,” the captain says, putting the remote back in his pocket. “They were purged from the system the moment you declined your assignment.”


  Sam looks down at me, knowing what he had told me earlier is now confirmed. He whispers, “I’m sorry.”


  My eyes widen as shock enters my body. My jaw drops open as my bottom lip quivers. Tears well up to the surface before spilling down my cheek. This can’t be true.


  “You can’t just kill people like this,” Wade says.


  “Oh, young man,” the captain leans in, “you boys are intruding on private property and I bet Ms. Newton’s VeRx support agent would have something to say about this if he didn’t have a hole in his head.”


  That dead guy in my office was the person I chatted with for months on my terminal. He has been located in this office or somewhere nearby for all this time. It appears they’ve been watching me closely this entire time.


  “Why haven’t you just shot us by now if we are such a pain in the ass for VeRx?” Sam asks. “What are you waiting for?”


  My throat tightens at what Sam just said. These guards are going to kill me just because I quit.


  Resting his rifle on his shoulder, the captain smiles at Sam. “You boys are a means to an end. We need your leaders and you kids are the perfect bait. The board wants to cut off the head of the Humanity’s Protectors.”


  Squinting, the captain tilts his head toward me. “Well, we really don’t need this girl though.”


  Heavy breaths overtake my body. I step back only to find the captain reset his aim on me. This is it; I’m going to die today.


  Beautiful bursts of light flicker before my eyes. Everyone in the room freezes. What is happening? A wave of warmth radiates from my core in an ever-expanding halo from my body. It’s my push ability, but something is different. It grabs on to the surrounding conscious reality of the moment. Moving on its own, I find it flow from my mind with ease. My fear has engaged a powerful push unlike anything I have done before. I don’t know how this is possible, but I can hear the guard’s inner dialogue. Muffled, the thoughts begin to slow as I focus my intention on this amazing connection to consciousness. I am now one with the reality of these VeRx personnel and I somehow have the ability to shape their current awareness.


  Thoughts of my parents killed by this heartless corporation fill me with vengeance. I want these men dead. That one intention sets in motion something I’ve yet to experience in my short life.


  Snapping from my emotion-driven push, I shake my head to catch up to the current reality. It is like the captain just mouthed his very last word to me. Like no time had passed. He is set to kill me when suddenly he struggles to suck in a deep breath. His jaw flings open fighting for air. Dropping his weapon, he clutches his throat with both hands. The lieutenant isn’t fazed by his boss fighting for his own life. Blank and stiff, he seems locked like the support agent was in my office. Turning to Sam, I notice he’s staring at me with his intense green eyes. He knows it was my push.


  “Wow,” Sam says calmly. “I had no idea you were capable of this.”


  Shifting between him and the captain I ask, “What did I just do?”


  Without warning, I hear an immense clank followed by a rattling echo off the wall. I flinch and cover my ears. Warmth radiates from the lieutenant’s discharged weapon. He shot the captain in the head. The close range blast pierced the helmet, flinging his body to the ground before it slid to a stop near the wall. Bright red blood pools around his head. The white marble floors only enhance the vibrant color of the blood.


  The lieutenant rips off his own helmet and tosses it to the side. He drops his weapon behind him. Confusion and panic overtake his face. “You made me do that,” he says to me frantically.


  “I’m sorry, I… I didn’t mean for this to happen.” My heart sinks in my chest.


  Noticing the guard’s state of mind, Wade rushes the lieutenant, tackling him to the ground. Still affected by my push, the man is unwilling to fight back. Wade, who’s a big guy, easily contains him. Secured by his own restraints, the man is forced to sit up against the wall.


  I refuse to look at the captain’s body. If I do, it’s like I’m admitting what happened might be real. It’s too horrifying. Before I can think about this anymore, Sam grabs my hand and pulls me toward the exit. I don’t fight it anymore. A blankness overcomes my state of mind. Feelings have seeped away and I’m left with an emptiness.


  I’m dragged to an old red SUV in the parking lot. Wade opens the rear door and gestures me to get in. I comply and slide in before he slams the door closed. There’s junk everywhere. Smells of old fast-food fill the cabin. Wade jumps into the front passenger seat as Sam takes the wheel. The vehicle stammers before revving up. We pull out of the parking lot just as Sam pulls something out of his pocket. He glances to Wade and grins before pushing a button on the device. An explosion rips from the building as windows shatter, spraying glass everywhere. Rattled by the force, the SUV nearly topples over. Screaming, I grasp my seat as our vehicle settles back down. Looking up at the six-story building I see fire and dark smoke billowing from every blasted-out window.


  “What the hell did you do?” I shout.


  Sam ignores my demand, flooring the beat-up vehicle down the side street.


  “Stop! I want out of here, now!” Again, the boys ignore my pleas.


  I’m about to jump out of the moving vehicle when Sam notices and slams the brakes. Plowing into the back of Wade’s seat, I bounce off and flop back to my chair. My shoulder now throbbing from the impact.


  “Don’t be stupid, Leeyah,” Sam says. “We just saved your life!”


  “No, you probably just killed a ton of people!”


  Grabbing for the handle, I wrench it toward me. It’s stuck.


  “Relax,” Wade says. “We’re taking you somewhere safe.”


  “I’m not safe. You’re murderers.”


  “Um, sorry, girl,” Wade shifts to face me, “you just killed a guy with your mind. You’re a murderer now too.”


  What he says forces me back into my seat. I’ve lost my words. Even though it was self-defense, he’s right. I willed him to die.


  “Listen,” Sam interrupts, “we all did what we had to. Things need to change. Corporations need to be stopped.”


  My emotions pour to the surface as he continues. I wipe the tears from my eyes.


  “You might not like this, but there’s a war going on. You’re an Influencer. You’re one of us now.”


  “I’m just a kid and I want to go home.”


  “There is no home anymore,” he says. “We are all you have now.”


  Pulling my legs to my chest, I curl up hoping to wake up from this nightmare. I don’t know what to believe, but the minute I leave the SUV, the corporate-controlled police will take me in. There is no choice but to go with them for now.


  “We’ll take care of you,” Sam says. “Don’t worry.”


  Believing I’m not a flight risk anymore, they head back down the road. Sirens blare in the distance until they are drowned out by another blast a ways behind us. Just after that another faint explosion echoes somewhere else and then another and another. The city is on fire. It sounds like a warzone and I know who’s to blame for this. I don’t bother asking them. It’s not something I want to think about. I’m terrified now.


  Humanity’s Protectors aren’t a peaceful group trying to organize change. They’re forcing it. They’ve torn down the city freeing corporate Influencers as they go. They’re giving us no other option but to join their aggressive cause.


  I’m no longer a sixteen-year-old girl; I’m a soldier, forced to save humanity’s future or die with its past.


   


   


  Receive the FULL Novella of this story for FREE or start reading


  Book One of the Influence Series, which takes place 30 years after this story. Get it here: www.davidrbernstein.com/books
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  THE WRONG TIME FOR FATE


  Ingrid Seymour


  Chapter One


  As he drives away, my hand and my pride sting. He didn’t break my heart. I didn’t let him get that far. His hand, up my skirt, during our first date . . . that’s my limit.


  I stand on the sidewalk, staring at my brand new pumps. I even dressed up for him—for that brute, that savage, that big-handed oaf. Why do I allow my hopes to get high? Why do I believe Hollywood, romance novels, and Mom? They’re all liars. Romance and chivalry are dead. Only egotism remains.


  My watch reads 9:46 PM. I look down the walkway toward my house. The downstairs lights are still on. If I go in now, Mom will ask why I’m back so early. When I inevitably tell her—I can’t keep any secrets from her—she’ll tell Dad and it will be the oaf’s turn to get big-handed, right in the nose.


  I don’t want Dad to go to jail, so I decide to go for a walk. It will clear my mind.


  The night is cloudless and crisp with perfect fall weather. Dry leaves decorate the sidewalk, street and yellowing lawns. One of the triplets from across the street is out walking her collie. We wave at each other. The dog relieves itself in a flowerbed of dying begonias. They were so pretty and vibrant in the summer and now . . . I sigh.


  Rounding the corner, I run into two dark figures and slow down.


  “Right here?” the shorter one impatiently asks. He’s back is to me.


  “Yes,” the taller one responds in a tired tone as if it’s not the first time the question has come up.


  “Patrick?” I say, narrowing my eyes.


  The shorter figure visibly startles, then turns in my direction. It is, indeed, Patrick, my twelve-year-old next door neighbor, and my little brother’s best friend. What is he doing out past his bedtime, and with a stranger?


  “Olivia!” Patrick exclaims, forcing a smile. “You’re . . . you’re here.”


  I frown.


  The guy next to Patrick elbows him. It’s hard to see his features, but I’m sure I don’t know him. He doesn’t live in the neighborhood. He’s tall, broad-shouldered and stands straight and confident, like a marine. I wouldn’t forget someone like that.


  “What are you doing out so late? Everything okay?” I ask, cocking my head to one side and squinting with distrust.


  “Yeah, yeah, sure.” Patrick walks closer and gestures for the guy to follow. I tense. “Um, we were just taking a walk. Like you.”


  “A walk? Like me? Huh?” Something is fishy about this.


  They’re close enough now that I can distinguish their faces. A chill goes up my spine as I take in the stranger’s features. It’s like my instincts are telling me something—what?—I don’t know. With his stormy gray eyes, wavy black hair, and poised expression, he’s pleasant enough to look at, but something is off. I take a step back.


  Patrick hurries closer. “This is, um, my cousin P—Peter. Peter, this is Olivia. She lives next door to my house.”


  “Hi, Olivia,” Peter says, leaning forward with a hand outstretched.


  My gaze bounces back between the two. I’ve never heard of Cousin Peter. Patrick would have told me about him. He’s a chatterbox that never seems to run out of words. So I should know everything there is to know about Cousin Peter, whether I want to or not.


  Peter pulls his hand away and sticks it in his pocket. He looks sad I didn’t shake with him. I blush, embarrassed by my rudeness. What is the matter with me? Why am I being so distrustful? It’s not like Patrick would make up a cousin. They do look related, same eyes, same hair. I probably tuned the kid out the day he told me about Peter. I tend to do that. After all, Patrick seems to always be in our house, playing with my brother, Connor. At least that’s what he says he’s doing. For my part, I think he visits so he can torture me with questions and senseless chatting.


  “Um, nice to meet you, Peter.” I give him a lame wave, and an even lamer smile, trying to make up for my horrible manners.


  He beams at me all the same. Good, no harm done.


  “Why are you wearing a dress?” Patrick asks. Here we go: twenty questions.


  “Don’t be nosy, Patrick.” Peter thwacks him in the back of the head. The boy jolts forward and sputters. “He’s a little chatterbox, isn’t he?” Peter looks embarrassed for his little cousin.


  “Hey!” Patrick protests.


  “Do you mind if we join you?” Peter extends a hand down the sidewalk. “A lady shouldn’t walk alone at night.”


  “Seriously?” Patrick wrinkles his nose.


  Peter takes a step in front of his little cousin and bumps him off to the side. Patrick staggers and seems about to complain, but stops at a pointed stare from Peter. He huffs and stays back as Peter and I amble down side by side.


  We walk quietly for the first few minutes with crickets and Patrick’s dragging steps as the only accompanying sounds.


  “It’s a pretty night for a walk.” Peter breaks the silence. “Though, I’m sure you would prefer more comfortable shoes.”


  “I would, actually,” I say, finding it odd that he noticed my footwear. Most guys don’t.


  I love sneakers. I own a pair in every color. It’s kind of my thing. The thought sends my eyes straight to Peter’s shoes. He’s wearing a pair of black sneakers in a brand I don’t recognize. They look ultra-cool.


  We make small talk all the way around the block until we reach my house. We stand by the mailbox, awkwardly staring at the ground. I’m surprised to find that I don’t want to go inside.


  Patrick looks extremely grumpy. Peter gives him a pointed look and slightly jerks his head to the side. With a heavy sigh and a begrudging “bye”, Patrick walks away toward his house.


  “That kid,” Peter says with a fond smile. “He’s a handful. I hope he doesn’t drive you crazy.”


  “Sometimes,” I say. “But he’s sweet.”


  “So . . . what are you doing tomorrow?”


  The question takes me by surprise and stirs a couple of butterflies in my stomach. “Um, just some homework, I guess.”


  “I know we just met, but would you like to see a movie with me?”


  My stomach clenches with excited nerves. Tonight I had the crappiest date ever, and the prospect of going out with a guy I just met is making me excited?! What the hell is wrong with me? Why do I have to be such a desperate romantic?


  “I would love to,” I say, the nervous butterflies doing the talking for me.


  Damn it!


  If he turns out to be another caveman, I’ll ingest butterfly poison.


   


  Chapter Two


  I wear jeans, a simple lilac t-shirt, and matching sneakers. No way I’m dressing up. I already hate myself for accepting Peter’s invitation. I refuse to be the pathetic idealistic girl I was born to be. Damn my mom and the genes she passed on to me! She was lucky to find a man like Dad, a romantic if there ever was one. Too bad for me I got the starry-eyed chromosome from both sides. I’m screwed.


  Patrick shows up five minutes early. He drives a black Mustang up to the curb, gets out, and strides up the walkway. In the daylight, I realize he’s even more handsome than I’d thought. His gray eyes are quicksilver, no other color in their depths. He has short, tightly packed lashes, and a few freckles on the bridge of his nose.


  I watch him approach from my spot on the porch steps, heart racing a little.


  “May I?” he asks, pointing to the spot next to me.


  I nod, feeling shy and sort of intimidated by his good looks. I’ve never been on a date with someone so hot. God, I’m sure he’s used to girls bending over backward for him. Literally. From bat to home run on the first try. Crap, what have I gotten myself into?


  “From last night to this moment, it felt like forever,” he says in a quiet whisper that sends a chill crawling up my back.


  Huh? Did I hear him right? He didn’t just give me a line, did he? Because it has to be a line. Still, the candor and relief in his voice—as if he’s truly been waiting forever—make me wonder.


  He angles his body in my direction. “I’m almost eighteen. What do you think of dating someone older than you?”


  Dating? I get stuck in that word—not where I should, not in the odd question. He’s like a live wire, shooting electric, outrageously premature words in my direction. He doesn’t act like we just met. He acts like he’s known me and has been contemplating telling me these things for a long time.


  “Well, you’re only two years older. It’s not such a big difference,” I say, my cheeks heating up like two small suns.


  “What about four years? Is that a big difference?”


  Is he trying to tell me he’s twenty, now? The butterflies turn to piranhas. My stomach clenches as I remember the vibe he gave me last night. Man, do I know how to pick them?!


  He’s a creep. A psychopath!


  I shake my head, shutting down my overactive imagination. He doesn’t look like he’s twenty or a psychopath. He looks . . . expectant and worried and a little desperate.


  “I guess when you’re young it can be a big difference, but not in the long run,” I say.


  “In the long run,” he repeats. Abruptly, he flashes a breathtaking smile that makes me wish chivalry wasn’t dead. “Ready for that movie?”


  He stands and offers me a hand, still smiling, still making me dream of impossible things, things that belong to another time. Our fingers touch. My warmth meets his. We exchange smiles. He opens the passenger side door for me and holds my hand until I’m comfortably seated.


  At the theater, he buys me popcorn with no butter, a root beer, and a box of yogurt covered raisinets. He hit the nail on all my favorites while we were playing a guessing game at the concession stand.


  The movie is perfect, quiet and uplifting. He takes my hand halfway through the show, and I swear it’s like there are miniature electroshock machines in the tips of his fingers. His touch electrifies me and makes every cell in my body wake up with a delicious jolt. My reaction worries me. Things are progressing way too fast already. Two hours from now, where will he try to take his reviving fingers? Will I care?


  When we’re walking out of the movies, he lays a hand in the small of my back. Warmth travels through the thin fabric of my t-shirt. Other parts of my body tingle as if calling attention to themselves. That’s when I realize I’m not the “good girl” Mom’s always talking about. I just hadn’t met the right guy. Or should I say the wrong guy?


  He takes his hand away to open the car door for me. I feel bereft and wonder if there is special chemistry for love at first sight, some physical reaction that actually makes it possible. I never believed in it, but now . . .


  He slips his hand under the handle but doesn’t pull. I look over my shoulder. He’s very close, leaning into me as if he’s trying to smell my hair. For a second, I think he will pull away, embarrassed that I’ve caught him in the act. He doesn’t. Instead, he looks into my eyes and takes a strand of hair between his fingers.


  “It’s so soft, just the way I imagined,” he says.


  I’m suddenly lost in his eyes. They are tender and full of indescribable yearning. The emotions are disproportionate, too intense, too deep-rooted. They unsettled me and excite me at the same time.


  He runs his thumb across my cheek in a tender caress. My knees go weak. When he leans forward, I think he’s going to kiss me. I close my eyes.


  Damn stupid girl! You just met they guy and here goes first base.


  His lips brush my ear. No kiss. Instead, he delivers a blood-igniting whisper that burns me from the inside out.


  “I’ve also imagined the taste of your lips,” he says, his hot breath brushing my neck. “But I know my imagination will come short. You’re so beautiful and smart, Olivia. I’m the one who will never, ever take you for granted. I’m the one you’re looking for.”


  His words ring familiar. Too familiar. That’s something very similar came out of my mouth just a week ago as I spoke to my best friend in the privacy of my bedroom.


  “It’s like guys always take me for granted, Bethany,” I had told her. “Why is that? I think the guy I’m looking for doesn’t exist.”


  The heat in my blood turns to ice. Why are my words coming out of Peter’s mouth? How does he know exactly what I need to hear?


   


  Chapter Three


  Peter is summer and winter.


  He comes and goes, leaving me hot and cold.


  His hands are a gentle breeze. They caress me unexpectedly, never reaching for all the places that—against my better judgment—I’m willing to give. His words are warm honey, fluid and unpredictable. They flow into the right places, just to freeze with the echoes of things I’ve always wanted to hear from a boy. Things I can’t help but distrust.


  They make me shiver.


  I should stop seeing him, but I can’t.


  Yesterday, he brought me a pink rose and kissed my hand. Pink roses are my favorite. How did he know that? Today, it’s caramel popcorn and a DVD to watch curled up together on the basement sofa.


  I look at him out of the corner of my eye. He’s watching the movie intently, his hand lightly resting on mine. It’s been a week since we met, and we’ve struck-out every day, no first base. I’m ready—anxious, really—but he just waits. For what, I have no idea.


  Yet, it’s this very reluctance what keeps me from calling him out every time his words follow the script of my own, every time he does and says things like the perfect boy I created in my imagination a long time ago. If he’s not trying to take advantage of me, he can’t be that bad, can he? And who said dreams didn’t come true? Maybe he came straight out of mine one night, and I’m ruining things with my distrust.


  “Do you believe in destiny?” he asks, losing interest in the movie the way I have.


  I’m used to his sudden, strange questions now. I think his brain is always running a million miles per hour, and his thoughts wander in as many directions.


  “I don’t think I do.”


  “Why not?”


  I shrug. “I hate to think I have no say in my own life.”


  “What if fate knows better?”


  “If there’s such a thing as fate, it certainly doesn’t know better. The fact is fate’s a mean bastard. Have you noticed the daily purgatory most people go through?”


  He thinks for a moment, then says, “It looks like purgatory because we have a narrow view of things, we can’t see the greater scheme. All we see is the moment, when, in truth, fate’s plan probably spans days, weeks, months, years. We can’t see the forest for the trees. I think that’s why we have sayings like ‘everything happens for a reason’ or ‘be patient and all the pieces will fall into place.’”


  “I disagree. I think people just like to think everything’s gonna be okay,” I say, staring into my bowl of caramel popcorn.


  “And you don’t think they are. Are you a pessimist?”


  “No. I just don’t think ‘everything happens for the better.’” I make air quotes. “Things just happen, good or bad. And, in the end, the sum of all parts can also be good or bad. There’s no rhyme or reason.”


  “Maybe I would agree if you weren’t here.” He looks deeply into my eyes as if trying to make me see something that, to me, is invisible. “We were meant to meet, in this life and any other.” He places a finger under my chin, looks at my lips. “I’m sure I’ve l kissed you before. Sometimes I’m certain of it.”


  My gaze falls to his lips, too. I would absolutely know if he’d kissed me before. He never has, and he needs to hurry up before he says the wrong thing and freezes me on the spot.


  He brushes his thumb across my lower lip. A warm current flows the length of my body. “May I kiss you?” he asks. “I’ve wanted to kiss you for so long, and I’m finding it very hard to stop myself.”


  God, he’s perfect. Too perfect. He can’t be real. Suddenly, I’m afraid that if I let him kiss me, he’ll disappear and go back into my dreams, never to come back again.


  I put a hand on his chest. He feels as solid as anything I’ve ever touched. “Tell me you’ll stay, if I let you kiss me.”


  His eyes widen slightly. A peculiar type of fear marks his expression. He pulls away, taking away the kiss he promised me. I feel cheated.


  He stands and walks away, clenching and unclenching his fists. “What if I can’t stay?” he asks, his voice breaking.


  My heart clenches at the hitch in his voice. I want to see his face, want to know if the pain I heard is etched in his expression.


  “What do you mean if you can’t stay?” I stand, take a step closer.


  He faces me, eyes wavering. “What if I have to leave? Would you wait for me?”


  “Wait for you?” The question baffles me. What is he talking about? Is he going somewhere? If he is, he’s making it sound as if he’ll be gone for a long time. And if that’s the case, how can he ask that? We just met. We haven’t even kissed. He can’t expect me to wait as if we’ve been dating for years and know that waiting is a worthwhile effort.


  “You wouldn’t. God, you wouldn’t wait for me,” he says, reading the answer in my face.


  I open my mouth to explain, but he’s out the door before I can say a word.


   


  Chapter Four


  I stand frozen for several minutes before I can react. I’m dumbfounded, completely unable to comprehend his reaction. It makes no sense. He can’t feel that deeply for me.


  Not yet. Not this soon.


  But who am I to know? How am I to measure depth of feeling? My own feelings are no reference. I don’t know his heart. Clearly, it’s nothing like mine.


  I blink back into the moment and shake myself. I hurry upstairs and out the front door. The day has turned to evening as we watched the movie. The sky bleeds dark blue into purple and pink as the sun makes its final descent.


  Peter’s car is still parked by the curb. He hasn’t left. Today, he’s driving a green Mini Cooper. He’s had a different car every time he’s come to visit. I find that odd, but I haven’t asked, trying not to pry. If I know so little about him, and he knows so little about me, why does he expect so much?


  I want to know more. God knows I do, but how can we do that when he talks about leaving? I walk up to his car and peek inside. He’s not there. I look up and down the street. Maybe he went for a walk to clear his mind. I decide to go looking for him. I pass in front of Patrick’s house. When I reach its driveway, I notice movement out of the corner of my eye.


  It’s Peter.


  Something makes me take a few steps back to get out of sight. I walk closer. He’s with Patrick. Their voices drift my way.


  Peter sounds angry and pained at the same time. “It’s not working.”


  “It has to work,” Patrick says.


  “There’s not enough time. She thinks I’m crazy, and rightly so.”


  “Then we tell her.”


  “No. She’d never believe us. And if she does she might freak out, and then we would lose her.”


  “But we’re going to lose her anyway. We have to try something,” Patrick sounds desperate.


  My head spins. They’re making no sense.


  “I’ll just eavesdrop again, find out other things you can tell her,” Patrick says.


  I stagger backward, a hand over my mouth.


  God, he’s not perfect. He never was. He’s been feeding me eavesdropped lines and—even though I suspected something—I wanted to believe it was real, but it was all a lie.


  I must make a sound because they stop talking, and appear around the corner. They stand next to each other and stare at me in horror. We’re frozen in time, sharing our mutual shock for a moment.


  Words move inside my mouth, but don’t come out.


  “Olivia,” Peter says in a pacifying tone, “I can—”


  “You’re a liar,” I burst out. “How could you?”


  Peter takes a step closer. “Please, let me explain.”


  “There’s nothing you can say to me that can even begin to pick up the pieces of what you just broke.” I turn my eyes on Patrick. “And you! You filthy little spy. Never, never come inside my house again.”


  Peter tries to touch my arm.


  “Don’t touch me, you sick bastard. I thought you were different. But you’re just like all the rest.”


  He shakes his head. “That’s not true. I love you, Olivia. I love you.”


  “Love? Don’t talk about love when all you are is lies. I don’t even know you, Peter.”


  At these words, he seems to deflate. “You’re right.” He retreats, walking backward, head lowered.


  “No,” Patrick protests. “You know him. You’ve known him forever.”


  “A week may seem forever in your little brain, but it’s nothing. And when you take away all the lies, Peter’s nothing but a stranger.”


  “No!” Patrick takes a stand, small fists tight as his sides. “You’ve known him for five years. He was seven years old when he moved next door to you. He’s loved you ever since.”


  I shake my head, unable to utter a single word. He’s gone crazy.


  “And his name is not Peter. His name is Patrick.”


   


  Chapter Five


  I look back and forth between them. The name repeats itself in my head.


  Patrick.


  Patrick.


  Patrick.


  The same eyes. The same hair. The same freckles in the exact same places.


  My entire body shakes. My head moves violently from side to side. What they’re implying is impossible. My mind is spinning out of control to try to deny it, which only means I’ve gone as crazy as they are. One can only deny that which one believes.


  “You won’t . . . you won’t make me believe you’re the same person. Because that’s what you’re trying to do, isn’t it?”


  “You must know it, deep in your heart.” Peter steps up again.


  “All I know is that you lied to me.”


  “It was a mistake. I realize that now. But not everything was a lie. I love you, Olivia. I really do. From the day you showed up in that old van and ran up to your house. You were wearing pigtails, and they bounced up and down. I watched from that window.” He points to a spot over my head. I don’t bother to look. I’m lost in the moment he’s created. “When I saw you had a brother, I resolved to become his friend just so I could meet you.”


  Almost unnoticed, Patrick slips away, leaving us alone. His absence eases the pressure around us, makes the moment seem less impossible.


  “I was only seven, but even then I knew something had brought us together. Some force I can’t explain. But then you left.”


  “I left? What . . . ?”


  “You’ll leave. Soon, and I . . . he” Peter points toward the house, the way Patrick left, “we’ll never see you again.”


  “What do you mean I’ll leave soon? Where would I go? My home is here.”


  “I don’t know why. But one day, you and your family are just gone, and I never get a chance to tell you how I feel. Because I was so young and afraid you would laugh at me.”


  “This is insane. How do you know this? How can you know this? How can you be Patrick?” I raked my fingers through my hair. “This is got to be a bad dream.”


  “I know, I know.” He walks closer, slowly as if not to scare me. “It is insane. I came here because it’s where and . . . when I knew how to find you,” he says all of this very slowly as if he’s talking to a child he doesn’t want to freak out.


  When when when.


  “You’re not possibly implying that . . .” I can’t finish. I just can’t.


  “You’re not there in my future,” he says. “I’ve looked for you, but I don’t know where you went or why you left. All I know is that not a day goes by when I don’t think about you, when I don’t miss you. This time with you, this past week, has been the happiest I’ve ever had. I wanted to be with you as I am now, so you could see me as something other than a kid. I wanted to find out if you could love me.


  “But I had such little time, and I was desperate. I’m sorry I lied. I should’ve told you the truth from the beginning, but I don’t know if I’ll get another chance. I don’t know if I’ll be able to come back.”


  He takes my hand, runs his thumb over my knuckles, and gently squeezes my fingers. My eyelids flutter as feelings flood me, the way they always do when he touches me.


  “I know I ruined everything, but, when you’re gone, please think of me, remember I love you, remember I’m here, older and hopefully wiser. Will you do that?”


  I still have no words, and I don’t know if they will ever come back to me.


  He straightens his shoulders and takes a deep breath as if drawing strength out of the air. Slowly, he leans forward, lips parted. His gray eyes dance across my face, then settle on my mouth. He gives me enough time to pull away, but I don’t want to. I never did.


  His kiss is anguish and doubt. His lips tremble over mine, tentative, afraid. My emotions are a mirror, reflecting his uncertainty. A whirlwind of sensation twists inside of me, sweeping away everything I’ve ever known and flushing it into a sea of regret.


  I don’t know if I believe his impossible story, but this request he has for me not to ever forget him . . . did he really think he had to ask?


  Even if I tried, how could I forget? And it’s not because of this shocking revelation. I’ve never felt this way with anyone. He’s the first one who’s ever made me want to give it all, to erase all boundaries.


  He’s the only one who’s made everything perfect in spite of all his imperfections.


  Still trembling, he pulls away. I open my eyes. Tears swim in front of me, making him look faded. I blink. The tears spill over, out of the way, but he looks more ephemeral than a second ago, like a light on a dimmer.


  “Goodbye, Olivia.” His voice is weak, distant. “I’ll never stop looking for you. Never.” His last words echo through the light, evanescent rain that now floats in the space he occupied just a moment ago.


  He’s gone.


  Numbness spreads over me, a thick coat that weighs me down and makes me forget who I am. All I want to do is escape.


  My feet shuffle in autopilot and bring me home. I stand in the foyer, the world speeding before my eyes like a movie in fast-forward.


  Mom and Dad are hurrying from one end of the house to another. I watched them gather things, their faces disfigured in a sort of terrified frenzy. They stop in front of me, mouths moving as they bark desperate orders I can’t hear, much less understand.


  Carrying nothing more than two old briefcases, they push my brother and me into the car. Dad takes the wheel and tears out of the driveway. In dumb horror, I look backward at our retreating house . . . at Patrick’s retreating house.


  My heart shatters.


  Fate and time have cheated me.


  I don’t believe in either of them.
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  “YOU GOT THE TILLER?” MOM HOLLERED from inside the cabin.


  “Yeah,” I yelled back, hoping she couldn’t hear attitude in my voice. The old saying When Mama’s unhappy, everyone’s unhappy, had always been a thing at our house. I held onto my frustration, knowing that the sun sparkling on the water and the calm of the ocean would take it away soon enough.


  I glanced down at the heading—north, northwest, then at Gramma’s windup watch, my only technology for the last two weeks on my Old West Trail Camp. 1300ish hours. Old habits taught by my father: When you take over the tiller, you check time and heading.


  Checking the time reminded my stomach it was time to eat. As if in answer the hatch opened and a sealed baggie with a PBJ inside landed at my feet. She’d made it the way I like, jam spilling out the sides. “Thanks, Mom.” I retrieved it with my foot, unsealed it and pulled the baggie back over my hand. Perfect. Home-made blackberry jam from Aunt L. Mom had even made it on the cheap white bread she refused to call food. She was doing everything she could to make my last week before high school one to remember.


  Except she hadn’t brought my cell from home. I sighed. She was fair, brutally so. She’d left her own behind, too. Time alone on the ocean with no phones meant Mom was stressed out. I didn’t miss my cell phone like the girls on the trail, reaching for them in their empty pockets then whining. But I wanted a K-pop update; music was my lifeline. I’d been having nightmares. And day-mares, too. One day out on the trail I could hardly drag myself out of bag. I’d never been in an American public school, and if the movies were at all accurate, I was not prepared.


  Time to chill out was on my must-have list, too. Spending two weeks on a horse had been a dream for me, but I didn’t connect with the other girls at the camp. It wasn’t relaxing and I was never alone. As an African-American growing up in Indonesia, I was used to being the outsider, but I hadn’t realized I would be the only non-white girl on the trail. And I didn’t realize I talked weird being raised by an older white couple that didn’t watch television. If I had been alive in the Old West, I wouldn’t have been adopted by my lovely parents; I would have been their servant. Not the reality check I wanted heading into a mostly white high school.


  If that wasn’t enough Mom had been acting weird since she picked me up from trail camp this morning.


   


  * * *


   


  My fellow campers, the blonde California girls, had rushed ahead of me, kicking up the last of the trail dust as they returned to modern times. I hadn’t been in a hurry, ‘cause my butt and legs hurt, and I knew my mom would be exactly on time, not early, certainly not late. The second hand of Gramma’s watch gave her six more minutes.


  I scanned the line of cars pulling into the parking lot, not surprised that I couldn’t see her truck.


  “Rina!” Mom waved from about ten feet away. Her flowery print sun hat flopped down over her sunglasses.


  “Mom?” What’s going on? Her skin looked flushed—splotchy cheeks over skin was too light to tan. A lifetime of her words about how perfect my skin was echoed lovingly in my ears. How long had she been waiting for me? I bee-lined for her arms, letting her sweep me up, not as quickly or as easily as days of old, but still, she was strong. Nordic bones from whaling was her old joke.


  She coughed as she set me down, staring at me like she always did. “Rina, I’ve missed you.” There was a pinch in her voice as she tousled my thick head of hair.


  “What’s wrong, Mom?” Her eyes looked irritated.


  Her lips pursed and she let her joy back through. “Nothing’s wrong now that you’re here. Anyone you want to say goodbye to?”


  I glanced back at the other girls, hugging their parents and grabbing their cell phones. “Nah.” I would miss Bridey, my horse; I’d given her an apple and a hug.


  Mom looked relieved. “Let’s go sailing.” She tugged my pack out of my arms and strode for her truck.


  I hustled, my legs still a little shorter than hers. Sailing?


  She’d used her first bonus to refurbish the green Toyota so it looked like it had been beamed forward in time. No computer, Bluetooth, power locks or windows, only a radio/CD player, and a manual transmission. A simple vehicle she could work on -- except that she didn’t have time to get her hands dirty with her new job.


  As I hauled myself up into the cab, S & M, the Metallica album with the San Francisco Philharmonic, assaulted my ears. Mom didn’t want to talk. Tires spit gravel as she pulled out of the parking lot.


  Had she lost her job? At a lull in the wall of sound, I asked, “Want to listen to the radio?” She shook her head. “You didn’t get fired, did you?”


  Fire flashed in her eyes. “No. Of course not.”


  That was one of the things she resented about my father. He’d get fired and then end up getting a better job. Except this last time.


  She took deserted back roads toward the marina. We made good time until we hit a railroad crossing, the train heading away, still stopped on the tracks, lights flashing and alarms clanging. Mom slapped her hands on the steering wheel. The truck lurched forward as she weaved between the barriers squirreling the tires as she crossed the tracks.


  “Mom!” My heart pounded.


  “Sorry, honey.” She giggled strangely, like one of the girls on the trail. “I’m impatient. Don’t you ever do such a thing.”


  “Okay.” I gripped the side of my seat and jerked on the seat belt to tighten it.


  The loud music continued until we slid to a stop in the gravel of the Free Parking lot. Mom could afford the valet service out front, but she preferred to lug her own gear.


  I readied myself for another long haul with my still too heavy pack. On the trail Bridey helped me, but getting it up on her high back was a challenge for my small frame... By the end of two weeks I could do it, but oh, my aching muscles.


  “I moved the boat down to this end so we wouldn’t have to haul so much so far. And less people to deal with.”


  I didn’t see many people. There were only a few folks puttering on their boats. Was it really Sunday? Usually the docks were teeming with folks trying to get in one last sail before returning to the drudgery of their day jobs. Mom and Dad shared the boat, but they hadn’t sailed it together since the trip where they broke the news to me they were divorcing.


  One of the big wheeled movers was on the dock. All I had to do was drag my pack to it and roll it the rest of the way.


  “I brought some extra changes of clothes and stuff.” Mom tossed a giant duffel over her own shoulder.


  Clean clothes sounded awesome, especially my grubby sailing clothes, patched and worn, too short, but well-loved.


  “Make sure the door’s locked.”


  “Because someone’s going to steal your pride and joy?”


  “You’re my pride and joy. Toyo is an awesome old friend. Most people wouldn’t appreciate him.” She patted the hood. “See you.”


  I rolled my eyes as I pulled up the handle and shoved the lock down, slamming it.


  She grinned, lighting up like the sun that poked through the clouds behind her. “Be nice to him.”


  Not the loveliest day for sailing, but the breeze improved it. I hoofed it to the wheeled cart, gratefully dropping the pack.


  Mom added the duffle and shoved the cart forward. “Burning daylight.” She sneezed and wiped it on her sleeve.


  “Ew.”


  La Dolce Vita floated alone on the outer mooring, sails were out of their bags and the jib lay on the foredeck in the stays, ready to pull up.


  She tossed the duffel and my pack across to the boat. Someday I might be that strong, but for now I was still a skinny kid, a late bloomer I hoped.


  “Cast off.” She hurried aft and started the motor. “All clear?”


  I’d freed one of the lines from the cleat, but the other gave me trouble. “Nope. Gimme a sec.”


  “Need my help?”


  Hell no. “No, thanks. I got it.”


  My hands were used to messing with ropes, but they were also tired. Shoving both ends of the rope toward the cleat I worked them loose, a trick from dad. Pride burst from my energized fingers as I coiled the rope and tossed it across, hopping after it. “All clear.”


  I grabbed the stay as the diesel engaged. It chugged, pushing us away from the marina and into the wind. My feet, used to the sea since I could walk, were steady, but not in cowboy boots.


  “My tennies in the duffel?”


  “Yeah. Get yourself changed so you can spell me.”


  I hustled below happy to be tall enough to duck my head to get in the cabin. She’d tossed the duffel down. I might as well get my stuff out of it and into my drawers so she could do the same. I opened the hefty zipper. All my clothes. What the heck? My tennies were on the top, but everything below was mine, too. She must have grabbed everything from dresser.


  “Mom?” I hollered, “Why’d you bring all my clothes?”


  “I was in a hurry. Wasn’t sure what you’d want.”


  She always knew what I wanted. Was my starting high school making her question our relationship? Sheesh. Now I sounded like my counselor.


  “Okay. Thanks.” I lugged the damn thing by the strap down to my berth--a tiny little box with one porthole. It had barely enough room for me to stand, but it was my private space. I pulled on my favorite sailor clothes, an old hoodie from Aunt L’s college days at UW and jeans so short they were capris, their knees white but not torn through. I left the rest in the duffel and returned above deck.


  Mom smiled at me, but her face looked sad. I gave her a big hug as I took the tiller. “I’ll take her from here, Cap’n.”


  Her hand held mine on the tiller as she returned the hug. I let go, she didn’t. So I held her again. “Whatever it is, Mom, it’s going to be fine.” I felt her breathe deep and exhale.


  “I know.” She let me go and turned away, maneuvering into the cabin. “When I get back up, we can turn the motor off and set the sails.”


  I breathed deep, too. The sea air swelled my lungs and relieved some of the pressure building up in my brain.


   


  * * *


   


  I licked the last of the jam off my fingers, regretting that there wasn’t another sandwich for dessert. “You got anything else?”


  Another package matching the first landed at my feet. Was Mom avoiding me?


  “It’s store bought strawberry jam. That was the last of the good stuff.”


  “Thanks.” Halfway through I was done. Still, it would be good later.


  No other vessels on the horizon. Weird for such a perfect sailing day.


  She shoved the hatch open and wheezed onto the deck. “Getting things stowed took more out of me than usual. You leave any sandwich for me?”


  “Crap. I thought they were both for me.”


  “Watch your language, little sister.” Her quick grin teased me as she pulled out a sandwich for her and peanut butter M&Ms for me. “Your favorite.”


  I carefully opened the package, so they didn’t go spilling all over in the bilge. “Sheez, mom, you’re spoiling me. Gonna tell me what’s going on?”


  “Spoiling myself, too.” Her hand dove in. “I needed to get away. And your father, too. We both want to be with you, so… He’s meeting us in Santa Clarita. If he can.”


  So that’s what was up. Dad wanted in on the last week before school. “Okay,” I tried to not be too excited for her sake. I’d gotten past the wanting them to get back together. If it wasn’t for me, they wouldn’t have held it together so long. Still. They got along, respectfully, most of the time. My counselor talked me through a lot of it and at this point in my life I wondered if all adults were this screwed up. Would I be like that, too? I hoped not.


  “If we don’t have our phones, how’s dad gonna get hold of us?”


  “Five p.m. on the radio. If he’s going to make it, we’ll hear then.”


  We sat in silence as she finished her sandwich and I savored the M&Ms. I shoved the candy in the cleanest baggie and went below to toss the others in the re-use bin. Mom was big on recycling. The radio was off. “Mom? Should we turn on the radio?”


  “Nope. Radio silence until 5 pm. Just you and me and the sea.”


  “Till we hear from the old man?” I offered as I returned to the deck.


  She smiled at my literature reference, but the smile didn’t make it to her eyes.


  I stared off at the horizon, then swung up on the stay to get the sails ready. I loosed the ties and cranked up the main sheet, bringing the mainsail full. Then the same with the jib, but halfway up I stopped. Something in the distance caught my eyes. I cleated the jib and hustled below, skipping the steps.


  “What is it, honey? Whales?”


  I grabbed the binoculars and raced back to the deck. “No. Not whales.” I looked straight at the object on the waves and brought the binoculars to my eyes--a schooner with its sails flapping. No one at the tiller. A U.S. flag fluttered upside down.


  “Mom. That boat. I think they’re in trouble.”


  “Where?” She grabbed the binocs from my hands. Her jaw tightened as she adjusted the focus. “Write this down. XR71970HTC.”


  “On what?” Her tone of voice told me to do it now. I scrambled back inside repeating the numbers out loud. “What’s the flag mean?”


  “Distress. I’ll radio it in...”


  Distress? What could that mean? “Shouldn’t we stop and--”


  “No. I’m not risking your life.”


  “Risking my life?”


  “It could be a trap.”


  I was no stranger to being protected by my parents, but this was weird behavior. “Okay.” We continued on past, I kept the binocs zoomed in even as we passed a hundred feet away. No movement. Freaky.


  Mom stared straight ahead the whole time. So much for a nice weekend sail with mom. When the boat had receded in the distance, she went below. Her voice rose above the static. At least she reported it.


  By the time she came back up, the wind had died down and the sails were luffing. “What did they say?”


  She took the tiller and tried to get some air back in the sails with limited success. “Didn’t get a response.”


  “What?”


  “I repeated it twice. I’m sure a computer picked it up.”


  “What if it didn’t? Is our radio okay?”


  “The radio’s fine. Raise the jib to full.”


  I raised the jib and sat on the foredeck with my back to the mast. If she wasn’t interested in talking I wasn’t going to be either. The dry salt air stung my eyes, so I closed them and let the sun soak into my until I couldn’t take and checked my watch. “1700 hours, mom.”


  She concentrated on keeping the sail full. “Pull in the mainsheet. Bring down the jib. I’m going to let us drift while we radio your father.”


  “Can’t we motor while we talk to dad?” The wind had died down anyway, if we were going to make it to Santa Clarita by tomorrow, we’d probably need to.


  “No. I don’t want to waste the fuel.”


  “But the tank’s full.”


  “Rina Jolene-”


  I did as ordered. When my second name got trotted out, I did not talk back. She ducked below and listed off our call sign as I finished.


  No one answered. She shrugged and gave me a half smile. “Folks are busy. Your father-”


  Static popped. “Mandy, is that you?”


  “Yes, it’s me.”


  “You’ve got Rina?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Rina?”


  Mom handed me the mic. “Yeah, Dad.”


  “Not sure if I can make it out to meet you. Some shi... shtuff is going down here at work. I’ll do my best. If I don’t. I’ll be here to talk again tomorrow. I love you.”


  “Love you, too, Dad.”


  “How was camp?”


  “Awesome, Dad. Thanks. One of the best birthday presents ever.” Maybe I’d tell him the rest when I saw him.


  “Good, I’m glad.”


  Behind me, Mom cleared her throat like she had to cough. Then she coughed, tromped up the steps and closed the cabin door behind her.


  “Is your mother okay?”


  “Yeah. The usual. Seems to have a cold.”


  More static on the radio. “A cold?” Another pause. “Me, too.” His voice strained like when he talked to mom.


  “Hope you feel better soon.”


  “I need to talk to your mom when we’re done. Alone.”


  “Okay, Dad. Hey, we saw something weird. A boat in distress. I got the numbers. Mom reported it to the Coast Guard, but didn’t get a response. Can you try?” I gave him our coordinates and the boat’s ID. He repeated it back to me.


  The cabin door opened and Mom staggered down the steps. I pointed at the mic and then her. She rolled her eyes and reached for it.


  “Thanks, Dad. See you day after tomorrow I hope.”


  “Me, too. Rest well in the arms of the sea. I love you, Rina.”


  Twice in one conversation. “I love you, too, Dad.


  “G’night.” I handed her the mic as she collapsed into the comfy chair. “Start the diesel if you want,” she huffed.


  “Okay. We can fill up when we get to Santa Clarita.”


  She nodded, tired. “Of course we can. Go ahead. Can you set the course?”


  “Duh. How many times have I done this?”


  “You’re right, honey.” She blew me a kiss. “Mandy here,” she barked into the mic as the hatch slammed behind me.


  Above decks, the sky had darkened and the weather had further calmed. I started the diesel, glad I couldn’t hear them talking. I set it to run at medium-low RPMs to maximize the fuel and set the course on the autopilot.


  I stayed out extra long, watching the stars pop out, as the afterglow of the sun finally faded. A shooting star cut across the gray. “I wish my parents would get their crap together and be happy again.” When the night chill penetrated my windbreaker, I went below, but not before checking the heading and the fuel usage.


  I snuck my head in to check on Mom. She was sleeping sitting up. I watched her for a minute, glad she was getting some rest. I crawled into my own bunk and let the rumble of the diesel lull me to sleep.


   


  * * *


   


  The boat rocked softly. Usually I slept well this way, but tonight it woke me. Why was the engine stopped? Between the lapping of the water against the hull and the slight whistle of the wind through the hatch above, I heard something else. Was mom awake?


  Then nothing. Maybe I’d imagined it. I slipped from the covers. If she was up, would I be intruding? I stopped, my hand on the knob. Waiting. A sniffle. I turned the knob and stepped out into the light.


  My mother glanced up, startled at the table. She’d been crying, trying to do it without waking me. Her cell phone was in her hand and mine lay on the pull-out table text to her, half-covered with a pile of Kleenex. “Mom? The phones?” I heard the accusation in my voice. I wanted to turn around and slam the door, but I knew it never slammed. I grabbed her phone and then mine and shook them at her. “What the...” I growled. “-heck?”


  A guilty half smile appeared and faded. “Sorry, honey. I didn’t want to scare you.”


  My heart pounded. I didn’t think Mom had ever lied to me. “From what, Mom? The internet?” Another old joke to lighten the mood.


  She chuckled weakly, then coughed. “The end of the world.”


  “OMG, Mom.” I rolled my eyes. “Like, how is it ending this time?”


  No trace of a smile this time. Her humor was always dry. No. I’d never seen her like this. She handed me her phone.


  I stared at the screen. BBC News, my favorite for homework research. The headlines read Honduras death toll rises. 17% of the population infected. 5% dead.


  “But that’s in the Honduras.”


  “It’s a small world after all. One of your father’s friends in the State Department knows someone at the Center for Disease Control. It’s already here. In the U.S. But people haven’t figured it out..”


  “Shit.” I looked to mom for some response. None. A month ago she would have slapped my face.


  She just reached for me, pulling me into her arms. Her body shook and sobs echoed in my ears. She clung tight.


  “It’s gonna be all right, Mom,” I said, pulling back to look at her.


  “No.” She turned away, hiding her eyes. “It’s not. I thought I just had a cold.” She held up one of the tissues, red with blood. “What if I have it? What if I’m dying.”


  I pushed her away. “You won’t die. We’ll get you to a hospital.”


  “No hospitals.” Her hand gripped my wrist, then released. “And if I’m infected, you are too. And we’re on a boat. That I won’t be able to help you sail.”


  “I can sail. I’m going to make it to Santa Clarita and find dad.” What would I do if he was sick, too? I flipped my phone to GPS mapping and typed in Santa Clarita. NNE, 32 degrees. “Tell dad to meet us at the dock.”


  Mom gritted her teeth. “He may not want to meet us.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “This is real. He may not want to be with us.”


  “He’ll want to be with ME.” She winced at my emphasis. God, parents can be stupid. I slammed her rubber encased phone on the table in front of her and spun, angry at her suggestion that a disease might keep dad away. I stomped up the stairs, shoving aside the cabin door. He loved us. He loved the boat. If it was the end of the world, this is where he belonged. I pulled out my phone and called. The phone told me all circuits were busy. I spewed a text at him, knowing he might not get it.


  I turned the key. The diesel chugged back to life, and I moved the tiller to the setting my phone gave me. I slumped into my knees, tears flowing like mad. This wasn’t happening. A week ago I was on an old western trail, pretending that my ultralight gear was historical. Now, I was stuck in a future hell of an apocalypse. I spun to the weather on my phone. Low winds, blowing against me away from Santa Clarita. I adjusted the tiller slightly. “Come on, Dad,” I whispered.


  Out here on the ocean, the sanctity of the sky belied the reality I saw on my phone and in my mother’s eyes. A shooting star burned across the sky. What to wish for now? “I wish...” To live? For my parents not to die? If I said it out loud, it made it real. The truth. I gripped the tiller and silently watched the gauge wobble on the heading.
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  THE END


  Melissa Algood


  I was ten when most of the human race was wiped from the planet. For a while it was just Dad and I. Then winter came, and never went away. We shared the last can of beef stew on my eleventh birthday, and then left the southern shores of Washington.


   


  Forever.

   


  The frozen rain pounded our frail bodies, until we found abandoned rust covered 2020 Chevy on the feeder of the highway. Dad said it would be good luck since it was made the same year I was born. He had me watch as he pulled some wires from under the steering wheel, twisted the red and yellow wires, and the truck started to roar. Dad smiled at me and headed south. My voice turned into a howl as it was ravaged by the wind. Our powerful enemy, sleet, poured in through the window Dad broke.


  “How much farther?”


  Dad turned to me. Ice coated his auburn beard. “We’re heading to Mexico.”


  “Yeah, but how far is that?”


  “Didn’t you learn that in school?”


  I recalled school. My buddies and I would sit in the back of class shooting spitballs at the teacher and have pizza-eating contests at lunch. I didn’t remember what potato chips tasted like, much less what a map of Mexico looked like before everyone died. “Maybe?”


  “Well, we’re in Oregon. So...” His gloved hands gripped the steering wheel of the truck we’d stolen. Maybe it wasn’t really stealing, since the owner had died. Dad cast his dark irises on the lonely road ahead of us. It was a look I’d never seen until it was only the two of us. I didn’t have a word to define his expression. The endless search for a way to describe the sadness in his eyes made me wish I’d paid more attention in language arts class.


  A few weeks after the Chevy ran out of gas and we couldn’t find any more we started walking. According to Dad, we were atop Summer Lake when we met John who looked as haggard and worn as Dad’s cough. I couldn’t remember when Dad’s lungs started to expel a thick yellow substance with black dots intermingled with the phlegm, but it had kept him from sleeping by the time we added to our family. As time went on I found out how important grown-ups jobs were before everything went away. John promised to get us across the mountains. After all he was a sports medicine major and avid rock climber. We should’ve made sure he meant both of us to Nevada alive.


  Dad’s face had turned white as flour when we were halfway down.


  “How much longer, John?”


  Our guide stopped and looked over his shoulder. “We’ll be there by nightfall, Hank.” His light eyes scanned Dad, “You need to take a break?”


  “No. I can’t spend another night on this rock.”


  John nodded and headed South East, but I held back with Dad. “You okay?”


  “Don’t worry about me. It’ll all be over soon.”


  The few beams of light that came from the sky were extinguished, and we still had a few more hours. “We gotta make camp,” John said.


  “No, keep going.”


  “But you can’t...”

  Dad’s voice turned into a growl. “You have to keep going.” He turned to me. “Take this.” He unzipped his coat.


  “No way, you need it.”


  “No. I don’t.” He pulled what was once a bright yellow down coat over my own. “These too.” He opened up the knapsack that hung over his boney shoulder, and handed me three hardback novels that had been tied together with twine. They were all by George Orwell, my namesake. I could recall faintly my mother’s singsong voice as she told me that only an English professor would name all his children after authors. I didn’t know what she meant. Maybe it’s because I never had the chance to read Ray Bradbury and Emily Brontë.


  “Dad, you don’t have to...”


  His index finger glided along the side of my face. It is still the coldest thing I’ve ever felt. A gust of wind filled the space between us and he clung to a rock on the side of the mountain. He buried his face in his hands. “George...”


  “What?” I bent my knees so our faces were level. His empty eyes were glassy and half closed. “Dad?” I shook him by his shoulders. “Dad!” A thin line of red dripped from his nose.


  “We need to go,” John said.

  I shook my head. My brain shattered like glass. “We’ll go when he wakes up.”


  John pulled me up by my arm, dark hair stuck to his forehead. “It’s what he wanted. You have to live, kid.”


  Dad’s face was blue, or at least the color of the Pacific Ocean that I remembered as a kid. Maybe he could still hear me? I knew I’d never get to speak to him again, so I should take advantage of our last moments. I’d already said ‘goodbye’ to everyone I ever loved, I couldn’t do it again. My eyes were dry when I took the rope from my Dad’s hand. John unhooked him, and intertwined the rope with mine. John and I continued to repel down the mountain. We all knew it was the end.

   


  John and I made it to Vegas three years later, shortly after I’d turned sixteen. At least, I thought I was sixteen. It had been impossible to gauge time since an endless haze had blocked the sun out all these years. Apparently Vegas used to be a pretty lively place. Now it was only the two of us.


  John extended his left arm. His black leather-gloved hand pointed at a structure covered in snow, ice, and sludge. It had a square base and shot up into the gray sky like an arrow. “See that?”


  “Yeah,” I muttered, not finding it entirely impressive.


  He looked over at me and steam rushed out of his mouth with his words. “That’s as close as you’ll ever come to the Eiffel Tower.”


  “What’s that?”


  He threw his head back and laughed. “Seriously? You don’t know what that is, kid?”


  “I was in the fourth grade...when it all...you know.”


  More to the wind then to me, John said, “Forgot about that.”


  “I didn’t get to graduate college like you.”


  “Technically I was eighteen credits shy, but who’s counting anymore?”


  “So, what was it anyway? The tower?”


  “I don’t really know what it did, if anything, but that’s not even the real one. That’s a replica.”


  I racked my limited vocabulary attempting to pinpoint the meaning of this new word. “What’s a replica?”


  “It’s a copy of something. See the real Eiffel Tower is in Paris, but they built another one here. I guess it’s because only rich people come to Vegas or Paris.”


  “Did you ever come here? Before?”


  “When I was your age, with my parents, so I couldn’t have any fun.” He punched me in the arm, which made me feel ten again. For a moment I was back with my friends, and I could feel the sun on my skin. “Maybe I was younger, I didn’t have a full beard like you, kid.”


  I rubbed my own chin. My cotton gloves pulled on the coarse hairs that grew along my jaw. I wondered if it was the same color as my Dad’s. I had yet to find a mirror void of a thick film of ash and ice. It would be awkward to ask John. Besides Dad was pretty much dead already when they met, how could I ask him to compare us? “What do you mean you couldn’t have any fun?”


  “It used to be a city built for adults, and all their vices.”


  “Vices?”


  He stopped in the middle of the road and rested his hands on my shoulders. “It’s like this, kid. We’re walking on something they called the strip. It had a bunch of casinos, and whatever else you wanted to help forget about the life you were living.”


  My eyes crisscrossed the buildings blanketed in snow that had turned the same eerie color as the sky. They were so tall I didn’t know if we were still walking on the Earth, or if we were really dead, and walking in the atmosphere. My older sister once told me that hell was hot, but maybe she was wrong, and it was so cold that the blood in your body turned into icicles. If there was ever a time for escape, it was now. I would have given anything just to have another minute of life: belly full, showers in hot water, my parents kissing me goodnight. I couldn’t think of an instance when I would have chosen to avoid what I had, when all I could do now was hold on to the few memories left in my brain.


  I’d do anything to see leaves rustling in the summer breeze above me. Instead I found myself surrounded by desolate gray, haunted by everything I’d never know, like love. All I’d ever know was death.


  “Tell me what your girlfriend was like again.”


  “Jessica….” He sighed and looked down at the ground before he turned his light eyes back to mine. “She was hilarious, and an amazing cook. She made this lasagna.” He licked his lips. “I promise you, right here, right now, I will find you a cute teenage girl if it’s the last thing I do.”


  He’d made comments like this before. Yet in the years we’d traveled as a pair, we’d never come across another soul. I’d lost hope that I’d never get another kiss from a girl like Jenna who snuck behind the gym with me. Her lips tasted better than strawberry ice cream and made my body feel like I was on a roller coaster. For some reason the lack of girls made me think of something my brother always said, ‘Ignorance is bliss.’ My gaze turned back to the buildings surrounding us. “Right now I’d be happy if I could get something to eat.”


  John tilted his head to the nearest building with the least amount of ice covering the front. We each took the pick axes that hung from the sides of our packs and hammered the sheet of frozen water that encased our shelter. I don’t know if it took minutes, hours, or years; but I was exhausted once we broke through and hobbled inside.


  The inside looked like every other building I’d broken into. Torn up. As I gazed about the still space I recalled when Mom would ask ‘Another tornado run through your room, George?’. I didn’t find it funny then- although it always made Dad laugh- I still didn’t. The only tornado I’d ever seen was the one in The Wizard of Oz.That had been so long ago I couldn’t tell you why she was walking down that yellow brick road, even if you offered me a bacon cheeseburger with French fries. But there was something in the room that made me forget all about Mom’s smile and fried food.


  The ceiling.


  John nudged me with his elbow and held up the kerosene lamp to cast more light above us. “Pretty cool, huh, kid?”


  People covered the dome that my eyes scanned the ceiling above us. I assumed it was paint since I couldn’t touch it, but it had every color I remembered from before the sky clouded over forever. And more. Babies with rosy cheeks, wings, and harps. Women in pastel flowing robes, their long wavy hair floating behind them. Men with long beards that reminded me of Dad. The robin’s egg blue was a beautiful contrast against the puffy white clouds that resembled whip cream.


  “It’s...it’s...” Again I couldn’t find the appropriate word, and just for a moment I felt a loosening in my chest. As if I’d been holding my breath ever since my family, along with everyone else I ever knew, had died.

  John’s face sagged. It was like he’d aged twenty years since I’d met him.


  “It’s nice to see, but I don’t even know if there’s a point anymore.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, that’s not gonna feed us.” He nodded his head up at the mural.


  “Or start a fire. I don’t even know who they’re supposed to be. Maybe they were once really famous people, but no one knows who they are anymore. So, what’s the point of even seeing it?”


  I thought about the fact that John might die before me, and then I’d really be alone. As a kid I dreamed that I was the only person left and had the opportunity to eat all the candy I wanted, drive any car throughout the streets, and of course no school. Once John was gone I’d be living a nightmare. He never talked about his time alone before he met Dad and me, which made me believe that it wasn’t great. “We don’t know who they are, but it is still important. I’m glad I saw it.”


  “Why?”


  “It means we’re still alive.”


  John shot a smile at me. “You know the girls aren’t gonna come to life when you’re asleep, kid.”


  Maybe I blushed. I used to do that whenever I was embarrassed, but I hadn’t thawed yet. “I’ll take anything that will keep my mind off...all this.” I gazed about the wreckage of the hotel lobby.


  “You know the drill, kid.”


  I nodded. He started pulling all the wooden furniture to the center of the lobby and broke it down with his axe. I filled the pot that I retrieved from my backpack with snow, then took out my own axe, and helped John. The hotel bar took up a whole wall, to the left of a reception desk, which held a half dozen useless computers. Several dozen match books, which were akin to diamonds in the apocalypse, filled up a fishbowl atop the bar. But not a drop of alcohol.


  “Agh!” John slammed his hand against a lever that once dispensed beer. “I guess he figured if he was going out, he’d go out wasted.” His boot kicked the lone skeleton with frayed rags clinging to its bones. They must have been the last person alive since it hadn’t been dragged to the edge of town and burned with the rest of the charred bodies.


  “Maybe there’s some in one of those little fridges.”


  “Little, what?”


  “You know, the ones that are in each room, with all the really good candy in them?” Whenever my family went to a hotel us kids were expressly forbidden to open them, much less consume its contents. But the idea of dying without ever having a beer depressed me. I’d already missed so much of what many teenagers experienced; didn’t want to miss out on what adults did too.


  “You’re smarter than you look, kid. Let’s eat first, though.”


  After the snow came to a boil I held a cloth over our thermoses. John slowly poured the liquid, over the cloth, as we both attempted to keep our faces free from the steam. It felt great letting it surround your whole face, but steam could burn worse than boiling water. At least according to John. He took the thinnest rabbit in existence out of his pack, and I skinned it. We each took our share and let it cook in our thermos before we indulged in rabbit stew.


  In my sixteen years it was the best thing I’d ever cooked.


  After John gulped his last bit of rabbit he said, “You wanna check out the rooms now, kid?”


  I nodded and threw my bag over my shoulders. I never left it alone. Not only because I might find something that I’d want to take with me, like food, but also because it held the books Dad gave to me before he died. I had yet to untie them from the twine Dad had wrapped around them, but they never left my side.


  “Where should we start, kid?”


  “The bottom floors are probably already cleaned out.”


  “Wanna try 27? Since that’s how old I am. I think.”


  I nodded. Happy to know that I wasn’t the only man left on Earth who didn’t know what year it was anymore. “Then we gotta try 16 too.”


  “Anything you want. Just stick by my side.”


  “Yeah,” I laughed. At least that’s what it felt like even though the sound was deep and raw. “Don’t want to lose your only friend in the world.”


  John’s large sea glass colored eyes faltered. He gazed at me, but then again his eyes were blank. It was as if he saw everyone that he’d lost in me, just like I saw everyone who died in him. “I’ll never lose you, George. Never.”


  He’d only ever called me my real name a few times. When he said ‘George’ it took away all my pain and replaced it with something else I couldn’t name. I didn’t know how to answer, so I just nodded.


  After tearing our lungs apart climbing up all those stairs, we were both pretty pissed when there wasn’t anything to drink on the twenty seventh floor. The sixteenth floor held more luck. The third room we came to had the wine.


  John handed me a bottle the length of my hand. “Would have preferred vodka, but you know what they say about beggars, kid?”


  I twisted it open, sniffed it, and threw my head back. It tasted thick, like syrup, but it didn’t taste sweet at all.


  “Whoa, kid. Take it slow. You’re not used to the stuff.”


  I swallowed the last drop from my bottle and shrugged.


  “Want another?” I nodded and he handed me a bottle. “Let’s save the last couple, you think?”


  “I bet we can find more.”


  “I’ll take that bet.”


  It was four more rooms before we cheered with joy again.


  We returned downstairs to the lobby because we could build another fire, and we knew where the exit was. I leaned against my backpack and finished off another tiny bottle of wine. Head spun. Body numb. Like when I would go on a roller coaster with my brother. “I feel...weird...”


  John laughed. “That’s called drunk, kid.”


  “Feels pretty good.”


  “Try and remember that tomorrow morning.”

  “What happens tomorrow?”


  The light from the fire brought a lively glow to John’s face. “You’ll see.”


  It wasn’t long after that my eyelids became heavier than stone. With my backpack as a pillow I curled up and fell asleep. But I didn’t dream. I saw nothing but endless darkness whenever I closed my eyes.

   


  That night I felt something on my hand though. It was warm and wet. The sensation made me slowly open my eyes. Its coat was jet black and shone against the light behind it. The light was bright, almost like the sun, and it nearly blinded me. When my eyes came into focus and saw the creature next to me I screamed. The animal’s eyes were black as coal, tongue pink like my sister’s ballet costume, and a tail that wagged quickly. I didn’t scream because it was scary, but because it had been so long since I’d seen one.


  John bolted upright. He pulled me up off the floor with him as I screamed. He pulled me back against the reception desk we’d dismembered earlier, my leg caught on my bag, and scattered the contents in front of the dog. John stood in front of me and raised the kerosene lamp when he called out, “Are you alone?”


  A woman’s voice came from one of the flashlight beams. “Are you?”


  “Asked you first.”


  I could hear the girl breathing. It was quick and harsh as if she’d just ran a mile. “Yes.”


  “How long?” John asked.


  “Few years. What about you?”


  John’s hand gripped tighter around my shoulder before he said. “Been the two of us, for a while now.”


  “What did you do with our dog?”


  “Nothing, he’s here,” John said.


  “I heard a scream.”


  “Your dog woke us up. Call him if you don’t believe me.”


  Another softer voice sang out from another flashlight, “Lucky!” The black lab turned back toward the girls and darted off toward them.


  A few moments passed filled with girl-whispers before John asked.


  “How’d you get here?”


  “Walked. Hoping it would be warmer. You?”


  “Same, from Seattle.”


  “We’re from Detroit.”


  “So what’s your name?”


  The older girl lowered her flashlight from our faces and cast the light on her own. Her dark hair hung past her shoulders. She wore a scarf and hat tucked into her parka and hood. Her lips were pale and matched the rest of her face, as if she’d been drained of life. When they parted she said,


  “Anne.”


  He lowered the kerosene lamp to the side and said, “John.”


  “Who’s your friend?”


  John looked over at me and nodded. I turned to the first girl I’d seen in five years, “George.”


  Anne had already maneuvered around the remains of our fire with Lucky on her heel. “This is my sister Brenda.”


  Her long brown hair was in a single braid that lay on her right shoulder. The coat she wore was once red, it’s crimson glow still obvious underneath ash. She wasn’t close enough for me to be sure, but Brenda was just a few inches shorter than me. “How old are you, George?”


  “Sixteen. You?”


  “Fourteen.”


  On our side John and Anne asked questions and answered in rapid succession. That’s how I found out that they were in a group, but their group had starved to death. Anne had just rushed a sorority when the Earth died along with the rest of her dreams. Lucky moved in circles around the four of us sniffing, and digging randomly at the floor.


  Brenda’s gaze followed Lucky and stopped at my backpack. “Are those books?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Can you read them to me?” She gazed at me with eyes brighter than the Moon. “It’s been so long since anyone has.”

  I turned to John who was telling Anne about his time in college. I figured if he felt safe, then I should too; I leaned against the wall and slid to the floor. Brenda handed the books to me. I took a deep breath and unwrapped the twine. “Which one did you want to read?”


  “Which one is your favorite?”

  I looked at the titles and not a single memory came forward. “I don’t...”


  “How about this one?” She sat, legs crossed, on the other side of Lucky.


  “I always wanted to see a farm.”


  I ran my finger along the skinny battered spine. “I’m pretty sure it doesn’t end happy. It’s just like everything else that’s left.”


  “Well,” Brenda leaned in closer to me. “Let’s hope it does this time.”


  The books weight in my hands calmed me. It reminded me of when Dad would read to me before I fell asleep. Brenda rested her head on my shoulder as I flipped past the title page and started from the beginning.

  



  —ABOUT THE AUTHOR—


   


  Melissa Algood had moved over ten times in her life before making Texas her home. She writes while binge watching t.v. with her longtime love, Izzy, and their cat, Madame Bijou. She’s been writing since she was a child and has since published (and won awards for) love poems, horror stories, and a romantic thriller Blood On The Potomac, all while working full time at a salon in downtown Houston.


   


  If you enjoyed The End then be sure to check out more of her work www.melalgoodauthor.com


   


  SAND AND STARSHIPS


  Heather Lee Dyer


  I lean against a sand-pitted doorframe and slow my breathing so I’ll have enough oxygen to return home. I gaze through my scratched visor across the ruins. The hot desert sun is casting mean heat waves that blur the structure in the distance, its ominous dark line barely visible.


  It was engineered and built to protect us from the others. And maybe it has, but this barrier that surrounds our entire Compound has shaped my very existence. It holds important secrets about my past and future, which I’m determined to discover.


  Someone long ago named it the Fence. I shake my head and laugh, the sound quickly getting swallowed up in my mask. What a ridiculous name for such an engineering marvel.


  The Fence is actually an enormous metal structure that is several meters thick, and at least three times as tall. The outside is electrified, its power generated by harnessing the wind, a resource we have plenty of these days. There are only two gates and both are watched carefully by vid surveillance and roving patrols in hover cars. The front gate hasn’t been opened at all in the sixteen years I’ve been alive, and the gate in the back is only used for bringing in fresh supplies. We don’t see many visitors here.


  Each time I come outside I try to get closer to my goal of examining the whole structure up close. This section is the last of the 100 meter-long area I need to cover. It’s been the hardest because it’s the farthest away from any of the Compound’s structures. And my oxygen supply.


  I’ve studied the schematics on how the Fence was engineered, how the wind generators work to keep it powered, and how thick the gates are. I want to see it up close and see how the metal has lasted all these years in the harsh sun and the constant battering of sand. But mostly I want to see if the rumors are true. No, I need to see if the rumors are true. So I’m out here again in over one hundred-degree heat, with low visibility and the largest air tank I could steal from the chem lab.


   


  * * *


   


  The rumors around the Compound are that groups of people used to attack the Fence with homemade explosive devices or old-war military rockets. When I ask why they would want to harm us, the staff tells me that people are just upset because we have our own self-contained water, food and oxygen systems. So many of their lives outside the Compound have been altered by the changing weather conditions due to pollution and overcrowding. I haven’t heard of anymore uprisings, so it must be getting better out there.


  I want to see if the rumors are true. Although I’ve never been on the other side of the Fence, I should be able to find some sort of evidence of repair on this side of the structure if something that powerful really did hit it.


  So in my free time away from the lab, I come out here. I’ve been able to make it most of the way around the perimeter so far. Oxygen tanks, like the rest of our supplies at the Compound, are rationed carefully. So it’s taken me a while to get this far.


  I step out of the relative shade of the doorway and walk quickly toward the blurry line on the horizon. I can feel the difference in temperature between sun and shade even through my enviro suit. I concentrate on keeping my breathing even and watch the ground so I don’t trip on debris hidden in the sand.


  I keep an eye on my oxygen levels and distance markers in the corner of my vid screen. It should give me a warning when I’ve reached the safe distance to stop and return back to the Compound before I suffocate.


  Red warning lights suddenly start flashing inside my helmet. I frown. I read the words scrolling at the bottom of my visor and stop in my tracks. It’s not an oxygen warning; it’s an incoming aircraft warning.


  I look up and have to squint against the bright light, even though there is permanent cloud cover above the Compound. I see in the distance a black spot coming toward us. I turn and hurry back toward the Compound buildings. Crap. This could be a problem.


  Why is he back already?


  I’m just as familiar with the ruins as I am with the Compound. I hurry down empty, sand-filled streets, and cut through fallen buildings. In order to keep up my speed I have to ignore the oxygen depletion warnings that are flashing in my visor.


  As the familiar buildings come into view, I can hear the last hiss of oxygen drain from my tank. I hold my breath and sprint toward the lab. My lab is a huge two-story building that is several kilometers long. I have an entrance off to one side that’s protected from the outside elements.


  But it’s still too far away.


  I force myself to think through all my options. With a grunt I veer off to the right and run the last few meters to the ancient storage building. It was the first structure built at the Compound, and is the closest to me right now. I reach it and fumble with the old locking mechanism as my extremities start to tingle. The door finally opens and I throw myself inside and pull the door closed. I slide down to the floor and rip my helmet off to gulp down the cool, oxygenated air.


  I lean my head back against the cold metal wall and allow my breathing to normalize. In the back of my fuzzy oxygen-deprived brain an alarm is going off trying to warn me of something. What am I missing?


   


  * * *


   


   


  “Seriously, Abishai?” A deep voice seems to boom all around me.


  I open my eyes and blink the blurriness away. Crap. I forgot I came in through the storage building.


  “What have I told you about this?”


  Double crap.


  I look up and focus on my father, who’s standing over me with his hands dramatically on his hips. A few of his assistants nervously huddle off to the side. He’s not wearing his usual un-washed lab coat, so he must’ve gone to Seattle again for a meeting. I was hoping he’d gone farther. He’s back too soon.


  I clear my throat. “That I’m not supposed to use any of the oxygen tanks?” I gingerly stand up, regaining my balance. I’m careful not to look my father as I speak. It’s easier to keep the sarcasm and anger out of my voice when I can’t see his face.


  “You know that’s not what I’m talking about!” he roars.


  I imagine him turning red. It always starts in his neck and creeps upward until even his pasty white, bald head is tinged pink. I turn completely away from him so he doesn’t see the smile I’m fighting to hold back.


  “You should be in your lab working, not out wasting your time doing whatever it is you do out there.” He must already be turning down the hallway, because I can hear his assistants scrambling to get out of the way. “We’re running out of time. Get back to work.” The squeaking of his shoes on the cement floor starts to fade as he moves away.


  I grab the oxygen tank and head in the opposite direction. I shake my head as I hear him yelling at someone unfortunate enough to get in his way. Everyone here is a nervous wreck around him. I’ve learned it’s better if I stay away from him as much as possible.


  I understand why he’s so angry and driven all the time. Really, I do. What we’re doing here is extremely important. Someday soon the pollution and overcrowding will overwhelm our planet, and then all of humanity will need our Eugenesis Project. The Project will bring Earth back to life, although it will take a few centuries. It’s a lot of pressure to have that much responsibility. The way he’s been acting lately, I’m guessing that things are getting worse around the world. Or he’s just going mental from all the stress. Since I’m not allowed outside comm or data access, I just have to take his word for how things are on the outside. And hope he can keep it together long enough to finish the Project.


  


  * * *


   


  I take a flight of stairs down to the tunnels. They’re wide enough for our battery-powered vehicles to drive through, but I enjoy the walk. I’ve been decorating the bare cement walls with old space parts I’ve found in our main warehouse.


  I run my free hand down the wall, touching the cool metal pieces. There are broken jump ship doors, shuttle parts, heat shields, signage, and other space junk with faded emblems from NASA, SpaceX, Virgin Galactic, Boeing, Starchaser Industries, Firefly Space Systems, Mars One, and many others. I smile. My father hates that I’ve done this. The warehouse where I discovered these treasures used to be my mother’s lab. The few staff that would talk to me when my father wasn’t around tell me that my mom was an amazing engineer. I like to think I take after her. My part of the Project is designing the drones to disseminate the Project around the globe. In my lab several prototypes are waiting for me to decide which one to start manufacturing.


  I shift the oxygen tank to my other shoulder and hurry down the tunnel. It leads to the main research building where my father works and sleeps. I can tell when the tunnel meets up with his building because sterile white tile replaces the gray cement walls and floors. It dizzyingly bright.


  I turn down another hallway and enter the chem lab. I drop off the tank to be re-filled as the tech frowns at me. I give him a little wave and leave quickly before he can give me a lecture.


  Since I’m still in my enviro suit, I need to change before I go back to my lab. I enter the antiseptic-smelling elevator and put in my code to take me down my living quarters. They’re located four stories below ground and take up the whole level. Below mine there are several other top-secret levels that contain most of the original research for the Eugenesis Project. My father doesn’t know that I figured out how to access those years ago. There isn’t anywhere in the Compound that I can’t get into. Over the years I’ve explored it thoroughly. What else am I supposed to do when I’m not working in my lab? There are a handful of scientists and staff at the Compound with my father and I; but there’s no one my age here. I’m left alone most of the time, which is fine with me, since the alternative is to endure my father’s raging.


  I step out of the elevator and into a completely different world. I can’t help but to grin every time I come home. The floor is covered with thick carpet and the walls are painted with colorful murals depicting African dancers, animals and colorful ribbons. Mom made sure that if she was going to raise her child inside a giant metal fence, that our living quarters would at least be colorful and non-sterile. Although I don’t have many memories of my mom, I at least have this last gift from her.


  I change quickly and eat a snack from the food replicator. It’s not as high tech as the ones we use upstairs, but I’ve got all my mom’s recipes programmed into this one. On the wall next to it, I’ve hung the only picture I have left of her. She’s in a crisp white lab coat that contrasts completely with her warm, dark skin. She’s holding me in her lap, and her smile is genuine and seems to light up the whole room. I wish I could remember more of her.


  I walk to the living room and check the vid monitors before I leave. On one wall there are six screens, all showing different areas inside and outside the Compound. I search until I find my father. He’s in his main comm room upstairs. Probably planning more trips to request money for our project.


  I shake my head. At least he’s nowhere near my lab, so it’s safe to get back to work.


  I step back out into the hallway and enter my code to lock the door. My father no longer lives down here on this level, preferring to sleep near his lab. I programmed extra security just in case he ever decided to come down here, but I doubt I’ll ever need it. He acts like mom never existed, and most of the time he acts like I don’t exist either.


  I grit my teeth and turn my attention back to what I need to do upstairs. I get in the elevator and return to the ground floor. I hurry down the tunnel toward my lab.


  The walls in this tunnel are completely full of space memorabilia. I started on this tunnel first because it leads under the Compound and up into the huge warehouse that I use as my lab. It’s not as big as the warehouse next to it that was my mother’s, but it’s big enough to have a working space shuttle hidden under the floor. I’m not really sure why my mother preserved an old space shuttle, but I’ve made sure my father doesn’t mess with it.


   


  * * *


   


  The next morning I decide to take advantage of the lower temperatures outside to make another trip out to the Fence. I plan a direct route to the last section that needs to be examined.


  The path I take this time skirts the ruins and is mostly debris-free. I find I can conserve more air when I don’t have to be climbing over broken junk.


  I get to a darker section of the wall and realize that this section of the wall is not just shaded by the sun - it is stained. I stare at the ugly crack snaking down the metal in front of me. The jagged open edges are shiny compared to the rest of the rusted wall. Although the crack is barely wide enough to allow light to pass through, the whole ten-foot section bulges toward me. Right in front of me is proof that the rumors are true - we really were attacked. And by the lack of heavy rust in the crack I estimate it happened sometime in the last decade. While I was living here. How had I not heard about this?


  A shrill alarm startles me and I realize I’ve been ignoring the warning lights in my visor. I’m almost out of air already, and I’m farther away from the Compound buildings than I’ve ever been before. Panic sets in as I silence the alarm.


  I turn and head back toward safety trying to keep my pace and breathing even. Now would be a bad time for a panic attack. I squint toward the Compound and try to gauge how close I’m going to be. If I go to my lab, I’ll run out of air at least five minutes before I get close enough to the hatch. I can’t hold my breath that long.


  I consider the storage building again. With my father already here, I shouldn’t have to worry about him being in the storage bay. The dark shape I saw landing outside the Compound a few minutes ago was probably just the weekly supply ship. I would just have to stay out of sight.


  The warning lights in my visor change to an annoying fast-paced staccato, and I push myself into a sprint. I’ll have to try for the storage building’s closest hatch which is a newer one with a hand scanner. But it’s the closest to me. I angle myself for a direct line to it and concentrate on controlling my breathing.


  I’m still a good fifty meters away when I run out of oxygen. I inhale the last few breaths of air and focus on the hatch directly in front of me. I make out the door handle and the palm scanner next to it just as the edges of my vision start to get murky.


  I stumble, my limbs tingling from lack of oxygen. I keep pressing forward and fumble with my gloves until I finally get one off. I’m almost there.


  I trip on something protruding from the sand and fall face down. The impact knocks the rest of the precious air out of me. My lungs feel like they’re going to explode right out of my chest. I have to get up.


  I push myself to my feet. I moan happily as the scanner recognizes my hand and the hatch springs open.


  I stumble inside and hit the floor as the hatch automatically hisses closed behind me.


  I reach up and rip my helmet and visor off to inhale the cool air greedily. I didn’t die. I made it.


  I really need to stop cutting it this close.


  I roll over on my back and stare at the metal ceiling. I actually did it. I proved to myself that there really are people out there that want us dead.


  I’ve also accomplished my personal goal of making the trip to any point of the fence on one oxygen tank. I smile. I’ve found over the years that setting outrageous goals and then accomplishing them keeps me from being bored, which of course then keeps me out of trouble.


  Hopefully, my father wasn’t watching the outside vid feed. I frown. I don’t usually care if he sees me, but after getting in trouble yesterday I need to try to stay off his radar for a while.


  I groan and pull myself up and grab my air tank. I’ve got to get out of here and back to my lab before he sends someone looking for me.


   


  * * *


   


  I head down toward the tunnels, the tank clanking against my suit. I hear a loud noise and stop at one of the observation windows that look into the storage bay.


  The outside door is slowly opening with a screeching metallic groan. Two huge hover cars slide in, heavily loaded. The enclosed front portion of each vehicle is tinted, so I can’t see the drivers.


  Anxious to get out of sight of my father, I continue walking down the hallway. I peer through the other windows as I go, watching the hover cars slow to a stop and lower to the ground. I’ve only been in a hover car a few times in my life. I convinced one of the newer staff to teach me how to drive one, but it didn’t end well. He gave up after two lessons.


  I hesitate at the last window, curious. My father forbids me from being here when the supplies are delivered.


  The drivers have their hover cars stable and engines off. Out of the first one climbs a tall, thin man in a dirty beige jumpsuit. He starts tugging heavy boxes out of the back of the enclosed storage container on his hover car, one at a time and then stacks them neatly along the side of the bay.


  The driver of the other hover car crawls out and jumps to the ground. He stomps his boots and turns to look around the storage bay. He’s much shorter than the other driver, but also wears a beige jumpsuit.


  I check nervously down the hallway, and then turn to press my face against the one-way window to get a better look. It’s been a long time since I saw anyone new.


  I look back toward the hover cars and drop the oxygen tank with a loud thud. My jaw drops as I see that the second driver is actually a girl. A girl who looks to be about my age.


  I watch as she brushes sand out of her dark hair and then pulls it back on top of her head. Her green eyes seem to pierce into me as she turns my way. I scoot backward from the window, even though I know they’re tinted and she can’t see me. My heart races as I watch her open the back of her hover car and starts unloading boxes.


  I hear voices down the hallway, so I peel my eyes away from the girl and grab the oxygen tank. I tuck it near the hatch I just came in and look around for a place to hide. I find an unlocked doorway into the storage bay, and quickly slip inside. I crouch down behind boxes stacked near the door. I can’t see if anyone is coming down the hallway toward me, since now I’m on the other side of the tinted windows.


  I make my way across the storage bay, staying hidden behind boxes. I need to get away from the door, just in case whoever it is comes in here.


  I flatten myself against the wall behind a large crate just as the door flies open with a loud crash.


  I slowly tilt my head so I can see around the crate in front of me. I see a man walking rapidly toward the hover cars. It’s my father. He probably saw the oxygen tank I left by the hatch. Great.


  I make my way farther around the storage bay as my father’s loud voice fills the cargo bay. I find an empty crate and crawl inside, pulling the lid carefully closed. Now I just need to stay hidden long enough for my father and the hover cars to leave.


   


  * * *


   


  I soon hear my father leaving, and I breathe a huge sigh of relief. I tell myself this’ll be the last time I push my luck this far. Besides, now that I’ve accomplished my Fence goal, I need to come up with another one. This time it will be a safer goal.


  I hear one of the hover cars start up and the man saying something to the girl. Then a horrible scraping sound echoes off the walls and I have to cover my ears tightly. The noise stops suddenly, but then I feel something crash against the box I’m hiding in. The walls of my crate tremble and I feel the box rising up in the air.


  The box finally crashes with a thud to the ground and everything is silent again. Except for the loud beating of my heart that I’m afraid can be heard outside of the crate. After steadying myself, and taking a few deep breaths, I reach for the lid and push. But it’s stuck on something and won’t open. I try not to panic as my eyes adjust to the darkness. There’s a vibration underneath and I’m moving again. I reach up and put all my strength into pushing the lid off. I manage to get it to slide to the side a few centimeters. Far enough so I can look through the crack and see that I’m inside the hover car’s storage box. Crap.


  I sit down hard and take a few more cleansing breaths. The sound of metallic groaning from the outside doors opening chills the blood in my veins. The hover cars are leaving. And I’m stuck in the back of one.


  I stand up and start pounding on the side of the crate and yell as loud as I can. But it’s useless. The drivers can’t hear me from within their enclosed cabs. And the loud door noises make it so that no one could hear me anyway.


  Once outside I don’t know how long I’ll have oxygen. I sit down and start my breathing exercises. The city ships aren’t allowed inside our Compound, so they send in their hover cars with the supplies.


  I hope they didn’t park too far away.


  I feel an wave of heat as the hover car I’m in leaves the safety and coolness of the storage building. I soon hear another loud metallic screech combined with the sound of un-oiled hydraulics. The Fence gate. I’ve never been allowed near it, not even to watch it open. I try to peek out of the box, but I’m facing the Compound, so I can only see the storage bay receding into the distance.


  After passing through the gate I finally get to see the outside of the Fence for the first time. I watch helplessly as the giant gate closes and we speed farther away from it.


  My lungs start burning and I try taking small, quick breaths. The heat is intense but at least I still have my enviro suit on.


  We finally come to a stop as my vision gets darker. I hear loud, unfamiliar noises as I fade into unconsciousness.


  


  * * *


   


  I wake and take several deep breaths of cool air. I open my eyes and see that I’m still in the box, but it’s quiet and I feel only a small vibration through the floor.


  I carefully stand up and shake out my tingling hands and feet. I reach up and push the crate’s lid, this time it slides easily. Relieved, I hoist myself up and climb out of the crate.


  I find myself in a smaller storage bay. I look around and see the large entrance for the hover cars, and opposite that a smaller one. I head for the smaller door, keeping out of sight in case there’s someone still here.


  I get to the door without seeing or hearing anyone else. I turn the handle and push the door open slowly. It opens into a narrow, empty corridor.


  I step out and look in both directions. One leads to another metal door, but the other direction leads to an intersection with another corridor. I head that way.


  At the next intersection I just have to guess. They both lead to other corridors. I turn right and keep walking. I still don’t hear or see anyone.


  This corridor ends at a large hatch. My heart starts racing as I hear voices on the other side. I’m torn between needing to get back to the Compound before my father finds out I’m missing, and curiosity about where these people are going and how they live. Either way I can’t just stand here, so I turn the handle and push the hatch open.


  The man and the girl I saw earlier are sitting in what looks like the ship’s bridge. They’re arguing with each other and haven’t noticed me yet.


  The ship’s technology is old, and I can see several of the computer consoles behind the girl are dark with wires hanging out. The console in front of her has flashing lights and she has some sort of tool in her hand.


  As much as this girl fascinates me, my attention is captured by the huge vid screen that dominates the whole front wall. Desert flashes by as the ship flies horizontal over the surface. Then giant broken structures come into the view, their stark shapes pushing through the sand in geometric patterns. Soon, the sand gives way to a dark gray body of water that takes over the horizon.


  My skin grows cold and I squint at the screen. We’ve been flying for at least an hour; there should be cities and towns underneath us, not more desert and lifeless water.


  Then I feel the ship rising, and the darkness recedes from view showing me how large it truly is. I frown. From the pictures I’ve seen, this is the Seattle area. Was the Seattle area. What happened here? Where are all the people? I feel sick to my stomach.


  The ship lurches slightly as it rises toward the cloud cover. I have to grab onto the nearest console to keep my balance. I let out an involuntary grunt as my chest slams into the metal.


  “What the hell?” The man’s face turns toward me, contorted with surprise and anger. “What are you doing here? On my ship?”


  I shake my head. This isn’t happening. I tell myself I must be dreaming. I look back at the vid screen and watch in horror as the ship continues rising fast, showing me that there is no world below us. Everything is sand and brokenness.


  The man turns toward the girl. “We have to get him back right away before Dr. Kincaid finds out.” His voice now sounds more fearful than angry.


  I look back to the man, tears in my eyes. The man’s expression softens and he comes over to help me sit down. I slump limply into a chair and watch as more dead land comes into view as we climb higher into space.


  


  * * *


   


  The girl stands in front of me, blocking my view of the vid screen. Her green eyes are warm and full of emotion. I can’t help but to smile weakly back.


  “They didn’t tell you.” She says softly.


  I shake my head miserably. “Is the whole world like this now?” I point to the vid screen.


  She nods.


  “How long has it been like this?”


  She looks over at the man as she answers me. “It’s been several generations since it’s been livable on Earth. The sand storms started worldwide about twenty years ago.” The man nods and moves back to his console.


  I feel anger deep within me. “How could they have lied to me this whole time?” I stand to pace in the small space between consoles.


  The girl just watches me.


  I stop in front of her. “So, you bring us supplies from where then? Not Seattle, apparently.” I let out a harsh laugh.


  The girl hesitates, and then goes back to her console. Her fingers fly over it and I can feel the ship change direction.


  “What are you doing, Kindra?” The man frowns at the girl.


  “I’m going to show him where the rest of humanity is. He deserves that much at least.” A sad smile plays on her lips.


  The man just nods again and goes back to work on a broken console.


  “Your name is Kindra?” I ask lamely. “I’m Abishai.” I hold out my hand to her.


  She grins. “I know who you are.” She shakes my hand anyway. “Everyone knows who you are. Your dad is famous, and the whole world is waiting for you guys to finish the Eugenesis Project so we can finally get the Migration moving.”


  I’m speechless. It’s like someone has pushed my reset button and I’ve got to live my life over from the start.


  “Look, Abishai.” Kindra’s musical voice draws my attention to the vid screen. The ship is above the endless cloud cover now. Stars are multiplying against the dark background of space as we leave the Earth’s atmosphere.


  I have to hold on to a console to steady myself again. Not because the ship is moving, but because the view is so beautiful and stunning. Millions of stars stretch in every direction. I’ve never seen stars in the night sky, since the clouds have always been thick with clouds. This is nothing like the pictures I’ve studied. Even the live vids don’t do the real thing justice. Up here I can almost feel the stars pulsing. They’re captivating in their cold brightness, and the sheer numbers of them.


  At the bottom of the screen, Earth is now just an ugly brown ball with angry clouds swirling on its surface. The once blue planet is gone, and has been for decades.


  “This is where you live?” I manage to whisper. “Everyone lives up here now?” I gesture to the stars in front of me.


  Kindra comes to stand next to me and places one of her warm hands on my arm, sending shivers down my spine. “Yes, Abishai. We live up here in habitats now. All of humanity does, except for you and your group in the Compound. The work you’re doing down there is important, and we’re all watching your progress.”


  I just nod, enjoying her warm touch and the view out the vid screen. We stay like this until the ship descends back underneath the clouds, and I’m returned back to my world of sand and drones. The Fence can no longer contain me now that my future has been etched in the stars.
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  PROVISIONS


  Kira Lerner


  Distant, inhuman moaning—the soundtrack to Becca Harker’s life—broke the seventeen-year-old’s concentration while she tried to pick the front door lock.


  It was dusk, but no streetlamps were lit in this formerly middle-class neighborhood. There was no more middle class, not as there used to be when Becca was small. No electricity either. She’d grown used to the dark, like everyone else. This was the safest time to forage. At dusk, the sun no longer acted as a spotlight, picking out prey to the predators: canny mutants, mindless revenants, packs of humans who’d gone feral after the meteors fell. And dusk was too early for the shapeshifters and other nocturnal beasts to hunt.


  Not many of us left.


  Becca felt little regret at this, and less every day. Finding supplies was easier without competition.


  Still… she missed people. Her siblings were a comfort and she would die for them—and kill for them—but Jake and Mia were so young. Just kids, as much as anyone could be a kid nowadays. Since their parents died, Becca’s main interactions, other than with her brother and sister, had been with scavengers or predators. Any words exchanged were poisoned by fear or aggression. Her friends had long since vanished, having either moved closer to the Haven complex near the City or they’d just… gone. Died. Or worse.


  She swore under her breath for being so maudlin. Such friendships had been Before. This was After.


  Nearby, hidden in the shadows of overgrown, radiation-deformed shrubberies darkening the west side of the house’s front door, Jake and Mia seemed alarmed by the groans. Becca heard the leaves rustle when they crouched further into the relative safety of the tangled branches. “Don’t worry,” she murmured, brushing back some sweaty strands of hair before swiftly returning to the task at hand. “Three blocks away, easy.”


  “What’s taking so long?” Jake’s hissed voice betrayed his anxiety. “Since when do you have trouble getting past a lock—”


  “It’s a frickin’ Baldwin, okay? Don’t rush me.” Just what the hell a rundown house like this needed a high-end lock for, Becca couldn’t even guess. Still, despite the difficulty, she was glad. The more secure a house was, the better the odds were that something worthwhile was inside.


  As a kid Mia’s age, Becca wouldn’t have even known houses had different brands of locks, much less the attributes and idiosyncrasies of each one. As a kid, Becca had been taught not to steal, not to intrude, not to kill.


  As a kid, Becca had never known hunger.


  At last: an infinitesimal but encouraging click from the lock’s mechanism. She was headed in the right direction. “Soon, guys. Just hold on—”


  Then she heard it. Felt it. Someone was nearby. Not three blocks away, not even three houses away.


  Her siblings heard it too. Mia’s gasp was muffled, probably by Jake’s hand—he was a quick thinker. Becca yanked the knife from her utility belt and focused on the small house’s east side. The person…or animal or thing…would show up there. And Becca would stay and face whatever came. She trusted Jake to lead Mia out of danger.


  In many ways, those two were better suited to this hellish world. They’d been born into it, knew no other life. Becca was the one who’d had to adapt, to change everything she was, ten years ago. Once the sky turned to fire and civilization to ashes.


  A solitary figure appeared from behind the house, barely distinguishable from the surrounding dead, leafless trees. It was tall and slender, almost spindly, with hair spiking out like thorns.


  Then Becca saw eyes that glittered as they met hers. They’d been covered by a fringe of black hair, but now the figure lifted its head to reveal a face. In the dark she could still tell he was a young man, near her own age. Human? Possibly. At least, though his eyes were wide, they lacked the mad ferocity of a mutant or the lifeless stupor of a revenant.


  The horrifying question—is he a feral?—flashed in Becca’s mind, freezing her lungs. Except he didn’t seem like one. Too clean. No stench of carrion. And not only was he traveling alone—rare for a feral—nothing in his manner indicated that he’d resorted to cannibalism. Becca’d never seen a feral close-up; she wouldn’t be alive if she had. But even spied from afar, they were obvious. They all had the same bearing, mannerisms, and ravenous, predatory gaze. Feasting on their own kind probably changed them forever.


  No, he wasn’t feral. But he wasn’t like her. Becca’d had ten years’ practice in identifying most of the various beings who’d survived or been created by the initial meteor holocaust, subsequent nuclear meltdowns and chaos. This one, though…


  At least she recognized his suspicious, challenging expression. She probably wore the same one herself.


  They stood, each waiting for the other to speak or move. Try something, go ahead. Becca’s damp fingers tightened around her knife. Give me an excuse.


  Instead, he simply broke the silence. “What are you doing here?” His quiet voice sounded silvery. Wintry wind over a frozen lake.


  The question was so innocuous she almost laughed. “What do you think?”


  “That you don’t belong.”


  “Yeah? Is this your house?”


  His thin slash of a mouth tilted up. “No. But what’s in here is mine. I found it first.”


  “Bull. I’ve been casing this place for almost a week.”


  “Casing?” The stranger chuckled. “You get that out of a book or some ancient vid?”


  “I got it from the same place I learned ‘first come, first served.’ Now back off. There’s other houses on the block.”


  “You know as well as I do that there aren’t. Everything else has been gutted. This one is… special.”


  He was right, of course. This house was unique. Windows boarded up tight, doors with crazy security, no one seen entering or leaving … Someone was using it for storage. And she wanted in.


  But Becca kept her expression under control. She valued that above all else: control. It had gotten her through eight years of parentless survival.


  He continued. “Truth is, I’ve been ‘casing’ this house myself. Guess we’re on opposite shifts.”


  She glanced at his black t-shirt, dark jeans, boots, and finally the slim but well-defined muscles of his arms. Then she eyed his sharp, vulpine face. “Clean clothes. Relatively well-fed. You can stand waiting another few days before your next windfall. I don’t have that luxury. This one’s mine.”


  Not surprisingly, the stranger gave her the same onceover she’d given him. For the first time in… well, maybe ever… Becca felt self-conscious about her raggedy appearance. Hair stuffed haphazardly into a baseball cap, figure dwarfed in a maroon sweatshirt that hid dirt and stains much better than her father’s baggy, ripped jeans... She probably looked about twelve. Even if she weren’t underfed, in this get-up she had no visible female curves.


  Annoyance burned her cheeks. Vanity was another luxury she couldn’t afford.


  She lifted the knife higher to get his attention back where it belonged. His eyes widened again when the blade’s well-polished metal shone even in the dusk. He didn’t retreat as she’d hoped, but he took a sharp breath and wasn’t coming any closer.


  “Well prepared, I see.” His soothing murmur sounded like someone trying to appease a wild animal. “Put that away. I’m not gonna hurt you.” He hesitated. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”


  Becca scowled, wary. His question sounded like a challenge. Was he someone important in this strange, tribal community? Various survivors had formed gangs—strength in numbers, they claimed. Recently, some gangs had turned participation from voluntary to mandatory. A new slave class seemed to spring up overnight, the weak forced to serve the strong.


  So even regular humans couldn’t be trusted. The lines between civilized and savage, human and monster, had blurred.


  Now Becca had to worry about this guy. He might be a recruiter—a euphemism for ‘slave harvester.’


  “No,” she said, keeping the knife steady. “Why should I know you?”


  “I used to live near you. Before kindergarten, and a little after. We had playdates. We used to jump around in my dad’s sprinklers. Remember?”


  Becca’s mouth parted for a few seconds. From somewhere she recalled a hot, yellow-tinged summer sky above a lawn. Grass that was lush, green, damp and cool as it tickled her bare feet. Laughs of glee shared with a black-haired boy who chased her, then shouts of triumph when chasing and ‘tagging’ him in return.


  And the sprinklers.


  Water was precious. Only yesterday Becca had been thrilled to find a promising stone well, not too far from this very house, with a ladder that someone had probably installed to reach the diminishing water line once the drought sucked it further into the fetid air. To her disappointment, by the time she’d looked inside, the stones were hot and the ground at the bottom was utterly parched.


  Before, such a resource could be wasted on a children’s lawn game. Becca could picture it all, could feel this boy’s wet fingers in hers as they clasped hands and leapt through a curtain of water.


  “Lucas,” she exhaled at last.


  “Becky.”


  “Becca,” she corrected, and then flushed at his arch grin and the memory that accompanied it: he used to tease her by calling her the wrong nickname. She’d always corrected him then, too.


  What blind, silly kids they’d been. They hadn’t known that in two years, they would never be carefree again.


  Remembering such things was useless. Unproductive. All Lucas was now was a rival who wanted what she’d claimed as hers.


  “All right, that’s enough of the reunion. I need to get to work.”


  Lucas’s smile faded into a stern, thin line. “No. You can’t go into that house.”


  “Funny, my tools and this knife tell me I can.”


  “Not alone. You don’t know what’s in there.”


  “Do you?”


  He licked his lips. “Not exactly, but I think…” He tilted his head up as if consulting the lavender sky, then looked back at Becca, impatience hardening both his gaze and his voice. “I don’t want to argue. Team up with me.”


  “Why should I?”


  “Because I bet I’m the only sentient being you’ve spoken to in a month who didn’t immediately try to kill you. And vice-versa. To me, that makes us allies. Or at least, non-enemies.” And yet his fingers were stretching and clenching into fists; stretching and clenching over and over. He was on edge. “Partnering makes sense. I doubt you’d be able to handle serious trouble on your own.”


  Presumptuous ass. “How do you think I’ve survived all these years?” Becca peered into Lucas’s face, with its network of healed scars barely visible in the dwindling sunset. “You don’t seem so great at defending yourself.”


  Lucas smiled again, wide enough to show his teeth. He looked even more vulpine. “You should see the other guy.” His eyes showed no joy. “Anyway, you’re the one with all the bandages.”


  Becca’s hand automatically lifted to cover the tape-covered gauze on her throat, visible beneath her sweatshirt’s frayed collar. There were about a dozen bandages, most hidden by her clothes. “Yeah, well, it’s kinda rough out here,” she snapped. “But not rough enough to team up with someone I hardly know. Where do you even live now? How come I’ve never seen you around before?”


  “I’ve been sticking near the Estate Park area, but the pickings are slim and…” He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I didn’t see you either, so I bet we’re both good sneaks. And there’s those differing schedules, like I said. Would you please put down that knife now?”


  Becca complied but kept a firm grip on the weapon’s handle. Just because they’d known each other a lifetime ago didn’t mean Lucas hadn’t turned into something to fear. That’s exactly what happened to everyone else from the old life. “What use are you? You don’t even have any tools—that I can see, anyway. How were you planning on getting past all the locks?”


  A flash of… something… crossed his face. But his answer came quickly enough. “Brute force.”


  Despite the circumstances, Becca almost laughed. The guy was thin enough to use as a lock pick himself. He seemed to notice her amused disbelief and, as if answering the unspoken question, stretched his arms out to display his physique. “I may not be muscle-bound, but I’m not skin and bones, either. I’ve—”


  He stopped. His chin lifted and eyes narrowed in concentration.


  “You’ve got others with you.” Each word was measured and accusatory. “Where?”


  Crap. Had the kids moved without her hearing them? Impossible. Then again, Becca’d been paying way too much attention to Lucas. By now a horde of revenants could’ve attacked and Becca would’ve been too focused on him to notice.


  This made him dangerous. And a distraction. A remnant of a bittersweet past she’d had to forget to survive the present.


  Worse, he was competition. She had three mouths to feed and couldn’t spare any resources.


  She was about to deny that anyone was nearby when Lucas lifted his palm. “Don’t bother. Family, right? Except there’s something…” He tilted his head. “You’re not all the same.”


  Her heart thumped. “They’re my brother and sister. Will you just go already?”


  “You were an only child when I knew you.” Still that same, calculating look and quiet tone. He kept glancing at the tangle of dead branches behind her, as if knowing precisely where Jake and Mia were despite the deepening twilight. “So… they were born After. Lots of babies born around that time didn’t make it, with all the mutagenic radiation and the plague bugs. They must be strong. Or have a strong protector.”


  His uncanny curiosity worried her; the hair on her neck and arms prickled and rose in electric fear. She took a step forward, weapon at the ready, and was gratified to see him back away. The first hint of moonlight revealed the unmistakable alarm in his dark eyes.


  “You called me a non-enemy,” she muttered. “Don’t be too sure about that. I’ve killed for them before and I’ll do it again. That’s all I’m gonna say about my family to you. Go.”


  “Damn it, Becca, you don’t understand. Even if you get past that door—” Lucas winced and, oddly, rubbed his arms as if cold. His gaze shifted from the knife back to her glare. His tone was still soft, but there was nothing calm in the abyss of his eyes. “I can’t stay and argue. Just… you have no idea what you’ll find.”


  “Good. I like surprise gifts. Now you’ve got ten seconds to leave. Ten. Nine…”


  Lucas was gone before the count reached seven, disappearing so quickly into the shadows that Becca could easily believe he’d just vanished.


  Swallowing with difficulty—her throat was as dry as one of the desiccated bones from the town’s burial pit—Becca returned to work on the lock.


  “He’s gone,” she whispered, not facing her siblings. “But don’t move. He could still be watching.”


  “We know.” Mia’s truculence grated, but Becca knew it came from a frightened, hungry place. Used to this life or not, Mia was only eight. “Why’d you make him go?”


  “We don’t need him.”


  “Maybe we do,” Jake said. “You’re so weak.”


  “I’m fine. And we can’t trust him.”


  “We don’t have to trust him. He might’ve been useful—”


  “No!” Becca closed her eyes briefly and warned herself to calm down. “There was obviously something up with him. Maybe a shifter.”


  Jake made a dismissive sound. “He had plenty of time to change while you were talking. He’d’ve attacked you, easy. Why couldn’t you just—”


  “I don’t have to explain myself! You guys know my rules, and that’s final!”


  The kids fell into silence. Then her little sister whispered, “We’re hungry. We’re almost always hungry. Your rules don’t make sense. What if something happens to you? Won’t we have to break the rules then?”


  Becca took a deep breath against the shudder that ran through her. And continued her work.


   


  * * *


   


  Finally, finally, the door gave way to Becca’s persistence and skill.


  She opened the door as slowly as hunger and impatience allowed, then peeked inside. It was almost pitch black except for the dwindling daylight behind her. Listening for any suspect sound, Becca took an experimental sniff. Mold, dirt, blood—something had died here. Maybe several somethings. But after a long wait, she heard nothing moving. Even the air was as still and undisturbed as a long-sealed crypt.


  Suddenly she remembered the warm coziness of the childhood home they’d abandoned long ago. Was someone in there now, scavenging it with no thought of the family that had lived there? Ransacking and dismissing once-loved belongings?


  Just like we’re about to do?


  Becca ignored the guilt, probably stirred from the encounter with Lucas. Another spillover from her old family life, from Before, and just as dangerous. Her parents taught her right from wrong, but they also made her vow to provide for her siblings. That’s what she was doing.


  As if reading her mind, Jake spoke wistfully. “Remember they told us never to go where we weren’t invited?”


  Almost ten years old and a stickler for etiquette. Weird kid. Still, relief at having defeated the lock turned Becca playful. She stepped beyond the threshold and whispered half-remembered niceties from an old book, “Then by all means, I invite you to enter, Master Jake and Miss Mia.”


  Mia tramped in, more pragmatic than their brother. “Come on. Stop worrying, Jake.”


  “He’s right to worry.” Becca didn’t want them getting any ideas that this was a walk through the park. “But I’m with you, and I’m sure there’s something in here. No one springs for that kind of lock without there being something worthwhile to hide with it.”


  Once the children entered, the heavy door swung shut behind them, cloaking them in black. Becca reached for her tiny penlight, but the darkness wasn’t as total as she’d expected. Squinting, she tried find the source of a dim, flickering light… until all three gasped. A flame, seemingly floating in the distance, grew nearer. Soon it revealed a tin lid full of grease—an old-fashioned makeshift button lamp, Becca guessed; she’d learned about those from ancient 19th century household journals—along with large fingers holding it, and a face above belonging to a hulking, shaggy-haired man.


  He wore filthy clothes and a scent of death so thick it could have been draped around him like a cloak. And his free hand held a rifle aimed at Becca’s heart.


  His teeth were visible when he grinned. “Sorry, girl,” he said. “I’m the only worthwhile thing in here. Till you arrived.”


  Mia moved to run, but the stranger shifted and his weapon now pointed at the girl’s head. “Don’t try it. Door’s locked again.” He eyed Becca. “Nice piece of lock-picking there. Took you long enough.”


  Becca ignored the compliment and hushed Mia. She blocked her siblings from the gun and tried to assess the threat. It took only seconds for her terror to choke her with the realization. The wild hair and moldy, stained clothes. And above all, those eyes: red-rimmed, greedy and inhuman.


  Except he was human. He was most frightening predator of all. A feral.


  But it makes no sense! Becca’s mind protested. A boarded-up, locked house, from which he never went out to capture his prey? This wasn’t normal feral behavior—if one could use the word ‘normal’ when talking about opportunistic cannibals.


  Creating order from this chaotic life was a fool’s game. Becca stalled. “We just want food, that’s all, mister.”


  “Call me Vic.” The man’s smile grew even more threatening. “And I’ll call you Becca.”


  Her mouth fell agape, but she quickly clamped it shut… too late to avoid his husky laughter. “Yeah, I got a security cam out there. Saw you kids rummaging around every night for over a week.”


  “A camera?” Jake scoffed. “Running on what? You don’t even have lights.”


  “Ever hear of a generator? Been off the grid since even before all hell broke loose. I been prepping for two decades now. ‘Course, power’s only for important stuff. Fridge. Heat. Radio. And my camera. I keep track of everything. You really thought you’d steal from me?”


  Becca kept silent, but wanted to ask if he was such a fantastic prepper, why leave a hole in his security perimeter? A single lock, even a Baldwin, was vulnerable.


  Then it dawned on her that this might have been on purpose. A trap. Something to lure people in. Specific people.


  She’d heard that ferals had some demented belief that eating human flesh would imbue them with the traits of their victims. For some, this meant going after the brightest, the most skilled. Becca wanted to scream. Years learning how to break in to just about any lock, and all it did was make her an ideal victim for a psycho cannibal.


  Vic’s gaze traveled down Becca’s body before he lifted the flame closer to her face. “You, girl. Take the hat off.”


  Uneasy, she complied. When her hair fell down to her shoulders, he seemed to reassess her. “You looked blonder on camera. Nice to see you up close, though. Bony but pretty. And older,” he added in a satisfied murmur. “You’re what… fifteen? Sixteen?”


  Becca’s stomach churned. She sensed where his deranged mind had headed. Hidden by the long, bulky sweatshirt sleeve, her right hand slid cautiously toward the knife in her belt. Nearby she heard Jake’s tense fidgeting. Her brother also knew what this man was after.


  When she didn’t answer, Vic went on. “The kids are puny but they’re healthy enough for a couple days’ meals. And you may be scrawny but should last for the rest of the week, maybe more if I spread it out. Actually, between the three of you, I could make some good trades with the Bond Street gang, or just keep you all for myself. My freezer’s getting low.”


  His emotionless calculations made her ill. To regain control, she blurted: “Why aren’t you in a gang? Your kind travels in groups.”


  “My kind? Awfully judgey there, girl. You’re no different.” He ignored her spluttered protest. “You don’t have a gang either, except these two. They’re dragging you down, and that’s my point. Packs turn against each other quick enough once food gets scarce. I hunt and trap alone. But I do miss some things about other humans. Been an awfully long time since I saw anyone like you.”


  He inhaled deeply and gave that smile again, as slimy as the melting grease of his candle. Becca felt underdressed even in her shapeless clothes.


  When he moved toward her, she whisked out her blade, fast enough to slash at the hand holding the rifle and then aim for his chest. Simultaneously, Jake rushed at the stranger. Her brother was almost comically small compared to Vic, but Jake’s preternatural speed was coupled with a rapid, strategic mind. He could do some damage.


  …Except Vic was just as fast. Swearing when the knife sliced at him, he managed to jerk backwards to avoid its second thrust, then slammed the rifle against Becca’s wrist. She cried out as the knife clattered to the floor. The pain of what was surely a break or fracture brought her to her knees, cradling her right hand against her chest. Meanwhile, as Jake rushed to attack, Vic aimed his heavy boot right at the boy’s stomach. Jake retched and crumpled only a few feet from Becca.


  Having defended against two of them, Vic obviously expected Mia to be next, and swung the gun around to her before the girl could take a step. Becca, eyes tearing, shouted “No! Please!”


  “You little bastards are past ‘please’ right now. Damn it, look what you did!” Vic dropped the tin candle-holder down on a nearby table and, after moving the gun underneath his armpit, rubbed his sleeve against his slashed hand. His weapon was still leveled at Mia’s terror-stricken face.


  Becca saw the growing dark stain on Vic’s sleeve and darted a look at Jake, afraid that the sight of blood would unnerve him. Mia was as vulnerable, maybe more, but despite her temper, she could control herself better than their brother.


  Vic cursed furiously as he tore material from his ragged shirt and wrapped it around the wound. “Gimme one good reason I shouldn’t put a bullet in these little meatbags’ heads.”


  The tiny flame illuminated his face irregularly. To Becca, he seemed all angles and shadows: a skull with madness in its eyes.


  “Let them go,” she said in a monotone. “I’ll stay with you.”


  “Oh, you’ll stay whether I kill the brats or not.”


  “I mean I won’t… fight.”


  “Becca, stop,” Jake moaned, still doubled-over and hugging his stomach in obvious agony. Even in pain, he looked straight at Vic, his rifle, and the wounded hand.


  Becca watched Vic’s measuring stare shift from one sibling to the other. She knew they’d have no chance if he chose to feast on all of them, given his strength. He’d obviously been eating well.


  How? How is he bringing victims in here without us seeing him? It was simply impossible. Becca had been lurking around this property night after night for ten days, and never saw anyone budge from it. And during the daytime, bringing victims here would’ve been reckless. Anyone could have noticed. Even Lucas said he was watching during the day, and he would’ve seen…


  Lucas.


  Becca felt her stomach turn to heavy, cold lead. He had watched them. Not for himself, not for old-time’s sake. But for this. He was this feral’s scout. He’d made a half-hearted effort to pretend he wanted her to leave, but he’d changed his mind and fled pretty damn quick. All an act.


  There’s no one left. After ten years, Becca finally, truly comprehended this grim fact. There was no one she could trust.


  As Vic commanded Jake and Mia to tell him their ages and weights, like a customer in a butcher’s shop, Becca swept her left hand around the floor in desperate search for the knife. If only she’d seen where it fell….wait, was that it—?


  “All right. You and me are gonna talk,” Vic said, breaking Becca’s concentration. He grabbed Becca’s sweatshirt, jerking her up toward him. “Down the hall, into the kitchen. And don’t you brats get any ideas,” he added, swinging the rifle from Mia to Jake. “Like I said, that door’s locked good. Won’t get out that way.”


  Becca was half-pulled, half-dragged until she was in front of Vic, who then shoved her into the void of the corridor. Her wrist throbbed with every heartbeat but the pain took a backseat to her desperate search for a plan.


  Vic muttered almost conversationally, “Hell if I know how you got past that lock in the first place. Crazy but smart. You’ll be a prize for sure. Might not trade you, at least not permanent. Could lend you out…”


  Becca forced herself not to listen.


  While he reached past her with a key to unlock another door, Becca suddenly wondered why he needed so many locks inside his own home. Then the sickening answer came to her: He must keep his prey alive…trapped… as long as possible.


  “Go,” he commanded, opening the door.


  Inside, the first thing she saw was another, stronger candle on an old Formica table. The small, dancing light revealed a medium-sized kitchen.


  A kitchen with cabinets absolutely packed with supplies.


  Becca gaped at the cans lining every shelf. The mere sight of so much soup, tuna fish, fruit cocktail and more actually made her mouth water. She’d never seen so many canned goods, not since Before, when there were supermarkets. And his refrigerator hummed—a sound she hadn’t heard in half a decade.


  Look at all this! No wonder he’s so huge. We could eat for weeks, maybe longer.


  Then the truth slapped her in the face. Someone this skilled at hoarding and foraging… he hadn’t been forced to turn feral. He chose this life.


  Proof was visible everywhere, once her attention shifted from the food. The counters revealed tools, an ancient radio, and knives encrusted with blood. The floor was dark with ominous stains, too; even the brass ring pull for what must be an old root cellar was caked in dried blood.


  Becca’s insides shriveled as hunger turned to nausea again. This is what happens when you give in, she thought. When she averted her gaze, ill, she pictured Jake and Mia and nearly wept. But she’d stopped crying long ago. Control. Control was everything. These gruesome sights were the revolting consequence of lost control.


  Vic pushed her against the round kitchen table, and her uninjured left hand clutched the back of a rickety chair for support. The door swung closed behind them. It didn’t slam as loudly as the front door. It might not be self-locking, she thought with some flicker of hope. Still, Becca knew she was trapped.


  “Okay,” he said from behind her. “Turn around and face me, girl. Show me you’re worth keeping alive for at least a little while.”


  Becca stared numbly ahead at the sole boarded-up window. A miniscule crack let in a sliver of what was now bright, pale moonlight. The groaning sounds in the distance were more insistent as newer predators joined the hunt.


  “Vic,” she said, hating the idea of pleading to this man. She would beg for her siblings, not herself. “Don’t do this. I could be useful to you.”


  He laughed. “Yeah. That’s what I wanna find out.”


  “No, I mean… You know I’m good at picking locks. And maybe you don’t want to team up, but I’m sure there are lots of places you couldn’t get in because they’re locked. I could help. I would help. But only if you let the kids go.”


  “We’ll see.”


  Those two insincere words were all Becca needed to confirm her worst fear. He wouldn’t really consider any bargain. He was a lying monster, someone who’d chosen this abomination of a life out of weakness—or maybe just sadism that probably started long ago, long Before.


  “Face me,” he ordered again, and grabbed her elbow to turn her around.


  This is it. Now.


  Adding the momentum of Vic’s strength to her own spin, Becca swung the chair she’d gripped so firmly into him, nearly breaking both the chair and Vic’s arm. The rifle clattered to the floor. Vic cried out, twisting against the counter.


  Again she smashed the chair at him and triumphantly watched his knees buckle further. She scrambled to find the rifle before he could take hold of it again. Unsuccessful, she pulled out her knife, the precious knife she’d found just before Vic had dragged her into the corridor, and slashed out at his stubble-covered face.


  Another stream of cursing erupted from the bleeding man. Before she could strike again, he captured her injured wrist and brutally squeezed it—Becca nearly blacked out from the pain—while attempting to pry the knife from her left hand. She held on as tightly as she could, but Vic made things harder by releasing her wrist only to grab onto her throat. The already paltry light in the room grew dim as she flailed at him with the knife, dizzy from lack of air.


  “Jake!” she blurted out, hoping the kitchen door hadn’t locked. Her heart pounded in her ears so loudly she couldn’t hear herself. Maybe she wasn’t making a sound, maybe this was a nightmare.


  Almost unconscious, Becca saw bursts of light before her eyes, heard noises that seemed miles away. A long yell, a howl of rage—was that Vic? Then she knew she was hallucinating: the floor itself rose up and disgorged a hellish beast. She was dying and this was her punishment, some new monster in addition to the one killing her.


  Then, from somewhere, she heard her name.


  Jake. It’s Jake.


  Her brother’s voice gave her energy. Gritting her teeth, she rammed her knee into Vic’s groin with every remaining ounce of strength. Now there was another loud roar of pain and he released her throat, which sent her collapsing to the floor. But oh God, she could breathe, suck in oxygen and live, at least for a few more minutes. She gasped a few times, recovering her senses enough to search for her knife—all the while knowing Vic, having fallen to the floor as well, was hunting for his rifle.


  No. Not again. She stumbled to her feet and jabbed her boot-clad foot onto his neck, then yanked him up by his hair to slip her blade against his throat. “Stop moving, you son of a bitch,” she hissed. “It’s over!”


  But Vic kept growling and snarling… it was inhuman. Literally. Had the lack of oxygen damaged her brain? She swung around to look for Jake, whose voice she knew she’d heard earlier. She spotted him with Mia in the doorway, staring frozenly ahead.


  Confused, but maintaining her hold on Vic, she followed the direction of their gazes. And… What was she seeing?


  The earlier hallucination—the massive beast from the floor—was real. In the darkness she could only identify black fur and the glint of teeth, not a shape at all. And it was roaring, its slavering mouth open and hungry, rushing right for her. She released Vic’s hair and leapt backward, arms outstretched to block her brother and sister. And so the first living thing encountered by this unspeakably huge… dog? Wolf? Bear?... was Vic.


  Even his massive frame couldn’t defend him from the creature’s relentless onslaught. Claws slashed, fangs gnawed, and no human, not even a feral, could withstand such unearthly power.


  Blood was everywhere. Jake had a firm hand on Mia’s shoulder, which was probably the only thing that prevented the girl from running.


  “Don’t let the werewolf eat him,” Mia whispered, clutching Becca’s arm with tight little fingers, strong despite her size. “Please!”


  Werewolf? Becca took another cleansing breath and swept a hand over her bleary eyes to see more clearly. Was Mia right? She’d heard of their existence, yet another mutation created by the perfect storm of calamities ten years ago. They were rare, unlike shifters who could change shape at any time. But neither shifters nor regular dogs or wolves were this large, this vicious.


  As to Mia’s insistent plea, Becca shook her head. The signs of Vic’s doom were splashed in grisly red viscera, and Becca could do nothing about it. Remorseless, she didn’t want to. Except that she could hear Jake’s groan, and Mia’s words whispered over and over that were too quick and hushed to discern. Short of forcing them bodily away, she didn’t know how she could keep them from this horror.


  The object still clutched in her hand caught her attention. Her knife. Of course. Such beings were why her parents had given her this silver weapon in the first place.


  She’d never expected to spill so much blood as she had tonight.


  Most of all, she’d done her damnedest to prevent Jake and Mia from seeing something like this. They would lose control. It was inevitable.


  “Out,” she said with a force that surprised her, necessary to be heard above the din. “Hurry!”


  Her siblings seemed glued to the floor. “Go!” She shoved Mia, then Jake, out of the kitchen back into the blackness of the hallway. “Now stay here, no matter what! If anything happens, pull the boards off the windows and leave that way.”


  Mia’s wide eyes accused her. “But we saw! We saw all that food! You’re not gonna keep it from us, are you?”


  Becca ignored her single-minded sister and backed away, far more careful than Vic had been to slam the door shut behind her. Knife clenched in white-knuckled fingers, she advanced on the two deadly beings locked in battle. Interfering would be utter madness. But Becca knew she was mad. How could she have remained sane? How else could one live as she had been, keeping her family fed despite all odds, all the temptations to make things easy on herself?


  She moved still closer. The wolf-like creature had leapt atop of Vic’s fallen body, the man still trying to protect his throat from being torn apart. Vic’s arms and legs were already clawed raw and bleeding. Becca almost admired him for continuing to fight.


  But he couldn’t win, and she knew the werewolf had to die. The supplies in this kitchen… she desperately needed the food, and fast, which meant staying in the kitchen. And if she allowed the animal to kill Vic—regardless of her siblings’ wishes—once it finished him off, it would hunt for new flesh: hers.


  Besides, it was well known that werewolves must die. Rumors said they were unpredictable even in human form, and just as dangerous as the creatures they were forced to change into each night at moonrise. Unlike shifters, werewolves did not retain their human minds. They could not control the time and place of their turning. They did the night’s bidding.


  Control, she thought shakily. Again and again. The most powerful thing in life.


  Decision made, Becca steeled herself and crept forward. She prayed her knife would find the correct target—there was so little light, and both bodies were twisting in combat. The werewolf paused, lifting its red-covered maw. It stared at her with gold-amber eyes and snarled a threat. When Becca did not listen, it released Vic’s throat and took a powerful leap toward her.


  Becca had no idea what a silver knife would do to the creature. She’d heard rumors that the beasts would turn to ash—but perhaps they had been confused with sanguinarians, who would die from such a fate when pierced by a stake. Werewolves were less known. Would the creature turn back to the human it had been?


  She didn’t know. And, truthfully, she didn’t care.


  The wolf’s massive paws landed on her, its weight toppling them both onto the filthy linoleum. Becca had only seconds before the animal could take hold of her with its impossibly sharp teeth. Without further thought she slammed the knife home, the blade embedding deep into the creature’s shoulder.


  With a real wolf, such a wound was unlikely to be fatal. But Becca knew silver was just as poisonous to a werewolf as moonlight was to the human it had once been.


  Sure enough, the werewolf let out an unearthly howl that seemed to stab its own way through Becca’s very being. Then, whining, the beast flung itself away from her, hitting its back and shoulder against the wall and cabinets, probably trying to remove the source of its agony. Becca scrabbled away to hide behind the kitchen’s small table, afraid to make a sound in case the creature regained itself and sought revenge.


  Soon the whines and scuffling quieted down. Becca could hear Vic’s labored, gurgling breathing, coupled with tiny moans that must be the beast’s dying breaths. Then the moans changed. They grew louder. More forceful. More piteous.


  More human.


  Again she heard frenzied thrashing against the floor, She heard cracking of bone. She heard tearing of flesh. And the horrible, agonizing cry of pain that filled her with horror.


  I caused this.


  Whatever—whoever this had been—they hadn’t chosen their fate.


  But neither did I. Neither did Mom and Dad.


  When these cries stopped at last, Becca crawled out from behind the table.


  The revelation that met her eyes, the strange inevitability of what she saw, prevented her from being utterly shocked. But the truth crushed her nevertheless.


  Transformed from his wolf form, Becca’s childhood friend lay on the floor, sweaty and covered in blood.


  “Lucas,” she whispered, staggering up a few feet and then crumpling again in front of the young man’s nude body, turned an icy blue by the strip of moonlight visible through the window. Only his hair and blood were nearly black. “Oh, God, Lucas…”


  He’d warned her. He’d tried to stop her from entering the building. And she should have recognized the signs of what he was: His worried looks to the sky. His rubbing his arms, probably already feeling the twinge of his impending change. His impatience. He’d known he was racing against the moon.


  And the look of alarm—clearly justified—when he’d seen the silver knife now limply clasped in his hand and steeped in his own blood.


  He’d apparently pulled the weapon out himself. His eyes were half-closed in a wince. He swallowed and frowned at Becca, who knelt beside him and knew the moment he recognized her. “It was you?” he whispered. “I figured he’d stabbed me.”


  His damp fingers reached for her hand—just as he had when they were children playing under the sprinklers, except now the liquid was thick, warm blood. Her right wrist still ached with its injury, which was reason enough for her to pull back.


  “I didn’t realize it was you, Lucas, I swear I didn’t—”


  “Shouldn’t have mattered even if you did. ‘Werewolves must die.’ It’s the law.” His lids closed against what must have been a wave of pain. “So few laws around now, you had to follow it.”


  The quiet resolve in his fading voice was more damning than any accusation. Becca shook her head. “You were my friend,” she said as she looked wildly around for something to stanch the blood. “My first friend, the only real one I’ve ever had. But ten minutes ago I actually thought you’d been working with him. Why didn’t I trust you?”


  “You were right not to. I should’ve said what I was, I…” His brows lowered in a scowl. “I—I didn’t want to tell you. We can’t. People kill us during the day.”


  “And now I’ve killed you anyway.”


  Lucas sighed and let his head fell back. “Well, you tried your best,” he muttered. “But don’t get ahead of yourself. I might’ve gotten the knife out in time. Not sure. If the wound heals… it’ll open every time I change, and it’ll be painful as hell, but…” His words vanished into silence, and his face seemed whiter than the moon.


  Tears stung Becca’s eyes, something she’d long thought eradicated from her physical vocabulary. But she couldn’t break down now—she had to attend to that wound. She clambered to her feet and, stepping over Vic’s body—the feral was still breathing, still refusing to die—at last found a relatively clean dishtowel. Then, remembering Lucas’s still-shuddering frame, she fetched an old coat hanging on a hook by the back door. She laid it over his scarred, naked body and pressed the towel against his shoulder. The open stab wound was bad enough, but the skin surrounding it looked as if it had been burned by acid: long tendrils of raw skin had been eaten away by the silver.


  “Lucas,” she whispered when he barely moved in reaction to her putting pressure on the wound. “Can you hear me? Can you talk?”


  “I’m still here, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  Guilt, anger and fear comingled uncomfortably within Becca’s chest. “I don’t understand why you’re here. Or how? How did you get in?”


  “The same way that feral’s been getting out. A tunnel in his cellar. Leads to a well. An old dry well in the woods.”


  A gasp escaped her. “The stone well. I saw it. I was there last week. I didn’t know—”


  “It was only luck that let me find it.” Lucas drew a ragged breath. “Couple days ago I spotted him at dawn, not long after I’d transformed back to human. He… he carried something wrapped in a tarp. I knew what it was. And I could guess what he was.” Each word was forced through his blue-tinged lips and clearly cost him great effort. “As for why I’m here? Guilt. Should’ve told you about him. I never thought you’d actually get inside.”


  Becca used her shoulder to wipe tears from her face, still holding the makeshift tourniquet tightly against him. “That’s what you get for underestimating me.”


  He gave her a faint semblance of the crooked smile she remembered. “Right. Everything’s my fault. You always did blame me for pranks you pulled.”


  For a few silent seconds they looked at each other. Becca wondered if he was also struck by the enormity of the gulf between now and the children they’d once been.


  Lucas continued. “I misjudged the time before moonrise, talking with you. By the time I entered the tunnel, I started to feel the pains. Last thing I remember was running toward a set of cellar stairs. Guess that was when I… turned.”


  The roars I heard. That was him. And he tried to save us, he risked his life. Becca knew she had already subdued Vic and the wolf could have killed her. But Lucas had tried. That meant a lot. It meant everything.


  “I didn’t think it was possible,” she said slowly. “Someone doing something selfless.”


  Lucas’s eyes opened a little. He started to sit up, and though Becca discouraged him, he managed to lean against one of the cabinets. Finally, with obvious difficulty, he lifted a finger to point at her neck, then her forearm. “Selfless,” he echoed. “How many of those bandages are there? Aren’t they the result of you being selfless with your family?”


  Becca’s lungs froze mid-breath. How had he guessed?


  At once, she knew. Because he was a preternatural creature himself. Again she recalled his saying that they were on ‘different shifts.’ Lucas had known her siblings couldn’t travel by day, just as he couldn’t by night.


  He deserved the truth. “No, I’m not selfless at all. I’m supposed to protect them. I’m supposed to provide for them. I promised my parents I wouldn’t let Jake or Mia get… violent.”


  “I knew you guys were different. You were obviously still human, but I could sense they were something… Wasn’t certain what they were, wasn’t sure they were sanguinarians, but I knew it wasn’t natural.”


  “My brother and sister are natural. They can’t help how they were born in this godforsaken place!”


  Lucas didn’t answer. His weary gaze just examined her, accompanied by the sound of Vic’s relentless, deathless breathing. Then he shifted to look at the other man’s body. Softly he said: “If they’re hungry, bring them in. Let them finish him.”


  She sat back on her heels. “No! That’s precisely what I can’t do!”


  “Becca. He has to be killed either way.”


  “What? No, he doesn’t. Let him die on his own, he’s gonna bleed out eventually. I don’t even understand how that bastard’s still alive.”


  “Of course you don’t. How could you? You people never talk to werewolves.” Lucas’s tone had taken on a hint of bitterness, but he shook his head and went on evenly. “We kill our prey. We don’t usually leave survivors. But this man is like me. Lucky.”


  When Becca couldn’t find a response to his sarcasm except for a numb, confused stare, Lucas pulled the coat away from his side. Just above his left hip was a massive scar, old but unmistakable as having come from a vicious bite.


  “Lucky,” he went on, “‘cause we were both attacked but didn’t receive the killing bite—the one that would’ve finished us off.” He let the coat fall back into place. “And like me, without it, he’ll live, and he’ll turn. And trust me: he’ll be worse as a wolf than as a man.”


  Becca hugged herself. Vic had been a monster while human. If he became worse…


  “Fine. Then I’ll kill him,” she said, stark and cold. “Give me the knife.”


  Lucas’s reply was interrupted when fists battered the kitchen door. Jake and Mia were outside calling for her, clearly desperate and afraid.


  “It’s all right,” she answered, her throat constricted and hoarse. “I’m okay, guys. Everything’s okay!”


  “But we’re so hungry! Can’t we just have something? You said we could!”


  Lucas watched her in expectation, but Becca couldn’t return the look. She lifted his hand—more roughly than she’d intended—so he could keep the towel pressed to the wound himself. Then, when she moved to the door, she pressed her cheek against the wood before murmuring, “I know, Mia. In a little while.”


  “Did you eat yet? You said if you ate we could have something too.”


  Her sister’s voice was forceful and petulant. Becca unlatched and opened the door, just enough to see them. “Just wait. Someone—you know that guy we saw outside? He’s a werewolf. He got hurt trying to save us. I have to help him.”


  Jake’s eyebrows raised in interest at the word ‘werewolf,’ but Mia scowled. She then shoved the door hard enough to make Becca stagger back in surprise. Immediately both kids rushed in to stare at the two injured men.


  Stopping abruptly, Jake clutched his stomach. Vic’s kick had hurt him, maybe even broke a rib, but Becca suspected he was mostly famished. All three of them were. And he was staring in fascination at the blood covering both Vic and Lucas.


  A sick sensation rippled down Becca’s spine. “Guys… I told you to stay outside. I’ll feed you as soon as I—”


  Mia’s tug on her sweatshirt interrupted her. “Are you hurt?” she asked, her voice innocent as she pointed to the bloodstained sweatshirt. Then her tone changed. “We want some now! You promised!”


  This argument was nothing new. As the months and years passed, Becca’s siblings had turned bolder, more demanding. But in front of Lucas, Becca felt shame and horror at her sister’s expectations.


  “I did, but not now. I’m way too weak.”


  “We won’t take much, honest. Please?” Jake entered the begging phase, Mia following immediately: “You always told us if we did what you said, you’d take care of us.”


  Their two smaller figures surrounded her, pushing her and tugging the hem of her sweatshirt. Despite their size, they were strong. For the first time, Becca was afraid—not for them, but of them. “Guys, stop. I know you’re hungry, but—” She shook her head helplessly, not knowing what to do.


  Except she did know. She just wished she didn’t.


  From behind her she heard a groan, and when she swiveled she saw Lucas, now wearing the coat, lurching unsteadily to his feet. He took a few steps forward, squinting in pain, before he propped himself against the kitchen table. Without a word, his eyes seemed able to express his sympathy and—if she needed it—his support.


  He held out his hand to clasp her fingers. Reflexively she squeezed back, feeling his extraordinary strength bolster her own.


  At last Becca let go, clenched her fists, stepped aside and gave in. But even before she finished giving her permission, Jake and Mia had rushed gleefully toward Vic.


   


  * * *


   


  “They’re old enough to take care of themselves, you know. A lot of them do.”


  Becca nodded. They were seated on a sofa in the living room, staring into the button candle in its tin holder. It was barely a flicker now, an hour since Vic had slammed it down.


  Lucas’s wound seemed to have healed somewhat—one of the advantages of his lycanthropy was a speedier recovery from injuries. Tremors still rippled along his body, easily noticeable even through the bulky material of the coat. When Becca had asked earlier, he had explained that it wasn’t normal for him to be in human form at night; his muscles, nerves and bones were caught between the pull of the moon and the unwelcome constraint of the silver-based wound.


  Now he leaned forward to peer at her. “You had to know this would happen one day, right?” Once again, she nodded wordlessly. “And,” he went on, “that they won’t go back to how they were before... satisfied by whatever small amounts you’ve been letting them take from you. You know? Their hunger’s more powerful.”


  “Yes,” she said, the word almost unable to escape her clenched jaw. “I know.”


  Lucas hesitated, and his hand again encircled hers. “They’re a danger to you,” The harsh words were spoken as gently as any she’d ever heard. “They’ll take and take until eventually they won’t look on you as a relative. Just another human—”


  “I said I know!” She yanked herself from his grasp. “I know I have to leave them, I know they have to join their own kind! Is that what you want me to say, damn you?”


  They fell into silence. Becca could again hear little Jake and Mia enjoying themselves. Their audible delight in feeding to their hearts’ content filled her with both relief and revulsion. She had provided for them, just as she’d promised their parents, but this feast was the death knell for her family.


  Suddenly she bent forward, head bowed as she released her sorrow in choking, ugly sobs.


  After a while, Lucas’s hand sought hers again, slipping beneath fingers damp with tears. She held on, grateful for his warm strength. And this time she did not let go.
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  MISERY


  Patti Larsen


   


  It’s been so long since I stood here. The paint’s peeling from the front door, rust running from the busted lock, the clinging hinges. But I still feel the echo of the girl I was, the whispered voices of the ones I loved haunting the flagstone walk, the driveway, their faces lost in the dust over the picture window.


  I could move on, forget my promise and go. Not like anyone would judge me for my choice, for turning away from what was, instead of focusing on what is. Yeah, I could turn and walk under the old, swinging sneakers hanging from the line overhead in silent welcome, show this place my back for the last time. Probably should, considering. Like I said, it’s been so long and I’m tired. Haven’t I fought enough, done enough? There’s those who would say I’d seen the day come and go any kind of return might bring me peace, so why bother? Why come here, when the road calls me on from a past I can do nothing to change? I should go. Just go. Just…


  Not yet, Abigail. Not yet.


  I barely feel the stone under my feet turn to concrete steps as I climb in a body that feels far heavier than it did a moment ago. The thick door creaks, groans, my shoulder against it, the house itself seeming to shake with my return. Hinges protest in whining voices as the rust gives way, the crumbling paint turning to dust under the pressure when I finally relent and ease through the slim opening I’ve managed to make. Barely a crack big enough for me, but I squeeze through anyway.


  It’s wide enough to let a beam of light in once I’ve passed, morning sunshine catching the ballet of particulates I raise with my footfalls. I pause on the hall carpet, the crunch of its decaying fabric loud in the dull quiet. It may have been years since I stood here, since anyone passed through that old, wooden door, but I’ve made a habit of invading places like this. Enough that I lose the trepidation I’ve been feeling all morning, the leaden regret and nostalgia pulling at my sneakers, at my aching knees and protesting hips. At the flutter of my heart in my chest.


  Just another job in just another decaying house. I can live with that.


  Still, it’s not easy to turn, to look around with eyes unhindered by the past. I catch flickers of how things used to be while I fight with my need to turn and run, small, twitching waves of tension pattering through me as if to remind me I might think I’m strong, now. But wait, just wait. It’s going to get worse not too long from now.


  Light glints on bits of glass, pulls me without my consent, through the hall and into the room beyond. Under the wooden archway thick with cobwebs and dust. They smile at me, the remains of who they were, in the frame over the fireplace. I can’t help but drift further into the living room, to stare up at the terrifying relic of that photo, the way the edges have curled in on themselves despite the metal rectangle holding it in place, the newly broken glass hanging in bitter shards from the edges. I was seven, I think, when the photographer told us to smile and snapped that photo.


  She seems happy, my mom. Dad looks bored. Dustin, too, still in his angsty teenaged boy phase. Guess he never got to grow out of it, did he? Or his penchant for black clothes, for long, greasy hair and chewing his nails to the quick. I wonder if it lingers. Will I find him and his Goth ways intact?


  Because I’m going to see him again, as soon as I get up the nerve to go to the kitchen. To cross to the door to the basement. And make my feet carry me underground.


  The newly broken glass, clean around the edges, tells me everything I need to know about who lurks here, who still calls this place home. One of them was here, and recently, standing perhaps exactly where I stand. Shattered the dirty glass and exposed our already shriveling family to the light and the quiet. I hesitate, feeling my forehead crease, the now familiar pull of skin into furrows I’m sure will age me before my time. Like I care about that. Like anyone does, now.


  Still, my sense of preservation asks the obvious question that tweaks my brows together and makes me pause: why? Why smash this old portrait, and why now? What could possibly have driven them—any of them—to take a fist or a weapon to ancient history?


  I shake off my questions, shoulders aching as I look away. Pointless questions, useless. All they do is make me feel, and feeling anything is the last thing I want in this place, while I’ve come to do what I’ve come to do to those I used to love.


  The basement beckons. It’s the only place they can be. Just like every other job, all the hunts that have come before this one, and all the ones that might come after. Might. This one could be the end of me, but she asked me, didn’t she? Long ago, when she was still a person, not a thing. Just before she turned.


  A dog howls outside, close but not too close. Jake and his hulking mastiff, Bo, hunt different game than I do, looking for food to keep us going, any leftover supplies not picked through by previous scavengers. Giving me space, though I know my partner would rather be in here with me. The look in his eyes when I left this morning, leaving our campsite and heading on alone, that look was the same one I gave him the day we visited his house. He had the time he needed, I made sure of that. Was the one to keep Bo occupied, to do what I could to find us what we needed to survive while he did what he had to. Jake came out of his trip down memory lane gaunt and haunted, but alive.


  I can only hope for the same.


  We never talked about how it was for him to kill his family. No, not his family, not anymore. I knew better than to call them anything other than what they’ve become, but being here, it’s making me slip, pulling me, sucking me into the past and my old hurt. Agony dulled by time and training but never, ever leaving me no matter how much I tried to shed it. The truth helped, bludgeoning myself with the horror of what lay below. Blood sucking monsters that wore faces familiar, walked around in bodies I recognized. But the souls were missing, long gone when their hearts stopped beating the moment the Misery took them.


  Vampire sounds so pathetic, so commonplace. So old Hollywood movie no one gives a damn about anymore. I never use the word personally. Misery just fits better, defines for me the heartache and hurt tied to the end result. Because yes, of course, death sucks. No pun intended, the idea an insult bigger than the memory of what fiction used to tell us vampires were. But what’s left behind has nothing to do with death and everything to do with the deepest, darkest and most hurtful thing ever done to a living human being.


  My throat works over a wad of tightening grief as I finally leave the family that was behind, feet scuffing across the hardwood floor. I catch the trim at the kitchen entry with my toe, curse a bit at the lack of attention I’m paying. This detachment does me no good. Puts me at risk. Even more so now, when I have to be sharp, prepared for anything. Prepared for what my heart will try to tell me while my mind fights to finish what I came here to do.


  A deep breath helps, though the air is stale in the dark space, the door of the fridge hanging haphazardly to one side. Someone’s smashed the contents of the cupboards onto the shattered granite counter and the tile floor, long ago. No stench anymore, at least, no fetor of decay like there was when I started hunting. When the lives of those taken by the Misery were still fresh enough to leave rot behind.


  There were times I wished my uncle hadn’t come for me on my eighth birthday, that I’d succumbed to the disease like my family. But there were other times, when I trained with him and those immune, to end the suffering of the ones who rose from the fate Misery delivered. Those times I blessed him for my salvation.


  Today? Today I just wish I didn’t have to stand in my old kitchen, staring at a limp, faded box of cereal crumpled in a corner, hearing the echoes of laughter in this place, the buzz of conversation, the screeching of my brother’s music. My mother’s laughter and the smell of her lasagna.


  I wish I didn’t have a conscience. Or those I love who need putting to rest.


  So few of us remain now, though the creep of Misery is over. No new cases, according to the resurrected news feeds we’ve been intercepting, not in over a year. Good tidings, maybe. I never thought I’d live to see the day. Uncle Ray surely didn’t. Not his fault, nor the team that he led, he chose to stay behind, to protect them from the wall of Misery who tried to kill his people. I still miss him. And hope he’s found his own peace while the rest of us struggle to understand where to go from here.


  The basement door opens far easier than I expect, protected, I suppose, by being inside the house. Ten years of exposure to the elements has done a number on most places, but at least I have one less battle on my hands.


  The stairs creak beneath my sneakers, the cool dark of the basement below. Fear, jarring and sudden, cracks me a near-knockout blow as I pause partway down. I have to seize myself firmly in my mental hands and give myself a solid shake to stay upright. Like Uncle Ray did, the first time I hunted, to keep me from emptying the precious food from my stomach and making myself a target for those I came to kill.


  I’ve done this before. More times than I can count. No different now than before, no change in procedure. They are dead, the people below. Dead and gone. Only their Misery animated meat suits remain behind. This job, it’s not pleasant, but nor is it really killing. More like putting down furniture or an old TV past its time.


  Except. Except they have faces, the miserable ones. Eyes. Names, some long forgotten, some fresh and almost imprinted on their newly turned skin.


  I half spin, prepared to leave. Jake will do it for me, finish this, take on this task and let me walk away. I just have to ask. Knew it this morning, knew it all week while he followed me unbidden, knowing my destination. He’ll end this and spare me the act. If I ask him. I want to ask him, want to so badly my body burns with it, the skin under one eye twitching, my hands clenched into fists at my sides as my stomach heaves against the impending choice. To walk. Just walk away.


  But thinking about burdening my friend with this stops my retreat before it can really even begin. Maybe when this is over we can talk about it, the two of us. Would Jake be willing, I wonder, to tell me his story if I tell him mine? He’s pretty stoic, has been since we met at the age of eight over a can of cold beans while the adults who rescued us raced us to safety. He’s the closest thing I have to family now, I need to keep that tucked away, tight to my chest and let it sustain me. Him and Bo and the few others left from Uncle Ray’s little rescue group.


  I have no doubt my friend and partner in hunting has seen more than me, that Jake’s path to the back of my uncle’s old Suburban wasn’t as neat and tidy as my weeping mother handing me off, still dressed in my birthday dress, to the firm but shaking hands of her brother. It’s probably the reason he only trusts me, and Bo, of course. So he’ll talk, if I push him to. He’ll have notes to share, experiences to drink over, that vile stuff he calls booze enough to cut the pain when we do.


  Okay then. Knowing I can unburden later, that gives me the courage now. At least, so I tell myself through the tightness of my throat and the cannonball of darkness filling my gut with sour remorse, too early.


  I haven’t killed them yet, after all.


  I reach the bottom before I know I’ve decided for certain to follow through, waiting in the dark for my eyes to adjust. They covered the windows, showing that much intelligence and no surprise, considering. Their protective drive seems enough to keep them out of the sun, every last victim I’ve come across aware enough or driven by the disease to hide when the day comes. UV does a number on them, the only cure for Misery we’ve been able to find, if we catch the illness early enough. Though it leaves those who’ve tried to use it as a cleansing scarred and crippled for life. If you call that life. Still, I figure it’s better than the alternative. And the smoking, blackened, stinking remains the sun leaves behind if one of them gets caught in it.


  I inhale, pause. So quiet down here, utterly silent. That surprised me the first few times I’d hunted with Uncle Ray, expecting to sense something, anything. There had to be a sound, a faint alert to the presence of those who hid here, a warning my ears and tense body could catch. But there’s no breath to draw, is there? No inhale of air to disturb the tomb, heartbeats or involuntary twitches to give them away. Nothing, just the darkness. Death and Misery. Silent partners in a suburban basement tomb of the damned.


  I find him first, lying on an old couch, a heavy, black blanket pulled over his face. His shape seems awkward under the covering, as if someone threw him there and didn’t bother to arrange his limbs or make him comfortable. I recognize the furniture that cradles him, the one from the living room, dragged down here to cushion his body. My fingers twitch on the corner of the blanket before I jerk it aside and look down into his still, decaying face.


  It hurts, more than I expected, to see him this way. My desperate brain seeks distraction, dives into a thought I find his resting place oddly disturbing. What need do the dead have for comfort, for a soft spot to lie down during the day?


  The attempt at diversion doesn’t last long, not when I fight to breathe through my open mouth and do my best not to allow the building scream tied to the center of my being fill the silence of the basement. My brother’s silent face is dull, lifeless. There’s just enough light I can see he wears little clothing now, torn away, decayed as the house upstairs decays. As his left cheek is melting away, without the living onset of anything as gross or weeping as gangrene. Just the dusty, powdering of flesh that looks more like the edges of the portrait upstairs.


  The metal rod in my pocket slips easily into my fist, practiced, comforting to me as the sofa is to him. I have to stop looking, act. I can’t do this to myself any longer. He’s not my brother. He hasn’t been for ten years now.


  I act before I can stop myself, the spike at the tip of my weapon severing the arteries to the brain, killing the connection the virus has to the rest of the body. Painless, I hope. I’ve been told time and again. A guess, at best, but all we hunters have to cling to. Surely they’re spared any final agony when we let them go. But even if they’re not… well. Pity pushes the point deeper.


  His eyes don’t open at least, when I drive the length of metal behind his right ear, sparing me his waking in the last instant. It’s not always so clean and part of me wishes he would, that he’d look up and acknowledge me. See me, know I came to let him go in the end, like I promised her I would. It happens, has happened in the past. Freaked me out the first time, makes me sad every time after. They seem to know, the stronger ones, try to stir despite the fact day keeps them unconscious. It didn’t take long for the survivors to figure out the Misery were helpless when the sun came up. Or to take advantage of that weakness. Makes them easy to hunt, and hard at the same time. Not many of us can do it for long. Wears on the soul until we’re almost as miserable as they.


  Dad’s next, standing in a cupboard, the door almost completely closed. The crack in the double doors is the sign I need. I’ve grown used to their hiding places, where the Misery likes to go to escape the sunlight. Worse than Dustin because my father looms over me, the happy go lucky dad I remember, except somewhere along the road he’s been fighting with other victims. Food’s been scarce for them, all the blooded gone and hidden safe away, leaving them to starve. They’ve been turning on each other for meager sustenance. I’ve seen it happen, watched with Jake from a distance, Bo growling softly with his fur bristling, as groups of Misery converge in town squares and tear each other apart. Saving us the job.


  But this is my dad and I’m not prepared for him, not even after Dustin. Because my brother’s damage is natural. My father’s isn’t. Half of his face is missing, bone and ligaments like cartoon drawings against the flap of skin left behind. Dry as dust and death.


  No thinking, no reminiscing, not now. Not ever again. The memory of his booming laughter dies with the last of the illness and he sighs when I let him go, sags forward. I ease him to the floor, crouch over him to check the deed is truly done. I’ve learned to be sure, to drive the point deep and clean. They are dead, yes. But there’s a particular collapse to them, to the remains of their skin and whatever animates them that releases when they are well and truly gone.


  Tears burn the corners of my eyes as I hover there, making sure the man who was my father won’t rise again because I was sloppy or lazy or weak. Done, then, gone and lost forever. I cast around in sudden need, but there’s nothing to cover him with. Seems the decent thing to do, cover my father’s finally dead body.


  Once we figured out how easy it was to kill them, that daylight meant our own salvation, organized parties gathered and hunted, wiping out thousands of Misery at a time. I never knew what was worse, those early days as a hunter, nine, ten, eleven years old. No one was spared the job, save the very young and the very old. I learned to kill in silence, mercy release over and over of those who didn’t fight back. Or the long, terrifying nights we holed up and waited for the ones we missed to go back to sleep at dawn.


  Fangs. Blood. Eyes filled with madness and nothing else. I’ll never forget them for as long as I live.


  I stand, hands shaking all over again. Two down. One to go. The hardest of them all. I have to search for her, really dig deep. She’s wedged herself behind boxes of old Christmas decorations and the inflatable pool we didn’t get a chance to put up that summer. My final birthday present her shelter from the day. I stare at her, at her perfection and fight off my heart’s sudden pounding.


  Her eyes open. No, please, don’t give her a glaze of humanity in a soul already lost to the Misery. Don’t give me that scrap of hope that zings like a living thing over every inch of my flesh, raising goosebumps and making me choke on the need to vomit, to call her name in a squeaking, breaking voice. Don’t. Please.


  Please.


  I don’t know what to do, it’s never happened before. Yes, I’ve had them stir, moan, even shake a little sometimes. Pretend to be human, the illness lying, the invading disease trying to survive when it’s time should be long over. But I’ve never known one to actually wake, to stare, to show consciousness and awareness when the sun is high.


  She doesn’t move, can’t, I guess. The daytime keeps her trapped, as much as the Misery. But she’s not the only one held rigid, though my frozen state comes from feeling, from too much humanity and the call of the past I can’t ignore. Can’t, for certain. Not with her staring at me like that.


  “Mom.” I didn’t mean to whisper, to speak in a shaking, little girl’s voice I am afraid of.


  Her lips tighten. Twitch. And then, in the stillness between one moment of utter agony and the next, she says, “Abby.”


  Oh.


  My.


  God.


  I turn sideways, gut twisting with me, emptying out the cup of tea and hard bread I’d had for breakfast, then bile, then nothing, trying to lose the entirety of every single thing I’d ever ingested in that one violent outpouring of rejection.


  When I straighten, she’s still staring at me. Smiling just a little. I’m imagining it, surely. That’s it. She’s not really there, her eyes devouring me, her lips turned upward. Dreaming.


  Screaming.


  Bo barks, close. Upstairs. Close enough I jump, stagger back from her. How didn’t I notice her hand is out, she’s reaching for me? Can it be, is she in there after all? Have we been killing the stricken without understanding? No, it’s not true. I’ve taken so many with mercy in my heart, done what I was told because this was the only way to save them. Dad, Dustin.


  To save her.


  Abby. My name, sighed into the air. Footsteps overhead. Jake and Bo. I have to tell them, tell someone… I’m dying standing there while his sneakers descend down the open wooden steps, his body moving with the kind of flowing quiet that I know I, too, use when I’m hunting.


  The moment he reaches the basement floor, meets my eyes, I see it in his dark, green gaze, in the set of his narrow shoulders, in the way he doesn’t try to push his long, pale hair out of his face, using it instead to shield his expression, a shroud of waves over tanned cheeks.


  I drink in his silence. Absorb it. Hate it.


  He already knows.


  “It’s a lie, Abs.” He gestures at my mother—she’s my mother, but she’s not—and shrugs. “She’s not in there.”


  “But she might be.” Trembling, no, nothing so delicate. I’m shaking, violently, so hard it’s difficult to stay upright. How did I never see this before? How was I blind to it?


  Jake shrugs, blond hair swinging back, now long over one shoulder, eyes dark. “She’s not.”


  Swallow. Breathe. Pull yourself together. The spike is in my hand, Mom still watching me. Silent now, lips a slack line. But she’s in there. She is. Jake can say what he wants, but doubt lives in me now. About the Misery and the souls of those who I once thought long gone. How can I kill my own mother, knowing what I think I know?


  Bo growls, low and soft, his heavy shoulders rippling as his fur stands on end. The mastiff is an excellent guardian and I’ve never doubted him, not in the five years Jake and I have hunted with him, from puppy to full-grown beast.


  “I thought I was ready for this.” I hate to be weak, especially now. In front of him. He’d never judge me. But seeing the emptiness in his face makes me judge myself.


  “So did I, when my turn came.” Jake nods finally, like that’s all he has to give, should be enough. “When I faced this.” He could have warned me. But no, I wouldn’t have believed. I had to see it for myself.


  What do I do now?


  Jake falls still before sighing. “One question, Abs. Then you decide if you walk or not.” He stares like she does, intense, devouring. “You think she’d thank you for leaving her like this?”


  It’s the hit I need, the face slap with words that settles my stomach, firms my grip, steadies my hand. That, and the plea behind her eyes. The one I remember, eight years old, in her arms as she whispered to me just before Uncle Ray dragged me away.


  “Abby,” she’d said. “When the time comes, when you finally come home. Kill me.”


  Jake turns and leaves as I weep, fingers touching her cheek, spike in her brain. I’d like to think she’d be grateful.
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  TRANSLUCENTS


  Kelly St. Clare


  Chapter One


  The footprints in the snow stopped.


  Harper knelt by the last of the tracks, deep in thought. The man they pursued had, to all appearances, disappeared into thin air. And with him went his whispers that her twin brother was alive.


  “Where did he go?” puffed her apprentice, West, crouching beside her to catch his breath.


  She kept her eyes on the huge indentations in the snow. “He’s behind you,” she said, listening to West’s answering squeal with half an ear.


  The prisoner they’d tracked from the blockhouse cells was shoeless; his clothing was inadequate for the blistering winter.


  “Did he go into the trees and cover his tracks?” the apprentice blurted.


  She eyed the thick, dark forest with narrowed eyes, marred underneath by purple smudges from her sleepless night. “You might be right, West.” He wasn’t. “Go scout the immediate area and report back.”


  “Alone?”


  God save her from apprentices. “Yes, West.” She spoke with forced calm. “Alone.”


  The crunch of his boots on the snow became softer as he moved away.


  It gave her time to think.


  To decide.


  West was wrong, she knew. The prisoner hadn’t hidden in the trees, meticulously sweeping his tracks away. No—there were no more footprints because the fugitive had taken to the air. The rogue must be exceptionally powerful to fly after a month of brutal interrogation. But then, you’d have to be exceptionally powerful to escape from the blockhouse cells in the first place. No one had ever escaped.


  She stared at the prints. Oliver couldn’t be alive. It was a lie. Her brother was three years dead, murdered during what was supposed to be a simple capture mission. There was a body.


  Which I never saw. She’d wanted to preserve her last memories of Oliver, and the sergeant told her his body was mangled beyond repair.


  The prisoner was playing on her emotions—on that small doubt she harbored that the mutilated body had been Oliver. The doubt came from nothing more than a feeling of discontent only a twin could understand. At the age of seven, she’d broken her arm and Oliver came sprinting from a mile away. Harper always thought the link connecting them would be severed with death. That she would know in an instant if her twin brother were hurt, or killed.


  When he was murdered and the link remained, she’d put the lingering discontent down to grief and her inability to let Oliver go.


  But what if that feeling meant something? What if the prisoner spoke the truth?


  Now she was in a predicament. Harper could give up the search and return to the cold blockhouse, to her job as an enforcer, to her loneliness, and her regrets.


  Except there would be a fresh regret. . . .


  Reaching out a gloved hand, she grabbed a handful of snow from the footprint and watched it sprinkle back to the ground as she tipped her palm. Going might break her heart all over again; staying would fester in her soul.


  Harper’s decision was made.


  West returned as she was undoing the buttons of her heavy winter coat.


  “Uh, what are you doing, Corporal Harper?”


  “What does it look like?” She threw the thick wool garment to the forest floor and sucked in a breath as cold stabbed into the sensitive skin of her torso.


  “Like you’re taking off clothes,” West answered.


  Next were her long johns, then her bra. Shivers wracked her lean, muscled frame.


  West cleared his throat. “And . . . I guess I was wondering . . . why that is.”


  Harper cast an amused glance at the apprentice. His eyes were averted to the tops of the surrounding trees. Surely he was used to naked bodies. Their kind weren’t renowned for modesty. And the blockhouse didn’t cater to those who were.


  Her answer was cheerful. “I would’ve thought it obvious. I’m going translucent.”


  By his horrified gasp, she gathered this hadn’t occurred to him. Had she been this dense when first recruited?


  “You c-can’t go translucent unsanctioned!”


  It was the understatement of the century. More like, ‘probably be labeled AWOL and put on the execution list.’ “No,” she agreed.


  The boy was a fart’s breath away from losing it. An unwelcome pang of sympathy stirred her. Poor kid hadn’t learned that some things were more important than rules.


  Harper slid the rest of her clothing off, eyeing the blue tinge of her hands. She needed to move. “Apprentice!” she barked.


  West’s spine snapped into line, though his eyes remained fixated on the sky. If not for his averted eyes and the cold, she would have forgotten she stood in the nude.


  “You will return to the blockhouse immediately,” she ordered.


  He worried at his lips.


  The blue tinge was spreading up her arms.


  “S-should I try to stop you? Is this . . . a test?”


  Harper groaned aloud. Screw this for a joke. She tilted her head and turned her senses inward, locating the cool emerald gem at her center. Mentally cupping the gem in both hands, she warmed the emerald. It answered in seconds and began to release its power; a liquid feeling, relaxing and natural, coursed out from below her ribs.


  It spread to her toes, to her fingers, extinguishing the blistering cold as it ran over her freezing muscles. It rolled over her clavicle, up her neck, and sealed her inside its meditative calm at the crown of her head.


  Translucent.


  She smiled and opened her almond eyes. Too long had passed since last time—the restrictions on turning translucent were tighter than the sergeant’s bowels.


  “A-are you still there?” West whispered. His eyes searched the space where she had been visible seconds before.


  She snorted and he leaped back, going down in an arm-waving mess, and landing on his butt in the snow


  Harper bent her knees slightly. “Tell Sergeant Decker I’ll be back with our fugitive.”


  She burst into the air, flinging the snow at her feet outward in a swirling circle. She raced higher and higher, confident in her power, toward the place any rogue of sense would flee to.


  A place where she had more enemies than strands of hair.


  


  Chapter Two


  The tracker in her arm would have sounded an alarm the moment she went translucent. She didn’t have much time. Harper was one of the best, and by no means simple. She knew a shit storm was headed her way. The fact that her colleagues led the storm might give her time. Harper had ten years of experience and a clean slate. They’d know something was up.


  Harper cut through the sky like a hot knife in butter, the night sliding along her arms. She was a bolt of lightning and power pulsed through her, finally released and eager to stretch its legs. She sped over the countryside, watching as the ground changed from snow-covered forest to warm and windy coastal cliffs.


  Harper forced the elation to the side and focused on what was ahead.


  The Down—closest known refuge for rogues, criminals and anyone in-between. Full of hiding spots, nooks and crannies, which made it impossible for the organization to successfully infiltrate and take over.


  The rogue prisoner would go there. Harper had no doubt.


  That’s why the sharp whistle took her by surprise.


  Even more surprising was the presence of the prisoner on the flat clifftop expanse, arms folded, wearing grey sweatpants from the cells, an impassive expression in place. Wind whipped at his dusty blond hair. His green eyes swirled, mesmerizing, just like sand and sea spray circling in the coastal gales around them.


  The green eyes were set on what she knew would be the pearly sheen of her outline. Rogues were able to sense a translucent in their midst, but the shimmering frame was all they got.


  Harper pulled to a halt and remained suspended far above, staring at the rogue.


  The funny thing was, translucents were half rogue and half human. The first question any apprentice asked her was invariably, ‘Why are the rogues hunted, but we’re not?’


  There was one key difference: A rogue could control the human mind. A translucent, though more physically powerful than any rogue, could not.


  Immune to mind-control, the translucents were the only species on Earth able to control the rogues’ unrelenting terrorism on humankind. The square-jawed man on the cliff was the scum Harper’s kind were trained to capture and kill.


  Her mind lingered on the power the rogue had displayed so far. It was disconcerting. As far as the organization were aware, rogues of this skill no longer existed. She knew he’d been held in the cells for a month. One month of slow, sustained torture intended to weaken the strongest of beings. Yet he’d broken his bonds, blown the holding area apart, run for hours through harsh conditions, and then flown away.


  Two things in this list made her uneasy.


  The timing was one. Harper had returned from a mission two days ago. She’d transported the prisoner between the questioning room and his cell yesterday; during this time he’d whispered the lies about her brother. The prisoner’s escape the day after this was too coincidental for Harper’s liking.


  The second was his escape. Several teams went out to track him, and the fugitive took a seemingly random path, but eventually chose a route in front of Harper and West. It wasn’t until the rogue had drawn Harper and West away from the others that he took to the air.


   


  She knew she was a damn good enforcer, and looked fabulous in skinny jeans, but Harper wasn’t vain enough to think herself a high-priority target. The prisoner wanted her alone.


  She threw her senses wide as the wind shifted, detecting no presence other than the man waiting below. They’d have company soon, though. . . .


  Oliver. She needed to know.


  Harper shot to the ground in a blur and landed hard, pressing two dents in the rock underneath her.


  “Dramatic.”


  Her head shot up at the word, spoken drily in a deep timber.


  “Efficient,” she shot back.


  “I was not certain you would come.”


  She focused in on his gigantic feet. They should be frostbitten, but they were a warm rosy color. He didn’t even have goose bumps on his chest. She threw her senses out once more. Alone. For a few minutes longer.


  “You tried so hard I thought I’d humor you,” she sneered.


  His eyes gleamed.


  Harper wondered how old he was.


  He spoke. “It pleases me to know that the month of discomfort wasn’t a fruitless endeavor.”


  Yup, this one was old. She ignored the stab of irritation at his blasé recount of his time in the blockhouse. He’d endured more than “discomfort.”


  “My brother,” she said. “You said he was alive. I believe you lie to glean information, or in revenge. I don’t really care. But my time is precious. So talk.”


  He didn’t move an inch.


  She sighed. “We have two minutes before the other teams, and whatever else the organization has deployed, reach us.”


  The man tore his eyes from her shimmering outline. “You are right.”


  She held back her biting retort.


  “Your brother is alive.”


  “Proof?”


  The rogue blurred to a tree and back again, a small bag clutched in his grip. Harper’s eyes narrowed on the bag.


  “You planted that here before your capture,” she guessed.


  The man nodded. It irked her that he’d so easily lured her to this location. She didn’t like to be predictable, or manipulated. Her reaction was ripped away, however, as the prisoner took an object from the bag and tossed it to her feet.


  A ring.


  A jade ring with a mother-of-pearl strip through the middle.


  She had an identical one on her right forefinger.


  “Where did you get this?” She barely recognized her voice. Harper bent down and curled the ring tightly in her fist.


  “From Oliver.”


  Hearing her brother’s name on the prisoner’s lips made her see red. Rogues had killed her brother. Before Oliver’s death, she pursued rogues half-heartedly. After his death, she’d pursued them with a vengeance. She hated everything this scum symbolized. Harper blinked her rage away in slow measures.


  “I’m sure you did,” she said. The ring burned in her fist. “When you picked it off his dead body.”


  The man’s cheek twitched in amusement. “He gave it to me about five weeks ago, actually.”


  It felt like ice shards were twisting into her heart. Harper thought she could handle talking about her twin, but she couldn’t. This man didn’t know anything. He was toying with her until his buddies arrived.


  The prisoner sensed she was about to leave. He unfolded his arms for the first time and took one giant step forwards.


  “Oliver is as alive as you, or I. He never died during the mission. The ambush was planned by him. As a way to free himself from the organization’s clutches. You brother figured out the truth. He was desperate to switch sides. We helped him leave.”


  She scoffed. What was this guy talking about? The rogue continued, oblivious to her disbelief.


  “We left a body in his place, maimed beyond immediate identification. Of course, the organization later found the body wasn’t Oliver’s, but he was safely stowed away in the heart of The Down by then. He’s been there ever since. Well,” the fugitive amended, “between a few of our locations.”


  Harper stared at the man, waiting for him to crack. When the marble face held its stern lines, she threw her head back and laughed.


  And laughed.


  And laughed some more.


  “You expect me to believe my twin works with you? That he would consider leaving me behind to do so? Your lies are as filthy as your soul.”


  For the first time she saw true anger on the prisoner’s face. Power rippled out from him and Harper tensed for attack. He remained still, however, aside from the curling of his lip.


  “The fact remains: your brother is alive. He tells me you were reassigned to a different mission at the last second before his planned escape.”


  The blood drained from Harper’s face. She was relieved the rogue couldn’t see her clearly through the pearly shimmer. Something told her he knew he’d struck a chord. She hadn’t been reassigned. She’d volunteered. No one would ever know the guilt she’d felt over that decision.


  “Sound familiar?” He took another step forwards. “The plan was in motion. Your brother had to make the best of a bad situation. As to why he didn’t organize your retrieval sooner, you will have to ask him. Though if you’re always this recalcitrant, I can understand why he’d wait.”


  A foreign hurt pinched deep inside. Was it true? Did Oliver leave her behind?


  “I had never seen a man with pastel purple hair before,” the rogue said softly. “Just like yours. I knew you were his sister the moment I laid eyes on you. The same high-boned cheeks; the same almond-shaped eyes. I bet you have a square birthmark on your left shoulder blade, too.”


  Her insides were frozen. “You’re rambling.”


  “But that’s where the similarities stop,” he finished flatly. “You couldn’t be more opposite in personality.”


  And that’s when she knew the man told the truth. Oliver was alive! The ring could be explained away. The story of Oliver’s desertion could be an elaborate lie. But this man knew much about her brother, down to their matching birthmarks. How could a rogue know this, except from the mouth of her sibling?


  “Why isn’t he here?” she demanded.


  “Your brother is one of the most wanted people in the world. We are very careful with his movements.”


  Oh, please. “And you’re dispensable?”


  “No.” He smiled like the Cheshire cat. The expression on such an immense man made her shiver. “Merely powerful enough to do the job.”


  She eyed him doubtfully. “And you would risk your life why?”


  “Because your brother asked me to.”


  That would require a rogue to possess loyalty. “Right,” she drawled.


  He flicked a worried glance to his right before stepping closer. “How could a relation of Oliver’s be so blind?”


  Here we go. “I’m sure you’re about to tell me.”


  His nearness was putting her on edge. Was he going to attack? She would unleash a can of whoop-ass if he did, powerful rogue or not.


  “You don’t see what the organization is doing?”


  “Putting your kind down because they’re scum?”


  “Incredible.” His tone belied the wrath she saw churning in his black eyes. “You give off the air of intelligence, but truly possess none.”


  If he took another step, Harper would turn him into rogue sashimi.


  His eyes flickered to the right once more, and a moment later her own senses picked up the rapid approach of others.


  His hand clamped around her arm. “I’d hoped to explain everything to you before relocating to The Down, but it cannot be helped.”


  She tried to shake her way free, to no avail. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, hold your proverbial horses. What makes you think I’m going anywhere?”


  He stared at her in a way that made Harper believe he could see her face. Was it possible?


  “You followed me here after no more than a passing remark. You defied your organization and went translucent to do so. Now I’ve given you much more than a passing remark. You will undoubtedly choose to come,” he said.


  Infuriating was the word coming to mind, closely followed by the feeling she was out of her depth with this piece of crap rogue. But he was right about one thing. Damn him. She couldn’t turn back knowing Oliver could be less than half an hour’s flight away. And yet, Harper wavered on the edge of a precipice. If the other teams caught her now, trying to take the prisoner down, she could return.


  His grip on her arm tightened.


  If the teams surrounding them reported Harper and the prisoner fled together, there was no return.


  Was she willing to risk it all for a brother who’d left her? Was she going to believe Oliver was still alive, based on the word of a rogue?


  Her jaw set and she jerked her head. “Lead the way.”


  I am going to kill my twin brother.


   


  Chapter Three


  With the small head start, they easily evaded their pursuers.


  Harper’s anger simmered as the rogue made no effort to disguise the fact that he was slowing down for her.


  Her unease grew as the scenery changed again from sea cliffs to the dingy, desert outskirts of The Down. The heat here came in waves, and dust settled over everything, including other dust. It was dirty, just like the people hiding here.


  Shit. She was certain she was making the biggest mistake. The guy she now travelled beside had just been tortured for a month! Was she really expecting him to lead her to her brother? And even if he did, then what?


  Too late, Harper realized she’d just done something insane. Corporal Harper, AWOL. Most wanted. She’d be dead in six months, tops.


  The rogue began to descend. He’d kept his visible form to fly—yet another display of power, and something Harper wasn’t capable of. And he’d only done it to cater to her weaknesses, so she could see him.


  Jerk.


  The rogue landed on the level roof of a mud-brick building and she dropped in a crouch beside him. Harper scrunched her nose at the smells of The Down: rotten food, filthy people, grime. Didn’t they believe in disinfectant? Yuck.


  She stayed translucent so the humans couldn’t see her, but the dozens of hostile eyes regarding her made it clear that the rogues knew she was here. So many rogues.


  Harper swallowed back her fear, aware the stronger of them could sense it, drawn toward it.


  “You will be safe,” the man beside her said.


  “And you’ll be safe if you’ve told the truth, rogue.”


  Her insult glanced off his amusement like an arrow off a shield. He swung down to the narrow dirt passageway beside the building. Battling her misgivings, she followed.


  Dull clothing and worn rugs hung across the narrow path. The rogues whispered and pointed as she weaved her way behind her guide. If glares were punches, she’d be knocked out already. But the scum didn’t approach when they saw who walked slightly in front of her. In fact, they backed away.


  The towering rogue brushed aside a woven rug masking a doorway and stooped to squeeze through the space. Harper stepped over the threshold on light feet, blinking to adjust to the dimness inside. The mud-brick room was empty.


  “Come,” came an order from the opposite side of the room.


  Harper ground her teeth together.


  She trailed after the rogue through a maze of trapdoors, tunnels, and panels, wondering what you said to a twin that left you to think he was dead for three years. She had no idea. The prisoner—ex-prisoner—stopped outside a door.


  “We’re here.” He tossed her a cotton dress folded on a table outside the door. They’d obviously been expecting her.


  Five years ago the dress might have been considered white.


  He didn’t bother averting her eyes as she dropped her translucence and threw the dress over her head. She hadn’t worn a stupid dress since childhood. Given the dust and sliminess of The Down, she was just grateful the garment was clean.


  Harper reached for the door handle, but her hand was seized in an iron grip.


  “Me first.”


  “In your own time, then.” She gave her best sarcastic smile.


  Contempt flashed in his eyes and she felt triumph and guilt in equal measure. If her brother was on the other side of the door, this rogue had gone through a month of torture simply to retrieve her.


  But Harper wasn’t about to thank him yet.


  The rogue pushed the door open, and her ears pricked at the tones of a familiar voice.


  Oliver.


  “That must be her now.”


  The sound almost brought her to her knees.


  Harper stood in the doorway of a tiny room. Mud-brick, like all the houses she’d passed. The wooden floorboards were dotted with dried boot prints. It was barely decorated with a rickety table and chairs, and standing by the sole window of the room, light purple hair pushed back to expose a high forehead, eyes sharper than her memories of him ever possessed, and holding himself with an air of command he’d never had before, was her brother.


  She crossed the room, mouth ajar, hardly believing her eyes. Her Ollie. Her twin! He reached out his arms to her, and she could see the softening underneath his acquired meanness.


  A few steps more. Harper pulled back her right arm.


  “You bastard.” She slammed a fist into her twin’s jaw.


  His head rocked back and he clutched at his face, wincing. “That insult doesn’t really work, coming from a twin.”


  She drew back her left arm and delivered symmetry to her brother’s face. “Prick.”


  There was a collective gasp, which she ignored. Three others in the room, not including the powerful rogue.


  Oliver was putting distance between them, eyeing her apprehensively. She’d always won their fights, and he’d better damn well remember it, Harper thought.


  “You were gone much longer than we planned.” Oliver spoke over her head.


  “She was out on mission. Your mistake, I believe,” the rogue returned.


  Oliver forgot her for the moment, staring at the man who’d led her here. “I see,” he said quietly, gathering the rogue’s extended stay hadn’t been pleasant. “Thank you for retrieving her, Ryker. It can’t have been easy.”


  Ryker. The name suits the big boofer.


  “There was no chance to debrief her on the . . . situation, Ollie. I believe an explanation would go a fair way in calming the shrew down.”


  “That might have insulted me four centuries ago, old timer,” she shot over her shoulder.


  Her comment elicited the same collective gasp. Oliver and Ryker were in high positions, judging by the reaction to her behavior. But the pair were friends. Who had more power?


  “Harper,” Oliver sighed. “You better take a seat.”


  “No.”


  “As you please.”


  Harper went to the closest wall and placed her back against it. She was right; there were three unknowns in the room. Two women and a man. She disregarded them, not interested in the slightest.


  “The organization is a setup,” Oliver started.


  She didn’t laugh or scoff as she had with Rogue Ryker. She respected her brother and his mind. Even if she decided he was pushing dung uphill, she would listen to what he had to say. Part of it was morbid curiosity. What was important enough to abandon your family over? “Go on.”


  “Remember that mission we went on, back in our second year—the house at the back of that god-awful swamp? We’d been gathering intel for months.”


  Harper remembered every mission. She nodded.


  “I killed a rogue there,” he said, eyes darkening. “But not before he asked a question. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t shake it off.”


  “The question?” she asked.


  Oliver’s amber eyes were clouded. “He asked me why I thought we had trackers in our arms.”


  “To monitor numbers, and—”


  He waved a hand. “Yes, yes. I knew that. It wasn’t so much the question; it was the tone he asked it in. Like it was a joke. He was about to die, but made me feel like I should be pitied. I couldn’t shake it,” Oliver repeated. “So I began to dig. The long and short is, I uncovered the truth.”


  Oliver gripped the chair in front of him. It gave a threatening creak. He looked up and met her eyes.


  “When translucents and rogues were first discovered, humankind foresaw the end of their freedom at the hands of two more powerful species.”


  “Translucents are a peaceful race,” Harper interjected.


  “So are rogues,” Oliver whispered. “Both of us have co-existed with humans since the dawn of time.”


  Harper glanced away. She’d believe that when The Down smelt like roses.


  “A secret organization was formed by human leaders at the time. And then, coincidentally, the rumors of rogue terrorism on humankind began. According to those who were alive at the time, it wasn’t hard. Not when—”


  “When rogues can control the human mind,” she said.


  “Exactly,” Oliver agreed grimly. “This secret organization played on fears that were already present. The rumors spread unchecked. The rogues were solitary creatures at the time and had no community or representative of their own. Years later, once the hate of rogues was deeply rooted in humans, the organization was brought to public attention. And soon, in response to the rogues’ ‘terrorism’, large numbers of translucents were convinced to help the organization as enforcers.”


  Harper’s mouth was dry and her heart raced. This couldn’t be true.


  “More incidents were staged; hundreds of human lives were lost. There were even attacks on translucents. And that’s when the organization introduced the trackers, telling us it was a safety measure.”


  “But to what end?” Harper whispered, circling to her brother’s side. “Why would they go to such trouble?”


  “To eradicate the species who posed the greatest threat to humankind.”


  It was simple enough to be believable.


  “The humans had no defense against mental warfare,” he continued. “But with the rogues out of the way, they would be able to meet us head-on. It is our belief that, if the organization succeeds in destroying rogues, translucents will be their next target.”


  Keeping her composure was almost too much. At surface level she could accept what her twin said. It was her mind that baulked at the consequences of accepting Oliver’s words as truth. If Harper believed him, she’d have to believe she spent ten years aiding in the extinction of a guiltless race. It can’t have been a lie, she thought. She would have seen it. If it’s true, what does that say about who I am?


  “And you figured this all out?” She asked while trying to get her emotions under control.


  “The rogue elders filled in the blanks when I arrived,” he replied. “When I was back at the organization, I took to interrogating rogues before finishing them. I began to notice things about the high command that didn’t gel. I watched the reports of rogue terrorist attacks through different eyes and assessed the rogues we were sent to kill and capture, instead of completing my missions mindlessly. It took months—believe me, months—to believe everything they’d told us was a lie.”


  “And then you left,” Harper said for him. She turned to face the brick wall in a bid to control the burning sensation behind her eyes. She raised a finger and wiped the wall, surprised when it came away clean.


  A heavy hand landed on her shoulder.


  “You were meant to be there that day, with me,” he said quietly. “I was frantic when I received word you’d left on a different mission.”


  It was hard for him? “It took you months to believe the rogues were innocent?” Harper asked in a pleasant voice.


  She spun around and smiled at him.


  “Yes,” he said after a pause.


  Harper folded her arms. “Then by my way of thinking, months passed when you could have told me your suspicions. Oh, wait,” she snarled. “Let’s talk about the three years you let me think you were dead.” The tears finally filled her eyes. “I thought you were dead, Ollie. Dead! Gone! They told me your body couldn’t be identified without a DNA test. Do you have any idea what you did to me?” She was shouting. “I died that day. My heart was carved out of my fucking chest. You took my arms, and both my legs. I’ve been nothing and felt nothing since your funeral. It was agony for you? You were frantic? You selfish piece of shit.”


  “Harps,” Ollie choked, reaching out.


  “Save it,” she withered. Her brother was alive, her life had been flipped upside down—and it was only Monday. She couldn’t deal with this. Not in front of others. Rogue Ryker was here, too. He’d witnessed enough of her humiliation today.


  “What we do then?” She paced the room in a desperate attempt to regain her self-control. The explosion would come as soon as she was alone. It was inevitable.


  “You believe me?” Oliver was astounded.


  She stopped pacing and regarded him with disdain. “No, twin brother. I don’t believe anything you’ve said, other than to believe you believe it. What I know is that to see you, I threw away any chance of returning to blockhouse.”


  “How sad,” one of the women simpered.


  “Shut it, Malibu Barbie.”


  She ignored the hilarity on Ryker’s face, facing Oliver once more. “I’m here to stay now, whether I believe a word coming out of your mouth or not.”


  “Harps, I’ve never lied to you in my life,” he protested.


  “How long did it take you to believe the rogues were being hunted to extinction?” Harper narrowed her eyes on her twin. She could never hate him, but she was as close as she’d ever come.


  Shame lit his gaze. He didn’t answer.


  “Months, brother. I seem to recall you saying ‘months.’ If that wasn’t lying, I don’t know what is.”


  She pivoted in the silence of the room and marched to stand before the rogue.


  “Show me to where I’ll be sleeping.”


  Ryker’s eyes slid to her brother’s over her head. Harper raised her arm and snapped her fingers in front of the scum’s face. Or not scum. She didn’t know anymore. Harper was floundering. She never floundered. To cap her humiliation off, instead of showing irritation at her impetuous finger-snapping, the rogue, instrumental in sealing her fate, stared down at her with something akin to pity.


  “My sleeping quarters, rogue,” she said. Danger in every syllable. “Now.”


  Oliver spluttered behind her and she expected Ryker to refuse her exit. But then he did something unexpected.


  He stepped aside and swung the door open. Tilting his head to one side, he spoke, eyes gleaming. “After you, translucent.”
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  TASTE


  Derek Murphy


  Chapter One


  I was going to be late. Again.


  It’s usually no big deal, but with Festival tonight Mom would want me home to prepare. Of course she doesn’t know how far I really need to go to get meat these days, she thinks I stay within the compound and wait for a really stupid bird or squirrel to wander in. That hasn’t happened for months.


  She’d freak if she knew I was sneaking over the perimeter fence. Climbing up a tree that’s become taller than it should, shuffling out to the tip of a long branch and leaping far enough to clear the barbed wire. I almost broke my ankle the first time I tried it, but have since made a discreet pile of leaves to break my fall.


  I brushed myself off and took a deep breath, inhaling the fresh scent of pine sap. Then I nocked an arrow and walked forward silently, my bow ready. My father had taught me how to walk without snapping any twigs when I was younger. Said it might save my life someday. I never really understood what he meant, and he died before I could ask him.


  My mother tried to sell my father’s gear: a bow he made himself, a hunting knife and a few basic traps. I begged her to give me a month to learn how to use them. 28 days later I came home with my first rabbit. Since then she’s pretty much given me free reign, as long as I keep putting food on the table.


  She does what work she can, as do my little brother and sister, but there is only so much they can do. They’re still young, and my mother is getting older. At night she soaks her feet in hot water with herbs, and rubs her neck. I think she’s secretly looking forward to the Choosing ceremony. Not that anybody in our family has ever been Chosen, but she can hope. For my part, I’m determined to make myself useful and prove I can provide for us.


  Twigs snapped behind me and I whirled around, pulling the taut string to my ear. But then I heard voices. There shouldn’t be anybody else out here, unless…


   


  Oh shit.


  I ducked just in time to see a group of elites wander into the meadow.


  They were laughing and shoving each other. They looked like us, mostly. Of course they were dressed better, with richer materials and clothing than I’d ever seen. Apart from the handful of guards posted around the compound, who wore a standard uniform, and a small team that came through our village every few months, I didn’t have much to compare to. All elites looked young and healthy, and clean in a way that people of my village could never hope to, as if they took a bath every night and every morning.


  One of the elites held a finger up to his mouth and gestured to the others to loop around to the side. My heart stopped, I was sure they’d smelled me, but then one of them yelled “heeyah” and chased a buck into the clearing. The others ran around it in circles, terrifying the poor beast. They let it buck and dart and think it could escape into the woods, before appearing just in front of it again. They moved so fast my eyes could scarcely keep track of them.


  Then one of them, with long dark hair slicked back over his ears, and a black velvet jacket, grabbed the buck by the antlers and snapped them both off with a firm twist. As the animal stood there, stunned, he plunged the antlers into either side of the buck, skewering it and sending a spray of blood up over his white shirt and face. He smiled and licked some of the blood from the corners of his mouth. My stomach turned sour.


  The other elite crowded around the animal and held out silver chalices, gathering the warm blood from the still-quivering body. One of them found a vein in the creature's neck and bit in deeply with his teeth. The leader was about to join them, when he sniffed the air, and then turned and looked straight at me with hungry eyes.


  Before I could even think about standing up and running, he was at my side. He lifted me up over his shoulders and carried me back towards his friends.


  “Ready for a new game, boys?” he called out to them.


  I pushed and struggled against his body but it was like trying to move a house; his muscles felt like solid stone. I was considering gouging his eye with my thumb when he dumped me on the ground. Probably would have been a stupid move anyway—the penalty for physically harming an elite was death.


  “What have you found there, Nigel?” one asked, brushing back strands of golden hair and spilling blood from his cup as he gestured towards me.


  “It may not be as swift as the deer, but I bet it will taste much better,” said another, with shaggy brown hair and leather pants.


  “Here is the game,” Nigel said, as his companions spread out in a circle around me. “Run. See if you can get away from us.”


  “I can’t,” I said. “You’re too fast.”


  “Now that’s no way to think,” he said, while his friends snickered. “You should have more faith in yourself, a strong young thing like you. I’ll tell you what, we’ll stand over at the edge of the trees, way over here.”


  He moved to show me the place he meant, leaving me alone in the center of the clearing.


  “If you make it to the other side and touch the trunk of any tree, we’ll let you go.”


  I looked behind me and took note of the closest tree. It was only twenty feet or so away from me.


  Maybe I can make it.


  I launched myself up and forced my legs to push harder and faster than I’d ever moved them before. I only got halfway before I was shoved backwards by an incredible force. I landed where I’d started, groaning in pain and trying to catch my breath.


  “You almost had me that time! Why not try again?” called the voice from the other side of the meadow, along with more laughter.


  They were going to kill me. I was well outside the compound. People would assume I’d run away and gotten mauled by a bear or something. My little brother and sister would think I’d abandoned them. I gritted my teeth and slowly pulled my father’s hunting knife out of my boot.


  I stood up and starting running again, hiding the knife in front of my body, and just as I reached the same place I’d made it to last time I lashed out—just in time to see the blur of a shape moving in front of me. I felt the knife hit its mark.


  Another blow sent me flying backwards, but not before I heard a cry of surprise from my tormenter.


  “You little bitch!” Nigel said. But he was surprised more than upset.


  “First of all, I’m sure you know that the penalty for attacking an elite with violence is punishable by death, with zero exceptions. I was thinking of letting you go, after toying with you for a while, but that’s out of the question now.”


  “Secondly,” he grabbed me by the hair and forced me to look at his forearm, where a large and deep gash from my knife was just beginning to seal itself up. “We heal quickly. Even if you haven’t had much personal experience with our kind, surely you’ve heard the rumors. We’re immortal. You can’t hurt us.”


  “You, on the other hand….” he brought his fingernails softly down the side of my face, and let one sink into my skin, leaving a red scratch and a drop of blood. “So soft, so fragile.” He murmured.


  I noticed his gaze drop from my chin to my chest. The neckline of my shirt hung open and my torso was dripping with sweat. He licked his lips and motioned for his friends to pin me down.


  I screamed as he tore off my shirt.


  “That’s enough.” a voice boomed out through the clearing. My eyes had teared up in panic, but I made out a blurry shape walking into the clearing.


  The other elite backed away, but Nigel held his ground.


  “We’re just having some fun, Damien. Of course you’re welcome to join us—” Nigel smiled.


  “She doesn’t look like she’s having fun,” the newcomer said, nodding at me. “And you’re breaking the law. Commons aren’t to be hunted or touched, certainly not raped. We follow the rules, the agreement, the covenant. I won’t let a hothead like you ruin a century of progress.”


  “It’s not like she was going to tell anyone,” Nigel said.


  “We don’t obey you,” the blonde one called out, but there was uncertainty in his eyes.


  Damien reached down, grabbed my blouse and handed it to me. I clutched it against my bare skin, covering my breasts. His sky blue eyes had kindness in them.


  “We’re sorry about this, miss. You’re welcome to file a complaint—”


  Nigel scoffed.


  “Through your community leaders or at the next council meeting.”


  I put my shirt on and stood up. “I can go?”


  Damien nodded, gesturing with one hand that I was free to leave. I took two hesitant steps before turning back.


  “And the deer?” I said, nodding at the fresh carcass.


  Damien raised his eyebrows in surprise.


  “That deer would feed my whole family for weeks. I’d rather not leave it here to rot.”


  He crossed his arms, and studied the deer.


  “Could you even carry a buck that big?”


  I picked up my knife from where it had fallen. “I’d cut it into manageable chunks, and make several trips.”


  “You’d need me to stand guard against the others here. I hadn’t planned on doing that.”


  “I can take care of myself,” I lied.


  Damien laughed. “Tell you what, I’ll walk you to the fence and throw the deer over, you can dress it there.”


  “I’d be greatly indebted to you.” I said.


  He was as good as his word. He walked me back carrying the buck for me, and swung it easily over the gate. Then he watched me as I climbed a tree, walked out over the limb, and lowered myself down.


  “The perimeter fences are for your safety. If you come out here again, and you face the same situation, I doubt you’ll survive. Oh and, you’d better clean yourself up before going home.”


  I looked down at my shirt, which was covered in blood. He dismissed me with a wave of his hand, and he was gone.


   


  Chapter Two


  “Sweet Mercy!” my mom said when I appeared in the doorway, my clothes and face covered in blood with an enormous flank of buck across my back. “I haven’t seen an animal like that in twenty years. Not since your father and I were young. Where on earth—”


  I smiled, my white teeth flashing from my dirty face.


  “I had to walk for miles before I caught its tracks.”


  “But how did the thing get in through the fence?”


  I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know, must have jumped.” I lied.


  She looked in both directions and ushered me in.


  “I’ll start cooking this up.”


  “There’s more, out by the fence,” I said.


  “Jamie!” she called, “Go help your sister carry the meat in.” My little brother poked his head down the stairs.


  “That’s alright, I’ll grab Trev. He’ll be able to carry more,” I said.


  “Wash your face first,” mom said handing me a wet rag. “You’ll scare the neighbors.”


  I rapped on the door of the third house down the street. Trevor had been my best friend since we were little. His father was the town’s blacksmith. He spent most of his days fishing the small stream that came through our land, we often traded fish for pheasants and rabbits at the town’s market.


  I smiled as he opened the door, filling the door frame with his broad shoulders.


  “I’ve got something for you,” I said. “But you’re going to have to carry it yourself.”


  “Rabbit?”


  “Better.”


  He grabbed his jacket and followed me through town. It took us five minutes to clear the residential area; neat rows of cottages and cabins that had been built after the Culling.


  He gasped when he saw the kill.


  “What did you tell your mom? No way a buck that big could have squeezed through the fence.”


  “Willful ignorance. She’s not that interested in where I go.”


  “It’s a shame the antlers broke off, this would have made one hell of a trophy.”


  He checked the body, “Where did you shoot it? How many arrows did it take to bring it down?”


  “It’s... complicated,” I said lamely, holding my hands together in front of me.


  He ran his fingers over the flank and froze suddenly when he reached the neck.


  “These are bite marks,” he said, turning white.


  He turned and grabbed me by the shoulders.


  “Did they see you?” he demanded, roughly.


  “I was careful. They were just hunting it for sport, but they left the body.”


  He was so angry he was shaking. He squeezed his fists together. I knew he was trying to keep from shouting at me. “You could have been killed. If anybody even knew you were past the barrier… you’d be flogged, at least.”


  “You know meat’s been scarce lately.”


  Trevor reached down and took my hand.


  “I know, it’s just… you need to be more careful. If anything happened to you—”


  He looked down at me with his warm eyes. I felt my skin tingle and flush as he leaned in closer. But just when I thought he was going to kiss me, I shoved him away and punched him on the shoulder. He forced a chuckle, but I could tell he was annoyed. I knew how he felt about me. But with Choosing tomorrow, the timing was all wrong. Besides, Trevor had always been my best friend. Sure I’d noticed him growing up in the last two years—I’m not blind. Sometimes he helped his dad work in the shop, his strong, muscular arms pounding a sledgehammer down on red-hot rods of metal, his sculpted abs dripping with sweat.


  I’ll admit I’ve had… inappropriate thoughts. But I wasn’t sure I was ready to risk our friendship. At least not until I was sure we could really be together.


  After showering, I put on my nicest dress and some red lipstick. I checked myself over in the standing mirror. My dress was forest green and brought out my eyes. We didn’t have many occasions to get dressed up, but tonight was Festival, the biggest holiday of the year.


  I’d always looked forward to Festival. There would be lights, firecrackers, apple pies and ice cream. But this year would be different. I felt a knot in my stomach, and chewed on my bottom lip. This could be my last night in the compound. And there was nothing I could do about it.


  I’d never felt so powerless as I did then, standing in front of the mirror, wondering what my future would bring. Finally I sighed, and went downstairs to help my mom finish setting up the table out in front of our house. Jamie and Loralie were already running around the meadow, involved in some children’s games.


  Trev had repaired the buck’s head with screws and steel wire so that the magnificent antlers stood proudly. We were roasting the meat on a spit; it would probably feed two hundred people. We weren’t a wealthy family, and in some previous years we’d had a disappointing showing.


  Each family put out a table of foods they’d prepared and everybody would share and sample. For wealthier families, it was a chance to show off. For poorer families, a chance to eat delicacies they could only dream about the rest of the year. The council members also used Festival as a way to keep track of how families are doing, so that they could assess rations. It’s not total communism, but roughly 10% of each family’s income goes to the council, and they can save it, store it or redistribute it as necessary. They make sure nobody goes hungry.


  There were 2735 people in our city; I know because they keep a big sign near the front gates. The numbers were monitored and never exceeded 3,000 total. As long as there were no problems, the elite left us alone to manage ourselves. Travel was mostly forbidden, though special access passes could be obtained for trade, study or in rare cases, marriage, which left some room for interaction and communication between different compounds. And there were hundreds of compounds. I didn’t know how many. My father told me once he’d been to three others in his life, and told me about the small differences in dress and food.


  I don’t remember the wars, myself. Like my parents, I was born here. There had been peace and order for as long as anybody could remember. There were stories about the Before: when a handful of people had enormous houses and cars and helicopters and more wealth than 100,000 people put together. I couldn’t imagine people starving, suffering, without anybody taking care of them. Not to mention the diseases, the disabilities, and the chronic, constant pain.


  Then came the Fulfillment, when the elites were perfected. Then the Race Wars, between the humans and the elite; which ended in the mindless slaughter of billions. Finally King Richard made peace, the Covenant was signed, and order established. I’d learned all of this in history class. We had mandatory schooling until we were thirteen.


  Our compound, Agrave, was a wonderful place to live. We didn’t have the luxury of the elites, and there were still rich and poor people—but even the poorest among us had a house and never went hungry. We didn’t suffer: the weekly Communion was enough to keep us healthy. Almost everyone was, as far as I knew, happy and satisfied.


  I turned towards the stage at the sound of music playing through the speakers, just in time to see the mayor, Mr. Thompson, grab a microphone.


  “Welcome, everyone, to the 98th Annual Festival of Agrave!” his voice boomed out over the crowd. People started cheering and clapping their hands. “Please join me in the Pledge of Allegiance.”


  I put my right hand over my heart and recited from memory, along with everyone else.


  “I pledge allegiance, to the Clan, and to the Republic, which was founded for my protection. I’m thankful for the freedom to live my life without pain, suffering or loss; I’m thankful for the Pact, the Covenant between our two races, that saved my humanity.”


  There were several minor announcements, but nothing formal—the Festival was a celebration, not a pageant. That would come tomorrow. I wandered around with Jamie and Loralie, looking at all the decorated tables and grabbing handfuls of food.


  Trevor’s friend William gave me a glass of blackberry wine. We ate, listening to the bands play, and then I went back and greeted guests at our table so my mom could look around for a while.


  After dinner there was dancing. I danced with William, laughing as he spun me around, his curly red hair bouncing in the lights. Loralie, Jamie and I joined hands and spun in circles, then Trev joined in. We fell down and rolled in the grass.


  There were sparklers and fireworks, they were so beautiful, the music so touching, that I felt my eyes start to tear up. It felt like I was saying goodbye, and it was breaking my heart.


  Trev glanced over at me, then grabbed my hand and pulled me up, wrapping an arm around my waist.


  “What are you doing?” I asked.


  “Just one dance, before…”


  I nodded, then leaned into him, resting my head on his chest. I could give him this, at least.


  We spun slowly in time to the music, a melancholy song that made me burst with longing. Maybe it was the wine, or the song, or the anxiety of what tomorrow would bring, but when he reached down and lifted my chin, I didn’t pull away.


  His kiss was soft and gentle, as I knew it would be. It made me feel safe and warm.


  “I know I’m supposed to wait until tomorrow,” he said, holding up something small and shiny. “But tomorrow you’ll have a dozen suitors with gold rings better than this one, they’ll be lining up at your door. So I thought, before you get any ideas about marrying someone smarter, or richer, or better looking… I better make an effort.”


  I sighed, letting myself sink into the familiar daydream. Me and Trevor married, raising children in Agrave. A simple, happy life. I wasn’t surprised by his proposal. There nobody else I would seriously consider marrying.


  But he didn’t have the right. Not until tomorrow. Not until after the ceremony.


  “If I’m still here tomorrow, I promise… to think about it,” I smirked at him.


  He kissed me again, but we took it no further.


  The laws were strict.


   


  That night I couldn’t sleep.


  For months I’d been dreading the Choosing. Even though it meant my family would be taken care of for life, it didn’t seem fair that Trev and I couldn’t just decide to be together.


  And from the brief contact I’d had with the elite, they terrified me. I couldn’t imagine living with one. I reached up and brushed my lips with my fingers, remembering Trev’s soft kisses. Suddenly, my mind flashed to a set of mesmerizing, clear blue eyes, wondering would it would be like to kiss the lips they belonged to. I blushed at the thought.


  I’d never known an elite like Damien before. Besides being gorgeous, he seemed… kind. It confused my feelings for Trev. I’d known him my whole life, how could I be comparing him against someone I’d only known for a day?


  Still, I fell asleep no longer entirely sure I wanted to be overlooked at the Choosing.


   


  Chapter Three


  “Over 100 years ago,” a voice boomed over the crowd, “mankind was dying. Their violence and bloodlust had caused centuries of war. Crime was rampant. The environment destroyed. The economy broken, with a few individuals hoarding all the wealth while billions starved. And then came the plagues—new variants of old diseases, that adapted against all vaccines. Until a group of researchers working on experimental method using tiny machines, trying to find a cure, found something else, something much more powerful; an elixir of immortality, a sacred gift of miraculous healing qualities. They had discovered the fountain of youth.”


  The speaker was an elite, I could tell even from far away by the way he carried himself. That effortless movement, the fluid confidence. I’d heard this story before, of course, it was repeated practically word for word every Choosing ceremony.


  “What they could not foresee, however, was that every gift comes with a price. This elixir caused rapid healing and cellular regeneration, halted the aging process completely, cured disease and even regrew lost limbs, but these little robots demanded fresh blood to complete their simple programming… and the thirst became great.”


  “Those treated began to have an insatiable thirst for blood. The blood banks were soon depleted. The black market blossomed and international blood trading knew no bounds, with ever more numbers being sold into slavery or as cattle to feed the thirst. After a certain amount of time with no food, those treated died to their former lives, but continued living as a new kind of human, what we call today, the elites. They were stronger and faster than any human could be, which made them above the common law. They hunted the humans like animals.”


  “But the unaffected, common people were desperate for this miracle cure, and there were more of them. They would capture and butcher the elites and drain them of their blood to treat themselves. Governments toppled, powerless to stop the bloodshed, and the Race Wars began. The elites and the commons slaughtered each other for decades. The elites went into hiding, their numbers fewer and fewer, until at last the great King Richard brought all the elites together and won the war decisively. By joining together, the elites massacred the human population, bringing it down to just 1% of what it had been. They could have kept the commons as cattle, as a food source only, but King Richard in his magnificence drafted the Covenant instead, and the Compounds were formed around the great cities.”


  “The elites, the Clan, would provide government, organization, law, and structure. The Compounds would provide work, art and craft, manpower. The elite keep you healthy, keep your lives easy and peaceful. Food is plentiful. Your houses are comfortable and you are free to work on the lives you choose, governing yourselves. The Covenant was sealed with the exchange of blood; a weekly Sacrament to the commons is enough to keep you fit, healthy and strong.”


  “In return, to cement mutual trust and remind us of the pact, each of our kind, each elite, will choose a life-companion, a human, as mate. To remind us of our humanity, and to quench the rage of our thirst. To promote peace and loyalty. Humanity was once a disease; we let greed and violence corrupt our souls, we destroyed the environment until our entire civilization was at risk. And when we discovered what we hoped was our salvation… the wars, decades of bloodshed and death. Finally, we made peace, and we live together now, in harmony, partners. Two races, complimenting each other, helping each other.”


  A stage had been set up near the main gate, and the elite arrived with their vehicles. I’d seen it before of course, but always from the crowd. This time, all the young girls who had turned seventeen that year were called up on stage. Including me. My heart pounded when my name was called. Emily Sharrow.


  Only a few would be chosen. There were far more commons than elites, and the elites had twelve other compounds to visit in this region. And they didn’t have to choose this year, they had a ten-year gap to choose from. Because the elites lived so long, they were also allowed to pick a new partner every ten years. There would be a six month trial period, before a formal ceremony in the capital, and then a ten year partnership. After that, they’d either turn their partners into elite, in an ascension ceremony, keep them on as human mates, or send them back to their families.


  I stood on the stage feeling self-conscious. My mother had bought a new dress for me and scrubbed me till my skin glowed. I forced myself to remember that she wasn’t trying to get rid of me. She was just doing what she felt was best for my future. As Chosen, I would live in the City of Lights, in luxury and comfort, and never have to work again. She meanwhile, and my brother and sister, would get special treatment and allocation of resources, which would include moving to a larger house.


  I didn’t know what I felt. Nervous, scared, certainly. But part of me allowed myself to be excited… Staying here was easy. It’s what I knew. I loved Trev, like a brother maybe, but so what? We would be happy together. It would be a good life.


  But what if I did get chosen? What would that be like? I thought again of Damien, and stood on my tiptoes, trying to catch a glimpse of his blonde hair.


  My rosy daydreams were shattered when I saw Nigel on the side of the platform, huddled with his entourage from yesterday. There were about a dozen elites on the stage, but he stood out, with his slicked back hair and dark eyebrows. Our eyes connected and he leered at me.


  My heart pounded in my chest. I gagged as I remembered him forcing himself on top of me.


  I would rather die than marry him.


  My eyes swept over the elites desperately, looking again for Damien. He was nowhere to be seen.


  “Prince Hartmann” the announcer called, looking to his left.


  “First choice goes to you.”


  I gasped as I watched Damien step forward. He’d been sitting in a chair in the back, that’s why I hadn’t seen him before.


  He’s a prince?


  He stood, wearing a regal red cape that hung to his knees. I tried to catch his eye, I even gave a slight smile, hoping Trev wouldn’t see it. If he recognized me, he gave no indication. He scanned the line of girls, frowning thoughtfully, but then merely waved his hand and turned his back on us.


  My heart dropped into my stomach. I tried to hide my disappointment.


  Of course he didn’t want me, I consoled myself. He’s an elite. And, the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen. And a prince.


  I didn’t want to be chosen anyway.


  The announcer called the next elite, a man with a long nose and blue paisley shirt.


  This one took more time, examining each girl closely, like he was choosing a cut of beef.


  I heaved a sigh of relief as he passed me. I relaxed more and more as each elite examined and discarded us. The crowd began to grumble. It would be insulting to our compound’s honor if none of the girls got chosen this year. The fourth elite, however, chose a girl named Mary and the crowd erupted in cheers. Mary was a nice girl, I’d known her for years but was never very close to her. The elite raised Mary’s hand up to his lips and kissed it. She blushed and smiled, while the crowd hooted and clapped.


  There were only a few more to go now. Soon this would all be behind me. I’d go back to my family, I’d marry Trev, and we’d get a house of our own. I saw him down in the crowd, holding Loralie up so she could see the stage. I smiled down at them and gave a little wave.


  Then suddenly my view was replaced by a sneer and dark, oily hair. Nigel.


  He wasn’t bad looking, of course. None of them were. His features were chiseled and strong—he looked like a Greek god. But when he looked at me, slowly drawing his eyes down my body, I felt sick to my stomach.


  I stared at my feet, trying to ignore him, but he reached up and lifted my chin, forcing me to look him in the eyes. He smiled, then brushed his fingers across my lips.


  No. Please God, No. I screamed inside my head. My knees were trembling, and I was afraid I was going to pass out and fall off the stage. He saw the effect he had on me and smirked.


  “This one,” he called loudly, seizing my hand and holding it up to his lips. Then he leaned in close and whispered into my ear, “I can’t wait to get you to my room and tear you to pieces. Then I’ll heal you and do it again.”


  He presented me with a red rose, the symbol of his choice. I was supposed to accept it.


  But my body was frozen. My life was over. I considered throwing myself off the stage, wondering whether I could break my neck on impact.


  I looked down at my family, my eyes were starting to tear up, and I realized this may be their last impression of me. And if I died now, they’d get nothing. If I was going to kill myself, at least I could do it after the ceremony was finished.


  I forced a smile and took the rose.


  “I invoke my right to claim,” said a calm, but firm voice from the side. It was Damien.


  Right to claim? What the hell?


  There were murmurs from the crowd and commotion from the other elites.


  “It’s too late for that!” Nigel yelled. “You had your chance—and you passed. She’s mine now and I’ll do whatever I like with her.”


  “As Crown Prince I can make a selection of any Chosen at any time, before the partnership is consummated, as long as I have the permission of the Chosen in question.”


  “Yes, um… that’s right of course, although I don’t think it’s ever been used,” the announcer said nervously.


  “Do you consent?” Damien looked at me with those bright blue eyes that cut right through me. But the kindness was gone. He seemed annoyed at me, even angry.


  I compared the two choices in my mind. Damien, who at least seemed blessedly disinterested in me, and Nigel, who seemed intent on causing me pain.


  I nodded my head slightly.


  “I… I consent.” I said, not entirely sure what I was consenting to.


  “Then it’s settled, said the announcer, Nigel… do you wish to choose any of the others?


  “No, dammit!” Nigel yelled, flustered.


  “This isn’t over,” Nigel whispered in my ear, gripping my arm so tightly I was sure it would leave bruises. Then he shoved passed me.


  The remaining elites took their turns choosing, and then the ceremony was over.


  I had one last night with my friends and family before I would leave for the capital, to join my mate and my new life.
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  THE CONFECTIONER’S GUILD


  Claire Luana


  Chapter One


  “Tell me about this cupcake,” a cold voice demanded from the storefront.


  Sacha froze at the workbench, her ears perked to listen, the cocoa bean she held in her hand forgotten.


  “What would you like to know?” came Master Oldrick’s voice, friendly but with a slight edge.


  “Everything.”


  Sacha set down her husking knife and cocoa bean on the worktable with the rest of the peeled beans, wiping her hands on her streaked apron. She wanted a look at this customer. She crept to the side of the kitchen and slowly slid open one of the doors leading to the display case in the front room. A wave of cold air hit her as she opened the door, the ice that lined the display case chilling her face as well as the chocolates. It was a blessed respite from the stickiness of the kitchen, where the air hung limp with August’s hot breath.


  Master Oldrick was babbling about the cupcake now, clearly unsure of the nature of the man’s interest.


  “Technically, cupcakes are the territ’ry of the Baker’s Guild, of course I know this, but I’ve some friends in that guild, and they dunna mind us having a little fun with the cupcakes. You see, it’s the frosting that sets our cupcakes apart. Pure confectional art. You see, the frosting on this one looks so a’like a rose that you’d swear you can smell the fragrance. The ladies love these--we can’t keep them on the shelves. They show them off at tea parties and such.”


  Sacha recognized the cupcake as one of hers. Only she could pipe the frosting just right, each petal with a tint of rosy hue on its edge, fading to a pale pink towards the center. Master Oldrick’s arthritis was far too bad for him to perform such delicate work, and the other apprentices, Nestor and Kelsey, were alright for rolling truffle balls and stirring caramel but would never have her steady hand with a piping bag. Each of those cupcakes had taken her a quarter-hour to decorate, scrunched on a stool over the countertop as beads of sweat dribbled down her knees and elbows. That was a damn good cupcake.


  Master Oldrick was continuing his detailed exposition of the cupcake’s finer features, discussing the third generation ownership of the flour mill they purchased from, the pure cane sugar imported from Aprica, the fresh cream skimmed off the milk of a cow named Plum, who enjoyed only the finest pastureland below the foothills of Mount Luminis.


  The customer held up a hand and Master Oldrick fell silent as quickly a snuffed candle wick.


  Sacha narrowed her eyes. Who was this man, and what was his interest in the cupcake?


  “I desire to know who made the cupcake,” the man said.


  “Ahh,” Master Oldrick said nervously. Technically the master of the shop was supposed to make the saleable merchandise, with apprentices only assisting in the process. But Master Oldrick must have seen something in the man’s face that schooled him against any untruths.


  “My apprentice Sacha made it,” he said finally, rubbing his neck with a gnarled hand. His eyes flicked to the far display case, where her face peeked from behind the rows of truffles and chocolate chews.


  The man turned and his eyes met hers, steely blue above the high collar of his velvet coat.


  “I would like to speak to this Sacha,” he said, his eyes locked on hers.


  “Of course,” Master Oldrick said. “I’ll fetch her.”


  Sacha stood and slammed the door to the display case shut, her mind whirring. Despite the oppressive heat of the late afternoon, she suddenly felt cold.


  Master Oldrick’s hands were shaking as he came into the kitchen.


  “What does he want with me?” she hissed. “Who is he?”


  “I dunna know,” Master Oldrick said. “But he has a stern way about him. Was there something wrong with the cupcake? Could the ingredients have spoiled?”


  “No!” she said, affronted. The quality of her work was her only currency in this world. “I would never let such a thing happen, and you know it.”


  “Don’t fret,” he sighed. “You’re the best confectioner who’s ever worked under me, woman or no.”


  She rolled her eyes.


  “I’ll stand by your work. Now get out there, don’t keep the man waiting.”


  Sacha smoothed her wavy auburn hair (a hopeless task in the summer heat), and tugged at her stained apron. She marched into the front of the shop, back straight, head held high.


  “You asked to see me, sir?” she said, getting her first full look at the customer. He was a tall thin man with a long horsey face, topped with thick black brows that threatened to join as one. He had an impressive shock of black hair, brushed to one side in a fashion that managed to look both windswept and carefully manicured. His long slender fingers held her exquisite cupcake before her, as if he were offering her a rose.


  His examination of her was as obvious as her own no doubt had been. But from the slight sneer of his lip, it appeared he found her wanting.


  “Did you make this cupcake?” That cold voice again.


  She shivered involuntarily. “Yes sir,” she said. “May I ask why you would like to know?”


  He ignored her question. “You’ll need to come with me.”


  “Excuse me?” she asked, taking a step back.


  He put the cupcake back in its tasteful pink and white striped box, which rested on the counter. She could see that one of the four cupcakes was missing. He deftly retied the white ribbon in a perfect bow. And then, task complete, he came around the end of counter in two strides, and grasped the flesh of her arm. “You’re coming with me.”


  “Master Oldrick,” she cried, alarmed. She struggled against his grip, considering her next move. A swift kick to the groin perhaps?


  Master Oldrick bustled through the swinging doors. “What’s all this? No customers behind the counter,” he said.


  She suppressed an exasperated snort. Of course he would be more concerned with the rules of his shop being violated than her honor.


  “He says I have to go with him but he won’t say why,” she explained, trying to draw her master’s attention to the more important issue at hand.


  “Well, sir, I mean no disrespect, but I canna let you to take my apprentice without at least an explanation why. I’ll call the city guard,” Master Oldrick said, crossing his knobby arms before him.


  The man readjusted his fingers on her arm, tightening his grip. With his other hand he pulled a card from his pocket. “I am Grandmaster Callidus of the Confectioner’s Guild. And this woman is coming with me.”


   


  Chapter Two


  Sacha glowered at the grandmaster from across the jostling coach, trying to keep the embers of fear tamped down with the weight of her anger. Who did this man think he was? Bursting into the shop and forcing her to accompany him to god knows where, when her only apparent crime was having made a cupcake so delicious and beautiful it made grown women weep? Just last week a woman actually had teared up at the sight of the petit-fours Sacha had made for her birthday party, decorated like a field of wildflowers. Sacha would bet money (if she had any) that this man had never made anyone cry from his sweets, no matter how grand a master confectioner he was.


  “Where are we going?” she asked, for the third time.


  For the third time, he responded with a contemptuous flick of his gaze to her face, before his icy stare returned to the window.


  “Why have you taken me?” she asked, for the fourth time.


  “If you seek to bore me to death with your incessant questions,” he said, his spidery fingers splayed over neatly crossed knees, “I assure you that you will be unsuccessful. I deal with guildmembers and politicians all day.”


  She narrowed her eyes, unable to tell if he was joking. He didn’t seem the joking type.


  The carriage wheels thunked into a particularly large pothole and Sacha’s head practically hit the ceiling of the red-velvet lined carriage. Callidus was unperturbed. Had the man even moved? It was like he was suspended in a bubble of his own unpleasantness, unaffected by the outside world.


  Despite her questions, Sacha had been keeping a close eye past the lace curtains of the carriage, and had a strong suspicion of their destination. As they turned off the packed dirt road onto the smooth granite blocks of the town’s center, her prediction was confirmed. The Confectioner’s Guildhall. Just visible in the distance, the guildhouses sat like petulant children at the knee of their mother, the grey behemoth Tradehouse where the guilds did business with each other and the rest of the city. The Confectioner’s Guildhall was a massive marble monolith resting in the place of honor at the Tradehouse’s right hand, and was arguably the most magnificent structure of the impressive specimens that lined Guilder’s Row.


  The carriage rolled to a stop in front of the steps of the guildhall, and the coachman opened the door.


  Callidus swept out the door before her and quickly resumed his position as her captor, grasping the flesh of her arm as soon as she had cleared the steps. It was clear he had no intent of letting her escape. This realization itched at her nervously, for he apparently thought she had something to flee from.  


  She struggled up the towering steps of the guildhall, scraping her shins as Callidus pulled her up. Five steps for the five levels of the guild: apprentice, journeyman, craftsman, master, and grandmaster. Some designer had been so intent on his symbolism that he had thrown practicality straight out the window. She could imagine the heated debate: “We shall have five steps!”


  “But we have ten feet of height to clear…” some less visionary but more practical craftsman must have said. That man clearly lost the battle. Practicality always lost the battle to passion.


  Servants in black and gold opened the wide plate glass doors before them, bowing low before Callidus. Sacha found herself pulled through the lobby of the guildhall for the second time in her life. And for the second time, she found herself wishing she had something better to wear.


  The first look at the guildhall had been six years ago. That time, it had been Master Oldrick’s fat fingers gripping the flesh of her arm. She had been a grimy orphan, fresh off the streets of Maradi.


  It had started innocently enough. She had been rifling through the trash in the alley behind the shop and had found a worn piping bag, mostly empty save for a dollop of shimmering green frosting. Any other street kid would have squirted the whole bag of sugar into his mouth, but the frosting called to her. She knew such an act would be a waste, a sacrilege. Passion wins over practicality yet again. Crouched under the eaves of the building to keep warm, she had grasped the smooth parchment paper of the bag and decorated the hard shell of the snowbank with a pattern of ivy leaves. The leaves sparkled against the snow in the low light of the alley, mesmerizing her, pulling her into a daydream where she was surrounded by lush green foliage, rather than frozen garbage.


  Master Oldrick had woken her with a kick in the dim grey morning, but as she scrambled away down the alley, he called to her. “Stop!”


  She kept running.


  “I’ll feed you!” he called.


  She froze, looking over one shoulder, her gnawing stomach compelling her to turn around…even if it was a trap. But it wasn’t. He had fed her half a loaf of warm bread smeared with butter and jam, and a glass of sweet milk. Once she had eaten, he made her scrub her hands in scalding water until they were pink, and gave her an audition.


  Sacha swirled ganache, puffed powdered sugar, drizzled white chocolate and piped more frosting, her hands seeming to have a mind of their own. When she tried to sneak a taste of the ganache, Master Oldrick whacked her hand so hard with a wooden spoon that she felt the vibrations in her teeth.


  “Never. Never. Eat the confections!” he said.


  But despite her faux pas, she had passed his test. That afternoon, he had marched her, dressed in a tattered woolen dress with wrapped rags for shoes, into the marble cavern of the Confectioner’s Guildhall. And she became his apprentice.


   


  The interior of the guildhall looked exactly the same as it had six years ago, but for the exchange of one sour-faced captor for another. The walls were made of creamy veined marble, and the tall pillars around the circular antechamber rose to form a massive dome, coated in gold-filigree. A magnificent crystal chandelier hung from the dome, refracting the light from the windows lining the hall.


  Sacha eyed Callidus sideways as she struggled to keep up with his pace. Guildmembers seemed to part before him as walked, nodding deferentially and sidestepping out of his way. He didn’t acknowledge any of them with so much as a smile or nod in return. So he was someone important. And he was most definitely an ass.


  They ascended a twisting staircase at the far end of the antechamber, heading towards the upper floors. She longed to know where they were going, but didn’t want to give Callidus the satisfaction of knowing that his silent treatment was flustering her. They continued up three more levels until they reached a floor of the guildhall that was quiet and empty of people. Two guards in black and gold livery stood at the top of the stair, golden spears resting on the polished wood floor. Their uniforms bore the symbol of her guild on the breast, a golden whisk and spoon, crossed like the letter “X.”


  Sacha and Callidus continued down a long hallway lined with golden sconces until they reached a carved mahogany door. Callidus rapped three times with his pale knuckles, and stood back.


  Sacha’s heart hammered in her chest, as her mind filled with a parade of horrible reasons she might have been summoned here. Was she being kicked out of the guild? Had she poisoned someone with her cupcake? Human sacrifice? They were so deep in the guildhall, if she screamed, would anyone hear her?


   


  Chapter Three


  The door swung open and Sacha almost laughed in relief. A short ruddy man with a rotund belly and a thick head of snowy white hair stood before her. He reminded her of nothing so much as one of her cupcakes, the red velvet kind sprinkled with coconut shavings.


  “Come in, come in,” he said, waving them into the room enthusiastically. He wore a crisp shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and his substantial forearms were covered with downy white hair. As she passed him, she caught a whiff of butterscotch.


  “Have a seat my dear, have a seat,” he said, motioning to one of the two studded leather chairs that sat before his huge desk. The room was not the dungeon she had expected, but was rather bright and cheerful, with tall windows letting in streams of sluggish summer sun.


  Sacha sat, smoothing her light cotton dress over her bony knees.


  “Callidus, feel free to sit,” the man said, motioning to the other chair.


  She shied away from it involuntarily.


  “I’ll stand,” he said, his arms crossed before him, leaning against a bookshelf by the door.


  The man paused for a moment. “Of course you will. I hope Callidus didn’t scare you too terribly,” he said. “He lacks something of a bedside manner.”


  Sacha laughed, a forced bark that belied her nervousness. “He was a bit…mysterious,” she said, fixing Callidus with a sidelong glare.


  “Well, let’s put the mystery to an end,” he said. “I am Grandmaster Kacper, Head of the Confectioner’s Guild. And you are?”


  “Sacha,” she said. “Sacha Confectioner,” she added, in the Alesian style. Guildmembers who didn’t wish to keep their parents’ names, or who didn’t have parents’ names, could take the name of their craft as their surname.


  “It’s an absolute pleasure to meet you Sacha,” he said.


  “Did Callidus explain why you have been summoned here today?”


  “No,” she said.


  “Of course he didn’t,” Kacper said, pursing his lips. “You are no doubt wondering why you are here. Callidus, where are those cupcakes?”


  Callidus dropped the box on the desk between them, before resuming his statue-like pose against the bookshelf.


  “Excellent,” Kacper said, opening the box. He removed one of the cupcakes and turned it before him, admiring it from various angles. “These are magnificent, my dear. I have masters who could not do such a job. What level of craft are you?”


  “Apprentice, grandmaster.”


  “Apprentice!” His brown eyes flew open. “For how long?”


  “Six years, grandmaster.”


  “Six years!” He harrumphed. “Your master is exploiting you! I won’t have such mistreatment in my guild. No more.”


  “Thank you, Grandmaster,” she said, keeping the vindicated smile from her face. She knew Master Oldrick had been lying about promoting her within the guild, she just hadn’t figured out what to do about it. He wasn’t a bad man, just very greedy. If he promoted her to journeyman or craftsman level, he would have to pay her higher wages.


  “You clearly have a gift for confections, a true gift. Those with such gifts are highly coveted in the guild. And rare,” he said. His eyes gleamed in the sunlight as he studied her, setting the cupcake before her. “You must have sampled your confections, have you not?”


  “No, grandmaster,” she said. “Master Oldrick forbids it.” More for the customers. And the cash register.


  Grandmaster Kacper sputtered, slapping his hands on the desk. “This Oldrick fellow, I like him less and less! How can you make chocolate if you’re never allowed to taste it!”


  “I get it right the first time,” she said. No need to tell him she had snuck a taste a time or two when Oldrick wasn’t looking.


  “Quite right, quite right. I suppose that explains how skinny you are. No respectable confectioner should be skinny!” he said, slapping the girth of his stomach and laughing, a warm husky sound. “Confections are what make the world go round, don’t you agree!”


  Sacha smiled. His enthusiasm was infectious. “I’m not sure the politicians and military would agree, but I do think they add a wonderful element.”


  “Let’s just see about that,” he said, as if he had a secret he couldn’t wait to share.


  He reached into the breastpocket of his shirt and pulled out a heavy gold coin. It was an Alesian gold crown, more money than she would make in a year. He handed it to her.


  She cradled it reverently. “What is this for?” she asked.


  “Flip it,” he said. “If you get heads, you can keep it.”


  Sending a prayer up to the gods, she flipped it and caught it, slapping it on the back of her other hand. The rugged outline of Mount Luminis gleamed on the surface. Tails.


  Trying to still her disappointment, she put the crown back on the desk.


  “Bad luck,” he said, the corners of his eyes crinkled in a smile.


  “Eat the cupcake. It’ll make you feel better. In fact, I think I’ll have one myself.”


  She looked at him, unsure of his game. But the cupcake did look good, and she had missed lunch today, what with the bustle of the shop. He was already unwrapping his own, devouring half the cupcake in one massive bite. She shrugged and retrieved hers, unwrapping the lace around its base.


  The first bite was the best. They always said it was. The sweet vanilla flavor of the fluffy cupcake mingled with the silky sugar of the frosting, hitting her taste buds in a cascade of goodness. She closed her eyes as she chewed, trying to commit the pleasure of the moment to memory. She opened her eyes and found Kacper watching her with an amused expression on his face.


  “Ehts gud,” she said around the bite of cupcake. Her body buzzed pleasantly as she swallowed.


  “Yes it is,” he said, licking frosting off his fingers.


  She set the rest of the cupcake on its wrapper on the desk. “It seems a shame to eat it,” she said. “It’s so pretty. I love making those.”


  “And your love comes through in every bite,” he said. He tossed the coin back to her. “Fancy another go?”


  She shrugged and flipped the coin, thinking that this was very unlike how she imagined this meeting would go. When she turned the coin over she laughed with delight. The face of the former king Glatiolus shined up at her. “Heads!” she said.


  “I guess your luck has changed!” Kacper said, just as pleased as she.


  Callidus made an exasperated noise against the wall, but said nothing.


  “Best two out of three?” Kacper asked.


  “No thank you,” she said, clutching the coin in her sweaty palm, dreaming about what she could do with the money. New shoes. A proper dress that wasn’t three inches too short. An oil lamp for her room, rather than the stubby candles she had been using for years.


  “Go ahead. You can keep the crown even if you lose. Humor me.”


  Wondering if it was a trap, Sacha nevertheless did as she was told, flipping the coin once again.


  “Heads!” she said.


  “Try again.”


  Another toss.


  “Heads!”


  “One more time.”


  She tossed again.


  “Heads,” she said, shaking her head in amazement.


  “What if I asked you to throw tails,” he said.


  Getting into it now, she tossed the coin again and hit tails. Not once, but three more times.


  “Alright, I think you get the point,” he said.


  She looked at him in amazement. “Is the coin enchanted somehow?”


  “No my dear. You are enchanted.”


  “What?” She shook her head, confused. “I am about the least lucky person in Maradis.”


  “You were the least lucky person.”


  “Get to the point man, I’ve got places to be,” Callidus growled from his place at the bookshelf.


  “Don’t begrudge me a bit of theatrics,” Kacper said. “It’s not every day I get to reveal one of our biggest secrets to a new initiate.”


  Callidus huffed.


  Sacha looked back and forth between them. She was completely lost now.


  Kacper stood and came around the desk, picking up the cupcake and sitting against the desk. “This cupcake is magic,” he said. “It imparts luck upon whoever consumes it.”


  An incredulous laugh escaped her throat.


  “I assure you, it is no laughing matter. Such an item, in the wrong hands, could alter the destiny of nations. Wars could be won. Kings could rise. Or fall.”


  “I don’t understand,” she said. “Was something done to it? A spell of some sort?”


  He shook his head. “The guilds regulate the practice of their craft within Alesia. But do you truly think that a bunch of chocolatiers or cheesemongers or wine-makers would warrant this kind of influence?” He waved his hand at the office, at the decadent guildhall around them. “No. This is the secret behind Alesia’s political and economic success. The secret behind the royal family’s continued victories over their enemies. A select few of us have an ability. An ability to imbue food with magic. You are one such individual. When you lovingly crafted this cupcake, frosting each rose petal, you filled it with magic. With luck. So that whoever ate it—their life would be forever changed.”


   


  Chapter Four


  Sacha’s mouth fell open as she looked at the cupcake, then to Kacper’s face. Could it be true? It was insanity. Magic. True, there were tales of magic. Witches and sorcerers and genies in bottles. But they were children’s tales. There was no true magic in the world. Just the grim reality of working day in and day out until your body broke down and they laid you under the ground. She looked at the golden coin in her hand. She couldn’t deny that something had happened with the coin.


  “It is much to take in at first, I know,” he said, putting the cupcake down. “But I assure you, it’s all true. And now you understand why we can’t have products like this, made by a person like yourself, out in the world.”


  She grew still, her body suddenly tense. “What do you mean to do with me?” she said, grasping the supple leather arms of her chair. She glanced at Callidus, leaning by the door. Is this why he had stayed? To intercept her when she tried to make a run for it?


  “My, you are a skittish thing! I’m sorry my dear, I didn’t mean for that to sound so ominous,” Kacper said. “We want to train you. You have a rare gift indeed, and it is very valuable to this guild and the king. Only the highest levels within the guild know of this secret, the grand masters of the guild, like Callidus and myself. You will become one of us.”


  Sacha was speechless. She looked around at the room they sat in, at the casual luxuries that she had never dreamed of having.


  “I assure you it will be a quite pleasant life,” Kacper said. “We’re not all so serious as Callidus. There will be other students for you to learn with, friends to make. Of course, you cannot share the true nature of this secret with them, but that won’t be too difficult. What do you say?”


  Sacha looked back between Kacper and Callidus, her mind whirring. She liked to think she was fairly good at reading people, and despite Kacper’s seemingly calm exterior, lines around his kind eyes betrayed his tension. “I don’t have a choice in this, do I,” she said, realizing the true nature of this summons.


  “I’m afraid not, my dear. But it is truly an honor we are bestowing on you. Besides,” he said, leaning forward. “Do you have somewhere better to be?”


  She thought of the streets of Maradis where she had grown up, the grubby orphans who had been her family but were now no doubt scattered. Some dead, others selling themselves as whores or mercenaries. She thought of Master Oldrick, refusing to make her a journeyman for six years despite the fact that her skill had surpassed his long ago. “No,” she said. “I don’t.”


  “Excellent!” Kacper clapped his hands, and stood, turning to the wooden credenza that lined the wall behind his desk. “A toast is in order.”


  He poured three glasses of rose wine from a crystal decanter. He offered one to Callidus, who declined with a curt shake of his head.


  “More for me,” Kacper grumbled, handing another glass to Sacha. “Stand up, stand up,” he said, and she obliged, feeling a sudden poignancy to the moment. As if she were standing at the edge of a cliff, and with this sip, she would jump.


  “Now, before we toast to our newest future grandmaster, I need a promise from you. Do you solemnly swear that you will not speak of the truth of your magic, of our magic, to anyone save Callidus, myself, or the others we say are safe?”


  “I do,” she said warily.


  “Excellent! Cheers!” He clinked his glass to hers and took a healthy swallow. She took a nervous sip of the wine, letting its fruity flavor swirl across her tongue. She had sampled wine a few times before, but hadn’t yet developed a palate for it.


  The instant she swallowed, the wine’s sweet finish changed, turning hot and bitter on her tongue.


  Callidus strode forward and grabbed the glass from her hand before she could drop it. Her tongue burned, and when she went to open her mouth, she found she couldn’t. It was glued shut. She backed up in panic, knocking into the leather chair, looking from one man to another with wide eyes. She clutched at her throat, fingers leaving red trails down her skin. Had they poisoned her? What was the point of all this show if they were just going to kill her?


  “Easy now,” Kacper said. “It will pass in a moment, my dear.”


  He was right. Already the burning sensation was dying, leaving only the tingling aftereffects of the wine and the thudding of her heartbeat in her ears. She opened her mouth wide, gasping in air.


  “What…what did you do to me?”


  “Standard procedure, my dear. We’ve found it’s best to do it quickly, like pulling out an arrow.”


  “Do what quickly?”


  “You are bound to your oath now. You are physically unable to break your word, to tell our secret. Your secret.”


  “How?” she croaked, her hands still to her throat, working her jaw as if she could stop if from sealing shut once again.


  “Our guild isn’t the only one with true magic. Vintner’s Guild,” he said, holding up the decanter to the light. “The magic of truth and lies. Secrets and whispers. Very helpful stuff. In the right hands.”


  She shuddered a bit, suddenly cold and wary.


  Grandmaster Kacper came around the desk and put his arm around her, leading her towards the door. “It’s a lot to take in, but I promise you will be safe here. A world of wonder is now open to you. Learn. Discover. Explore. And make more cupcakes.” He squeezed her shoulder and released her into Callidus’s care.


  “Callidus will see you to Guildmistress Maloria, who will take care of getting you situated. I’ll come see how you are acclimating tomorrow.”


  “Thank you,” she said, haltingly. She felt faint from the whirlwind of the last few minutes, and was content to follow Callidus’s grim visage down the corridor like an obedient puppy.


  Callidus towed her down the corridor towards the staircase. As they reached the landing, a muffled crash sounded behind them, emanating from Head Grandmaster Kacper’s office.


  Callidus whirled and darted back down the hallway with startling speed, bursting into the office. The two guards looked at each other and followed suit, spears held before them, surcoats billowing behind.


  Unsure of what to do, Sacha drifted back down the corridor towards the office, not wanting to intrude, but overcome with curiosity. When she reached the open door, she gasped.


  Kacper was on the floor, his face an unnatural shade of purple. Foam bubbled out of his mouth. His body shook and convulsed as Callidus and the guards tried to hold him down, shouting at each other for antidotes and doctors.


  But it was over before it began. Kacper gave a final gurgling breath, convulsed once more, and fell still.


  Sacha’s hands covered her mouth as bile rose in her throat. Kacper’s brown eyes, eyes that had sparkled with life just a few moments before, now bulged out in a blank stare that seemed to capture her own. She couldn’t look away.


  “He’s dead,” Callidus said, still on his knees, head hanging in disbelief. “Murdered.”


  “Poison,” one of the guards announced, standing, wiping his mouth with a shaky hand. “Nasty one.” He pointed at the cupcake wrapper on the desk, forgotten. “Where did that come from? It didn’t pass the security screening.”


  “I brought it up…but the girl…” Callidus said, his voice ghostly. Then his head whipped around, his eyes locking on Sacha with such force that she stumbled back.


  “It was her confection,” he said, pointing a spindly finger at her. “She must have poisoned it. Arrest her.”


   


   


  Will Sacha be able to solve Kacper’s murder and clear her name?
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  UNICORN MAGIC


  Roz Marshall


  “Once you eliminate the impossible,

  whatever remains, no matter how improbable,

  must be the truth.”


  Arthur Conan Doyle, Sherlock Holmes


   


  Chapter One


  THE SINGER


   


  THE BREATH CAUGHT in Corinne MacArthur’s throat. If anyone discovered her here, peering around the trunk of a silvery birch, she would be in all sorts of trouble.


  She might not know very much, yet, about how to play Feyland, but she was sure she shouldn’t be in a place like this on her first foray into the game. Surely it was way too advanced a level for a new player like her? But—that music—that singing… It was as delicate as rose petals, as pure as a mountain stream and as sweet as marshmallow melt. It captured her senses; filling her mind with its beauty so that for a few precious moments, the awful ache in her heart was replaced by a glowing golden warmth which emanated from the centre of the magical clearing—from him.


  The singer.


  Standing on a wizened tree stump as if it were a dais on an international stage, the minstrel’s voice rang clear and strong across the forest glade. Hair the colour of burnished copper curled around his head like a halo, a smear of freckles gilded his high cheekbones, and over his shoulder hung a drape of heather-coloured plaid.


  The crowd around him contained creatures that Corinne had only seen in picture books—elves, pixies, nymphs, and other mythical beings with legs like goats or taller than trees, that she couldn’t even put names to. But they all seemed as wrapped up in his song as she was; hanging on his every word and straining to hear every syllable that spilled from his lips. Even the tiny birds perched on bush and branch had fallen under his thrall, their voices silent and their heads tilted in his direction.


  He had a talent for drawing people in; for making his audience feel a part of his song. Looking out over the crowd, he made eye contact with one, then another, and another, each of whom would almost swoon after receiving his attention.


  And then, for one heart-stopping second, those green eyes swept over to the edge of the clearing and locked, momentarily, with hers.


  It was like a physical blow, driving the air from her lungs and all coherent thought from her mind. She rocked on her heels, gripping hard on the birch tree lest she fall.


  Then panic set in. Had he spotted her? The allure of his song had caused her to forget the precariousness of her situation, and to linger when she should have quietly made her way back to a lower level.


  But his gaze moved on around the throng, and she exhaled slowly. No, he didn’t see me. Her green tunic and brown leather waistcoat gave her excellent camouflage in the forest, and thankfully she’d chosen chestnut-brown hair—like her own, in real life—for her archer avatar, rather than the more esoteric options of neon-fuschia or lightning-white that had been on offer. The undergrowth here was heavy, and the tree was sturdy. She was undetected. For now. But she’d need to get moving soon.


  The last tinkling chords faded like the morning mist, and the troubadour stepped down from his platform, his song at an end.


  As if released from a trance woven by his lyrics, there was a collective exhalation of breath from the watchers. Wings unfurled, translucent like the finest stained-glass window, necks cricked, releasing knots under skin as pure as parchment, and legs stretched elegantly like a prima ballerina at the barre before the fey folk began to disperse around the clearing.


  Above them, thistle-light tufts of phosphorescence shimmered through the air as bright pixies darted through the trees and skimmed above the heads of the other creatures.


  Mouth-watering smells drifted across the dell from an enormous silver table laden with golden plates heaped high with tasty delicacies like honeyed rose-hips and toasted mallow-root. Behind the table, graceful attendants distributed crystal goblets brim-full of translucent nectar or creamy milk.


  Before she could stop it, Corinne’s stomach rumbled.


  She froze, eyes scanning the clearing for any sign she’d been heard, legs tensing in preparation for flight.


  But her luck was in. Any noise she’d made had been covered when a tall elf had picked up a pearly harp and begun to strum an ethereal tune. Nearby, a circle of dryads and naiads began to glide and weave in an intricate reel, and she slowly released the breath she’d been holding. Careful!


  In the corner, a blue-faced creature pulled a winter-white shawl over her head and shuffled over to a grass-covered mound that Corinne hadn’t noticed until now. Sitting in regal splendour on a golden throne was a captivating man with eyes the colour of sapphires, an aquiline nose and angular jaw. Above skeins of platinum-blond hair, he wore a circlet of filigreed gold that led Corinne to the inevitable conclusion:


  The Bright King.


  She’d read about him, of course, in the game’s description: The Bright King presides over the Seelie fey in the Bright Court. He finds mortals amusing—at least until he has no more use for them.


  She shivered at that last thought; and that was her undoing.


   


  * * *


   


  “Look!” called a loud voice from the centre of the crowd. An arm pointed directly at her. “An intruder!”


  Dozens of pairs of eyes turned in her direction, and she ducked behind the tree, her heart racing. There were too many of them to fight. She needed to escape, and fast!


  Stooping low, she slung her bow over her shoulder and exploded forward in a crouching run. But already she could hear the sound of pursuit—too loud, too close!


  Terror turned her legs to rubber, but she pushed the fear away and searched the shrubbery on either side, looking for a hiding place.


  She’d barely gone ten paces when a chirruping whistle from a downy willow bush beside the path caught her attention. “Over here!” a voice hissed.


  She glanced at the large shrub the mysterious voice had come from, and then over her shoulder towards her pursuers. The unknown, or the unnerving? Did she have a choice?


   


  Chapter Two


  THE VISION


   


  AS THE LAST of her pursuers passed just a few feet in front of her nose, Corinne slowly exhaled.


  The woolen cloak her saviour had thrown over both of them had strange properties—it was heavy enough to hide them from her pursuers, yet it was thin like gossamer and she could easily see through it. What class of player could her rescuer be, to have such a magical item? Perhaps a Spellweaver. Or an Illuminer?


  She turned to thank him, and stifled a gasp.


  Orange eyes glowed in a face that was dark and leathery, deep lines gouged through cheeks that sprouted tufts of long, coarse hair the colour of burnt umber. What kind of creature is this?


  “Th—thank you for saving me.” Surreptitiously, she slid a hand towards the knife tucked into her belt.


  “Make no mention of it,” he said, in a deep, melodious voice that was much more pleasant to listen to than he was to look at.


  She stilled her hand. Perhaps he wasn’t to be feared after all. “I’m Corinne. Pleased to meet you.”


  “Elphin. My pleasure.”


  “If you don’t mind me asking, what class of character are you playing? I should’ve read the instructions more carefully.” And then another thought struck. “Or are you a non-player character?”


  “Something of that ilk. Now,” orange eyes bored into hers, “let me help you to find your way back. The Bright Court is not a safe place to be.”


  “So I gathered. But I don’t know if I’ll be able to leave just yet.” She grimaced. “I haven’t completed my quest.”


  His head quirked to the side. “What quest were you set?”


  “It was a riddle, I think. I didn’t really understand it.” She looked up, recalling the strange words the goblin had said in his singsong voice. “‘Only the pure can see the pure, only the pure will find him. Only with love will love be shown, only by love unbind him.’ I thought maybe I had to find a stream, or a pool, so I went hunting through the forest. And ended up here.” She jerked her head over her shoulder. “But I probably should be going, right enough. I’m in a sim café using rented kit, and I’m sure my time is nearly up.”


  “Come.” He stood up and held out a hand. “Let me take you to a faerie circle.”


   


  * * *


   


  Reality bites, so the old expression went. And in Corinne’s case, it was almost literally true. Back in the real world—the virtual reality of Feyland left behind in the gaming booth—all her troubles and woes came rushing back. Leaning against the wall outside the sim café in the wan Scottish sunshine, the residual glow she’d felt from the mysterious minstrel’s song dissipated, leaving her heart-sore and despondent.


  “Did you have a good time, dear?” asked her mother as she pulled up at the curb. “Meet any of your friends?”


  “Yes thanks, and no,” Corinne answered, stepping into the car. If only her mother knew.


  “I suppose everyone else must be away lying on a beach in Spain or on a golf course in Florida. If only your father wasn’t so busy, we…” She pursed her lips. “But anyway.” Mother’s face turned serious. “A courier dropped this off—” She nodded her head at a large box in the luggage area.


  His ashes. Corinne knew what it was without asking.


  “If you want me to go with you when…” Concerned eyes stared at her from under arched eyebrows.


  Corinne squared her shoulders. “No, it’s okay, mum. I’ll take him up Chessaig after dinner.”


  “Your favourite ride?”


  “His favourite. Yes.”


   


  * * *


   


  By the time Corinne reached the top of the small hill, carrying her sad burden, it was twilight, the time of day the Scots called ‘gloaming’. The sun’s last rays gave the silvery trees around her an otherworldly aura and left an amber glow in the sky, which faded to a deep, velvety navy overhead. A sigh of wind rustled the leaves in the trees, and swirled through the lichen-covered granite monoliths that circled the hilltop.


  Local legends said that this tumbledown stone circle was an ancient druid temple, but she’d never paid much attention to those folk tales, counting them as fiction, much like the stories she loved to read and the games she liked to play. As far as she was concerned, this was just a place she’d liked to visit, on a route that her horse had enjoyed.


  Setting the box on the ground, she raised her face to the sky and turned in a slow circle, until her back was to the wind. Memories crowded her mind.


  As if replaying a film, she saw Midnight’s ears in front of her and heard the thud of his galloping hooves as they raced up the slopes. Felt the warmth of his shoulder under her hand as she told him what a good boy he’d been. Smelled the sweet smell of his sweat in her nostrils as they headed home from their ride.


  She let out a long, shuddering breath, and stooped to pick up the box. This was the right place. His place.


   


  * * *


   


  As the last of Midnight’s ashes eddied through the air and were dissipated by the wind, the sun dropped behind the horizon, casting long shadows and leaving uncertain light.


  With the back of her hand, Corinne wiped the tears from her cheeks, turned for the path home, then stopped in her tracks with a gasp.


  Between two of the standing stones a shadowy figure was silhouetted against the fading light. A cloak mantled his shoulders, and thick curls ruffled in the wind as he gazed across at her, the intensity of his stare drawing her towards him like a magnet.


  How could he be here?


  But the vision slowly faded and burned into nothing and she faltered to a stop, feeling stupid. I’m seeing things. How could a character from a computer game appear on a Perthshire hillside? Impossible.


   


  Chapter Three


  THE QUEST


   


  HER HAND ON the coffee pot, Mother looked sideways at Corinne. “What would you like to do today? Would you like to start looking for a new horse? Ms Irving has kept a space for us at the farm, remember, and it’s not long till the end of the holidays. There won’t be much time once you’re back at school. Your father and I thought it could be a birthday present. An early one.”


  Staring into her bowl of cereal, Corinne shook her head. “It’s too soon, Mum, sorry.” Midnight was still in her heart, in her mind—and in her dreams.


  Last night her sleep had been full of strange fantasy creatures and dark storylines. She’d been chased by unrelenting hounds through a never-ending forest, riding on the back of a proud white steed. A steed who felt just like Midnight.


  Ahead of her—always just ahead but never reached—was a shadowy figure with flame-coloured hair and a lyre over his shoulder. The vague sense of terror and exhilaration she’d felt in the dream had stayed with her as she woke and went down to breakfast. It was like Feyland had got a hold of her somehow, drawing her in so that she couldn’t stop thinking about it—even while she slept.


  Perhaps it was because she hadn’t solved the riddle of her first quest.


  “Could I— could I maybe go back to the sim café today? There’s a new game I was playing, and I’d like to complete my quest.”


  “Well, yes, I could drop you off on my way to work. But wouldn’t you rather do something outdoors? Or meet some of your friends at the stables?”


  “I don’t think I’m ready for that, yet.” And nobody will want to see me, anyway.


   


  * * *


   


  Settling into the sim chair, Corinne pulled the visor over her eyes and pressed the large “F” icon.


  ‘WELCOME TO FEYLAND’


  The colour of the text changed from golden-yellow to blood red, then scattered into tiny fragments, spiralling away as music swelled around her. Briefly, a pair of eyes glowed from the shadows, sending a shiver down her spine, and reminding her of the strange creature who’d helped her yesterday.


  Stepping carefully out of the circle of moon-pale mushrooms, she settled her bow over her shoulder and started down the narrow silvery path, brushing against wiry clumps of purple heather as she walked. Closer to the tree line, butterflies flittered through clumps of yellow broom, and framing everything around her were tall, parchment-white birch trees punctuating the darker majesty of fresh-smelling pines.


  It was like a perfect summer day, and, for a few seconds, she forgot that this world was not real. Raising her face to the sun, she felt the heat of its rays warm her skin. The programmers really had done a good job with this VR. She could actually smell and touch things here in Feyland. In other games she’d tried, visual and audio experiences were the norm, but not smell. She shook her head. Probably taste would work here too, she guessed, but the game instructions had explicitly warned not to let your characters eat or drink anything in-world. Something to do with introducing glitches into the simulation and failing your quest. The exact details had been a bit vague. Worryingly vague.


  Opening her eyes, Corinne moved forward again, reciting the riddle under her breath. “Only the pure can see the pure.” What on earth did that mean, anyway? Pure water? Pure like snow? But there was hardly likely to be snow here in the middle of summer, even if it was a magical land. Pondering this, she entered the cool shade of the forest.


  Before she’d walked very far, a flash of light to the side of the path caught her attention. Something large and white was moving through the trees. Not snow. An animal. Could this be the answer to her quest?


  Quietly, she stepped off the path and made her way through the undergrowth towards her target. Hopping over a small stream, she circled behind some large pine trees, trying to get a better look at the snowy creature. It was white, definitely white, with four legs and a shape quite like… a horse?


  That thought must’ve provoked a tiny noise, because the animal threw its head up in alarm. Her eyes widened as she saw the long, twisted horn protruding from its elegant forehead. Not a horse. A unicorn!


  Its nostrils flared as it turned its head, searching for the source of the noise that had startled it. She froze in place, not daring to move a muscle or even breathe.


  Eventually, the unicorn seemed satisfied that it was safe, and dropped its head again. It was drinking, she saw now, from a small still pool formed where the stream crossed some rockier ground.


  She wracked her brains, trying to remember what she knew—anything she knew—about unicorns. Since some of the legends had them similar to horses—obviously the game developers hadn’t read the myths about cloven-hoofed, goat-bearded unicorns—and since she liked books, they were a subject she’d read about a couple of times, but mostly in fiction, so she wasn’t sure how much of what she’d read was true.


  And then she stopped herself, almost laughing. This was fiction, wasn’t it? It was a game, and the game developers wrote the ‘story’ of each quest. So what she remembered was probably fine; and what she remembered was that unicorns were tamed by unsullied maidens. Maybe that’s what my riddle means? She pressed her lips together, narrowing her eyes at the magical creature. Could taming him be my quest?


  There was only one way to find out. And it was only a game, so what could go wrong? She could just try again tomorrow if she messed up.


  Taking a deep, quiet breath, she crept silently around the pine trees until she was level with the unicorn’s shoulder. Holding a hand out in front of her, she stepped out from behind the tree. “Good boy,” she breathed, announcing her presence.


  The unicorn’s head raised again, but this time he looked more curious than alarmed. Liquid brown eyes surveyed her, and then his head bobbed slightly.


  She took another step towards him, and then another, and another until her hand could reach out and touch his muzzle.


  A glow of satisfaction suffused her whole body as the animal snuffled her fingers, his whiskers tickling her palm. Another step closer and her other hand was able to reach up and stroke his cheek. His hair was silky-fine and so smooth it was like touching satin, and his muzzle in her other hand felt like expensive velvet. Then he dropped his head so that she cradled it in her arms, and she felt a catch in her chest.


  That was what Midnight used to do. He’d stand quietly in his stable, face in her arms, letting her run her fingers through his mane and tickle his chin.


  Just like this unicorn was letting her do now.


  Could this game somehow tap into her subconscious? For a moment, she became aware of the headset pressing tight on her temples, of the sensors studding the gaming gloves she was wearing. But that couldn’t explain the dreams she’d had last night, could it?


  She sighed, and, as if taking a cue from her, the unicorn rocked back on its haunches, folded his legs and sank to the ground with a grunt, eyelids drooping.


  Sitting on the grass beside him, she cradled his head on her lap, stroking the half-moon of his huge cheekbone. Apart from his horn, he seemed to look and behave very much like a horse. And then a thought pulled her up short. Could he have been the white creature she was riding in her dream last night, the one that reminded her of Midnight?


   


  Chapter Four


  THE WILD HUNT


   


  YOU’RE CONFUSING REALITY and virtuality again, Corinne. Get a grip. She shook her head. This game was confusing. And addictive. She was already wondering what her next quest would be.


  But, talking of quests, if she’d completed this one by taming the unicorn, why hadn’t the goblin appeared to give her next mission?


  Running the riddle over in her mind, she tried to work out what she hadn’t done, how she’d failed. Only the pure can see the pure, only the pure will find him. She’d found the unicorn now. Why hadn’t she moved on to the next level? Surely a first quest like this shouldn’t be so hard?


  She was still pondering the rhyme when a chilling noise reached her ears, and the unicorn’s head jerked up.


  Hounds. Hounds baying like they were on a hunt. Like in my dream last night. She jumped up at the same time as the unicorn scrambled to his feet, shimmying his whole body to shake off the dust and then standing to attention, ears pricked in the direction of the hunt.


  They were getting closer. Worryingly closer. She looked around. Nowhere to hide here. Then she looked at the unicorn. Could they be hunting him? Her insides turned to ice. Or her? Maybe the Bright Court faeries from yesterday somehow knew she was here, and were continuing their chase.


  A hoof stamped on the ground, attracting her attention. The unicorn was staring at her; looking her right in the eye. And then he turned his head, deliberately, and looked at his back, before staring meaningfully at her once more.


  “You want me to ride?” she asked breathlessly.


  He nodded his head and stamped a hoof again.


  Ride a unicorn? She felt faint at the thought. Never in her wildest dreams… Well, actually, she had dreamed it, hadn’t she? Like a premonition. But how had the dream ended? Did we get away? She narrowed her eyes, wishing she could remember.


  The noise of the hunt followers was obvious now, not just the baying of their hounds. Breaking branches and the thunder of running hooves on peaty ground signalled their approach and quickened her pulse.


  Spotting a tall rock to use as a mounting block, she was about to slide onto the unicorn’s back when a large creature burst through the bushes, and the unicorn spun to face this new threat.


  Swinging the bow from her shoulder, she had an arrow nocked before she recognised the intruder. It was Elphin, her rescuer from yesterday, his breeches snagged and tattered, twigs and leaves stuck in his unruly hair.


  He glanced from the unicorn to her, and she was surprised to see fear in his eyes. “Help me,” he gasped, his lungs heaving.


  “They’re after you?”


  He nodded, hands on his knees as he regained his breath.


  Corinne locked eyes with the unicorn, and he bobbed his head again, stepping back to the rock.


  “Quickly, over here.” She motioned at the rock, and slid onto the unicorn’s back. “He’ll help us escape.”


   


  * * *


   


  The unicorn splashed down the stream, before hopping up the bank. Masking our scent. Clever. Behind her, Elphin’s breathing became less ragged and she wound her hands into the unicorn’s mane as he cantered off through the trees. “Hold on!” she cried, unnecessarily, as Elphin’s grip around her waist became vice-like.


  Branches whipped around them as they careened through the forest, and more than once she had to duck down over the animal’s neck to avoid being swept off its back by a low branch. Behind her, Elphin mirrored her every move as she crouched forward to keep balanced while the unicorn ran, or leaned back when they travelled downhill.


  But the hounds were relentless. No matter how fast the unicorn galloped, they couldn’t seem to lose the fearsome hunters. Eerie howling and baying echoed through the trees, punctuated at intervals by a creepily atonal hunting horn.


  Got to do something about this. Swinging the bow off her shoulders, she twisted round, then recoiled in horror. It was like the hounds of hell were after them; the dark huntsman on his black stallion frenziedly driving the slavering dogs whose savage teeth and glowing red eyes were mere yards behind them.


  “Who are they? What are they?”


  “The Wild Hunt,” Elphin shouted, his voice higher-pitched than usual.


  Nothing about this sounds good. What on earth was going on in this game? She clenched her jaw and aimed into the pack.


  Her first arrows went wide of the mark, but after a couple of tries she got the knack of aiming, and managed to hit one of their pursuers. Wounded, it landed at the side of the track with a yelp of surprise. But the rest of the hounds just kept running, their pace not faltering. She ground her teeth. There aren’t enough arrows in my quiver to injure all of them.


  “How can we escape them?”


  “I do not know.”


  Then inspiration struck. She turned towards him. “What about your magical cloak?”


  He shook his head. “They hunt by smell, not sight. So it will be of no use.”


  She put a hand on the unicorn’s shoulder, feeling its muscles ripple and bunch as it powered underneath them, making the double burden seem effortless. But he’d eventually tire, she knew that. She glanced behind them again.


  The unicorn’s long, flowing tail streamed behind them like a lure, and the hounds who followed their every twist and turn were getting close—too close!


  Corinne swung her bow off her shoulder again, just as a particularly large and vicious grey beast snapped his yellow fangs at the unicorn’s hocks, snagging a part of his tail and ripping some of the silvery hairs with a blood-curdling snarl.


  The unicorn almost stumbled, and, acting on instinct, Corinne loosed an arrow at the savage hound. It arced through the air and felled the beast, a green-feathered arrow protruding from its chest.


  “Well done!” said Elphin, and she gave a grim smile.


  But the near-miss reminded Corinne of an old Burns poem they’d studied at school, where Tam O’Shanter’s mare had been chased by witches and lost her tail before they escaped. She leaned forward and whispered in the unicorn’s ear. “Is there a river somewhere? With a bridge? Maybe they can’t cross running water.”


  An ear flicked to catch her words, and the unicorn changed direction. A minute later they turned onto a dirt road leading through the forest towards distant purple hills. His hooves hammering, the unicorn surged forward, straining to put some extra distance between them and the hunt.


   


  * * *


   


  Elphin exhaled sharply. “Look!”


  The trees were thinning now, and in the distance great clouds of white spray plumed overhead, the air shimmering with hundreds of effervescent rainbows. The sound of thundering water drummed in Corinne’s ears but her heart quailed as they approached the powerful waterfall. “I—I can’t swim,” she gasped.


  “Trust him,” Elphin said, pointing at the unicorn. “He’s taken us this far.”


  Underfoot, the surface had changed and they were now riding along a cobbled road, which became slippery as they neared the water. The unicorn checked his pace, and dropped to a trot as they entered the mist and inclined upwards.


  Glancing down, Corinne’s stomach leaped into her mouth when she saw the great drop below them to her left. But, somehow, they were arching over it, as if dancing on air.


  “Rainbow Bridge,” Elphin whispered. “I had heard of it, but never…”


  Reaching the other side, the unicorn stopped and spun round.


  Across the fearsome chasm, dark shapes howled their frustration and the grim antlered huntsman gnashed his teeth in anger.


  It worked! Maybe that poem was based on truth, after all.


  Leaning forward, she wrapped her arms around the unicorn’s neck, burying her face in his mane. “Good boy. Thank you.”


  “Yes, you have my eternal gratitude, brave creature.” Elphin patted its flank. “You saved my life.”


  “We should get off now. Give him a rest.”


  But before they could move, the unicorn stamped a foot and spun round to face away from the river again. He raised his head and stared at a distant hill, before setting off at a brisk trot.


   


  * * *


   


  As they climbed the small hill, Corinne could see trees above them, and when they crested the rise, she realised that they were rowans. Rowans planted in a circle around the summit, like a silvery crown, the air at their centre shimmering slightly in the heat of the afternoon. A special place.


  The unicorn stopped, and looked round at her.


  Throwing her right leg up over its neck, she slid off, then stepped forward as Elphin dismounted behind her.


  The unicorn dropped his muzzle into her palm, and she fondled his ears. “Thank you,” she murmured. “Thank you so much for saving us, and for letting me ride you. It’s been—it’s been…”


  A lump rose in her throat. It had reminded her of riding Midnight: of the special bond they had, of the way he could seem to read her mind. But she couldn’t put that into words. A tear trickled down her cheek, and the unicorn pushed his face into her arms. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for the memory.”


  The unicorn snuffled her fingers one last time, then took a step backwards and looked each of them in the eye. With one final bob of his head, he turned, paced sedately into the circle of trees, and—disappeared.


   


  Chapter Five


  THE IMPOSSIBLE


   


  CORINNE’S JAW DROPPED open, and she rushed forward. “Wait!” she cried, but Elphin grabbed her arm to still her headlong flight.


  “You cannot follow,” he said, turning her towards him. “His task here is complete.”


  Another tear spilled down her face, chasing the first one. Elphin reached out a finger and brushed it gently away.


  “M—maybe it’s because I completed my quest,” she said, trying to convince herself.


  “Perhaps,” he agreed, but his orange eyes looked troubled.


  She stared at his pockmarked face. He was still strange-looking and ugly, but how could she ever have been scared of him? “Will you be okay now? Will the hunt leave you alone?”


  He turned and looked back towards the forest. “I hope so.” Then he sniffed the air and glanced up at the sky. “But the hour is late. I must go.”


  She sighed. “So should I. I must be way over my time”


  He jerked his chin to the left. “Over there is a faerie ring.”


  Sure enough, a circle of polka-dot mushrooms poked through the grass nearby. “W—will you be in-game tomorrow?”


  His eyes clouded. “Yes.”


  “See you tomorrow, then?”


  He nodded solemnly. “I hope so.”


   


  * * *


   


  “Thanks for dinner,” Corinne said, pushing her chair back from the table. She helped her mother stack dishes in the dishwasher, then glanced at the clock on the wall. “I think I’ll go for a little walk before bedtime. Stretch my legs.”


  “Good idea, after being inside all day,” agreed her mother.


  If only she knew!


  Twenty minutes later, Corinne was striding up Chessaig hill as the evening light faded from the sky and the sun sank into the horizon. I’ll just visit Midnight’s place, then I’ll head home. The events of the day whirled around her brain, scrambled memories and hyper-real sensations returning to her as she walked. How could a game seem so lifelike? But Feyland certainly was addictive. She’d have to see if she could wangle her way back to the sim café tomorrow, and find her next quest.


  Pushing through the rowan trees in the almost-dark of the gloaming, her mind on the game, she suddenly stumbled to a halt, unable to believe the sight that met her eyes.


  Grazing peacefully on the lush grass at the centre of the hilltop was a grey horse. A beautiful, untethered white animal with no sign of headcollar or bridle.


  She spun around, eyes scanning the gloom, searching for its owner. But nobody was in sight.


  The horse’s head raised when he saw her, and he took a step towards her, liquid brown eyes staring intently into her own.


  No! It couldn’t be. Could it?


  The grey took another step forward, and dropped his muzzle into her hand, snuffling at her fingers.


  Her heart stopped. This was impossible, wasn’t it? He must be a ghost.


  But a very real, very solid nose nudged her in the ribs, and a very real, very elegant head jerked in the direction of the path.


  Not a ghost. Just something impossible and amazing.


  She swallowed. “Okay, boy. You want to go with me?”


  He bobbed his head.


  Taking a deep breath, she put a hand on his neck. “This way,” she said, and they set off down the hill towards the stables, together.


   


  EPILOGUE


   


  FROM THE SHADOW of the trees, Elphin watched them go, his heart heavy.


  He could tell the girl carried a burden of sorrow, and that she cared very deeply for horses. Maybe the unicorn will be good for her, in her real world. He wanted her to be happy, he truly did.


  But, watching them disappear into the gloaming, a niggle of worry ate at his soul. What if she was so happy with the grey that she never returned to Feyland? What if he never saw her again?


  What would become of him then?


  She didn’t know—couldn’t know—that their fates were inextricably linked; that Feyland wasn’t the simple game she seemed to think it was. But he knew, to his cost, just how treacherous the fey realm could be. And he knew, now, that he needed her help to escape his dark fate.


  As the horse and the girl vanished from sight, he squared his shoulders and turned back towards the forest. He couldn’t change what Corinne would choose to do; he could only hope.


  Hope.


  And dream.


   


   


  What happens next? Find out by reading ‘Kelpie Curse’


   


   


  —ABOUT THE AUTHOR—


   


  A finalist in the global Hugh Howey Booktrack writers' competition, Roz Marshall lives in Scotland with her husband and the obligatory dog and cat. Her writing experience includes screenwriting, songwriting, web pages and even sentiments for greeting cards!


   


  Sign up for new release discounts and a FREE short story!


  www.rozmarshall.co.uk



   


   


  ANOTHER WORLD


  Rachel Morgan


  Taliya rubbed her hands together and watched as a shimmering bronze powder formed between her palms. She dusted the powder over her arms, neck and chest, and a tiny bit on her face, hoping to achieve a subtle sparkle across her skin. Not too much—she didn’t want to stand out like a swarm of glow-bugs—but enough to catch the attention of the guy who only ever looked at her as a friend.


  “There we go, dear,” Marta said as she finished applying makeup to the scratch along Taliya’s shoulder. “That should cover it. No one will ever know about your adventure beyond the wall.”


  “Thanks, Marta. Mom and Dad would flip if they knew how far I’d gone.” She twisted in front of the floor-length mirror and examined the back of her shoulder. Marta had indeed done a good job concealing the scratch. “And it’s not as though I was in any actual danger,” she added. “It was just a bird.”


  “A vicious bird, from the looks of this wound.”


  “True. It was pretty hostile with those angry yellow eyes. But it was still just a bird. Nothing like the dangers Mom and Dad are so convinced lie beyond our gate.”


  “They just want to protect you, dear,” Marta said as she bent down and, with a quick zap of magic, cut off a stray thread from the bottom of Taliya’s dress.


  “I know,” Taliya said with a sigh. Her parents’ overprotectiveness was the bane of her existence. School was out of the question—a tutor came to the house every day—and the only time she ever left the property was in the company of her parents or her rule-abiding friends. Or on the odd occasion like today when she’d managed to climb over the wall without any of the guards seeing. Her parents wouldn’t even allow her to keep her stylus when she wasn’t with them. She could only use it under supervision. Supervision, for goodness sake! It was utterly ridiculous. She doubted any other seventeen-year-old faerie was as coddled as she was.


  Taliya dusted the remaining powder from her hands and examined her reflection: long dress, shimmery skin, pinned-up dark hair with streaks of bronze running through it. “Marta,” she said carefully. “Do you think … Do I look … pretty?”


  “Of course,” Marta said with laugh. “You always look lovely.”


  “What I mean is … if you were a boy, would you think I look pretty?”


  Marta’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “Oh, I see. Who’s the boy?”


  Taliya’s cheeks warmed. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “Do I know him?” When Taliya didn’t answer, she added, “It wouldn’t, by any chance, be—”


  “No. Of course not.”


  Marta chuckled. “I’m sure he already thinks you’re beautiful.”


  Taliya rolled her eyes and smoothed her hands over her dress. “Well, I guess I’d better get on with this.”


  “It will be fun,” Marta said as she fetched Taliya’s shoes.


  “Fun. Yeah. Not weird at all when my parents insist on organizing an embarrassingly large event for me every year and then inviting all their friends.” She stepped into her shoes before heading for the door.


  “You know why,” Marta said. “For a faerie of your class, it’s expected.”


  “Ugh, can’t I be a faerie of your class instead?” Taliya moaned, sagging against the door. “Can’t I just be normal?”


  Marta chuckled. “Not when your father’s a cousin of the Seelie Queen.”


  “Yeah, like, a thousand times removed. Relatives that distant shouldn’t count as relatives.”


  “Stop whining and go and enjoy your party,” Marta instructed.


  “Fiiiiine,” Taliya said with a dramatic sigh. She pulled the door open. Then she looked back with a smile. “I’ll save you a piece of birthday cake.”


  Marta straightened her uniform. “Trying to make me fatter, are you?”


  “Always,” Taliya said with a grin. “See you later.” She took her time walking along the corridors, down the stairs, and toward the great dining room where her parents held parties. She was late, but her mother liked it that way. “You can’t arrive on time for your own party,” she’d said. “Your guests need to arrive first so they can appreciate your entrance.”


  Taliya peeked around the edge of the doorway. Faeries dressed in their finest mingled and chatted while floating trays of delicacies moved between them and couples danced to the music weaving its way through the gathering. The dining room walls and ceiling were gone, replaced by trees that stretched high above the crowd, their spindly arms bending and twisting together to form a dome overhead. Specks of gold light dotted the branches, and spouts of glittering water arced from one side of the room to the other, enchanted so that not a single drop fell upon the crowd below. Taliya allowed herself a smile. This party might be silly, but whoever was responsible for the decor enchantments had done a good job.


  “Taliya, darling, why are you hiding around the corner?” her father asked from just inside the doorway. “All your guests are here.”


  She wanted to point out that they weren’t her guests at all. Even the faeries her own age were only here because their parents were friends of her parents. Her real friends were Sasha and Nik, and Taliya hadn’t seen them anywhere yet. But this party wasn’t something she could avoid, so she didn’t argue.


  Taliya’s father led her through the doorway, and she steeled herself for the embarrassing announcement she knew was on its way. He raised her hand in the air and shouted out, “Here’s the birthday girl!”


   


  * * *


   


  Taliya had greeted at least a dozen people by the time she spotted Sasha and Nik. Sasha’s informal polka-dot dress barely met the party’s dress code, but Nik had done a decent job of suiting up for the occasion. Then again, Taliya thought as her stomach flipped over, she’d reached the point where she thought Nik looked amazing in anything.


  She politely excused herself from the conversation with her mother and aunt and hurried toward her two friends. “You guys are late!” she hissed as she threw her arms around Sasha and avoided making eye contact with Nik. She wanted to look at him, of course—she wanted very much to look at him—but nerves kept her eyes pointed firmly elsewhere. She hadn’t seen him since the Incident on the Stairs last week, and she was terrified she’d see regret in his eyes if she looked at him now.


  “Happy birthday!” Sasha exclaimed, squeezing Taliya tightly before stepping back. “And we weren’t late. We’ve been here for ages.”


  “We wouldn’t dare disobey your mother,” Nik added.


  Taliya managed to keep her gaze pointed at Sasha. “True. I should have known. You guys are far too boring to disobey my mother.”


  “Your mom is scary,” Sasha whispered.


  “Oh, and happy birthday,” Nik added. Finally, Taliya dared to look at him. His eyes were smiling, his arms open for a hug, but he seemed … wary? As if he wasn’t sure he actually wanted to hug her.


  Feeling a thousand percent awkward, Taliya stepped briefly into Nik’s embrace and then back again. “Have you had anything to eat yet?” she blurted out, her eyes darting back to Sasha. “I’m starving. And I haven’t seen the cake yet. Is it impressive? Mom told the kitchen they had to outdo last year’s cake.”


  “Oh, yeah, I saw it when we first got here,” Sasha said as she grabbed hold of a passing tray and scooped up a handful of bonbons that rippled continuously through the colors of the rainbow. “It’s, like, iced fire or something. Fire ice cream. I don’t know. It looks like a frozen castle with blue flames dancing all over it.”


  Taliya shook her head as she looked out at the fake smiles and pretend friends. “I’d be happy with a normal cake that was made of, you know, cake. But no. Mom has to make a spectacle out of everything.”


  “OHHHHH my goodness,” Sasha gasped. “A chocolate fountain just arrived.”


  Taliya turned and followed every gaze in the room to where her parents’ head chef was directing a massive fountain of chocolate through the air. It was shaped like a naked woman with her arms stretched above her head. Melted chocolate poured from her hands and ran down her body, covering it entirely. “Why a naked woman?” Taliya murmured to herself. “Why?”


  “Um, Taliya, do you want to dance?”


  Taliya’s gaze leaped to Nik’s before she could remind herself that looking directly at him wasn’t a good idea. It did all kinds of strange things to her insides. “Uh …”


  “Cool, you know where to find me when you’re done dancing,” Sasha said, already walking away. “I’ll be the one bathing in chocolate.”


  Taliya led the way toward the dance floor on the other side of the room, trying to remind herself what it felt like to breathe normally. And why was the music so slow now? She was certain it hadn’t been this slow since she’d entered the room. She turned around and looked firmly past Nik as she raised one hand to his shoulder and placed the other against his palm. His fingers wrapped around hers, sending a shiver shooting up her arm. Behind Nik’s head, a small shower of sparks exploded into the air and vanished.


  Crap! Taliya was pretty sure her emotions hadn’t caused a magical outburst since she was a child. Wasn’t she was supposed to be old enough to control that sort of thing now? But darn it, it felt like fire was burning her insides whenever she was close to him, and that fire would not be smothered.


  “I need to tell you something,” Nik said as they began moving slowly in time to the music.


  Oh, Seelie Queen, here it came. Their first conversation since That Moment. Would he say it was a mistake? Maybe she should try to beat him to it. Put all her feelings out there so he’d have no doubt about how she felt. Look, Nik, I like you. Obviously. That’s why I kissed you. We’ve been friends for ages, but now I can’t stop thinking of you as … more. A lot more.


  “I need to tell you several somethings, actually,” Nik added as their slow dancing took them near the edge of the room.


  “Maybe I should go first,” Taliya blurted.


  “No, wait, it isn’t actually about—”


  A strong grip wrapped itself around Taliya’s waist and tugged backward. She gasped as something yanked her through the wall of trees surrounding the dining room. A second later she was outside in the semi-dark garden, impossibly strong arms encircling her waist, and a solid body against her back. She opened her mouth to scream, but one of those arms moved swiftly upward, and a gloved hand covered her mouth. She wriggled and kicked and thrust backward with her elbows, but she was nowhere near strong enough to break free. Her attacker began to drag her away.


  Then through the wall of trees jumped Nik. Taliya assumed he would yell for help, but Nik ran straight for her. His fist punched forward without hesitation, narrowly missing her face and connecting with something just behind her head. She heard a groan, and her assailant’s grip loosened. Nik tugged her forward, and she stumbled past him and fell onto her knees. She pushed herself up and turned just as a polka-dot blur dashed past her.


  “Sasha!” Taliya gasped, her hand in the air as if she could reach her friend and tug her back to safety. But with a savage cry, Sasha ploughed forward. She slashed both hands through the air, and in her grip appeared knives that glittered and glowed like a thousand burning diamonds melded together.


  There were two men now, each with a dark mask over his face, and Nik was kicking, hitting and spinning in an expert dance of feet and fists and flashes of bright, sparkling weapons. Weapons that shouldn’t be anywhere near Taliya’s two best friends. Sasha darted around Nik, throwing both knives at the men and then pushing a pulse of sparks through the air. Her magic struck one of the men in the chest and threw him to the ground.


  Without pause, Sasha spun around and raced toward Taliya. “Get back inside!” she yelled. Taliya was about to obey, but then a figure rose up behind Sasha. The man who’d been knocked down was up already, and he was running. Gaining on Sasha. Taliya shouted a warning just as the man lunged at Sasha and pulled her to the ground.


  “Sasha!” Taliya screamed, running forward without thinking. The man kicked Sasha aside and rolled out of reach of the glowing blade that appeared in her hand. He jumped to his feet and grabbed Taliya, swiftly wrapping an arm around her neck. As she tore at his arm and gasped for breath, he held up a stylus and wrote enchanted words upon the air itself. The air rippled away, revealing a doorway that led into the dark nothingness of the faerie paths.


  “Taliya!” came Nik’s shout from somewhere behind her. But the masked man dove into the faerie paths with her, and the yawning darkness swallowed them whole.


   


  * * *


   


  Taliya and her attacker dropped out of the faerie paths onto a floor that wasn’t nearly soft enough. Taliya coughed and gasped for air and scrambled away from the man. Above her on the ceiling, the edges of the opening they’d fallen through rippled and spread toward each other, slowly closing the doorway to the faerie paths. Climbing to her feet, Taliya realized they were in the music room of her parents’ home—but the man in the mask stood between her and the closed door.


  She backed into the grand piano and held onto it for support. “You’d better let me go,” she said, glad to hear that her voice wasn’t shaking as much as she was. “My friends will be here in no time at all, and they’ll bring the rest of the guards with them.”


  “Will they? But they don’t know where we are, my dear.” With a wicked grin, the man removed his mask and dropped it onto the floor.


  “What do you want?” Taliya demanded.


  The man cocked his head slightly. “Don’t you recognize me, dear?”


  “Stop calling me ‘dear.’”


  He chuckled, and for just a moment, his eyes flickered yellow before returning to their natural color. What was that? An enchantment? A spell he was able to place on her without uttering a word?


  “No,” Taliya said in answer to his question. “I don’t recognize you.”


  He moved his head from side to side and rolled his shoulders. Then he seemed to … melt. His form shifted and twisted, and within seconds he’d become a dark, flapping creature. A bird with mean, yellow eyes. It swooped toward her, just as it had done this morning outside the wall.


  She ducked down with a yelp, cringing as feathers swiped against her head. When she looked up, he stood before her once again in faerie form. A single word sat upon Taliya’s tongue: shapeshifter. She hadn’t expected to ever meet one. They were rare. An anomaly. And until now she hadn’t known they could shift into animal forms as well as other people.


  “What do you want?” she asked through bared teeth.


  “Money,” the man said simply. “Isn’t that what everyone wants?”


  “Money?” Taliya spat the word out as if it were dirty. That’s what this was about? Nothing more than money?


  “Do you have any idea how rich your father is?” the shapeshifter replied.


  She didn’t. Not exactly. She knew his wealth amounted to a great deal, but she had no idea of the actual numbers. “There are plenty of rich fae out there. Why target my family? Or are we just the unlucky bunch you randomly selected?”


  “Well, let’s see. There’s a party tonight, which makes it a little easier than usual to get in.” He tapped his chin. “Oh yes,” he exclaimed, as if suddenly remembering something. “There is also the tiny fact that your father is responsible for my loss of status and fortune.”


  Taliya’s eyebrows pulled together. “What do you mean?”


  “A business deal gone bad,” the shapeshifter said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “No need to go into the details. I’m sure it would all go straight over your pretty head. The point right now is that I’m holding you for ransom.”


  “But you’re inside my house,” Taliya said. “It doesn’t seem like this is going to work out well for you.”


  “True. But that’s because it was your thoughts that ended up directing us through the faerie paths and not mine. You must have been thinking very firmly of home, my dear.”


  Taliya couldn’t remember what she’d been thinking of as they fell into the faerie paths, but if she could run past the shapeshifter and get to the door in time, she might be able to get away before he took her anywhere else.


  “I wouldn’t try it,” the shapeshifter said as he watched her gaze stray past him. “You won’t get far, and I’ll have to hurt you, which I don’t want to do. Come with me quietly, and I’ll treat you well until your father hands over the ransom.” He held his hand out toward her. “This whole exchange can be civilized as long as you don’t—”


  A splintering crash broke through the quiet as the music room door was blown open. Above them, two figures dropped from the ceiling—Nik and Sasha—as several guards rushed into the room, their glittering weapons raised. The shapeshifter reacted instantly. He tugged Taliya against his body. Using her as a shield, he spun around, shooting magic in all directions. As everyone around the room reacted—dodging, shouting, rushing forward—the shapeshifter pushed Taliya away. She caught herself against the edge of a chaise longue and looked back. He was writing the spell for a faerie paths doorway on the rug. Footsteps scuffled across the floor as everyone made a mad dash to get to him.


  But they were too late. The shapeshifter leaped into the darkness and vanished a second before anyone could reach him.


  Madness followed. The guards threw questions around, and suddenly Taliya’s parents were there too. Her father demanded answers from everyone, and her mother pulled her into a smothering hug. Someone shouted about a disturbance downstairs. As Taliya’s father hurried after the guards and her mother hovered anxiously, Marta ran into the room and Taliya found herself swept into another hug.


  “Oh, Marta, I’m so glad you’re here,” Taliya’s mother said. “Please take Taliya to her room while I find out what’s happening downstairs.”


  “Mom,” Taliya complained, horrified that she was being treated like a child in the wake of this security breach.


  “Please, Taliya,” her mother said. “There’s extra protection around that part of the house. You’ll be safe there while we deal with things downstairs. You can take your friends with you.”


  Her friends. Who hadn’t yet said a word to her since they’d arrived in this room. Her friends, who were each still holding some form of glittering weapon. Her friends … whom she suddenly wondered if she knew at all.


  And somehow, that was the most shocking part of this evening.


  “Fine,” Taliya said quietly. “We’ll wait in my room.”


   


  * * *


   


  The moment Taliya closed her bedroom door, Nik turned to Sasha. “Why was it so easy to pull someone through that wall of trees? That shouldn’t have been possible.”


  “I know,” Sasha said. “The decor people maybe. An inside job.”


  “And didn’t anyone else see what happened?”


  “I don’t think so. I was watching out for Taliya—obviously—but everyone else’s attention was on that silly ice cake. It was already burning, but the whole thing erupted just before Taliya was pulled through the—”


  “You’re guardians,” Taliya whispered. Then she cleared her throat and spoke louder, her words an accusation this time. “You’re guardians. I’ve seen those weapons before. Only guardian faeries use them.”


  Sasha and Nik looked at her now, and an appropriate amount of guilt appeared on both their faces. Their weapons vanished as they let go of them. “So, um, there are a few things we need to tell you,” Sasha said.


  “A few things? You mean there’s more than just the fact that you’ve both been lying about attending normal faerie school? That instead you’re both training to be guardians?”


  “Yes,” Nik said carefully. “There is more.”


  Taliya turned to him, her frown deepening as her anger grew. “Is this what you were about to tell me earlier?” Ugh, and to think she’d been about to pour her heart out to him, hoping he might possibly do the same. But that conversation was never going to be about their kiss. It would have been all about his lies instead.


  “You were going to tell her?” Sasha demanded. “And get us both into trouble?”


  “Yes, because I’d rather be in trouble than continue to—”


  “Trouble?” Taliya repeated. “Why would you be in trouble? You’d better start explaining everything right now.”


  Sasha and Nik exchanged a glance before Sasha crossed her arms and said, “Well, go head, Romeo. You’re the one who wanted to lay it all out there.”


  “Who the heck is Romeo?” Taliya yelled.


  Nik held his hands up as if to placate her. “Okay, look. No matter how I try to explain this, it’s going to come out sounding terrible, so …”


  “So?”


  “So your parents have always been worried about your safety. Makes sense, since their first child—”


  “I know about that,” Taliya said, waving his words away impatiently. “I might have been a baby at the time, but I know what happened.”


  “Okay, so your parents wanted you to have friends, but they also wanted you to have … protectors. Not official bodyguards, because no one wants to be followed around by a guard, but friends who could keep you safe if a situation ever turned south. They decided that friends who were also training to be guardians would be the perfect fit. And both our parents actually know your dad through business dealings, so … that’s how it happened.”


  Taliya blinked. “My parents went out and asked you to be my friends?”


  Nik nodded slowly. “Pretty much. But then we—”


  “Don’t.” Taliya looked away from both of them, not wanting to hear any more. She swallowed and breathed deeply as tears began to ache behind her eyes. Suddenly, standing in a room with the two people who were supposed to be her best friends, she felt more alone than ever.


  “We weren’t allowed to say anything,” Sasha added quietly. “Your parents didn’t want you to know. They wanted us all to just be … normal friends. They said that if we told you, they wouldn’t ever allow us back here.”


  “Paranoid bastards,” Nik muttered.


  “Nik!” Sasha hissed.


  Taliya continued to stare at her bed, at the quilted pattern of the covers. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say. What were you supposed to do upon discovering that the people who mattered most to you were actually hired to spend time with you?


  “Are you mad at us?” Sasha asked hesitantly.


  Taliya couldn’t answer her.


  “Told you we should have said something sooner,” Nik muttered. “A lot sooner.”


  Taliya pressed her fingers against her temples and groaned. “This is so embarrassing,” she murmured.


  “Embarrassing?” Sasha repeated. “But … why? Your parents should be embarrassed for arranging this. We should be embarrassed for not—”


  “You guys aren’t even my real friends!” Taliya shouted. “You’re basically, like, employees of my parents. The only thing that could make this worse right now was if my dad paid you to hang out with me.” She lowered her hands to her sides, dread chilling her blood. “Please tell me he’s not paying you.”


  “He is not paying us,” Nik said, his tone horrified. “And we are real friends, Taliya. Do you really think Sasha and I could have pretended all this time if we didn’t actually want to spend time with you?”


  “I wouldn’t know, would I?” Taliya said as she crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “Apparently I don’t know either of you at all.”


  “Well then,” Nick said. “Since we’re on the subject of secrets your parents have been keeping …”


  “No.” Sasha turned to him. “Nik, it isn’t our business to say anything about that.”


  “But it’s ridiculous that they haven’t told her! What do they hope to—”


  “You know what they said. They’re worried she might—”


  “They’re messed up! They’re controlling and overprotective, and Taliya’s going to find out at some point anyway, so we should just—”


  “TELL ME!” Taliya shouted.


  Nik faced her. He took a breath. “There’s another world out there, Taliya.”


  Her expression didn’t alter. “Don’t give me nonsense like that, Nik. I’ve had enough.”


  “A world without magic.”


  She eyed him with suspicion. “What is this insanity you’re talking about?”


  Sasha sighed, then said, “It’s true.”


  “Our world,” Nik continued, “overlaps with a world that has no magic and is inhabited by humans. Kinda like us, but, you know. No magic. It’s sort of … common knowledge among most fae. Your parents, however, being totally backward and thinking you’d run off to this other world and never come back, decided you didn’t need to know about it.”


  A humorless laugh escaped Taliya’s lips. “Another world? That’s preposterous. If it existed, I would know.”


  Nik sighed. “I’m not lying to you, Taliya. I know I’ve been lying since the day we met, but I don’t want to do that anymore.”


  Taliya swallowed. If this were true—if another whole world really did exist—then how could she have gone so long without knowing? How could her tutor fail to educate her about this? But her tutor had been chosen by her parents. And the only books in the house were the books her parents decided should be here. So maybe … just maybe … “But—that—how does that other world work without magic? How do people travel, or build their homes, or communicate, or … anything?”


  “They have other means,” Sasha said. “Other technology. We can take you there. We can show you.”


  Taliya began to shake her head. She wasn’t saying ‘no,’ she was just failing to process everything. She lowered herself to the edge of her bed and pressed her fingers to her temples once more. “I can’t take this all in. You’re asking me to believe the impossible.”


  Sasha and Nik exchanged a few murmured words, then Sasha turned and left the room. As Nik sat on the edge of the bed beside Taliya, a question occurred to her. “How did you all know I was in the music room?”


  Nik paused before answering, which wasn’t a good sign. “The, uh, ring you always wear,” he said. “It can be tracked.”


  Taliya looked down at her right hand, at the ring her parents had given her for her tenth birthday. She tugged it off and let it fall to the floor. “Wonderful. My parents trust me even less than I thought.”


  “Yeah, they’ve certainly taken overprotective to the next level.”


  He didn’t say anything after that, and her mind was stuck trying to imagine a world that existed without magic, so they were quiet for a while. Eventually, after rubbing his hands nervously up and down his thighs, Nik said, “So I’m really hoping you won’t be mad at us for long. That you’ll forgive us for keeping your parents’ ridiculous secrets, and … and things can go back to normal.”


  Taliya bit her lip and tried to figure out how she was feeling. “I don’t think I’m mad. I don’t know what I am. I feel betrayed, I suppose. And foolish. And … I don’t know. My world view has shifted. I can’t see anything in the same way anymore, not even you. I keep thinking … there’s another world out there.”


  “And how do you feel about … us?”


  She blinked. “Us?” With all that had happened and all that had been revealed, she’d almost forgotten that the only thought occupying her mind before the party began was Nik and the kiss they’d shared. “Um …”


  He shifted slightly to face her. “When I said I wanted to tell you something earlier, it wasn’t just about all the secrets. It wasn’t just about Sasha and me being guardians and about the existence of a world beyond our own. It was also about … us. You and me. And the kiss on the stairs.”


  She found herself wanting to smile, but she pressed her lips together because this didn’t feel like a smile-appropriate occasion. “I would like to talk about that too,” she said. “But not right now. Maybe in a few days when everything you’ve told me tonight has sort of … sunk in.”


  “Okay,” he said.


  After another pause, she asked, “Do you know a lot about that other world?”


  He nodded. “Many of my assignments take place there. Humans need protecting too.”


  “Will you take me there? Show me what it’s like?”


  “Yes, of course. I’d love to.”


  She looked at him, reframing him in her mind based on everything she’d learned tonight. Guardian, protector, fighter—and still a friend. She smiled, reached for his hand, and carefully wove her fingers between his. “Thank you.”


   


  * * *


   


  Later that evening, after all the guests had left and guards were stationed at almost every corner throughout the house, Marta helped Taliya into bed. Taliya knew it was only her imagination and her excitement-induced exhaustion, but as Marta leaned over to kiss her forehead, she could have sworn she saw the woman’s eyes flicker yellow before returning to normal.
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  RUNNING TOWARD ILLUMIA


  Angel Leya


  Chapter One


  Astrea stalked the pure white creature, wondering how she would live with herself if she caught it. Unicorns were a rare sight in the Mist. This was the first one she’d ever seen. Vapors swirled away from its glittering silver sword of a horn, as if it had the power to dispel the fog entirely.


  A red curl tickled her forehead, sticking to the sheen of sweat. The mud caked on her pale skin was starting to dry and crack, and she longed to scratch it off, but she didn’t dare move a muscle and spook her prey.


  Her lungs strained against the warm, wet fog. Taking another careful step forward, Astrea gripped the reed, already loaded with a poisoned dart. She was close enough now, the musty smell of sweaty hide ambling through the still air. Its flank twitched, silky white tail slapping away flies.


  Silently, she lifted the reed to her lips, her cheeks filling with air. One shot. She wouldn’t have time for another. Her hand shook. Stay true. For the tribe.


  “What was that?”


  The voice echoed in Astrea’s ears in an odd sort of way. She tensed, willing herself to pick up on the approaching footsteps, but the forest yielded no unusual sounds. If one of the youngers spooked the unicorn, that would be the end of it. Her face grew hot, her lips and grip tightening, but no further sound came.


  The pure white head came up, ears swiveling, big blue eyes trying to penetrate the dense forest and murky air. Astrea said a silent prayer. Please don’t go. The unicorn grunted, then dropped its head to continue grazing on the patch of mushrooms it had found.


  No more stalling. Astrea breathed in through her nose, then released the air stored in her cheeks. The dart found its mark in the unicorn’s flank, and the eyes bulged as the unicorn took off. Astrea raced after it. The unicorn wouldn’t make it far, but if she lost sight of it now, she might never find it in the layers of fog and forest. The poison wouldn’t kill the creature – only put it to sleep for a while.


  Astrea dodged through the familiar twists and turns of the terrain. Fallen moss-covered logs, brambles, and low hanging branches were no match for her lithe movements, even with the limited visibility. The blur of white had nearly disappeared, the pound of hoofs fading under the cloak of fog when it slowed.


  She caught up to the creature as it fell to its knees. “Please don’t.” That voice again. Astrea glanced around, but still didn’t see anyone.


  Taking the canteen from her side, she splashed some water on the lolling tongue. She didn’t want the creature to die – and if it had to, she didn’t want it to be by her hands. The unicorn’s eyes closed, and she could almost convince herself he was asleep. She held on to his head a little longer, her fingers running through the soft mane.


  “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. Then, she let out a shrill whistle.


  Several minutes passed before she heard the crash of branches. Rosin’s red mop came into view first, and her younger brother nearly tripped on a branch when he caught sight of her and the unicorn. “Whoa! How’d you get that?”


  “Saw it feeding,” Astrea replied. “You have any luck?”


  “No. Nothing. These woods are quieter than a cat in a tree.”


  Astrea and Rosin both glanced up. Lynx attacks had been on the rise, carrying away unsuspecting villagers in a flash. The elusive cats didn’t often attack humans, but times were tough for all in the Mist, or at least what few creatures hadn’t left yet. A shiver ran down Astrea’s back, though there was no sign of the predator. Too bad the lynx were so smart; if catching one wasn’t so dangerous, the tribe might not be in the shape they were in now.


  Another set of approaching footsteps brought Tiki, Astrea’s older brother. Several bronze curls flew free, despite the band of leather he used to keep his hair tied back. “Whoa! Nice find. Sure we can use it?”


  Astrea shook her head. “I’m bringing it to council to see what they say, though I don’t think they can afford to turn it down.”


  Rosin had his hand on the flank. “Just doesn’t seem right.”


  “I know.” Astrea placed the head on the ground, then stood. “We should get moving. Don’t want sleeping beauty here to wake up before we have a chance to get him in the cage.”


  Tiki slapped his hands together. “Right. Let’s get to work.”


  It took about an hour to get the travois strung together and another hour to load and drag the unconscious animal back to the village. They came in panting, greeted by shock and wonder from the rest of the tribe as they took their captor to the cage at the center.


  The unicorn began to stir shortly after they locked him up, and Astrea cast a regretful eye at the beautiful creature. Maybe council would spare him. She had the sinking feeling that if they did end up eating him, he’d be tough and gamey, and bitter with the taste of the forest’s loss.


   


  Chapter Two


  It didn’t take long for the council to assemble. Word of fresh meat had spread through the village like dragonfire. Astrea stood near the back of the crowded circular room, leaning against the rough wood wall.


  Mavin sidled up to her, arms crossed. “Think you’re pretty great, bringing in a unicorn?”


  “Shut up, Mavin.” Everything about the boy—only one moon her elder—drove her insane. The way the curls always got in his eyes, his tall, gangly body, the flappy ears that stuck out even under that unruly mop.


  “Even with all that mud on you, your skin looks too clean.”


  Astrea rolled her eyes. “Yeah? Well maybe you’re too dark.”


  “My skin is a galaxy of freckles. You? You’ve barely enough for a constellation.”


  Mavin was always picking on her. Her skin wasn’t as freckled as the rest, her hair more carrot than copper. Even her eyes were different, in their odd slant and rare blue coloring.


  The tribe—or the Rudan—were the only humans in the fog. Not that other humans weren’t outlawed by Illumians. The Banned would wander in on occasion, seeking shelter. They all grew sickly and died, all except for the redheads, who were immediately adopted into the tribe. Council decreed that there would be no mixing with the outsiders, for fear their blood would weaken the tribe. If, by chance, a child was born without red hair, they would be killed. The message was clear: those who were weak, who didn’t belong, were not welcome.


  “Lay off, Mavin,” Tiki said, inserting himself between the two. Astrea flashed her brother a half smile, mouthing her thanks as the council called for quiet. Mavin scowled and slunk off. Probably looking for another victim to torment.


  She saw Mamaa and Pawpaw enter the circle, taking seats a little closer up. Her mother caught her eye, a strange look rolling over her face, then in a blink melting into her usual warm smile. Those looks were becoming more frequent as of late. Astrea had attributed it to the famine, a mother’s worry for her children, but in light of her latest catch . . . Astrea shook her head, willing the doubts to subside. She belonged, just like everyone else, no matter what Mavin said. Didn’t catching the unicorn prove that? Didn’t everything she’d ever done prove that?


  Rosin bounded up to Astrea as the council members began their discussion, and she ruffled his flopping curls. He leaned against her, and she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. A few more moons and he’d be too tall. She rested her chin on his head, silently willing him to stop growing. It didn’t seem right for him to be knocking on the door of manhood like he was.


  “We need meat,” one woman in the center was saying, her pinched face made even more severe by the tight bun high on her head.


  “But at what cost?” said another man whose forgotten age clung to his bones with a frail ferocity. “Unicorns are magical beasts. Who knows what kind of curse we will heap upon our heads.”


  “That knowledge comes from Illumia.” The man who spoke spat on the ground, a lower council member, though no less influential than the others. “We turned our backs on their laws long ago.”


  The animals of the forest had been leaving, driven out by the dwindling supply of edible vegetation. The trees had stalled their growth, and what few vegetables they were able to grow in the ever-present fog had all but died out. The villagers would be next if they didn’t do something soon. Many had suggested that they leave, but where would they go? The sea to the east and the Dragon Range circling the valley left little choice. Even if they survived the Dragon Range, the tribe of banned would never be allowed to leave the Mist. The Illumians would see to that. And there was no guarantee that conditions were any better anywhere else in the Mist valley. They couldn’t afford to move, but they couldn’t afford to stay. Villagers were dropping off, taken by animals or illness or the council’s never ending quest to pare out the weak.


  But no matter how much they needed the meat, killing a unicorn felt all wrong, like Astrea’s feet had before her body sprouted six inches a few summers prior.


  Astrea watched the heated back and forth, her own heart teetering to the same beat as the council. The Rudan needed the food. Killing a unicorn was wrong. They would die without it. His death might bring more harm than good. Astrea’s heart refused to settle, even after hunger won out the council.


  Her brothers congratulated her, then ran off to help secure the village for the night. Astrea wasn’t so lucky. The crowd trapped her with their praise and thanks. She smiled and nodded, but their words did nothing to heal the wound she felt, their kindness shredding her raw heart.


  The slaughter would take place in the morning, which meant tonight there would be no sleep for Astrea. It’s for the village, she reminded herself once again, though her heart refused to believe. Maybe she really wasn’t like the rest.


   


  Chapter Three


  Astrea wove through the concentric circles of huts, a shell of protection the Rudan had designed to withstand the hazards of the fog. Not that the village was attacked often; the fearsome reputation of the band of outlaws provided nearly as much protection as their carefully built defenses. But the safety she once felt here now tightened like a noose around her itchy neck.


  She stopped at the well, hauling up a bucket to wash the mud off. The cool water felt good, cleansing her skin and soothing her frayed conscience. Before long the dirt was gone, her wet skin prickling in the cool night air. It was time to return home.


  Her heavy footsteps slowed as she approached their hut. What would mother say? Would Mamaa be proud she caught the unicorn? Disappointed? And what of Astrea’s own misgivings?


  She swallowed hard, taking the last few steps to her house and slipped inside. The dark warmth of the hut ensconced her as she closed the door. Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the firelight, which cast the sweet smell of pine from its blazing embers. Mamaa rocked in a corner, the familiar squeak of wood on earth mixing with the hurried tat of her darning needles.


  “Astrea, will you fetch my satchel? I need my knife.”


  Mamaa didn’t even look up, her fading red hair nearly blazing in the firelight, and Astrea’s lips wormed their way into a half smile. She admired her mother’s innate sense. Astrea grabbed the satchel from the floor where it sat beside the door and took it to her mother.


  “Oh, Mamaa, I think I’ve done an awful thing.”


  “The unicorn?” Mamaa asked, taking the satchel. She looked at Astrea, that same odd look passing over her face.


  Astrea dropped her head. “Yeah, the unicorn. I wish I’d never seen him.” She sat on the ground by her mom’s chair, scratching at the dirt that made up their floor, compacted by the steady wear of family life. Small clumps broke off, embedding under her nails, something her mother usually scolded her about.


  Mamaa cut the string, then put the knife back in the satchel, pulling out a small, white parcel wrapped in twine. “Don’t go hanging yourself over that. It’s a godsend, really.”


  “I don’t know if I’ll even be able to eat him. He’s so majestic. It seems an awful thing to do to a creature so rare.”


  “You’re not going to eat him.” Mamaa pushed the parcel into Astrea’s hands.


  Astrea stopped and stared, the package hanging limply in her hand. “But council ruled for it.”


  Mamaa waved her off, like what she’d said didn’t carry the heavy weight of finality. “There’s not much time. You have to go.”


  “What? Why?”


  Mamaa sighed, brushing back a stray wisp of hair, her look so full of misery and pity. “You’re in danger if you stay here. Not just from the tribe, but from the fog.”


  “Danger? I don’t understand.”


  “You’re different, little star. You need more than the Mist can give you . . . more than I can give you, no thanks to the famine.” She got up and pulled Astrea’s arms into a makeshift table, moving the parcel onto them and pulling a necklace out of a loose flap. The pendant had a sun swallowed by crescent moon, three stars between them.


  Mamaa slipped the necklace over Astrea’s head and tucked it under her tunic. “This is important. Don’t lose it.”


  Astrea stared at her mom, questions flaring through her head too fast for her drying lips to form. After a few moments, she grasped one, though it seemed wholly inadequate. “I’m different?”


  Mamaa shook her head. “I don’t have time to explain. The parcel you hold in your hand contains milk,” Mamaa pressed on, despite Astrea’s desire for time to stop, “and everything I know . . . everything I’ve been keeping from you. It’s all in there.”


  “My place is here.” The words felt hollow, and Astrea could barely squeak them out. Her mother wouldn’t look at her.


  “You have to take the unicorn and go.”


  Astrea’s eyes widened, her heart jumping as her mind rejected everything that left her mother’s mouth. “No. The tribe needs this. You’ll starve if I take him.”


  Mamaa shot Astrea a look, the one that used to convince her as a toddler that she’d die if she didn’t do as her mother asked. “You need this. Besides, we don’t slaughter unicorns. Even outlaws have principals.”


  “I don’t want to go. Whatever it is, I can face it.”


  “You will die if you stay!” Mamaa shook, eyes glistening with unshed tears as her gaze finally met Astrea’s. “I can’t sustain you any longer. You have to go. You won’t get a chance like this again.” Her look pierced Astrea to her core. Mamaa shook her head, whisking around the small room with incredible speed for her age, throwing various items in the satchel.


  Astrea stood, following her mother around the small room, her fingers digging into the forgotten parcel. “What about my brothers? What about Pawpaw?”


  “Your father knows.” She stilled, her gaze leaving the present.


  Astrea touched her arm. “Mamaa?”


  She gave Astrea a small smile and patted her hand. “He’s out making sure the boys don’t come back until you’re gone.”


  A tear rolled down Astrea’s cheek, and she wiped it away with blind fury, her nail leaving a burning trail. “Am I really such a burden?”


  Mamaa stopped again, enveloping Astrea in her soft embrace. “No, child. You’re all I ever wanted. I just wish I could keep you longer.” She took a breath and straightened back up. “But I can’t protect you if you stay.”


  “I won’t go.”


  “You’ll do as your mother says.” Astrea’s father lumbered through the door, his hulking form filling the frame.


  “But Pawpaw—”


  “Do you want to die?”


  Astrea shook her head.


  Pawpaw ran his hand over his chin-halo of a beard, not a hair moving out of its natural formation. “Your mother kept you alive for all these years. Don’t waste it now. Do as she says. Go.” His muscular arms crossed, and Astrea knew she had no choice. Father’s word was law in this household.


  She hung her head, the torrent of tears stinging her eyes and rattling her shoulders. All those times spent crying because she didn’t feel like she belonged. The long talks with Mamaa. The fighting to fit in. All in vain. She was being cast out, like the misfit she’d always known herself to be.


  “All right,” Astrea croaked when she found her voice again. “But I won’t take the unicorn. I won’t condemn the village.”


  Mamaa looked like Astrea had raised a hand to her. “And be taken by the Lynx or ogres or fog knows what? No. You take the unicorn. Do it for us, little star.”


  Pawpaw put a hand on her shoulder, the stern look on his face betrayed by the softness in his eyes. “We’ll survive. We’re not entirely incapable without you.”


  “But—”


  His voice hardened. “The time to argue has passed. Go, before some village idiot decides to slaughter the poor creature tonight.”


  Astrea looked to her mother. Mamaa’s mouth was set, though there was a tremble to her jaw. She didn’t want to go, but she couldn’t disappoint her parents. She plunged headlong into her mother’s outstretched arms, squeezing her tight.


  “You can do this,” Mamaa soothed as she stroked Astrea’s hair. “You’re my strong, brave girl.” As they separated, she pulled the parcel from Astrea’s hands and slipped it back in the satchel. “Be a good girl and drink the milk for as long as you can. It will help keep you strong and healthy. Don’t waste a drop. And keep that necklace on you at all times. You hear me?” Astrea nodded. Mamaa draped the bag over Astrea’s shoulder and took her daughter’s face in her weathered hands. “Go. Find Illumia. It’s your only chance.”


  Illumia, land of sunshine and idiots, if the stories she’d heard held any truth. She didn’t want anything to do with them. Why would her parents send her there? What made them think Illumia would even take her? She was a child of the Banned, outlawed and outcast.


  Astrea turned to Pawpaw and gave him a hug. These were the only goodbyes she would get, and she was determined to savor every last fleeting moment.


  “Tell my brothers I love them?”


  Pawpaw nodded.


  When she broke away, her father gave her a kiss on the forehead, and Astrea took the last few steps to the door. With one final glance at her parents, something she hoped would etch them firmly in her memory, she struck out into the night.


  It was a fool’s errand, traveling to Illumia, and apparently she was to be a fool.


   


  Chapter Four


  Astrea stole through the village like a Lynx, silently padding past the villagers and huts she used to call home. All of this felt wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. But her parents were right. The consequences she would face—they all would face—if she stayed were too great. At least that’s what they told her, though she still didn’t know why. But she believed them, with every fiber of her being. If she left now, she might spare her family greater heartache, maybe even their lives. Outlaw rule could be severe.


  Her footsteps left the dirt and met hay, sending a soft crunch into the air. The unicorn lifted its head, staring at her from behind the bars. It let out a breath, lips flapping from the force.


  “Shhh,” Astrea whispered, creeping to the door. “We need to escape. I need you to be quiet so we don’t wake the village.” How foolish, talking to a beast, Astrea admonished. It’s not like he can understand you.


  “Oh, sure. Blame the unicorn. No. I think I will wake the village. We can all sit down and have a meal.”


  Astrea whirled at the hollow voice, but she didn’t see anyone. “Who’s there?” she hissed.


  The unicorn side-stepped to the edge of the cage, attracting Astrea’s attention once again. “Interesting. I’m afraid it’s just you and me.”


  Astrea cocked her head to the side, worried the stress had finally gotten to her. “Can you speak?”


  The unicorn appeared to blink. With one eye. “No. But you can hear.”


  Astrea shook her head, trying to rid herself of the piling questions. “I don’t have time for this. We have to go. Now.”


  “What are you doing?”


  Astrea spun to face the familiar voice, her expression sour. “Mavin.” It figured that he would be the one to discover her. The weasel watched her every move, always searching for a chance to best her or bring her before the council for a chastising. Not that she gave him much chance, but she still had the scar on her leg from when he had pushed her out of a tree as they raced to the top.


  Mavin crossed his arms, that irritating snarl of a smirk crossing his lips. “Well? What are you doing?”


  “Good question.”


  Astrea blinked, trying to sort through the dual voices as well as her own jumbled thoughts. “I don’t answer to you.”


  “No, but I’m sure the council would be interested to learn you were lurking about the cage so late at night. And were you talking to it?”


  The unicorn shook its head, pawing at the ground. Was it laughing? “Try explaining that one.”


  Astrea’s hands balled into fists, heat creeping up her neck. “I was talking to myself. And what do you think I’d do, Mavin? Free the creature after I tracked it and brought it in for the tribe?” Yes. A thousand times yes. If she hadn’t been convinced before, the thought of Mavin sinking his jagged teeth into the flesh of such a pure creature would have sent her over the edge.


  Mavin’s face darkened, and he took a step closer. “I heard you say you had to go.” His eyes flicked to the satchel partially hidden behind her. “Where are you going, Astrea? Do I need to call the council on you?”


  Astrea licked her lips, but a suitable lie would not come to them. Just as well. Too many lies surrounded her already. Any more and her soul may as well be damned to the Undermist.


  Mavin’s arms dropped, the smile sliding from his face. “Astrea?”


  “You gonna shake this guy or what?”


  Astrea shifted so her hip rested on her other foot, and she blew at the rogue curl that refused to leave her forehead alone. “Do what you will. Just leave.”


  Mavin took a step forward. “I can’t leave you with the unicorn. You know that.”


  “Fine.” Astrea turned and began undoing the rope that held the door shut, her face burning.


  “Um, pretty sure he’s still behind you.”


  Astrea glared at the unicorn.


  Mavin stepped backward, as if he could separate himself from her actions by his distance. “Astrea? You need to stop. I will get the council if you don’t.”


  She yanked one end of the knot free. “I’m leaving. Go tell if you want to, but I’m tired of the games. The unicorn doesn’t deserve to become your meal, and I don’t deserve to stay.”


  “What?”


  Astrea wanted to punch the confused look right off Mavin’s face, but she wasn’t sure she had the time. She growled, pulling the knife from her boot and sawing the last loop of the rope with all the fury that had been knocking at the door of her soul since her mother cast her out. The sound of retreating footsteps told Astrea that Mavin had left. Time’s up.


  The knife punched through the remainder of the rope, and Astrea cast the frayed fibers aside, flinging the door open.


  “About time.”


  Astrea stooped to return her knife to its sheath in her boot. “Whatever. Just let me mount you and we’ll be on our way.”


  The unicorn retreated a step, head rearing back. “Oh, no. You’re not getting on me.”


  Astrea crossed her arms. “We don’t have time for this. We’ll never escape if you don’t let me ride.”


  The unicorn took a step towards her. “You mean you won’t escape.”


  “No, I mean us. I know the villagers. I know this land. Can you say the same?”


  The unicorn snorted.


  “I’m taking that as a yes.” Astrea walked around the unicorn until she stood by its side. She put her hands on his back and hoisted herself up, swinging her leg over and sliding into his soft slope. “Please be gentle. I’ve never ridden a creature before.”


  The bellow of horns surrounded them, and the unicorn took off. Astrea crouched low, digging her knees in and throwing her arms around the strong neck.


  “Which way? Which way do I go?”


  “Left,” Astrea shouted, praying she wouldn’t fall off.


  “Where’s left?” The unicorn began to zigzag, hesitating whenever it neared a convergence of paths.


  “Oh for goodness—” An arrow whizzed past her shoulder, the buzz ringing in her ears. Astrea leaned left, hoping the unicorn would get the hint as her fingers dug into his skin.


  “Too far! Too far!” The unicorn slowed a little, splaying its legs to compensate for her shifted weight.


  Astrea straightened, and the unicorn took off again as a volley of stones came at them. One hunk of rock pinched her shoulder, but she ignored it. The whole village was after her and the unicorn, and if she didn’t keep her head together, they would both die.


  They shot past the rest of the huts, trampling through the garden on their way out of the village. Astrea swore as she watched bits of green and brown scatter behind them. Bad enough to be stealing their meat. She didn’t want to ruin what little had grown in the garden this season.


  Barreling into the woods, the unicorn slowed his pace again, angry branches swatting and clawing as they rode past. More arrows sunk into the trees around them, and another stone grazed Astrea’s other arm. The unicorn faltered a moment.


  “Any clearings near here? I don’t know if I can lose them in these woods.”


  “No clearings, but there’s a stream ahead. They’re not likely to follow us through there.”


  “Why not? Can’t they swim?”


  Astrea squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the growing throb shooting through her shoulder. “It’s not the water they’re afraid of. It’s the fish.”


  The unicorn let out a huff. “Fish?”


  “Yes, fish,” Astrea snapped. “Flesh eaters. They hunt in packs and can strip a man of flesh and organ in less than ten minutes.”


  The unicorn stopped short as they came to the water’s edge. The sound of crashing brush closed in on them. Shadows slid through the water. A pack of the flesh eaters – no doubt hungry.


  “What are you doing?” Astrea kicked the unicorn, but he refused to budge.


  “They’ll eat me alive!”


  “Just jump.”


  “But I’ll never make it.”


  An arrow zinged past, burying in a tree nearby.


  “Now!”


  The unicorn backed up a step and bolted, leaping through the air. Astrea watched the opposite shore approach as if in slow motion, every muscle in his body tense or twitching, but the unicorn had been right. He landed with his rear still in the water, front legs stumbling on the soggy bank. The high-pitched whinny sent a shiver down her spine. Astrea jumped off his back, the churning water up to her waist as little pricks of flesh left her legs and the tips of her toes. She thrust her shoulder into the unicorn’s flank, boosting him onto land.


  “Come on!” Astrea took off for the safety of the forest as members of her tribe stopped short at the water’s edge. The unicorn followed, little red rivers painting stripes on his hind quarters and legs.


  “Get back here!” shouted one of the tribesmen, and a chorus of curses and wails filled the fog behind them. More arrows and stones flew by, but the effort was almost half-hearted. Astrea bit back a sob as she and the unicorn pressed into the dense forest, further shielding them from the tribe’s petulant projectiles.


  When they had traveled far enough that they could no longer hear the occasional whizz or pelt of ammo, Astrea collapsed onto the leaf-covered floor. The unicorn limped a pace more before doing the same, dirt and debris sticking to the drying blood.


  Astrea bit her lip and crawled to the unicorn, her shoulder buckling when she put too much pressure on it. Her legs prickled and itched with every movement as the presence of her wounds finally wormed their way into her consciousness. She sucked in a breath, then groaned, before crawling the last few inches. She lay her head on the unicorn’s barrel chest, pulling her satchel over her head. It was soaked through, and she dumped the contents onto the ground. Food, several canteens of water, an array of herbs and spices, a blanket, her doll with the inexplicably yellow hair, and a damp piece of paper that Astrea was sure would disintegrate if she tried to unfold it now.


  She clutched her chest, her mind ringing in alarm. The pendant was still tucked safely beneath her tunic. She let out a long sigh.


  She grabbed the blanket and unrolled it, checking the grain of the weave. Pulling the knife from her boot, she dug into the wet material, cutting off a strip about as wide as her arm. She cut several more sopping pieces, setting them on her bag so they wouldn’t pick up any more dirt.


  “So, what’s your name?” Astrea asked as she worked on his wounds.


  “Windmane.” The deep barrel of his chest expanded and contracted, his flank twitching to the rhythm of the pain coursing through his body.


  “I’m sorry about your legs, Windmane.” She poured some water from the canteen onto the wound, but was surprised to find it wasn’t water. “No! The milk,” Astrea whispered, plugging the canteen back up. How could she forget? She grabbed another canteen and sniffed. Water.


  “What’s wrong?” Windmane’s head swung around to look at her, the heavily-lashed lids dropping in a slow blink.


  “Don’t worry about it. I need to get your wounds treated and wrapped.” She grabbed some of the healing herbs Mamaa had packed and applied them to the worst hunks of missing flesh.


  Windmane snorted. “They’ll heal. Don’t forget to save some of that stuff for yourself.”


  Astrea shook her head, another tear leaving a trail on her muddy cheek. I don’t deserve it. I’ve abandoned my people, took their best chance at survival, and all for what? She swiped her crusting cheeks, smearing grime and tears across her face. They were the only family she ever knew, and she’d hurt them so deeply. “I’ll be fine.”


  “I know why I wanted to go, but what made you run?”


  Finished, Astrea turned and settled into Windmane’s side. “You should get some rest.”


  “Hmph. Is it safe?” Windmane lay his head on the ground, more debris clinging to his slick dirt-dappled hide.


  “Probably not, but I’m a light sleeper.” Astrea took a long draught from the milk canteen. She wasn’t sure how long it would keep. Why was it so important to her mother that she drink it? Astrea shivered and yawned, curling into Windmane’s warmth.


  “Do you think they’ll come after us?” came his sleepy voice.


  “Maybe. The hike to Crossing Waters is far, but if their anger is great enough . . .” She shook her head. She didn’t want to know if the tribe would try to pursue them. Or what would happen if they were caught.


  “And where are you headed?”


  “Illumia. At least that’s what Mamaa said I should do.” I wonder if there’s another way, though.


  Soft snores came from Windmane, and Astrea felt herself slipping into slumber. Her troubles and plans would have to wait.
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  JARRA


  Shaun L Griffiths


  The Desert Traveler


  In a moment of self contempt, he looked down at himself. The exhausted desert traveller, lips parched and blistered, lifting his water flagon to shake out the last drops onto his swollen tongue. Raising his hand to cover the bulk of the sun, he searched desperately for direction.


  A failure, and a coward. He knew it, but couldn’t bring himself to accept it. His self pride still saw the fame and fortune waiting for him, but deep inside he knew, this time it was serious. Lost and without hope, this was likely to be his last day alive.


  Falling to his knees in a moment of despair, deep sobs broke the dam holding back his fear. He pulled the hood of his dust-covered robe over his head, trying to save his burnt and blistered face from the worst of the battering the sun would inflict on him this afternoon.


  Lowering himself to the hot sand, he lay at the base of a dune with his back to the inferno, praying to his god for the sun to pass behind the dunes’ ridge quickly. He also knew no prayers on earth would hurry the blazing sun’s journey across this endless, god-forsaken desert.


   


  Fear was his constant companion throughout the day after he’d shaken the last drops of moisture from his flagon. There was no more water. There was to be no more respite from the endless pain of swollen lips and constricted throat. It was a pain his mind was no longer capable of fighting.


  But a far-off sleep of salvation called. His breathing finally slowed, his heart slowed, his mind closed down. Laying in the burning sands, the hot winds adding misery to torture, a last thought passed through his fog-addled brain before sleep overtook him. Will I wake up?


   


  Behind closed eyes, images of his journey faded in and out with his consciousness. The stark beauty of the sands when he’d first started out. The ever-changing colours and texture that could be marvelled at with pleasure when water was plentiful. The rush, knowing that he’d finally touched the desert after dreaming of it and imagining it for so many years. He saw again the wonder of the racing shadows and hues with the sunrise, from a pastel rose, to golden yellow, to a blinding white reflected back at him within moments.


  The arrogance of his perceived success in finding the fabled sands had soon crumbled to reality once the scale of the desert’s emptiness began to sink in. But it was the silence of the air around him that he found frightening. The loneliness of living within his own mind, day after day. A deafening silence that forced him to retreat deeper and deeper into himself. The utter nothingness made his sense of hearing desperately seek out the slightest sound. Subconsciously straining to hear anything had created a pounding thunder in his ears. He could hear his own blood pumping through his body, he could hear the air rasping through his lungs, he could hear himself blink. The silence was deafening, isolating, and absolute. It was slowly driving him mad with loneliness. He felt totally alone, and very afraid in his solitude.


   


  The chill of the evening air shook him awake. He’d long since abandoned his fur blanket. The ordeal of carrying it through the crushing heat of the day had been too much, where his only need was to survive the coming moments. Any thoughts of the night’s debilitating chill ahead had seemed a welcome relief. Memories of the desert’s freezing winds at midnight were hidden away in the back of his mind. A problem that couldn’t be faced or addressed, but left to be dealt with when it happened. Just to get through the next few steps forward had been enough.


  The wind picked up, the dunes quickly cooled, giving up their heat to the crystal clear night. He started to shiver, his mind’s subconscious attempts to keep his exhausted body alive.


  Forcing himself to look one last time, his eyelids dragged across sand scratched pupils. The heavens surrounded him. The colours of the stars and planets so beautiful in the cold blackness against which they hung. His nearness to death brought his world into a focus he’d never before experienced. The heavens had never been so clear or so close. The sky was alive with twinkling and blinking starlight.


  Seeing his life’s final wonder, he followed the patterns of the constellations surrounding him. Searching for the comforting signs of home, now hardly rising above the sands to the north. He recognised the new formations he’d tried to follow every night, now high above him. But these were now being replaced by an endless succession of unrecognisable shapes to the south, where they rose over the sharp edge of the dunes.


  On the sand’s ridge above him, a movement caught his eye. A black mass stood atop the dune. A bulk blocking out the stars, the wind catching the dark robes, pulling and tugging at the loose folds around the stranger’s legs and arms. The figure stood, unmoving, watching and waiting. He caught the sound of the garment fluttering and slapping against skin, pulled with each gust of wind that howled through the depression. He was too far gone to be afraid. A dullness settled over his mind, any care for survival lost with the setting of the sun.


  He’s not one of us. Will he help or has he come to take what’s left? He no longer cared. In a long, drawn-out movement, his eyelids slowly fell, apathy took control of his mind.


  He didn’t know he’d already crossed the fabled border. Dreamed of, talked of, searched for, but never before found.


   


  He drifted back into his nightmares. Imaginary scenes of shade and freely running water mixed with images of the attack they’d suffered once they’d entered this sea of nothingness. He saw again the apes that came screaming over the dunes, intent on ripping with their teeth and hands anyone they could find. With nowhere to hide, the only chance of survival was to run. To run for your life and for your life alone. Looking back over his shoulder, he saw the Guards torn to pieces, and for what? A water flagon? A fur blanket? They had nothing of value. And all because they were here, in this place, at the wrong time! So he ran and not once more did he look back. He lived, their prince was still alive, and that’s all that mattered. It took another day before the guilt hit him. It came at the same time as the loneliness.


   


  The pitch black night slowly turned to blue. Was this still his dream?


  His mind screamed Why have you forgotten me, God? Why didn’t you take me? How much longer must I pay for abandoning them? In his delirium, his darkest thoughts rose in brief moments of lucidity.


  Not another day... please don’t let the sun rise on me again. Once more he slipped away.


  Before dawn, uncontrollable shivers brought him back to consciousness. He could see the horizon to the east lightening. The stars being chased away by the first signs of a smear of red over the highest dune. He lay shaking in the cold air. His eyes turned south. A vague memory, an image of a robed figure surfaced. He couldn’t tell if it was a dream, he only knew that the freezing wind had been real.


  I’ll wait here for my Maker. It’s here where I’ll I justify my actions. No one could have stood up to the apes. To help would have been to die. They knew this was a journey filled with danger. But apes? No one had ever known they were here. Should I have helped them? I couldn’t. I’ll tell them that myself in the underworld this night. We are all guilty and this day will set on my dried and broken corpse, as it does on theirs.


  The prayer had once more turned again into arrogant justification. Defeated by the vastness of the desert, there was nowhere to hide.


   


  He prepared himself for the blast of the sun’s inferno. Burying his head in his chest, he pulled his cloak’s hood further over his face, praying to quickly drift into oblivion. His mind closed down with scattered images of green palms and pools of cool, clear water. Flashback images of long ago, floating, feeling the warmth of the sun on his face and chest and the coolness of the water against his back and head. His most beloved memories surfacing in his final moments. That once warm sun now rushed to fry him in the coming minutes beneath its unceasing fire.


  The dreadful heat burned into the back of his head and neck, boiling his brain and pounding on the inside of his skull. Finish it now, he silently screamed, the despair of exhaustion and failure too heavy a load to carry anymore. The unstoppable rush of the rising sun was like a wave charging up the beach, there was no turning it back. No longer able to understand what was happening to him, a final prayer kept circling within the farthest recess of his soul, Let me sleep, please, my God, let me sleep. The sand in front of him was reflecting a stark whiteness. The torture never stopped, but a last unwanted sliver of hope kept his consciousness alive and his pain unending.


  Something was burning his face!


  A razor sharp heat seemed to cut through the hood of his cloak. Even behind closed eyes, the point of light filled his head with pain.


  The sun behind him continued to roast the back of his neck. With an effort that drained his last vestiges of energy, he lifted his hand to ward off the blinding light in his eyes. His reasoning shouted something was wrong, but he could not cope with the effort of processing the message.


   


  In his delirium, he saw it. He reached out, the fabled Crystal, a blazing light in front of him. Beauty beyond imagining. It was here, had been here all along. It was his for the taking, his to own. The power and the glory. He wrapped his fingers around the sharp edges, felt its weight and its warmth. The energy surged through him, rushing to the furthest points of his battered body. It’s mine… I knew it was true… it was all worth it.


   


  He tried opening his sealed eyes, stuck together over dried pupils. Through a slit between unfocused eyelashes, his consciousness registered the reflection in front of him and the full sun behind him. Will there never be peace? he thought, and tried again to close his eyes, covering them with the palm of his hand. But the one thought would not let him rest. It started banging on the inside of his head.


  A Reflection, it called, demanding attention.


  He wanted it to stop, to drift back into his oblivion, but his brain would not close down. Not yet, one final message to be understood.


  A Reflection, it told him again.


  One thought became two. I have nothing, no sword, no knife, no prince’s crown. He’d abandoned everything too heavy to carry yesterday in his desperate effort to climb the dune and escape into the depression that might shield him from the full blast of the sun.


  A Reflection! his mind shouted.


  The chain of thoughts joined, nagging him, pushing away his peace. What is it? What can be reflecting light into your face?


  He squinted again, slowly opening his fingers, bringing his world back into focus. A stark white light emanated from the yellow sands.


  That’s not right, there shouldn’t be anything there.


  He moved slightly to take the reflection from his eyes. Lifting his head, his world became a reality in stark contrasts. The scorching sands and a dark shape, half buried. A glass mirror sewn to a sack, tapering to a point covered in a silver stopper.


  A water flagon! his mind screamed. Water!


   


  He pushed himself upright, the effort exhausting him.


  How?… Where?… Why? The questions tumbled one into another.


  Pulling his legs up beneath him, rising to a kneeling position, a spark of hope drove him on. Shuffling one knee forward, followed by the other, draining the last reserves of energy that the object’s appearance could raise in him. He fell forward desperately reaching for the dark animal skin half buried in the sand, but just outside his grasp. He had to find out if it was empty or not.


  Raising himself to his elbows, he crawled forward, his fingers touching the soft leather sack. It was stuck in the sand, it had weight, it had contents. With the wonder and amazement came a last surge of strength. Hope! Always the last to die.


  Grasping the silver stopper, he dragged the flagon towards him; heavy, it needed all his effort. Hope! Sometimes lost, but never forgotten.


  It must be water, he thought. How is this here, who would have left such a treasure?


  It didn’t matter if it was clean or stale, only that it was liquid to release his swollen tongue, to open his constricted throat.


  Slowly, his mind told him, drink a little, only a little.


   


  Removing the stopper, he lay with his head to the side, twisting the tapered end of the sack downwards to let the liquid rush over his burnt and blistered lips, breaking the glue that stuck them closed. Draining into his mouth, his body shook with expectation. It was clear, it was cool and it was life.


  His hands shook uncontrollably while he swirled it around his mouth, freeing the sand and dirt from his tongue. Turning his head aside, he spat it out, almost in disgust, spitting away the hell of the past week with the grit and the dust. He tilted the neck again, letting it pour through open, greedy lips. Swallowing a little once, twice, three times, his throat opened and came alive. At the first touch of water, his mind jumped to full consciousness.


  Cool, sweet water. Nothing in his life had ever tasted so good! The stranger in robes on the dune. It was not a dream.


  His questions came again in a rush. But… Who is he? …Why leave this for me?


   


  Fariq


  ‘He should have been left there, it was God’s will...’


  Jarra could see the worry in Fariq’s furrowed brow.


  ‘... you are not a god,’ Fariq continued.


  Jarra tried to cover his smirk. He waited, knowing the next question, having had it thrown at him a thousand times before.


  ‘What makes you think you have the power over life?’


  Jarra inhaled the boiling aromas rising from the pot. Lifting it slightly to keep the simmering just right, the bubbles released their intoxicating scents in his face.


  The only thing more important than water in this world is coffee, Jarra thought.


  Fariq’s criticisms became a background blur behind the pleasure of creating his personal perfect brew.


  How else could we create this elixir of life without water? he asked himself. But then, how could man ever have lived so long without this God given pleasure, that only I know the secret to?


  He loved to question his own existence and his own world in these brief moments of introspection. At times like this, he wished for just a moment, that Fariq would shut up and leave him in peace.


  Taking long, deep breaths, his body came alive with the aromas rushing from his nostrils to his toes.


  Coffee! God’s gift to the civilised people of this world, he smiled again at his own joke.


  ‘If God had not wanted me to help that man, he would not have sent me there last night,’ Jarra said finally, sure that his blend had reached perfection.


  ‘And what now? You’ve condemned him to suffer another day, with Ra burning out his eyes and ripping the skin from his lips… and slowly too. Maybe you’re really following the will of the Evil One, whose name cannot be spoken? Did you ever think that?’


   


  Jarra settled himself in the warm sand. Moving his buttocks from side to side, he formed a comfortable pillow beneath his backside, settling himself for his personal ritual that he loved, his own ceremony to create the perfect coffee mix. His dark robes, now dust and sand stained, draped around his crossed legs.


  He looked up from the bubbling pot for the first time. He smiled to his friend, squatting beside him, remembering the timidity that was a part of his character. Fariq, always afraid to do anything in fear of upsetting one of his gods, he thought. Why is it he never seems to age? Has he been condemned to forever look like a teenager? Maybe his abstinence from decision making is what keeps him so young?


  ‘I’ve stopped trying to keep up with you and your deities,’ Jarra mumbled to himself. ‘If it’s not Ra, it’s Baal, if it’s not him it’s someone else, and if you can’t find anyone else to fear, you blame it all on “The One Whose Name Cannot Be Spoken.” You make my head spin, Fariq. What is his name anyway?’ He looked down to cover the grin he felt rising.


  Lucif... ahh... you see,’ said Fariq, shaking his finger in admonition, ‘not only are you tempting your fate and good standing with the gods, you’re also trying to corrupt me and have me thrown into the fiery pit of hell for eternity, for mentioning the name of the “Great Evil One.’


  ‘Now it’s “The Great Evil One!” That’s a new name. When did he come into being?’ Jarra tried hard to cover his laugh but didn’t quite succeed.


   


  Fariq sat in stony silence, broken only by the popping and crackling of the burning twigs beneath the coffee pot.


  Jarra slowly stirred the thickening liquid in the silver pot, raising and lowering it over the flame to keep it simmering, but careful not to let it boil over the edge and waste the precious treasure. He looked around at the unending undulating sand dunes, for just a moment, raising his face to the full blast of the sun.


  ‘Anyway, the fiery pit of hell can’t be much worse than this.’ The sharp intake of breath startled Jarra.


  ‘You cannot compare the land of the Holy One to the fiery pit that has no escape and no mercy, that belongs to him Whose Name Cannot be Uttered!’


  ‘Which Holy One are you referring to now, Fariq? Which holy god in their right mind would create such a place as this and call it heaven on earth?’


   


  The hot winds passed over their camp for a moment, reminding them both of the inferno waiting for them once they packed up and carried on with their journey into the desert.


  Jarra savoured the fragrance rising from the bubbling pot, already savouring the bittersweet ground coffee beans, the hint of crushed cardamon, and his own secret mix of spices that in his dreams saw him as a legend, with untold riches throughout the land. Once he could get someone to taste it. Lost in his dream of fame and world gratitude for a moment, he continued stirring in gently turning circles, watching the brown foaming bubbles rise to the lip of the pot before lifting it away from the flames.


   


  ‘It must be ready by now!’ Fariq said.


  Jarra smiled to himself; the expectation in Fariq’s eyes gave Jarra pleasure to tease him, to make him wait... just a little longer.


  He needed to savour the moment, the creation, the expectation of pleasure to come. He continued to hold the pot over the flame, simmering and stirring, one eye on Fariq and one on his black treasure.


  ‘I’ve heard tell of a place to the north, where clear sweet water bubbles out of the rocks. The people make channels in the ground, like this,’ he drew his stick in a deep gouge through the sand. ‘They direct the water to where they want it. Everyone has water! As much as they like! Wherever they want it! Can you picture that, Fariq? Can you? That is heaven! Where those people live is green, everywhere is green, and tall palms... ‘ he was lost for words trying to describe the wonder of his imagination. ‘Palms taller than ten men cover everything in cool shade, and no man walks with his face in the sun! That, my friend, is heaven.’


  ‘You’re speaking with words from He Who Cannot Be Named. You are tempting me to turn my back on the Holy One to search for your fairy tale in the air…’


  ‘It’s no fairy tale, I’ve heard it told by travellers that have been there, they’ve seen it, they know it’s real. Why would they lie?’


  ‘It is a fairy tale, like the mirage of the bountiful oasis always over the next dune. It’s a story told by men who’ve forgotten their history, who’ve turned their backs on their gods and spent too much time under the sun, reading the forbidden books.’


  ‘No book should ever be forbidden. If a man has felt it important enough to write down some essential knowledge, then no man should be refused the right to read it.’


  ‘There is only one book, Jarra, you know that. Come back with me to study the sacred scriptures, forget these books of Histories and Knowledge. Everything we need to know has been given to us in the sacred writing left by the gods.’


  ‘That worthless scroll you worship? Written by blind scribes and dictated by a power obsessed “Holy Man,” who only wanted to save his golden slippers from getting dirty when he had to run from the apes. No, you are wrong, Fariq; there is only one God, and he has spoken to me.’


  The audible gasp interrupted him. Fariq quickly bowed his head to the hot sand to chant his incantations against any evil presence.


  ‘You should listen to me. I heard his voice. I heard him last night. His voice whispered on the wind but thundered in my ears. My God has a purpose for this man, and I gave him my most precious treasure of water. If he lives or dies is now in the hands of my God, but I know here…’ he thumped his chest for emphasis, ‘Here, inside, I have done what my God asked me.’


  ‘It was the stranger’s cries that you heard on the wind, not God’s whispers. No good will come of this, you will see. Any man who cries to the winds for salvation is not a servant of the gods, he is a snake that crawls on his belly through the hot sand for eternity, and given only fear and death as his reward.’


   


  Jarra poured the thick black coffee slowly, delicately, into the battered brass bowls. Lost in his ceremony, he no longer heard Fariq’s criticisms.


  ‘How could you leave your water flagon to such a being? The skin that your mother has sewn, and decorated with her love for you, to keep you safe. She fixed those mirrors to it so that you would never lose it. So that you would never thirst.’


   


  ‘She’ll be happy knowing that I gave it to a traveller who would have died without my help,’ Jarra said with finality, passing Fariq the hot bowl lovingly in cupped hands.


  ‘He will die by tonight. He will drink all the water as soon as the sun comes up and then vomit it back into the sand. He is no traveller; he should have been left for the gods to decide on his life.’


  ‘My God did decide.’


  ‘If your god wanted him saved, why didn’t you bring him with you? Why leave him alone, to die a slow painful death walking in circles around the dunes? Ha! You see! I have you. Ha! There is no truth in your madness.’


  ‘My God spoke to me, Fariq, I know He did. And I was told only to leave the water. Maybe He has another test for the traveller, maybe it’s one of the thousand ordeals that man must endure before reaching the gates of shade and comfort. Maybe his test is harder than most for a reason.’


  ‘Yes, maybe he insulted one of the gods and was driven here to burn under the fiery inferno of Ra’s gaze.’


  ‘We will see. If he dies tonight, then I’ve lost my mother’s gift of love. But if he lives... then maybe, just maybe, it is a sign that the time of the animals is drawing to its end, and we may return to the lands of our ancestors, by the sea.’


  ‘Ha! And Ha again!’ Fariq stabbed his finger in Jarra’s direction. ‘I never understand why I continue to travel with you, Jarra. You live in your world of dreams, bring curses down upon my head for even listening to you, and tempt He Who Cannot Be Named to seek you out for special treatment. I just don’t know why I bother.’


  ‘Because I make you think, Fariq, and because life is never boring with me… and because I’m the only one that’ll put up with you,’ Jarra said with a grin. ‘Come, drink up, smell the aroma of my secret mixture that only I know, and people will one day pay a king’s ransom for, once we get to Om.’


  ‘Om! You said we were going to PEERA!’


  ‘I changed that plan three days ago, my friend. You really would be lost in this desert without me,’ Jarra said.
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  Chapter One


  The Archangel Michael appeared, regal as always, on the top step of the palace balcony overlooking Heaven’s meeting square. He paused, his eyes roaming over the crowd. Dressed in a deep blue, gauzy robe, his feet strapped in golden sandals, he descended the white marble stairs with his magnificent gray wings extended. His hand glided down the solid gold banister, a faint smile on his face.


  “I seek volunteers. The human species and not the dinosaurs will soon rule the Earth. The humans, or Ordinaries as we refer to them need our help.” His smooth voice projected over the assembled guardian angels. “The Council of Angels has requested we disperse to the Earth realm and watch for the birth of an Ordinary child. The fairies have proclaimed that an Ordinary girl will unite us and stop Armageddon. I met with King Oberon of the Summer Fairies’ court to glean any additional information. All he shared was that this human girl will be special. People will flock to her. She will be one with all Enlightens. Her task will be to get them to join her and stop the first fallen angel’s escape from his current prison and bringing Armageddon.”


  I looked around Heaven at those attending the meeting. Most of the Guardian angels had answered Michael’s call. The variation of wing colors took my breath away. Like a snowflake, no two wing shades were the same. The vibrant hues stood out even more against the whiteness surrounding us.


  A calm serenity washed over me as I listened to Michael’s voice. There was a pleading in his tone. Something I never heard before. The moment he said the word “fairy,” a vibration floated across my golden wings.


  “No one?” Michael asked. “It is your duty to watch over and protect the humans. It is what you were created for.” He scanned the crowd. “You’re going to deny your responsibility? I understand your hesitance to volunteer to travel to the Earth realm, when many of you have always guarded humanity from the safety of Heaven, but this is critical to both our and the human’s existence. I ask that you travel to the Earth’s realm and monitor your assigned child so we can avert Armageddon. If nothing arises by the time she turns eighteen, you’ll then be tasked with another. Until such time as she is found.”


  I frowned. The tranquility I felt, and the constant hum from the choir of angels, pushed at me. I couldn’t fathom ever leaving here—or Him—and felt sure the others shared my opinion as no one offered to go. Some of the angels in the crowd bowed their heads, dodging Michael’s probing eyes, while others wrapped their wings around themselves, shielding their bodies from his deep stare. Being an Archangel, he could see through their tactics.


  The vibration I felt in my wings moved into my body. A spark flared in my soul.


  Then, my arm rose. “I’ll go as He wishes.”


  “Thank you, Kieran.” Michael nodded. “Since you’re the first to volunteer, you will be the lead angel and report directly to me.” More hands slowly ascended, until a couple of dozen were held high in the air. “Carver, Trinity, Harper, and Nishan, as area lieutenants, you will convey all information to Kieran. The others, please sort yourselves into four groups for your assignments. Should you find any indication a girl has been born who may be who we’re looking for, let your area lieutenant know. The rest of you are dismissed, for now.”


  Some angels walked from the square, while others simply disappeared. They didn’t want to feel Michael’s disappointment any longer.


  “Each of the two groups will take an area of Earth.” Michael waved the leaders closer to him as he opened his palm. A sphere appeared. “Carver and Trinity, you are assigned to the western region. Harper and Nishan, the east.” He pointed to the land masses. “We don’t have much to go on and I don’t know what century she will be born in. But upon her birth, the gates of Hell will open and unleash masses of demons who will pave the way for Sammael’s escape the day the girl turns eighteen.”


  Michael drew in a breath, even though angels didn’t need to breathe. “He will bring Armageddon. So watch and learn as much as you can. If you prefer to remain unseen while you keep watch of your area, you may. Confirm the baby’s details with your lieutenant immediately, if a potential candidate is found by your angel group.”


  My arm rose again.


  “How, you wonder?” Michael continued without taking my question. “You’ll know. Believe me. You are Guardians and He has created you to protect against evil. As such, when someone is destined to do extraordinary things, you’ll instinctively be compelled to do everything in your power to protect them.”


  When he didn’t elaborate further, I along with the other lieutenants took it as a cue to leave.


  “Kieran, please hold. I want you to go where you think you are needed the most. There’s is nothing else I can share with you to assist with the preparation for this task. But know that I’ll always be here for your questions. The Council has requested I mentor you. They see great talent in you.” He placed his hand on my bicep. His touch soothing at first, then my skin under his palm warmed. When he removed his hand two silver iridescent wings with a golden triangle in the center had appeared on my bicep.


  I ran my fingers along the edge of the Triquetra symbol and it disappeared.


  I nodded to Michael and took one last look at my home, searing into my mind the massive building with towering white pillars, floating pathways made of stone and surrounded by a thin layer of soft white light. That was how Heaven looked to me. I didn’t know what picture others had created in their minds. It had never occurred to me to ask anyone before, and now it was too late. I’d be gone for at least eighteen years. Possibly longer as I moved from one potential girl to the next.


  I wondered how He would let us know if the girl was the one foretold. He could have the earth tell us. We could be drawn to her. I guess it really didn’t matter how he let us know in the end.


  “And Kieran?” Michael asked, breaking into my thoughts.


  “Yes?” I held my breath.


  “Demons will be hunting for her, too. Those who want to create chaos and death will work with them. Their numbers are currently low, but I fear as the time progresses and the Ordinaries population grows, so too will their numbers. As long as the demons know this girl exists, evil will attempt to destroy her and stop the prophecy. I don’t know what forms the evil will take, so be diligent and stay safe. Sammael is clever. Even caged, he still wields enormous power. Do not underestimate him.”


  “I won’t.” I drew my wings around me. “How will we know our assigned child?”


  “Their soul will call to you. You’ll have an inner pull that will lead you to them. This is your first time on Earth, yes?”


  I nodded.


  “You’ll need to acclimate to the surroundings before you are assigned a child. So for the first few rotations, you will only observe. When you believe you are ready, return to me. We will discuss what you’ve seen. You will have to learn much, as your time there may be extensive. I didn’t want to discourage the others from the mission, but I feel the girl we seek will not be born for a long time. Centuries even. But I could be wrong.” He placed his arm over my shoulder. “You will not be tasked with a child every cycle. My inner self tells me there is something special about you, Kieran. I believe you will be a great Guardian angel.”


  I drew a deep breath and nodded, absorbing Michael’s soothing aura.


  “I’m glad you volunteered, Kieran. I have made the correct choice in making you the leader. Something tells me you are destined to be the angel to find her. I cannot see your exact future, but I can see things that may impact your future.” He scanned my body. “Your appearance will do you well. I think the humans will find you pleasing to their eyes.”


  Time in Heaven was not measured, as angels had eternal life. Many were still as youthful as they had been since the beginning of creation. Some angels considered me young. since My face was like an older teenager, if you counted the ages of humans. While some angels changed their appearance as often as the sun rose, I kept my blond hair and blue eyes. I thought those colors went well with my fair skin and golden wings.


  “Your lieutenants will be able to hear you, and vice versa no matter where you are on Earth,” Michael said. “So if problems arise, you’ll know about it, and then so will I. I’ll help you as much as I can. This task may be lonely at times, but remember He is always with you.” He embraced me, looked me in the eyes, and nodded. “You’ll figure it out.”


  And then, I was dismissed.


  What had I gotten myself into? I’d never left the safety of Heaven. I’d never been away from Him. I’ve never even had the inkling of a need to be anywhere but here. And now I’d be gone for who knows how long.


  I wasn’t sure what had made me raise my hand to volunteer, but something had. Maybe He made me do it, and I was here for a greater purpose. Who was I, a lowly servant, to question Him?


   


  Chapter Two


  Fifteen hundred and eighteen


  I knew nothing of Earth or its occupants. Other Guardian angels observed the new species of Homo sapiens when they first walked the Earth, but I had no interest in them. My lieutenants told me stories of cave dwellers, fire and breathtaking landscapes. And that’s what drew my attention. Nature.


  This task had me doing many new things. I still didn’t understand why I had raised my hand. As I floated down from the skies, massive animals and very few humans roamed the lands. Those who did, lived in packs.


  Floating from place to place, figuring out what plants, trees, and lakes were made of helped pass the days. While I had no charge to watch over—there was much to learn—I gained knowledge of time, the changing of seasons, and the concept of night and day. As time passed, the large creatures no longer inhabited the lands, making way for more and more Ordinaries.


  I had taken to heart Michael’s advice. In time, I loved the views: cascading mountains, dry deserts, and vast oceans. It was seeing these different landscapes that drove me to explore the Earth and exactly who and what inhabited it, even though none of the humans saw me. I felt no urge to meander physically on the land. I preferred to remain invisible and float on the breeze. Each of my lieutenants oversaw their areas with little complaint. They checked in and informed me that none of their charges was the one whom we searched for. Girls were born and died, many before the age of eighteen.


  Eventually, I wanted to experience grass under my feet, the sun on my skin, and the wind in my hair, as the Humans did. When I finally materialized so the humans could see me, the Earth was too loud for my ears. I cringed. Beasts tore each other apart for food. The humans gathered what they needed to survive, traveled the land in search of their next meal, and slept when they could. Their lives never deviated. It was mundane, actually.


  My travels between the extreme hot and cold temperatures didn’t bother me, since I felt neither but I could if I wanted to. What I did enjoy was the wind that would sweep across my face and feathers. It gave me the desire to fly, to feel the jet streams under my wings. And then I heard a voice.


  “Kieran, go to Egypt. You will know of the girl when you near Nile Delta.” Michael’s strong voice sounded in my mind.


  As Michael directed, I floated toward the city. Something pulled at me. Small dots littered the landscape as I approached. They were huts on the sand with dark-skinned people milling about. A mighty river ran across the countryside near the city. It provided the humans with nourishment, food, and other necessities. I needed to understand these new surroundings and learn the ways of this vastly different culture to that of the people I watched who lived in the caves. The language and actions of these humans baffled me. I’d have to study the words they spoke and the symbols they made on walls.


  But there was an evil here, someplace. I could feel it deep in my wings.


  Remaining invisible I landed next to a small child who ran around the banks, near her mother, who was washing rags in the river. The woman scrubbed and then laid the material on a rock to dry in the sun’s heat. Sweet giggles filled the air. The little girl’s smile was infectious and other children flocked to her.


  She was somehow special.


  Days passed and the humans did the same thing every day. The men would go to work on the triangle building. Large boulders would be cut, polished and then hauled into place. It took all the men to move one square-shaped rock. They labored from sun up to sun down.


  The women cooked, cleaned, and did the washing. The children helped their mothers. They sometimes had time to play after helping the women who tended the fields and grew food.


  Once a week, a delivery cart would be pushed down the hill from the temple and distribute one loaf of bread to each family. They lived in harsh conditions, with scorching temperatures during the day, huts that didn’t provide much shelter in the extreme cold night, and ate very little of substance.


  I watched as the self-proclaimed leader of the land lived in a solid stone building, which was much cleaner and grander than his subjects. He called himself a Pharaoh. He had fine clothes, more food, and didn’t work. It was he who ordered a temple to be built and declared himself a god.


  But I knew better. He was no god. My God wouldn’t let his children suffer in a way that broke my heart seeing them in bare living conditions.


  As months passed, the girl grew older. At twelve she was more well-spoken that those many years her senior. Young and old humans called her charismatic and many stopped to hear her speak. Late night meetings began to take place with her taking the spotlight. Hushed whispers echoed throughout the growing community.


  The people’s poor living environment worsened, but that didn’t break their spirit. A man spoke out against the Pharaoh. He refused to worship him as a god and encouraged others to follow his lead and worship a different, more merciful god. The girl listened to the preacher and rallied the t families who were hesitant to join the rebellion.


  To quash the uprising, the Pharaoh dictated longer labor hours for the men. He disbanded all gatherings and stopped the distribution of bread. Still the rebellion grew in strength and eventually the people turned on the Pharaoh and chose to worship a new God. They were told they were the chosen Israelites and had been wrongfully enslaved.


  I knew that inside the Pharaoh’s heart and mind evil resided. Lust, power, and the whispers of the devil drove him to pour his hatred onto the people. He treated them as slaves which wore them down physically, but he never broke the will. Their minds remained strong.


  Weeks passed and the Pharaoh’s resentment grew.


  God’s word touched the leader, Moses, and his brother. They proclaimed to be His messengers. They told everyone to trust them and God, as He would lead them out of their life of slavery.


  Over the months, more angels descended upon the land, remaining invisible, keen to watch the battle unfolding between Pharaoh and the leader. Angels hadn’t seen war in eons. Not since the time the angels first fell from the heavens.


  I listened when God spoke to the leader’s brother and foretold the first of ten plagues designed to free the slaves. I prepared myself for the coming destruction, while continuing to hope the humans would survive. Should they place their trust in the man who had God’s ear, they would be fine.


  The people flocked to the river to witness the brother of the leader using his fishing rod to defile the water. He turned it red. The fish died and the river smelled of death. The people then had no drinkable or usable water. The first plague had come.


  The Pharaoh’s magicians replicated the plague, claiming that high and low tides occurred monthly when the water resembled blood. They claimed the Egyptian god Khnum, the guardian of the Nile; Hapi the spirit of the Nile; and Osiris, the god of the underworld were insulted by this false plague.


  The Pharaoh refused to listen to the leader’s demands to release the Israelites.


  Even after plagues of frogs, gnats, and flies spread across the land, the Pharaoh would not let the people leave.


  I watched the little girl who I came to know as Rahabi, rally her kinsmen.


  Livestock died, a plague of hail pounded the land, and then locusts covered the skies.


  The Pharaoh still would not back down.


  Then the plague of darkness fell.


  Rahabi became the beacon of light; hope for the people.


  I believed the lack of sun or moon for days would force the Pharaoh to change his mind, but it didn’t. The devil had taken hold of Pharaoh’s mind. I felt his evil spread across the land. I didn’t realize that the devil controlling the Pharaoh was the original fallen angel, Sammael.


  “I have a new plan,” The Pharaoh’s top adviser announced. “This that will ensure your subjects to return to their work.”


  “Speak, and let me hear,” the Pharaoh said.


  “Your people must be overcome by grief for their own family members.” The advisor waved his hand across the Pharaoh’s face. He didn’t blink for a long time. Then I watched as darkness swept through his body. “Kill all the females under the age of five.”


  This was a ploy for Sammael to stop the girl from the prophecy living to eighteen. We would have to be diligent and aware of our surroundings, now that I knew Sammael was involved. The Archangels had locked him in a blessed cage when they defeated him centuries ago, so someone else must be doing his bidding. That or else he was so powerful he could manipulate people from his prison.


  One night while the land was still bathed in darkness, a guard entered the Rahabi’s hut and swung his sword across her neck. Though I admired her, I couldn’t stop her death. In my heart, I knew she wasn’t the girl in the prophecy, we were not to intervene in any girls’ life, unless there was a sliver of a chance she was the one whom we searched for. Still, her death weighed heavily on my mind and heart.


  During the time spent watching her bake bread with her mom daily and following her to the river to wash clothes I had created a connection with her. I remembered the lone curl she constantly fiddled with because it wouldn’t lay in the same direction as the others, and how her right eye had more tan speckles than the left.


  I didn’t know if I could continue to guard humans only to sit hopelessly by and watch them die at the hands of this evil spreading across the Earth. I was created to protect humans. That was why I was a Guardian angel and not a Choir angel.


  As the people grieved and the girl’s family mourned, it became clear I couldn’t stand by and do nothing while evil continued to drain the good from these humans. I was unable to step in and save the humans from death, but I was able to do something. These humans must to continue fight for their freedom and stand against their oppressor.


  Then the tenth plague was upon us.


  Through the leader of the people, God declared the death of firstborns to people and cattle. He assigned a Guardian angel to each Israelite’s family that would be spared. I stood in the company of a family as God’s wrath swept the area. The door of each hut was marked with lamb’s blood and an invisible angel’s mark.


  The next day, a deep grief encompassed the Pharaoh as his son was killed. He then finally allowed the people leave.


  It had taken ten brutal plagues from God to win the battle against the devil who whispered into Pharaoh’s ear.


  From that day forward, I remained resilient and watchful. Sammael had proven he would do unspeakable things to turn people against God. I now understood the depths of both their actions. The devil would stop at nothing to destroy the child who would prevent his release from prison halt Armageddon.


   


   


  Chapter Three


  That first child’s death made me rethink my task. I thought I knew what I’d gotten myself into when I raised my hand. My assignment to watch, listen, and protect was far harder than I could ever imagined. The girl’s death changed me somehow and hardened my heart. I didn’t want to do this anymore and that was what took me back to Heaven.


  When I arrived in Heaven there were no other angels were around. I was thankful for the solitude. Then the hushed melody from the choir of angels soothed my mind. I hovered for a long time, soaking in the warmth and letting it feed my soul.


  I was home.


  I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. Did I even want to know? Probably not. I didn’t want to be around anyone. I didn’t want to speak to any other angels. Whatever they had to say, wouldn’t change my mind, and it wouldn’t bring the girl back. I had never attempted to search for her soul. I had contemplated it many times, but always I thought better of it. I wanted her soul to remain at peace.


  My lieutenants checked in with me a few times after I arrived back in Heaven, but that didn’t provide me with the amount of time that was passing on Earth. The only way I’d know was to return there. And I wasn’t about to do that.


  As time passed I grew restless. The time came when I had finally mustered the courage to seek out Michael. I didn’t have to look far.


  “Am I disturbing you?” a voice asked. “If you’d rather remain alone, I understand.”


  I whirled to confirm who had spoken and saw no one, but knew who belonged to that voice.


  “No, Michael. I would welcome any advice you can give.”


  He appeared next to me, his wings invisible.


  He patted my shoulder. “My first experience with evil and death still haunts me. It pained me to strike against my own brethren in the Battle of the Fallen, so I know exactly what you’re going through. I’m pleased to see you again. It’s been a while.”


  “I couldn’t remain on Earth any longer. I had to leave” I hung my head low so Michael wouldn’t see my eyes. “I’m not sure I’m cut out for this mission.”


  “And it’s because you feel that way, I know you are. If what you saw hadn’t affected you, I’d be worried. You’re a gentle soul, Kieran, and one of the finest Guardian angels.”


  “My heart can’t take feeling the human’s pain and knowing I can’t do anything about it. I’m powerless to halt the spread of evil, and unable to prevent Sammael from harming the humans.”


  “While that is true, I’m only hearing negative thoughts from you. You must focus on what you can do, which is to be there for the humans. They are a resilient species. Most have good intentions and their hearts are in the right place. It’s those who flounder and become lost that we must help and steer them from the path that leads to darkness.”


  I took a deep breath. “Will you tell me about the Battle of the Fallen? If it’s too painful to share . . . I’m sorry. That’s private. I should never have asked—”


  “Nonsense. You can ask me anything. I am your mentor. If I don’t share my experiences, you won’t learn from my mistakes.”


  Michael placed an arm around my shoulders and we started walking down a path through of clouds. “After Earth was created, most angels were happy with their existence. A few were not; they wanted more. So He created the humans. The angels who felt that they needed a different path took the responsibility to watch over the newly created man. The angels were intrigued by this species who lived such short lives, when we live forever. But soon He took more notice of his new children and a few angels grew to hate them. It was a new emotion, as our hearts had only ever been filled with pureness. Luciel—”


  “The Seraph angel?” I asked.


  “Yes. Luciel led the charge against Him and all the peaceful angels. As head Archangel for the Council, I was charged with stopping the rebellion. But Luciel was strong and convincing. He had swayed many angels to stand by his side and fight with him. It pained me to order the strike against him as we were inseparable for many eons. He was the closest I had to what humans call a best friend.”


  “Aren’t all angels supposed to be our best friends?”


  “Some have a greater pull. It’s hard to explain if you’ve never felt it. It’s like we were a part of each other. I would have laid down my existence for Luciel.”


  I nodded, even though I didn’t understand. No other angel in Heaven shared that bond with me.


  “The sides were drawn, and we needed to take up arms. Luciel was contaminating Heaven with ugly thoughts. He wanted the humans gone and was about to take all of his followers to annihilate them. I had just finished gathering my team when I learned of his plan. We met on the battlefield in the skies.”


  Michael stopped, looked around and then sat on a cloud in the shape of a bench.


  “We don’t talk much about the Battle of the Fallen because not many of us who witnessed it are left,” he continued. “And those who did, don’t want to be plagued with those harsh memories.”


  I wiped a tear from my eye. The way Michael had told the story—my own imagination filled in the gaps. My soul ached for the angels on both sides. Many angels’ souls were snuffed out of existence. And that should never happen.


  “How did you stop Luciel?” I asked.


  “Before I answer that, let me back up a bit. The battle was not going to plan. Our side thought we could reason with Luciel, but he had different ideas. He struck first, killing angels. That’s when we realized that not only did he truly believe in what he told his followers, but that he would do anything to get what he wanted. Even kill his own brethren.


  “I called all the Archangels to battle. For a time, we were winning and halted their descent to Earth. But then Luciel did something unexpected. Until that point, he had stayed clear of me and only fought other angels. He confronted me. We came face to face and were equally matched.”


  “You say that like he’s still alive.”


  “He is. Very much so. You know him as Sammael. He took that name when we locked him in the cage and proclaimed his revenge.”


  “How did he get there?”


  “I drew my sword against him and we fought. We parried for a long time. Neither of us able to gain the upper hand. I was unaware what else was going on during the battle as my mind was focused solely on him. I was oblivious to the fact the Seraph angels had joined in the battle until I felt the presence of Grace, the lead Seraph angel. She assisted me. She used her Seraph Sword to strike Luciel’s wing. He screamed, and was clearly in unimaginable pain which made him falter. I had no idea their swords could do that kind of damage. The Seraph angels don’t come out often, so we don’t know a much about their powers. The other Seraph angels descended around him, pointing their swords at his throat. His followers stopped fighting when they saw he had been captured. More Archangels surrounded him. They each plucked a feather from Luciel’s black wings, leaving him with only a single white one remaining. Grace molded the black feathers into the holy metal of Luciel’s own sword, and infused it with Angel Light.”


  “So Luciel, I mean Sammael, doesn’t have wings?”


  “Yes and no. When the Angel Light took hold of Luciel, it created a sphere-like prison made of himself. Because the Light came from Grace herself, he was unable to escape. The Archangels banished him to a realm lower than Earth to carry out his sentence, which I took him to. Luciel used the ‘el’ from his name and created the name for his new residence: Hell.


  “But there is always a loophole to everything. He couldn’t stay locked forever. Eventually he could be let out. With that lone feather, he would regenerate his wings over time, but not enough to allow him to escape. And that is where the prophecy is foretold.


   


  Glory!


  Babe born.


  First and last.


  Heaven and unto Earth.


  Receives the highest in jubilation.


  Enlightens will unite, they shall band.


  Triumph be if darkness is driven back.


  Help found who love, the world will stand.


   


  “Hope, Kieran, is a wonderful emotion. For your next charge, you should walk in their shoes to understand this,” Michael said. “Hope is a valuable thing. For some, it’s all they have. It’s all we had before, during, and after the Battle, and we continue to carry that hope with us.”


  I nodded.


  “Become an Ordinary. Lose the wings. You’ll still retain all of your angelic powers. You can manipulate your appearance if you choose, but you’ll will need a believable back story when you appear to her. I’ll leave you to determine that. I’m sure you can come up with the rest.”


  Then Michael disappeared, leaving me to my solitude once again.


  “I’ll always be here to guide you. Remember that, Kieran.” Michael’s voice echoed in my mind.


  I pondered what he had said. It was true that I had been dwelling on the negative when I should have been concentrating on ways to help the Ordinaries.


  Resolved, I departed Heaven to search for my next charge.
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  THE BIRTH OF THE IMMORTAL QUEEN


  Katherine Bogle


  The metallic shrill of trumpets announced the arrival of foreign royalty. Haven stood from her seat, the legs of her chair scraping across the polished marble floor. The flutter of her brother’s tailored coat whispered at her side, and her sister’s jewelled collar jingled humourlessly as she hopped up. She smiled, shooting a glance at the gleeful Astrid, who beamed at the long procession. Unlike her younger sister, Haven had never been fond of glamorous dinners and regal meetings.


  Guards clad in armour paraded across the red carpet, dispersing to reveal a tall man with brown hair and freckled skin. Silver and gold rings refracted light across his tan face as he raised a hand in greeting.


  “Announcing, the king in his most vile robes yet,” her brother, Marcel, mocked in his singsong voice. Haven repressed a giggle, but her grin would not be tamed.


  “Announcing King Brae of Salander, and his heir, Prince Emeril.” Trumpets lowered, the squire’s piercing voice echoed off the rafters high in the vaulted ceiling. The main throne room was lined with candles. Soldiers stood guard at the surrounding stonewalls. Red Rythern banners hung from the rafters, a gold R stitched into their centers.


  “King Keane!” Brae bellowed, opening his arms to Haven’s mother and father.


  “King Brae.” Her father grinned, flashing white teeth under his red-tinged beard. “Good to see you.” They nodded to each other before embracing, her father nearly a head taller than the foreign king. Haven’s mother stood nearby, smiling widely, her blue eyes wandering from the king, to the prince. Her bronze skin glowed in the candlelight.


  “My Emeril has grown,” Astrid whispered. Haven glanced at her sister, catching Astrid’s curly brown hair and blue eyes alight with admiration for the Prince. Astrid always had a crush on Haven’s childhood friend.


  “Of course he has,” Haven said. Her sister, being a few years younger, didn’t know the young prince like she did, but still she regarded Emeril with wide doe eyes and pink cheeks. “It’s been years since you’ve seen him.”


  “He’s so handsome,” Astrid whispered back.


  Haven scoffed and rolled her eyes in Marcel’s direction. Her shaggy-haired brother chuckled and grinned at them both.


  With the kings taking their seats at the head of the throne room turned dining hall, the rest of the room sat, the murmur of conversation passing through the crowd of at least fifty. Every few months Salander’s royal family visited, but with the death of King Brae’s wife it had been nearly a year since the last gathering.


  Servers dashed through the large wooden doors of the throne room, silver plates atop their hands. They ran to the furthest side of the room first, serving the kings and queen before moving on to their royal children. Haven leaned back as she waited.


  “Royal feasts are always so boring.” Marcel sighed, twisting his knife with his fingers, point against the red clothed table.


  “They’re a necessity for royal children.” Astrid huffed, glaring blue daggers.


  “Did you quote that directly from mother?” Haven laughed and took a sip of wine, bitter red slipping through her lips and tickling her throat. At the head of the room, where the throne typically rested, Prince Emeril of Salander chatted idly with their nation’s heir to the throne, Haven’s eldest brother, Lucian. In his gold trimmed suit, he was thin as a pole compared to the broad-shouldered Salander prince.


  “I did not!” Astrid snapped.


  “I think she did, sister.” Marcel laughed, the sound carrying through the hollow room, startling a few nearby guests. “Perhaps we should skip the feast all together.” Marcel met her amber gaze with a wicked grin. Mischief took over his face, and Haven’s heart pounded faster.


  “Skip your duties?” Astrid gasped.


  “What do you have in mind, Brother?” Haven beamed. Her skin itched with anticipation. Anything was better than hours of dinner and idle conversation.


  “We could take a little horse ride, perhaps head to see Yorick in town,” Marcel suggested, shrugging his wide shoulders.


  “Is that your friend who’s always sneaking into the castle at night?” Haven asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “The very same.”


  “Why not?” Haven said, glancing at the head of the long dining table. Her parents didn’t spare them a glance. “Let’s go while they’re busy with King Brae.”


  Marcel leapt to his feet, nearly sending his chair into a passing server. He grinned and bowed in apology before standing tall, towering to his full height. The server took off without a second glance. He was six feet at sixteen, nearly as tall as their father. Marcel placed his fists on his hips. “Come on, sister.” Taking her hand, Marcel led Haven from the grand hall, leaving Astrid to protest in their wake.


  Bunching her maroon dress in one hand, Haven suppressed a giggle as they escaped into the corridor. Passing lines of servers and maids, they ran. Heart beating loudly in her ears, Haven followed Marcel to the courtyard beyond the hall. Servants, noblemen and guards dodged as they careened past, taking the stairs two at a time. Pale stone steps led down to a second courtyard, shrouded on either side by pine trees.


  In the main yard at the base of the steps, more guards roamed, and the two royal children slipped by to the tall, brown building just inside the gates. The stables reeked of manure, and a few brown stallions grazed outside, tethered to a long pole protruding from the earth.


  Bursting through the stable doors, Marcel grabbed his saddle. Haven followed, shutting the door quietly behind them. Soft chuffs filled the space. Nearly twenty stallions and strong mares remained in their pens, waiting for their master’s return. Marcel prepped his black stallion immediately while Haven waited patiently, letting her brother saddle her gray mare as well before handing her the reins.


  “Ready?” He grinned.


  “Ready.” Haven smiled back.


  “Where on earth do you think you’re going?”


  Haven started, spinning to see Lucian, brown hair tousled, and blue eyes ablaze. He stalked toward them, his black boots clicking on the stone floor. Her palms grew slick with sweat. Not now.


  “Brother!” Marcel’s voice hitched louder. He hadn’t expected Lucian to follow.


  “We’re in the middle of a feast and you’re taking off to the stables.” Lucian crossed his arms over his chest, the golden buttons of his suit winking at her. “Why?”


  “You know how I loathe these feasts.” Marcel sighed loudly, sagging against the wall like a child. Haven hid her smile.


  “Don’t be angry with us, Lucian. We just wanted a little fun,” she pouted, widening her eyes and furrowing her brow. Marcel might not be able to get them out of trouble, but she knew Lucian couldn’t resist her doe eyes and pouted lip.


  Lucian’s scowl softened. He scratched his head awkwardly and shifted from foot to foot. “I know they’re boring, but it is our duty to attend.”


  “We will attend. Given a small reprieve,” Marcel said.


  “Please Brother,” Haven pled.


  “Fine.” Lucian rolled his eyes. “You two are insatiable. Where are we off to?”


  “We?” Marcel balked. His eyes went wide.


  “Yes, we. I won’t have you both getting into any more trouble.” Lucian glared as if to say do-not-argue-this.


  “All right, Lucian.” Marcel sighed in defeat, waving his brother off while he tightened the straps on Haven’s mare. “Get your horse.”


  Lucian crossed the stables, picking his saddle off the wall before fastening it tightly to a white stallion. He swung up, perching gracefully atop his steed. Haven and Marcel mounted theirs next, right after Haven found a suitable pair of riding boots. They were too big, wide around her legs and feet, but they’d do.


  Clapping her heels against her mare, Haven eased out of the stall.


  Leading them from the stable and into the lower courtyard, Lucian directed the trio to the castle gates. “Where are we off to?” he called back, the clop of hooves nearly drowning him out.


  “Yorick’s,” Marcel said.


  Lucian didn’t say a word, only scoffed at their destination. Haven held back a grin, while Marcel scowled at Lucian’s back. He’d never approved of Marcel’s friends.


  Stonewalls towered overhead as they passed through the open gates. The large wooden doors, held together with metal straps, lay against the wall, two guards standing against each, giving the passing royals a nod as they went.


  Haven tapped her heels lightly against her mare’s sides. She trotted up beside Lucian, unable to hide the mischief that danced behind her eyes.


  “Shall we make this interesting?” she asked. Excitement bubbled in her chest.


  Marcel was quick to join. “Interesting?”


  Lucian spared her a curious glance.


  “Yes.” Haven grinned. “First to Yorick’s is the winner. Whoever comes in last must muck the stalls when we return.”


  Lucian’s face twisted in disgust while Marcel beamed. “A race! Excellent idea, sister.”


  “I hope you can keep up!” Haven urged her mare forward, snapping her leather reins and digging her heels into the horse’s sides. The mare whinnied and took off at a gallop, her pace jumping quickly into a sprint.


  Wind rushed against her face, and tore at her hair and clothes. Haven laughed, her heart beating wildly as she glanced over her shoulder. Marcel was on her heels, his black stallion’s nose huffing at her tail. Lucian brought up the rear. She could win this.


  Turning back in her saddle, Haven whipped the reins, urging her mare around a narrow turn. Stone shops and homes passed by in a blur. Towns folk leaped out of the way as she rode, dodging pedestrians and carts left in the street. She raced faster and faster, her heart racing with her. Turning hard, she directed her mare into the city center, laughing all the while.


  When they’d made it to midtown, Marcel and Lucian were still behind, but gaining fast. She needed a short cut, some way to get ahead of the game. She wrinkled her nose – she would not be stuck mucking stalls tonight.


  A narrow, dirt path between short stone homes with wooden roofs came into view. She grinned, bracing herself in her saddle. She could make it. Jerking her reigns up, Haven urged her mare from the cobblestone streets, and into the alley. The clop of hooves quieted.


  She emerged on the other side, Marcel on her tail, but Lucian nowhere in sight.


  “Let’s go girl!” Haven called down to her mare, grinning as she caught Marcel’s wild amber gaze over her shoulder. He winked. He thought he was going to win. Haven couldn’t allow that.


  Pushing back to the street, Haven weaved between carts. A shadow passed above, and the white belly of Lucian’s stallion flew overhead. He hit hard, inches away from Haven’s gray mare. Blue skies, how could he have gotten the jump on them?


  “That’s the best you can do?” Lucian called to Marcel.


  “I’ll show you the best I can do!” Marcel laughed, the snap of his reins barely audible above the wind in her ears.


  Turning into an open square, a brass church bell rang to their right. Haven reached to cover her ears, vision blurring, and skull aching. Her horse startled, its hooves digging into the street. Her heart fell to her stomach as a large black dog jumped into their path. Haven grabbed for the reigns, but they slipped from her grasp. The mare whinnied and reared. The air whooshed from her lungs. Haven sailed through the air; flying from the horse’s back.


  Haven barely had time to gasp. The blue sky spun overhead, white clouds above. Her body hit the ground hard, her head cracking off the stone. The clambering of hooves echoed across the street. Her ears rang and she blinked slowly at the clouds. Blood welled in her hair. The whole world spun. Hooves clapped near, steady and insistent, sending pebbles flying through the air. Someone screamed, and then there was blinding pain.


  Her world went dark.


   


  Dizzy blurs of color came to life. Whispers sprung all around. Pounding in her head grew louder and louder until she squeezed her eyes shut, keeping out the light. What had happened? Slowly the hammering ceased. She blinked, light turning to color, and color to shape. Her entire body ached, and her head swam.


  Warm arms encircled her, cradling her and rocking back and forth. Something wet amassed on her forehead and cheek, while soft, warm drops hit her hair.


  Haven blinked harder, pulling from the blur in her mind. The street was crowded with people, horses and worried faces. Stone buildings rose behind them, circling the square like sentinels watching over them.


  Lucian stood nearby, his back facing her and hands gripping his hair.


  “Why, why, why?” Lucian repeated over and over. His voice broke.


  Why was her brother so distressed? Worry flooded her chest. What had happened? Had someone been hurt? They’d just been playing a game.


  She blinked the haze from her eyes.


  Her fingers twitched to life, gently resting on the arm that circled her waist. The arms stiffened, and pulled back abruptly.


  “Haven?” Marcel gasped. He looked down upon her with blood shot amber eyes, and a tear tracked face. Her brows furrowed. Why was he crying? Haven blinked back at him slowly, her lips curving into a frown. “Haven, you’re alive?” Marcel gripped her tightly, his arms crushing her shoulders and ribs.


  Haven gasped in pain, her abdomen burning. His hold loosened quickly. “Marcel?” she croaked. Her mouth and lips were dry. “What’s going on?”


  The trot of hooves nearby slowed, and someone shouted as they pushed through the crowd.


  “Haven!” her mother cried. Townsfolk parted to let the queen through. Denica emerged wide-eyed in the empty space surrounding them. She closed the gap between the crowd and the royals, collapsing by Haven’s side. Her hands flew to Haven’s cheeks, fingers sweeping hair from her face, and then holding her steady. Haven’s eyes stung and she blinked back tears.


  “My Haven!” Denica’s blue eyes held hers. Long brown hair brushed Haven’s cheeks and she smiled. She was so beautiful; angular features over olive skin. “Are you alright?”


  “What happened?” her father’s deep voice bellowed.


  Haven glanced up to find Keane towering over Lucian, who cowered under the intense gaze of the king.


  “We-we were riding and–” Lucian stammered, brows furrowing, eyes welled with tears. King Keane cut him off with a growl.


  “What were you thinking? How could you bring your thirteen-year-old sister on a crazed race through the city?” the king snapped. He narrowed his gaze.


  Haven glanced between her mother and Marcel. Both of them tried to shield her from her father’s rage.


  Their horses clicked the ground with their hooves. Suddenly, Haven remembered what had happened. Wind rushed against her skin as they raced the streets, the mare’s sides heaving beneath her thighs as they ran. Then, a church bell rang and a dog ran into the street. She’d been thrown from its back, leaving her to be trampled by her brothers.


  “How am I alive?” Haven murmured. Her eyes widened. Specks of blood dirtied Lucian’s white stallion. How was this possible?


  Denica shook her head and wiped the tears from her cheeks.


  “We need to get Haven back to the castle,” the queen said. Marcel nodded and hoisted Haven from the ground. Her head spun and she wrapped her arms around his neck. He carried Haven away from her father’s shouts, and Lucian’s stammered explanations. Denica followed close behind, murmuring reassurances until they deposed her in a cart.


   


  When Haven returned to the castle, she wasn’t allowed to walk, let alone part from Marcel. Her brother didn’t leave her side, carrying her from the courtyard to the infirmary, staying with her even when the doctors and nurses tried to shoo him away. He held her hand, whispering to her that she’d be okay all the while.


  But Haven still didn’t understand. How could she possibly be alive? She’d been trampled. No person could survive that, and yet she hadn’t a scratch on her. Only her bloody dress could prove she’d been maimed.


  The doctors soon left, the nurses following, utterly puzzled looks hovering on their faces. Haven watched and listened, her brows pulled together. Even as they shut the door and spoke to her mother in the hall, she sat up and stuck her ear against the wall.


  “She should be dead,” a doctor said.


  “It’s a miracle she isn’t,” Denica snapped back.


  “It isn’t a miracle, Lady Queen.”


  “What are you saying?”


  Haven’s gaze found her brother’s. He stared back with the same amber eyes, worry clouding his normally happy expression.


  “I’m saying, she isn’t normal,” the doctor continued, his voice raised. Not normal? How?


  “Keep your voice down!” her mother hissed.


  Clicks echoed in the hall and their voices retreated. Marcel stood from his chair at her bedside and crossed the small room. Taking the thick maroon curtains in hand, he slung them shut. They billowed against the window, propped slightly open to allow a breeze. The warm afternoon light died, shrouding them in darkness broken only by the candles at her bedside.


  “You should get some rest,” he said.


  Haven nodded, slipping back beneath the thin, white sheet. Marcel sat by the window, his gaze locked on the only door.


  She watched the creases of his face. What was he thinking? Did he think her an aberration? If even the doctor said she wasn’t normal, could he be right? Haven shook her head and pulled the soft silk to her chin. She closed her eyes and wallowed in silence.


   


  A knock at the door startled her from sleep. Haven blinked into the dim light. Red settled over her skin and lit the fiery ends of her curls. Those weren’t her usual curtains.


  Rubbing sleep from her eyes, she peered around the infirmary. Marcel dozed beside her in a chair, his face tilted back to the ceiling. The candles at her bedside dripped wax over the small wooden table, leaving a pile on the floor.


  Two more raps on the door.


  “Come in,” Haven said quietly, clearing her throat. She glanced from the door to her brother, hoping she wouldn’t wake him.


  Prince Emeril of Salander cracked the door, peeking in with tentative blue-green eyes. Haven started in surprise. What was the Prince doing here? Glancing at her brother, she motioned him in anyway.


  “I’m sorry to disturb you, Princess,” he said, glancing between her and the sleeping Marcel. “I just wanted to make sure you were alright.”


  Hardly fifteen, the prince was as handsome as Astrid had said, with tan skin, rich brown hair, and startlingly beautiful eyes. He smiled as she motioned for him to sit, and kept quiet as he pulled up a chair.


  “I’m fine,” she said, both surprised and confused to find that to be true. Though she must have suffered multiple bone breaks and contusions, here she was, perfectly fine after a restful afternoon.


  “You had quite the fall,” Emeril said, shifting to get comfortable.


  Haven shrugged. “So they tell me.”


  “Did you win at least?”


  “Excuse me?” Haven blinked in confusion.


  “The race. Did you win?”


  Haven couldn’t help the smile that leaped to her face. “Of course.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Emeril chuckled quietly.


  When his laugh died, Haven glanced awkwardly around the room, unsure what to say next. Haven had hardly been alone with the prince since they were children. She’d always been fond of their time together, but it had been years since they were frequent playmates. What should she say to an old friend she didn’t quite know anymore?


  “How is Salander?” she asked when the silence became too much to bear.


  Emeril shrugged and leaned back in his seat, dropping his heel on his knee. “The same as it’s always been. If you come visit again, you could see for yourself.”


  Haven quirked an eyebrow, unsure if this was an invitation, or simply the statement from an old friend. She didn’t get to ask. The infirmary door swung open, cracking off the stone wall, and in came her mother.


  Denica parted her lips to speak, but paused by the door, her widened gaze on Emeril. She glanced between the two before nodding politely to the prince, a mischievous smile at her lips.


  “Prince Emeril,” she said. “How good of you to visit Haven.”


  “Of course,” he said, standing to bow to her mother.


  “I do need to speak with my daughter, and son,” her mother continued, hesitating by the door. Marcel had snapped awake at her loud entrance. He blinked blearily back and forth at everyone in the room; most likely wondering when they’d all come in.


  “Certainly.” Emeril nodded, giving Haven one last smile before saying his goodbyes.


  Once he was gone, Denica snapped the shades open, flooding the room in bright evening light. Haven winced and squinted into the sun dying behind the distant mountains. Denica replaced the prince on his chair, her skirts rustling as she crossed one leg over the other. Marcel collected himself enough to join Haven in her curious, but confused look.


  “What is it, Mother?” Marcel asked, wiping sleep from his eyes.


  “There’s something I need to tell Haven. You should know as well, Marcel.” Denica paused, avoiding both of their gazes by watching the sun.


  “Well, what is it?” Marcel prodded, shifting uncomfortably.


  “Do you remember when you were little, Haven, you fell into the river in the mountains at our summer home?” Denica asked, her brilliant hazel eyes lit with the fire of the sun. She looked at both of her children. “You nearly drowned in the deep waters. Marcel fished you from the river and dragged you ashore.”


  Haven started. What? How could that be? She shook her head. She had no memory of nearly drowning, though she certainly remembered the trip. Marcel bit his lip and shifted again, making her wonder where her mother was going with this.


  “You weren’t breathing when we got to you.” Denica raised her brows. “You didn’t breathe for many minutes. We thought you were dead. You had no heartbeat. Your chest didn’t rise and fall–” she paused, her voice catching.


  Haven reached out to her mother and took her hand. Denica smiled and took a deep breath. Haven didn’t know where Denica was going with this, but it had her mother close to tears.


  “Well, now we think you were dead, Haven. Your father and I always knew there was something strange about that incident. You came back to life, and continued on as if nothing had happened. You had no memory of it. You’ve never been ill, even as a baby. We thought the blue skies had blessed you, and certainly they have, but not in quite the way we thought.”


  “What are you saying, Mother?” Haven asked, heart pounding in her ears.


  “I’m saying, my daughter…” Denica gripped Haven’s hand tightly. “You can’t be killed. You were covered in blood and so broken. You should be dead, but again you are not. I don’t know how this is possible, and yet it is.”


  “Haven is immortal?” Marcel stared at Denica with wide eyes.


  “That is what we think.” Her mother nodded.


  Immortal? But how was that possible? Haven stared at her mother for several moments before her gaze fell to her own hands. Resting against white silk sheets, her olive skin stood out. But if they were right, she could cut these palms, and yes, they would bleed, but she would eventually heal. How was any of this possible? How had she been trampled, yet hours later felt completely fine? How had her bones been broken and mended? Her wounds were no longer even scars.


  Her eyes stung, and Haven blinked back tears.


  “What am I, Mother?” Haven held Denica’s blue gaze.


  “I don’t know, my Haven.” Denica smiled ruefully and squeezed Haven’s fingers. “But you are still my daughter, a princess of Rythern, and a daughter to the King. Your immortality will be your grace, as you have always been mine.”
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  EMERALD EYE


  S. McPherson


  I stare out at the expanse of snow-capped mountain peaks, stretching across the horizon. The golden sun sinks behind them, bathing everything in red and gold. A cool breeze skates towards me, ruffling the strands of hair that have slipped from my loose braid. Nivarum: no place is more isolated…more peaceful than here…at least, until now.


  From this mountain crest, I look below, spying the plumes of thick smoke gorging the air, the raging orange flames cutting through it like blades. I hear the cries of my people; some wail, desperate for mercy, while still others scream in fury. Nivarum is burning.


  King Nicolai is here and as always he will take no prisoners. He will tear this place apart until he finds it: The Emerald Eye. That which will grant him immortality, good fortune and even has the ability to show him his future. King Nicolai believes we, the Nivarums, keep the Eye, a gem, locked in a cave hidden within the mountains. The king doesn’t realise that the Emerald Eye is a living, breathing thing. My name is Irina Drakarkus and I am the Emerald Eye. I come from a long line of them. The gift, the burden, falling to the next in line and now only myself and my sister, two years younger, remain.


  For months King Nicolai has hunted me, destroying lands both near and far but my people have sworn allegiance, fought in my stead. Even when I begged them to let me go, to let me fight, they refused. There was no telling what the king would do with my gifts. The magic I use to heal the sick, help crops grow through mounds of sodden snow and make daylight last just a moment longer before the biting wind of the mountains screams through us. Though then, I help the fires burn hotter and ask the winds to sing around us. I have never used my talents for evil, but I do not doubt that I could nor that King Nicolai would ask it. Nay, demand it.


  I hear snow crunch beneath heavy boots and know Rawn stands behind me. I turn and meet his grim stare. His black locks fall forwards, in stark contrast to his pale skin and his eyes are as grey and brooding as swollen storm clouds.


  ‘Where is Ava?’ I ask. At fourteen, my sister has seen more horrors than most should in an eternal life. We both have. So many times I tried to convince her to live a life without me. The gift, the duty of being the Emerald Eye, would fall to my offspring if I had them, or die with me. She shouldn’t have to live a life of fear and being hunted because of me, but each time Ava refused and I loved and loathed her for it. Not only were my days peppered with worry for myself but riddled with moments of gut-wrenching horror when I thought of what the enemy might do to her, how they might ravage her, to get to me. So far we have managed to keep my identity hidden, allowing King Nicolai and his allies of neighbouring lands to believe the Emerald Eye is a gem, ensconced in the bosom of this mountain town, but he is here now. And rumour says he has developed a device that will seek out the energy source and guide him to it: to me. Any who stand in his way will be slaughtered and his guards have a reputation of killing just because of idle hands.


  I note the blood drenched sword twitch in Rawn’s iron grip, his hands in gauntlets, body sheathed in armour that hides the bulging muscles I know lie underneath. On another night, I might have run to him, perched on my tiptoes, flung my arms around him and pressed my lips to his. I might have curled my fingers in his hair and smiled as he stared back into my bright green eyes – emerald – but not tonight. Tonight I wait for him to speak the words I fear as his shoulders sag.


  ‘King Nicolai used his device.’ Rawn’s voice trembles but he continues to talk and I continue to listen. ‘He sensed some of the Eye’s energy on Ava. He knows she does not have it but is convinced she did and knows where it’s hidden.’


  All air rushes out of me and my skin turns cold.


  ‘He took her.’ Rawn’s eyes do not meet mine as he says it. ‘I ran after them. I butchered his men but it wasn’t enough. There were too many and he got away. The king got away and he took Ava with him.’ Rawn’s voice is hoarse as if he’d been screaming and for a split second the pain on his face matches the agony I feel.


  There is a churning in my gut like boiling lava and I clamp my mouth down on nausea as I feel my gift—myself—change. My ability to give life and heal shifts to a burning arrow of death and destruction. My gift to make the sun shine longer shifts to one that could make the endless dark of night stretch on for an eternity. Without it’s scattering of stars or luminous moon, without hope. Just silent, raging, dark. I close my eyes, whirling through the screams and cries of those below. In my mind images flash. I see the king and his sentries storm in on their golden hairy beasts with hooves and talons, three horns twisting from their heads.


  I see King Nicolai leap down and swear he means them no harm as his guards already start the massacre: slaughtering the men, ransacking the tiny homes, and bedding the women against their will. I close my eyes, screwing up my face, willing bloody scene after bloody scene to pass until at last I spy Ava, cowering behind a tree. Her clothes have been torn from her, mere scraps she has managed to scrounge maintain her dignity. Before they were killed protecting me, our parents would call her their Little Palomino. Though both of our skin is golden brown, Ava’s hair is also a stunning white-blonde. But tonight that golden skin is trembling, her bright hair stringy with sweat, and angst fills her soft, hazel eyes. I watch as shadows loom over her, a collection of sentries, clad in black armour, swords and shields baring the king’s seal in their hands. Then I see him.


  The king stalks toward her, his crimson cape billowing behind him, an ostentatious crown of gilded vines and sparkling jewels perched atop his red hair. He sneers at her. My visions don’t reveal what he asks but whatever she replies results in a harsh thrash across the face. My sister’s eyes water and her face crumples. She lowers her head, still trembling, still barely clothed. The bones in her back jut out as if trying to escape.


  Then a soldier falls and the others swivel as Rawn charges at them, his sword blazing like a streak of lightning. I open my eyes, stopping the images. I know what happens next.


  I stride toward Rawn, cupping a hand around his neck and pull him to me, his lips roughly colliding with mine. Does he know that this kiss is likely our last? The way he clings to me, ever drawing me closer, I think he does. Before his eyes can open, I pull away and race down the mountainside towards the town; leaping over crevices, slipping over the ice. I have walked this narrow trail so many times, I no longer cower from the sheer drop off both sides or flinch at the biting cold. I have one thought in my head and it heats me with a fury that burns: they have Ava.


  I leap from a height too great, one I would normally refrain from, sure I would shatter my ankle but tonight I don’t share that concern. I land in a crouch. The air reeks of blood and burning flesh. Ash flutters around me like an eclipse of moths. The smoke a blanket smothering the air. I draw up the hood of my sheepskin cloak and pull it up over my nose and mouth. Closing my eyes again, I whir through the past, watching as the king gruffly hauls my sister under his arm, leaps onto one of his beasts and thunders away with her through the pine trees.


  My eyes spring open and I creep through the snow remaining hidden in the shadows, concealed behind groaning trees that bend as if they feel the pain of their people. A nightmare: a vision of chaos. Fire, charred sculptures, crumbling homes, bodies hanging from branches, bludgeoned creatures and screams that grate the soul. I walk through it all, seeking out the area in my vision. The area at the edge of the forest where King Nicolai ran off with someone very precious to me. Someone he cannot keep.


  I stop, catching my breath as one of those brutal creature’s lumbers past me, bombarding into a cottage. I don’t wait to hear the cries of the family as he claws the place apart and discovers their hiding place. Now I run. The forest isn’t far and I sprint to it across the empty lot of snow and ice, nothing to hide behind. I hunt for that fallen pine tree the king’s beast knocked down as they fled from Rawn.


  Finally, I see it. My heart is pounding, my hands clammy, body shaking but I can’t stop. I won’t stop. I follow the gargantuan tracks in the snow. Though my shoes are made from slips of wood, string and wolfhide, the wet still seeps in where they are poorly stitched. I scrunch my toes, teeth chattering against the cold.


  The beast has left a trail of destruction in its wake: broken branches, churned snow, fallen nests. My stomach turns. What havoc is it now wreaking on Ava? Once again that heat, my power, stirs in me. If she’s dead, it seems to say, we’ll kill them all.


  The sound of running water, a stream, nearby stops me in my tracks. I lick my dry mouth. A part of me insists I continue – no time to stop, but I don’t know how long it will take to reach the king’s castle and I have left without reinforcements. Just me, my power and storming rage. I squint, my eyes narrowing and zooming in. The stream isn’t far from here; I can see the moonlight bouncing off of its dark surface through a clearing in the trees. I skulk through the thin gaps, icing myself in snow I’ve nudged from the pines. It litters my hair and clings to my cloak.


  I shake it off once I come to the clearing, surveying the shadows before kneeling at the water’s edge and scooping up handfuls. I grit my teeth, feeling as if I’ve plunged my hands into a pool of frozen needles, that somehow manage to sting and burn all at once. But I suck the water from my hands all the same, ignoring the stab of pain as it hits my teeth.


  So engrossed in quenching my thirst, I don’t notice the water move, like a wind stirs from beneath it. I don’t notice as bubbles pop along the surface. I only feel the cold and fierce grip of the Syphogy as its bony fingers coil around my wrist. They are such vicious, unfeeling creatures that dwell in lakes and streams. How could I forget?


  I meet its hollow eyes, empty sockets of swirling black. Mucus gleams on its grey skin and it offers me a grin of few fangs.


  ‘Pretty girl,’ it hisses, ‘with such pretty emerald eyes.’


  My stomach knots. It knows what I am. I was always told to be wary around water. The Syphogy’s possess a power from the dawn of time, one no one living now understands. I pull against its biting grip, my skin beneath flaking in its grasp.


  ‘Don’t fight me girl,’ it crows, ‘stay and together we can live a long life. An eternity I believe.’ It tugs me, trying to bring me into the water but I wedge my feet in the snow until they are nestled beneath gravel.


  ‘I’ll drown,’ I splutter. I don’t want to hurt this creature, the dormant rage and power simmering in my gut reserved for those who took my sister. I don’t even know if I can hurt it.


  Another bare grin from the thing. ‘Not in the box I have for you.’ The swirling black seems to leap from the Syphogy’s eyes and I gasp. Box? It wants to keep me in some horrible enchanted box?


  ‘Please,’ I beg, feeling my energy tremble inside me.


  The Syphogy cackles at my plea, a horrible screeching sound that feels like spiders scuttling along my skin. And then it yanks as hard as it can. I’m falling. Before the slap of the water comes, it wails, releasing me. I tumble backwards instead, hitting the ground, next to its twitching hand no longer attached to its body.


  I gape at the figure beside me: Rawn. Sweating, panting Rawn with his sword dripping blood and slime from where he hacked off the creature’s hand. The Syphogy howls, this cry worse than its cackle or the cries of my people. Rawn grabs my hand and drags me half-stumbling, half-running behind him.


   


  ***


   


  Exhaustion and spasms of hunger leave me clutching my stomach, hunched over my knees. My head swims and vision blurs. The sun has come and gone and come again and Rawn’s meagre supply of nuts and berries ran out at last sunset. My toes peep through the holes worn in my wolf-skin boots, blistered and raw. And my bones creak with every step.


  Rawn stays beside me, stroking my back when I fall. My eyes meet his. They’re puffy from lack of sleep and perhaps tears, but I tell by the way he holds himself that he can last a while longer. Trained for this, a warrior through and through.


  ‘You need to rest,’ he soothes. I shake my head. No time. Those monsters have taken Ava. ‘Yes,’ he insists.


  I barely register as Rawn scoops me up in his arms as if I were no more than a fallen hawk. Lazily, I sling my arms around his shoulders, resting my head on the icy metal of his armour.


  ‘You sleep,’ he murmurs into my hair, ‘I will be your legs.’


  I mumble some response and before I know it, I am asleep.


   


  ***


   


  When I wake, uncomfortable but rested, Rawn sets me down, pulls out his hunting knife and hacks away at a tree nearby.


  ‘Eat this,’ he orders, handing me the bark and returning to the tree to break off pine needles, ‘and this.’


  I don’t argue, shovelling the tree bits in my mouth as Rawn consumes the same. Food. We meander on and he continues to chop us food from nature. With every mouthful, I am revived.


  ‘What will you do when we get there?’ Rawn asks, his deep voice the only sound in this deathly quiet.


  My power squirms as if given permission to ignite the embers inside me. I clench my fists. Not yet.


  ‘I’ll get her out.’


  ‘How?’ he asks, trying to keep the scepticism out of his tone.


  I turn to him, my eyes stern. ‘By any means necessary.’


  He stares ahead and doesn’t ask any more questions that night.


  Like a beacon in the dark, the king’s castle rises up in the distance. A fortress of black rock and twisted spires that scrape at the sky, warning us to stay away.


  When at last, we stop at the edge of the forest – a few paces from the castle – I turn to Rawn and say, ‘Wait here.’


  His eyes widen and I sense an argument on his tongue which I silence with a glare.


  ‘You haven’t slept in days. Rest,’ I say.


  He grabs my arm. ‘No.’


  ‘I won’t go in,’ I lie, ‘but I’m moving faster than you are. Rest whilst I look around.’


  His grip loosens but doesn’t yield.


  ‘Rest.’ I urge and unknown to him, send a ray of my power to lull him. There’s a good chance I won’t make it out of the castle tonight and too many people have died for me already. I won’t take Rawn with me. Finally, he lets me go, slouching heavily against the tree behind him.


  ‘If you need me,’ he grumbles, sliding to the ground, ‘scream.’


   


  ***


   


  I dart from the cover of the trees and sprint across the expanse of snow leading to that monstrous structure. Sentries patrol the keep and flanking towers, torch flames dancing across their silhouettes. The moon bounces off the spears they carry and the cannons resting on the wall, pulsing with an urge to fire.


  I crouch low at the base of the castle, panting, listening to hear if any of them noticed me. All seems well; just the rhythmic thud of their marching feet and the occasional murmur of arrogant voices. Inhaling, I embrace the storm raging inside me: hot bolts of lightning and the bitter fury of a blizzard vying for my attention. I yield to both. The king tore the world apart for The Emerald Eye. Well, here I am.


  The brick is cold as I press my palm against it, and twisting that gift that allows me to heal and mend, I instead destroy. The wall explodes, showering down like hail around me. The sentries holler unleashing a rain of arrows but I am already inside, bursting through the hole I forged, not minding the sting of the scrapes from the jagged rock or the way it snatches strands of my hair.


  Winding through the passages of beige stone and suits of armour; I follow the shattered light offered from torches burning in brass brackets on the wall. I feel my sister, her energy matching mine and in my mind’s eye I see her, huddled against a stone wall in the dungeon. At last, a staircase. I barely notice the steps as I barrel down, deeper and deeper into darkness, the air turning wet, singed with the stench of rot.


  I can’t be far now. I leap off the last step and a blinding pain collides with my skull before everything goes black.


   


  ***


   


  The sound of gentle sobs stirs me to consciousness, my stomach roiling as my vision sways then settles. I am in a cell, caged like some beast, lying on damp concrete. A meagre pile of hay rests in the corner beside a tin pan reeking of urine and a lantern swings overhead. Slowly, I turn my head the other way: bars. Thick steel bars.


  ‘Irina?’ a voice gasps, the sobbing stopping.


  I jolt up, wincing at the shooting pain at the back of my head.


  ‘Ava?’ Turning, I see more bars and on the other side of them is my sister, wide-eyed and crawling closer. Her face is battered and swollen, one eye barely able to open. The scraps of fabric she managed to tie around her are barely hanging on and her ankle seems twisted at a wrong angle, her foot dragging. ‘Ava!’ I gasp, racing to the bars.


  She starts to cry again and anger like I’ve never known pulses through my gut.


  ‘Isn’t that sweet?’


  Snarling, I turn to the buttery voice that dared speak: King Nicolai.


  I’m at the bars, hissing and banging against them in an instant. He doesn’t even flinch. ‘Let her go!’ I roar.


  ‘My device tells me that the source of the Emerald is in you.’ The king cocks his head in question, ‘Did you swallow it?’


  Fool. He has no idea what he is dealing with.


  ‘No,’ I growl. The king merely chuckles as I stand here, seething. ‘Let her go!’


  ‘I’m afraid I can’t do that,’ the king purrs. ‘Now, everyone will believe you both dead. If I let her return, she’ll be blabbing to all the lands about how I’m keeping you prisoner, torturing you until you hand over the Emerald.’ He sneers. ‘Which I will do and enjoy doing.’


  His face is so close to the bars, I could reach out and snap his neck, but I don’t miss the wall of sentries behind him, some with arrows notched and aimed at my sister through the bars of her cell.


  ‘So you intend to keep us here like animals?’ I spit, searching my mind for a plan, an escape.


  He shakes his head and a chill trills through me as I guess what he is about to say. ‘You, I will keep. Your sister, on the other hand, will serve as food for the hounds.’


  My hands slacken and a deafening silence rumbles over me as his words sink in like rusted blades. A few sentries step forward, unlocking my sister’s cell and she screams.


  ‘It’s feeding time.’ The king smirks, watching the terror rise in the room with bloodlust. No! The guards crush into Ava’s cell as she wails and pushes herself against the wall like she hopes to claw through it. No! I bang my hand against the cell, willing it to rupture like the wall before, but it doesn’t budge.


  ‘These bars have been built to withstand the greatest of power. A little girl is no match,’ King Nicolai explains, reading the confusion on my face. The sentries reach for Ava but she kicks, screaming as pain blazes through her mangled foot and falls. They haul her from the ground. She cries, snot and tears mingling on her face, grime and matted strands of hair clinging to it. No!


  ‘Irina!’ she screams and my heart breaks, ‘Irina!’


  They drag her as she clutches the bars and I do the same, desperately trying to pry them apart though I know they won’t budge. No!


  ‘Ava!’ I scream, everything inside me shatters as they yank my sister through the door whilst outside, dogs bark, the sound like cannon fire and here the king laughs. Laughs!


  ‘NO!’ I roar, falling to the ground and pounding my fists against it. That swirling rage to destroy bursts through my flesh and drills into the earth. I see nothing but green, feel nothing but power and then the ground shakes. The king stops laughing, the guards stop yanking and my sister stops screaming. The ground caves in. I grip the bars as the earth falls from under me, the sentries going with it, sinking beneath the ground, their cries smothered by the dirt. The king lunges, using their falling bodies as stepping stones as he swipes my sister from their clutch.


  ‘This isn’t over Irina Drakarkus.’ And then he leaps, my sister wedged beneath his arm, over the tumbling ground and up the stairs.


  I growl, feeling now like a beast that should be caged; heaven help those who get in my way. I pull myself across the enchanted rods of the cell, ignoring the abyss below me. I swing under the bars, and haul myself along the other side until I am close enough to leap for the stairs. There is a second my heart halts as I’m suspended in mid-air and then my feet smack solid ground and I am charging upstairs, flashes showing me exactly where my sister has been taken.


  I find them in the open stretch of snow outside the castle, the bodies of the king and Ava bobbing on the back of his creature. I swipe my hand through the wintry air, snatching wind and frost until it is almost tangible, then hurtle it towards them. It collides with the creature’s head and it tumbles to the ground. My sister rolls from the king’s grip and before he can grab her, I am there.


  ‘Go to Rawn,’ I tell her, my eyes never leaving the king’s as he struggles to free his foot from under the beast. ‘He’s at the edge of the trees.’


  ‘You—’ she starts.


  ‘Go!’ I order and watch with a pang of love and admiration as she scrambles away, hobbling at an impressive speed.


  When I turn back, King Nicolai is free, pulling himself up. He snatches his blade from its sheath and lunges at me; not to kill, but to detain. I swivel out of the way as if dancing, curling my hands once more and propelling him back with a gust of wind. He flips, quick to his feet and dives again, snarling like a rabid beast. This time I call on the skies. Thunder roars like a lion caged and lightning zags at us: an electric blade. We both leap away as it cuts between us, singeing the ground. Snow turns to slush.


  King Nicolai chuckles without amusement.


  ‘Let me go and I’ll let you live.’


  He barks at this, wiping blood from his bleeding lip.


  ‘I am the king, girl. You do not let me do anything.’ He tackles me so suddenly, I lose my footing, smacking my head on the ground, snow puffing like clouds around me. He grips my throat, squeezing with the force of an ox. I gag. ‘Where is the Eye?’ he howls in my face, speckling me with spit spraying from his mouth. ‘Did you swallow it?’ He rams his fingers down my throat. My eyes water. I can’t breathe. A sinister smile stretches his face as he watches me convulse beneath him, choking, gagging.


  He yanks his fingers from my mouth and I suck in air that burns like fire. He puts his face so close to mine, I can smell old meat on his breath and blood on his skin. ‘If you ate it, girl, I will carve it out of you,’ he growls.


  He covers my face with his rough palm, squeezing until I bite through his flesh causing him to whip his hand away, striking me across the face. Then he fumbles through his robe and draws out a dagger, watching as I clench my teeth against the agonising throb in my cheek. He raises his weapon above his head and brings it down. On instinct, I grasp his hands in mine, stopping the blade just above my heart. The king howls as I crush his hand in my bear-like grip, twisting his wrist, snapping his bones, and with his own hand still pressed around the hilt, I drive the blade through his chest. He gapes at me, blood spluttering from his lips as he crumples and slithers to the ground.


  ‘Your eyes,’ he chokes, blinking at me as I crouch over him, watching breath leave his body. And realisation widens his own eyes, slackens his mouth and then he is gone.


  I collapse to the ground, breathless, the king’s body lifeless beside me, staining the snow a dark red. I don’t fight as his guards surround me or when they haul me to my feet and take me away.


   


  ***


   


  I am in chains, strapped to a pipe on the outside of the castle when I hear a commotion and spy a sea of people; the Nivarum, charging through the trees with weapons raised, flooding into the fortress. The Hand of the King, has sentenced me to be flogged and hung in the streets: a traitor. I flinch when his body sails over the edge of the tower and splatters at my feet. I look up, squinting in the sun to see Rawn grinning down at me.


  ‘By law of the land, he who slaughters the king becomes the king.’


  My knees buckle as I turn and see Ava limping towards me, leaning against a wooden staff for support.


  ‘What?’


  ‘He who slaughters the king becomes the king,’ she repeats. ‘You, my sister, are queen.’ She strokes a hand through my hair. ‘It is the law.’


   


  ***


   


  Days later, when the lands have begun to heal and its people have started to rejoice, I sit atop my throne in fine robes, a crown, dusted in emeralds, on my head, and I stare down at the line of snarling men and beasts below me, hissing, spitting and refusing to swear allegiance. Rawn stands over them, Captain of the Royal Guard and a smile creeps across my lips.


  The hall is full of Nivarum people, waiting anxiously for my decree. How are we to deal with these offenders? How are we to send a message to lands near and far to never come for me or my people again?


  I look back at the ill-fated faces, remembering how they brutalised town after town. How they ripped babes from mother’s arms just to crush the skulls with their bare hands. I imagine how they tortured my sister and remember how they tore her from me, kicking and screaming to be food for the hounds.


  ‘What’s it to be?’ Rawn asks, pressing the blade of his sword in the back of one of the men before him, not enough to pierce the skin but enough to remind him who’s in charge.


  I rise from my throne, staring each of the prisoners in the eye. I push back my shoulders, hold my head high and I don’t know whether to be proud or not when for my first order as queen, I turn and say, ‘Kill them all.’
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  THE DRY SEASON


  Cassidy Taylor


  The air in the sick room was stale and rotten, prematurely stinking of death, as if already deciding the fate of its lone occupant. Jamisen hesitated at the door, and then crossed to the window, drawing the heavy curtain aside. Through the glass, another cloudless day. Every morning she hoped that the rains would come to break the heat and end the dry season, and every morning, she was disappointed.


  The zealots in the streets called for blood. “Blood for water,” they yelled from their podiums as below them, the citizens of Hail wilted beneath the relentless sun. But they demanded blood for everything—a sacrifice given willingly would cure all the kingdoms’ ills. Even the priest who had tended to her father before he died had turned to her once and told her, “Blood for blood.” She had banished him from the palace.


  In the bed, the youngest Malstrom sister groaned but didn’t move. The sunlight falling across her only served to show the effects the illness had taken—the sunken cheeks, the dark circles beneath her eyes, the arms now more bone than flesh as she withered away in bed.


  “Not today, James,” Darcey said, recognizing the curt manner of her oldest sister without opening her eyes. The middle sister—practical and distant Carys—didn’t visit anymore. Instead, she spent her time in the forge with the palace blacksmith, crafting new weapons and other strange clockwork devices. Their mother, Lady Lyess, was often found at her youngest daughter’s side but was thankfully absent.


  “A bad day?” Jamisen asked, sitting on the edge of the queen’s bed.


  “All days are bad,” Darcey said, “but some are worse than others.”


  Yes, Jamisen thought, today would be worse. But she no longer burdened Darcey with matters of state. To her other visitors, Darcey put on a brave face. With them, she pretended that she still had a hand in running her kingdom. But not with Jamisen, who had assumed the responsibilities of a queen without the title. She kept the severity of her sister’s illness locked behind sealed lips and closed doors.


  For a time, the girls had thought Jamisen would be the next Queen of Hail, and so she was raised with the discipline and knowledge of a ruler. But in Hail, the king chooses his successor. So while Jamisen had perhaps been the best choice, their father had adored his kind and gentle youngest. On his deathbed, just before the Blood Flu claimed him, he had grasped Darcey’s hands in his own.


  “Soft hands, soft heart,” the old man had wheezed, and Jamisen had looked down at her own calloused palms. “Only you can lead the kingdom into the light again, my Darcey.” When he had placed the queen’s crown on Darcey’s head, Jamisen was not surprised, only disappointed.


  Now, driving thoughts of the Blood Flu from her mind, Jamisen stroked a hand across her sister’s brow. She brushed aside wet strands of the same golden hair that all the sisters shared—a gift from their mother’s people across the sea. Darcey’s fever-pink lips curved into a small smile, and she leaned into the touch. How different they were—one craving this physical connection and the other needing distance and privacy above all else. Jamisen watched her slip into sleep, Darcey’s warm cheek against her palm, her breath growing steady.


  In the corridor, slapping shoes on the stone floor drew Jamisen’s attention toward the door. Carys appeared—petite and square-shouldered—working metal links in her fingers.


  “They’re here,” Carys said. Jamisen withdrew her hand from Darcey, who didn’t stir.


  “Wynn?” she asked. The Prince of Crows, Darcey’s betrothed.


  “And others. A whole murder of Crows.” Carys hovered at the door, the chain links clinking as her fingers worked restlessly, her eyes not once falling on her younger sister. “Mother wants us in the foyer.” Without another word, she turned and rushed away.


  Jamisen stood to follow when a clammy hand clasped hers.


  “Close the drapes, will you?” Darcey asked.


  Had she heard? If she did, she made no comment. Jamisen reached the window in two strides and released the curtain. The room plunged back into darkness, hiding its resident from view, as if she had never been there at all.


   


  * * *


   


  Jamisen and Carys stood to either side of their mother on the palace steps. The caravan from the neighboring kingdom of Dusk approached the inner gate. Even before he rode towards them, Jamisen’s eyes found Prince Wynn Crowheart. She recognized his rigid posture and the messy brown curls escaping from their knot on the back of his head. She had thought to marry him once, and for years had been the recipient of his lavish attentions. But then Darcey became the heir, and he had forgotten her, exchanged one Malstrom princess for another as one might change shirts. Behind their mother’s back, Carys wrinkled her nose at her older sister and Jamisen looked away.


  Wynn dismounted at the base of the steps. “Lady Lyess,” he said in greeting to their mother. This close, Jamisen noticed the sweat stains on his shirt, and his parched, cracked lips. His cheeks were hollow, his waist perhaps too slender. A landlocked kingdom that got little rain even during the harvest, Dusk would be feeling the dry season even worse than Hail. “My father sends his condolences at the passing of King Malstrom.”


  Jamisen’s mother let the prince kiss the back of her hand. “Thank you for your kind words,” she said. Jamisen hated the weakness in her voice. Wynn was a master at reading people and would be able to see right through it if they weren’t careful.


  After a brief exchange in which she extended an invitation for the prince and his men to join them for dinner, their mother excused herself. Jamisen and Carys remained outside while the visitors set up their camp, Wynn declining the invitation to take the guest quarters inside the castle.


  “I enjoy having the stars to keep me company,” he told Lady Lyess, though Jamisen suspected it had more to do with the large size of his traveling party. There hadn’t been this much noise in the courtyard since Darcey’s last birthday celebration, just before the king’s rapid decline. Sixteen, a woman with the heart of a child. The girls were one year apart each, Carys having just turned seventeen, and Jamisen already eighteen.


  “Do you think he knows?” Carys asked.


  Wynn passed in front of them and caught Jamisen’s eyes, but did not smile as he had at her mother. His look was serious, taking her measure. She arranged her features to be sure that they betrayed nothing, and the moment faded as he disappeared behind a tent flap.


  “Suspects,” Jamisen finally answered, her eyes watching Wynn’s shadow against the canvas.


   


  * * *


   


  In spite of herself, Jamisen enjoyed the company at dinner. Too often it was just Lady Lyess and her two oldest daughters. Their mother swooned at Carys’ dry humor and dismissed Jamisen’s talk of politics with a wave of her tiny hand, the delicate fingers so much like Darcey’s. But she lacked Darcey’s lightness and her carefree laugh that rang like the bells children tied to their ankles at the First Snow Festival.


  The entourage from Dusk, on the other hand, filled the dining room to bursting. The dark fashions of the Dusk nobility did not reflect their mood—they were a joyous lot, tired from weeks of travel but grateful to have arrived. On Jamisen’s right sat an older Crow with facial hair shaped like wings on his cheeks. To her left was Carys, who wore a dress of cheerful yellow but sat grim-faced and quiet. Prince Wynn, sitting across from them, had consumed at least two tumblers of ale and was enjoying Carys’ solemn mood. Frequently, he called across the table to her, trying to coax a rare smile from her lips.


  “Where is the queen tonight?” Wynn asked during a lull in conversation. He looked around the table as if just noticing Darcey’s absence, but Jamisen knew better. “I had hoped to discuss our arrangements.”


  “I’m afraid she’s not feeling well,” Jamisen answered, drawing Wynn’s attention from her mother’s stricken face.


  For the second time since his arrival, he looked at her. “I hope it’s not serious,” he said.


  “No,” Jamisen replied.


  If there was one thing about which Jamisen was certain, it was that the marriage between Queen Darcey and the second Prince of Dusk could not occur. Dusk was a military kingdom, using slaves for soldiers, trading humans for food and goods from its neighbors. Hail had protected itself for generations with powerful leaders and a strong border guard. Their father had grown secure after decades of peace, confident in the alliance formed by the betrothal of one of his daughters to the youngest Crowheart prince. But his confidence made him blind to the threat, happy to let the Crows do their worst as long as they kept it beyond Hail’s borders. He thought that Darcey would be a new type of leader, a queen to usher in an era of happiness in Hail. But the match between Darcey and Wynn was poorly made. Darcey wanted nothing more than to make everyone happy, and if she recovered, she would be putty in Wynn’s hands. Jamisen would have been Wynn’s equal, able to stand up to his self-serving agenda, able to keep the kingdom both strong and happy.


  But she was not the queen, and his betrothal was not to Jamisen. If he found out about Darcey’s condition now, he would take Hail by force, fearing the termination of the betrothal contract upon her death. Jamisen had not missed the fact that soldiers and war horses far outnumbered the nobles in his traveling party.


  She took a bite of steamed vegetables—a luxury during the dry season—and chewed thoughtfully. “Prince Innis did not wish to visit Hail?” she asked. Carys turned her glare on her sister. Innis Crowheart was Wynn’s older brother and heir to the Dusk throne. As boys, they had spent several months out of every year in Hail under the care of the Malstrom family, a showing of good faith from their neighbors. Innis was now engaged to the princess of the distant island kingdom of Mer. The girls had received the invitation to the wedding ball, taking place in three months.


  Wynn barked with laughter, the smile returning to his face. “Big brother is too important to travel far now,” he said. “Father keeps threatening to concede. He’s scared witless between that and his impending marriage.”


  The sip of ale she swallowed burned down Jamisen’s throat. “Why? I’ve heard Princess Emory is lovely and kind.” Mer was too far for casual travel, but word of the youngest princess’ beauty had spread, as it often does. She wondered how long it would be before the people of Mer became slaves to the Dusk army, led by a princess too weak to stand up for them.


  “Perhaps it is because Innis is ugly and cruel,” Wynn said with a shrug. Carys’ fork struck the mahogany table. Jamisen resisted the urge to put a hand on her sister’s arm.


  “He is neither of those things,” Carys said.


  Carys and Innis had been so alike in their youth—the same dry wit, the same fascination with the inner workings of things—that they had all believed the pair would be matched. They were like two lost pieces of the same puzzle. But the peace between the kingdoms was tenuous at best, a fraying thread made stronger by marriages and babies and carefully crafted alliances. Things did not always go as one hoped. A princess did not always get the prince she desired.


  “I think I know him better than you, sunshine,” he said. “Though perhaps not in the same intimate way.”


  Too late, Jamisen saw the knife in Carys’ hand. It flew across the table, and in the space of a single heartbeat, Wynn reached up and plucked it out of the air. It had been a true throw and would have pierced the prince’s left eye had he not reacted. Carys glared. Jamisen froze with her hand at her hip, ready to draw her own blade. The rest of the table gaped in silence, waiting for a cue on how to react. When Wynn dropped the knife, a trickle of blood ran down to his sleeve.


  “Well,” he said, wrapping a linen napkin around his bleeding fingers. “Let that teach me not to insult a lady’s virtue.”


  With tense laughter, conversation resumed. Carys fled from the dining room, nearly colliding with the servers carrying trays heaped with lavish desserts. Jamisen turned back to Wynn, only to find his eyes following the middle princess’ retreating back. Thus distracted, she missed the soldier that slipped out and followed her sister, his black cloak emblazoned with a white crow in flight visible only briefly before he disappeared through the doorway.


   


  * * *


   


  “Just as lovely as I remember.”


  Jamisen turned her face to the voice. Behind her, on the peak of a dune, stood the second prince of Dusk. His hand was wrapped in a white cotton bandage, and his feet were bare, his cuffs rolled up above his ankles. His hair was loose, and a rebellious strand blew across his face. Above his collar, she could see the edges of the tattoo that spanned his chest—a crow in flight, the sigil of his family. He was alone, and she had been too, until his arrival.


  The end of dinner had been tense in spite of Wynn’s attempts at humor, and though her mother had excused herself early, Jamisen had waited until all the Crows had left. She then came outside to her favorite spot on the beach behind the castle, just outside the palace walls, the corner of the world. Here, the smell of the ocean teased her with thoughts of a rain that never came.


  “It is,” she said, looking back out at the ocean and its white-capped waves, the salt water nearly reaching her before retreating. During high tide, the surf pounded against the castle wall. “And to think it has always been this way and will be still after we are gone.”


  “My James,” he said, dropping to the sand beside her. And with those words, she was fifteen again, and he had found her here, in their spot where they often held each other and mapped the stars. There, he would say, tracing lines that she couldn’t see, connecting the shimmering white dots into shapes. The Lady of the Clouds. When we rule this kingdom, we’ll be so fierce that she’ll bow to us and there will never be another dry season. She could almost feel his arms around her, his breath on her neck as they laughed and imagined battles in the sky.


  She forced herself to look at him, to bring herself back from that simpler time. “Not your James,” she said. “Not anymore.”


  He smiled, and his face became impossibly more beautiful. “Always have been, and will be still,” he said, using her words.


  “You mistake me for something as unchangeable as the ocean.” She moved to stand, to leave him behind as he had left her, but he grasped her hand and she paused. The feeling was so familiar that she would have leaned forward and kissed him had he not spoken.


  “Where’s Darcey, James? Is it true what they’re saying?”


  “What are they saying?” Her mind raced, but she couldn’t let it show, not with his eyes on her. An errant breeze whipped his hair into a frenzy and he released her hand to smooth it back.


  “That she is dying.”


  She made herself laugh. “Silly rumors,” she said, and she vowed to send all the women who had attended Darcey into the dungeons.


  “I need to see her for myself, then,” he said.


  “Wynn-” she started, but he held up a hand.


  “No tricks, James. This could mean a war between our kingdoms. Show me my bride.”


  It should have been me, Jamisen thought. Here I am. “Fine,” she said instead. “We’ll meet you in the study. I trust you remember where it is.” She did walk away then, sure-footed on the sand, the salt water spray stinging her eyes.


   


  * * *


   


  Jamisen arrived to find Darcey alone, with blood-splattered sheets bunched up to her chin, her cheeks red with heat. She stood staring at her little sister for a long time—the flushed cheeks, the nearly invisible rise and fall of her chest, the wheezing rattle of her breaths. The blood was new. The blood was bad. No one had said it yet. Blood Flu was rare in the dry season, and usually affected only the old or the very young. But she couldn’t ignore the evidence, now. Her father had been gone in a matter of days after the blood reached his lungs.


  “Darcey,” Jamisen said, her hand on her sister’s shoulders. The skin there was clammy to the touch. The younger girl didn’t stir. Jamisen shouted for Darcey’s maid. No one came.


  Cursing, Jamisen went to the wash basin and soaked a cloth in the tepid water. As soon as she placed it on Darcey’s brow, it grew too warm. She looked down at Darcey’s soft, round face and wondered if this was the end. If she would ever see those warm blue eyes open again.


  It wasn’t a noise in the doorway that drew her attention so much as a feeling. She lifted her eyes and there stood their mother.


  “Is she dead?” The older woman’s voice was a whisper, but still too loud for the small room.


  Wouldn’t you know if she were? Jamisen wanted to ask. Don’t you know when a part of your own heart stops beating? “No,” she answered.


  “What do we do?”


  “What can we do?” Jamisen asked. “Wynn all but said that Dusk would go to war with Hail if I didn’t produce her tonight.”


  “We should leave.” Her mother had not moved from the doorway. Jamisen dropped her eyes back to Darcey lest she see the hatred there.


  “You go, Mother,” she said. The woman’s relief was nearly palpable. “Take the Farer and sail east for the Fields. Take Carys with you.” The Fields was her mother’s homeland across the sea, a place known to be barbaric and dangerous. Her father had traveled there on a failed diplomatic mission, and Lady Lyess had stolen away in the cargo hold, where she stayed undiscovered until the ship docked back in Hail. Jamisen thought that even given the manner of her departure, they would take her back, their lost princess and her golden-haired daughters.


  “Carys won’t go.”


  “Try. And Darcey. We’ll load her tonight.”


  “She won’t survive the journey.”


  Jamisen whirled on her. Where had that brave girl gone? Who was this frail, scared woman that stood before her? “Can you please just go secure the ship and the crew?” Trembling, Lady Lyess left on silent feet. Wynn was surely in the study by now, waiting. How long before he went to her rooms, then the queen’s quarters? How long before a servant directed him here?


  Closing the door, she began to cleanse her sister with the cloth and water from the basin. She wiped the sweat from her forehead, dabbed the blood from her chin. She was gentle in her ministrations, saying goodbye, not just to this sick sixteen-year-old, but to the girl that had come before. The cautious sister, sent to balance out Carys’ recklessness and Jamisen’s stubbornness. The girl with the easy laugh, who danced instead of walked, sang instead of talked. The kind sister, always giving all of herself to others until suddenly there was nothing left but the broken body of a dying girl.


   


  * * *


   


  It was sheer force of will and perhaps a little fear that kept Jamisen moving forward, her little sister slung over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. The docks were not far from the palace, but sneaking through the corridors and keeping to the shadows slowed her progress.


  The Farer was not the only ship in port, but it was the fastest, and the only one ready to sail in the dead of night. When they arrived, two tight-lipped sailors carried Darcey into the cabin below. Lady Lyess greeted her oldest daughter solemnly.


  “Care for her, Mother,” Jamisen said, and she passed her the queen’s crown—a small, golden circlet that would someday sit again on Darcey’s brow. Jamisen refused to allow herself to believe otherwise. “Perhaps the sea air will help her.”


  “Perhaps,” Lady Lyess said, turning the crown over in her hands. She had worn this crown once, but it had never truly fit her. She was clothed head to toe in black, and though Jamisen knew it was for stealth, part of her believed her mother was prepared to mourn.


  “Where’s Carys?” Jamisen asked.


  “I couldn’t find her,” Lady Lyess confessed. Doubt tugged at Jamisen’s thoughts. Should they wait? Should they keep looking? She shook her head—no, there was no time.


  “No matter,” she said. She began to disembark but turned back. Her mother stood still, a silent beacon amidst the chaos of a departing ship. “You cannot come back. Not until I come for you. Keep the queen safe, and wait for me.”


  An unexpected smile crossed Lady Lyess’ lips, and for a moment, Jamisen thought she saw the girl that she had once been—scared but brave too, daring and cunning enough to sail across the ocean undiscovered. “You’re a force, James, a woman to fear.”


  Jamisen offered a smile to her mother before turning and walking back down the gangplank. She could only hope that Prince Wynn Crow felt the same way.


   


  * * *


   


  Jamisen closed the bedroom door behind her and finally relaxed. If nothing else, her mother and Darcey were safe. She refused to believe that Darcey would die. She would not die. She turned the dial on the lamp by her door and a flame caught—one of Carys’ only non-weapon inventions. Crossing to the wash basin, she splashed water on her face.


  “What is that smell?” came a familiar voice. Whirling around, Jamisen pressed her back to the vanity that held the basin. Water splashed over her hands and dripped to the floor. A figure stepped into the circle of light cast by the lamp.


  “Wynn,” she said. “You surprised me.” He looked different than he had on the beach—wilder, madder, hungrier. Her knife was strapped to her leg, and there was another in her boot. Could she reach one before he attacked her?


  “Salt,” he said, ignoring her. “Fish. Sweat. Not very ladylike.” He ticked a finger at her as if she were a naughty child.


  “I never claimed to be ladylike.”


  “I waited. Where is she, James?”


  “I told you, she isn’t feeling well. Perhaps she’ll be down for breakfast.” Jamisen tried to feign nonchalance, which would have been easier if she didn’t have to look at him, but she didn’t dare turn her back on him. Instead, she crossed to her bed and sat, unlacing a leather boot. Her fingers brushed the hilt of a knife.


  “And I told you that I would see her tonight, or-”


  “Or what, Wynn?” she asked, dropping all pretense of formality, looking up at him. “You’ll attack? You’ll take by force what is already to be yours in a few months’ time?”


  “You know as well as I do that if she dies, the betrothal contract is void. It doesn’t transfer. Your precious Hail will be ripe for the picking, and I plan to be the first in the tree.” Hail under Crowheart rule, her people forced into slavery, her sister hunted down and murdered.


  “She’s not dying,” Jamisen said, but even she could hear the tremble in her voice.


  “That’s not what I heard,” Wynn said, moving closer. The flickering lamplight cast changing shadows across his face. “You and I,” he said, “we could do this together.”


  She laughed, removing her boot and holding it in her hand, the knife concealed inside. “There is no you and I,” she said.


  “Don’t be foolish.” He took the boot from her and sat it on the bed, then gathered her hands in his, pulling her to her feet. “It has always been you and I, and Hail will always be ours. You love it as I do. As if it were yours already, when really it could slip away from you at any moment. Everyone knows you should have been queen. So take it, with me at your side.”


  Somehow, Wynn had looked into her eyes and seen the very darkest parts of her. The thoughts and desires that she kept hidden even from herself. She saw it now as she had seen it a thousand times in her dreams—the crown on her head, Wynn at her side, the rain blessing their union, her kingdom. Their kingdom. His hands tightened around hers. Startled back into the present, she looked up at him.


  “Wynn,” she said. My Wynn, she used to call him. “I cannot betray my sister. Betraying her is to betray Hail, don’t you see?”


  “You cannot betray a dead woman.”


  “She isn’t dead.” This time, her voice did not falter.


  He dropped his hands to her waist and the touch was at once familiar and foreign. The hands were bigger, their grip was stronger, but he smelled the same as ever—of fresh air and mint leaves. He pulled her to him, lowering his head until their lips almost touched. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she thought of the knife, nearly within reach. How easy it would be to end this now.


  “Sunrise,” he said, and she felt his breath on her lips. “Tell me your decision then.” And with that final ultimatum, he turned and left the room as silently as he had appeared.


   


  * * *


   


  Jamisen did not sleep that night. She spent hours searching for Carys, even going so far as to rouse the smith from his bed, but he had not seen her. In Carys’ rooms, she dug through a collection of metalwork contraptions until she found what she needed, knowing that her sister wouldn’t mind if it was put to good use. Then she stood at the great windows and looked out over the expanse of the Crows’ camp wondering if Carys was out there somewhere, and if she would ever return, or if the three Malstrom sisters were forever separated from each other.


  Before the sun rose, when the sky was still purple and dappled with stars, she dressed, selecting a rose-colored gown with long sleeves in spite of the heat. She let her maid plait her yellow hair, sweeping the braid over her shoulder. The walk through the palace was quiet, the staff subdued. Outside, the sky had begun to lighten. She cast her eyes once over the ocean. There was no sign of the Farer. She stood on the steps much as she had the morning before, but this time was alone. She did not have her mother to use as a shield, or her sister to say what no one else would. A sacrifice willingly given. This was how it should have been all along—the eldest sister, the hardest, the meanest, the coldest—sacrificing herself for the kingdom that would never be hers.


  But could it be? She had turned Wynn’s proposal over in her mind all night. There was no one to stop her. No one to tell her that she could not have what she had always wanted, what should have been hers. But the queen’s crown had left with her sister—a reminder of who she was and would be again. Without it, Jamisen would always be just an imposter.


  A small group emerged from the Crows’ camp and began its slow processional to the front steps. She glanced over her shoulder to see that her own guard was still there with a small group of her personal staff. Eyes forward again, she watched them approach. The shadow of the castle seemed to retreat before them as the sun rose to another cloudless day. Sweat prickled the back of Jamisen’s neck already.


  As the group drew nearer and their features came into focus, Jamisen’s vision flashed red with rage. “What is the meaning of this?” she asked. Her rush forward was stopped by two Dusk guards. Wynn smirked at her. Behind him, her hands bound and her face bloody, one eye swollen shut, he led Carys at the end of a short rope, like a farmer leading a cow to slaughter.


  “A little something to help you make your decision,” he said, “in case you were considering making the wrong one.” Jamisen jerked away from the guards detaining her and took a step back.


  “It doesn’t matter!” Carys shouted. Wynn jerked the rope and she staggered forward, her knees hitting the stone path.


  “I think it does matter to you, James,” Wynn said. She felt the metal then, warming against her wrist, Carys’ clockwork contraption a reminder still secure inside her sleeve. “You can save her, or you can kill her.”


  “Innis won’t stand for it,” she said.


  He spread his hands and looked around. “I don’t see him here.”


  Would he do it? Kill her sister just to spite her? No, maybe not to spite her. But to take Hail from her, he might.


  “Okay,” she said, the word bitter on her lips. Her own guards murmured, but Wynn didn’t move. For a full minute, he scrutinized her face from the spot behind his guards. She was sweating in the long-sleeved dress, directly in the sunlight now. The metal band around her wrist seemed to burn with sudden heat.


  “Okay,” Wynn finally said, and she was surprised to hear relief in his voice. He handed Carys’ leash to the guard beside him and moved up the steps, brushing past the others until he was directly in front of Jamisen. She tried to imagine what it would be like waking up beside him every day, knowing what he had done, knowing that he didn’t want her, only the kingdom that came with her, the people of Hail subdued by her steady presence.


  He reached out for her and gripped the back of her neck with his bandaged hand. “I knew you’d come around,” he said quietly, for just the two of them. “You were always the one I wanted.” Like she and her sisters were show horses. He leaned in to kiss her and she turned her head, pressing her cheek to his. She caught Carys’ eyes.


  “I’m sorry,” Jamisen mouthed. Carys lifted her head, thin lips curling into a smile. A shadow passed over the girl’s face, but Jamisen did not have time to appreciate the cloud that had drifted in front of the sun. Wynn turned his head, confused, when, with a flick of her wrist, gears whirred and a blade sung out from its hidden sheath and into her palm. She slid it between Wynn’s ribs before he could even look down. She drew it back out and then drove it home again and again before anyone else even moved, the wet sound something she knew she would never, ever forget.


  Chaos erupted. Hands gripped Jamisen’s arms, hauling her away from the dying prince, throwing her to the ground. Someone landed a blow across her face and she rolled to her back. In the hands of the enemy, Carys screamed. Something wet landed on her cheek. Blood, she thought, but her hand came away clean. Metal clashed with metal. Men grunted. Then more drops fell until she was soaked through, and she lay there laughing as rain and bodies fell around her. Blood for water. Blood for blood. Her blood and Wynn’s, running down the steps to join Carys’ blood on the stones below. Miles away, a ship rocked on violent waves, the mainmast touching the low, gray clouds. Thunder clapped, and in the cabin, the Queen of Hail awoke.
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  THE ARCHBISHOP’S AMULET


  WATSON DAVIS


  Prologue


  I counted twenty men tumbling out of the three small boats, splashing and cursing in the icy water, bundled up in the furs of icefangs, bears, and wolves. They dragged the skiffs up on the pebbled shore, near the bonfire my father and Shaman Eddard had built for them.


  “Welcome, traders,” my father said, spreading his arms in hospitality, his lips twisting into an unaccustomed attempt at a smile. Two axes swung from his belt, one from each hip, his leather pants loose, the breeze nipping at his thin woolen shirt, thick platinum braids hanging from his head, the ends secured with beads of lapis lazuli.


  The traders rushed to the fire’s side, holding their shaking hands before it, rubbing their arms, trembling as though they were cold, even though the sun blazed high in the clear sky, a warm glorious day. Shaman Eddard backed away, his face impassive, staff in his right hand, his left hand contorting, a spell prepared and ready to discharge.


  The three reindeer, my charges, a great responsibility, snorted at the stink of these southlanders, reeking of human excrement, bodies unwashed for far too long. Enita shook her head, refusing to share her air with these intruders, jerking away from my hand, threatening to take her load of ice-wyrm hides with her, but I whispered magical words, touching her mind to mine, calming her, luring her back to my side.


  “Greetings, Onei.” One trader stumbled forward, reaching out his hand, not even taking off his thick glove, his greasy hair a dark brown. “I am Haral.”


  My first time seeing southlander traders up close, I wondered if the reddish-pinkish color of his skin was simply because he hadn’t washed, if maybe these southlanders would have skin as white and pure as ours, as the Onei, if only they’d bathe.


  My father took the man’s hand, pulling him closer, slapping the man’s shoulder. “Greetings, southlander. What have you brought for us?”


  The man, releasing my father’s hand, gestured toward the boats on the shore, to the packages jammed within. “We’ve brought a bodyweight of sugar, another of salt, a case of Fosler’s Ale from Timyiskil, and a couple of bodyweights of flour.”


  My father crossed his arms over his chest, the more normal frown returning to his lips. “I’d hoped for at least three bodyweights of salt.”


  “You have to understand, the empire is cracking down on us, making it hard to trade outside the borders.” Haral shrugged. Two more traders left their spots by the fire, joining the first, concerned expressions on their filthy faces. Haral said, “The folks of Hafbergen and Timyiskil, they’re not the same anymore. They’ve lost their will to fight. They’re all good little imperial citizens now.”


  My father grunted. “Last time, you told me you’d get at least three bodyweights of salt for us.”


  “I said I’d try.” Haral pointed out to sea, to the dark double-masted ship in the bay. “All of this is supposed to be going to General Silverhewer in Windhaven, and she’s very jealous of her supplies.”


  I inclined my head at the mention of Windhaven, out of respect for our beloved ancestors who had ruled there, out of respect for the ghosts of the Onei who’d died defending it: Tethan the Great, Farara of the Icefangs, Mokos the Wise.


  My father turned to me, pursing his lips, pointing at Enita. I whispered more magical phrases, commanding Zee and Bard to stay, drawing Enita forward, the stones crunching and shifting beneath her hooves. I led her around to stand before the traders, turning her so she faced the forest behind us, ready to send her running back to the safety of the rest of our tribe hidden in the woods if father’s negotiations soured.


  Father patted the ice-wyrm hides on her back, the silvery scales as hard as mage-forged steel, prized by armorers everywhere. “I’ll give you this.”


  “No.” The trader shook his head, stepping back. “That was not the deal.”


  My father held his forefinger in the air, raising his eyebrows, wagging his finger back and forth, saying, “My point, exactly.”


  Following Haral’s lead, the traders slid their swords from their scabbards. My right hand dropped to the axe on my hip, my left resting on Enita’s shoulder, ready to order her back to the forest.


  My father laughed.


  An arrow slammed into Haral’s blade, the impact knocking the weapon from the trader’s hand. All the traders whirled, crouching, waving their weapons at Eddard and me, searching for the source of that arrow.


  “Haral, Haral.” My father shook his head, kicking at a stone at his feet, his fists on his hips. “My wife loves me, and she is an archer without parallel. If you threaten me, she will pierce your eyes with arrows. So let us be friends.”


  “Everyone calm down.” Haral stepped forward, hands motioning for his men to step back and stand down, but his brown eyes stared at the tree line, searching for my mother. “If you throw in some of the furs, I’ll send back to the ship for a half a bodyweight more salt.”


  “Caldane,” my father said.


  I turned to him.


  He said, “Bring Zee over, and let’s finalize this deal, Silverhewer-be-damned.”


   


  ***


   


  I secured another bag of salt to Zee’s back, tugging at the rope.


  “I expected more of a fight,” Eddard said, laying a bag of flour across Enita’s back, his staff inserted into the ground beside Enita’s head.


  The rest of the warriors of our tribe, the Brightfoxes, waited among the trees, keeping watch on the traders’ boats rowing back to their ship in the bay.


  “No.” My father lugged a bag of salt to Bard’s side, shaking his head. He spat on the ground. “They live in cities, protected by their walls, sucking at the empress’ teats. They are weak and useless in battle.”


  “Our forefathers ruled in Windhaven, right?” I said, hesitant to raise my voice, me not yet considered a man by the tribe, to add my voice to my elders, especially against my father, but feeling the point needed to be made. “They had lots of cities, even Timyiskil and Morrin were ours. Mokos the Wise lived in a city, and he was not weak.”


  Eddard chuckled.


  “You fill his head with nonsense,” my father said, tightening a rope on Bard’s back.


  “Only the truth,” Eddard said.


  “Our forefathers grew fat and weak, and the empress nearly killed all the Onei except the traitor,” my father said, striding past me to pick up another sack of flour. “Did you teach him that truth, Shaman?”


  Eddard nodded. “They grew proud, and thought their power granted them safety, until the empress taught them humility.”


  A sack balanced on his shoulder, my father reached out, slapping the top of my head. “Perhaps one day, someone will reunite the tribes and teach the empress a lesson or two.”


  Eddard’s gaze drifted, staring off into the distance, a lop-sided smile on his grizzled lips. “I would love to walk through the libraries in Windhaven, to drink in the lost wisdom of the ancients.”


  “If your foot touches the ground of Windhaven, you will have a collar around your fool neck,” my father said.


  I picked up the last sack of salt. “Nothing could make me go to Windhaven.”


   


   


  The Clean Up


  I trudged into the Chamber of Sacrifices, holding a bucket of soapy water in one hand and an empty wicker basket in the other, my hands trembling. My head down, my eyes low, I tried not to stare at the remains from the previous night’s sacrifice, at the burned herbs and minerals in the runes cut into the stone floors, at the drying blood splattered on the walls, puddled on the floor, at the bits of flesh and bone, a hand here, a finger there, a nose, some teeth. A misty haze of bodily fluids choked the air, stinging my eyes, a little corner of a forgotten hell to which no one should ever go, and to which I never wanted to go again.


  The little boy beside me, a new sacrifice from somewhere in Hafbergen delivered a week or two before, younger than me by several years, dropped his bucket and basket, fell to his knees, and puked on the floor, adding to the mess we had to clean up. He clawed at the black collar around his neck and retched. Filthy brown hair hanging down in strings on his forehead, he peeked up at me with wide, green eyes and, his voice shaking, whispered, “How come you’re still alive?”


  I ignored him, considering him a ghost, his name already forgotten, something with an “R”, something I didn’t need to remember. I was not going to be his friend. I didn’t need to lose another friend, and he had died when the empress’ soldiers marched him through the Dragon’s Gate, when he’d been handed over to the monastery as a sacrifice. He was dead but didn’t know it, yet.


  I’d talked myself out, explaining the ritual, describing the steps, warning people. Maybe someone else would survive if I didn’t talk to them about it beforehand, maybe he’d be the first, but I doubted it.


  I tiptoed around the edge of the worst of the carnage, positioning myself near the archbishop’s entryway.


  “You’re not started, yet?” Lyu-ra, a newly assigned assistant to the overseer of the monastery’s slaves, strode up the stairs from the south, the hard soles of her boots clacking against the stone steps, her red and gold silk tunics fluttering in the chill wind, hinting at the gentle curves of the body beneath, a foreigner from a land across the sea, an imperial from Nayen, with skin the color of aged parchment, shiny hair and hooded eyes blacker than night, her face wide, lips smug. She carried a thick book tucked beneath her right elbow, loose pages sticking out the side, and she held a quill and inkpot in her left hand. “Hurry up. We have to get this place spotless.”


  I knelt and pulled a rag out from the soapy water in the bucket. I scrubbed the floor, digging into the runes cut into the stone, leaving no trace of the flames that had burned there, of the magical powders and ingredients used, tossing the bigger bits of my fellow sacrifices into the basket, rubbing at the sticky blood that hardened as it dried, ignoring the boy’s gagging as he tried to do the same. This was his first time, his first introduction to what was coming, and what was to come for him.


  As we worked, Lyu-ra sat down and studied, murmuring magical phrases, working on her pronunciations, occasionally rising to practice the movements of a kata, the physical component of the spell that directed the flow of the magic.


  I eavesdropped on her as I did with the acolytes going through their lessons, a useless pastime, storing the lessons in my mind, imagining that I wore no collar, that I could cast magic, practicing the words she spoke, memorizing her movements, adding them to the repertoire I’d learned from my shaman, Eddard, before Silverhewer slew him.


  Tossing my rag into the bucket, I stood, stretching out my back, glancing at Lyu-ra to make sure she was not watching too closely. I set my foot on one of the more complete hands laying on the floor. I kicked it forward, sending it to slam against Lyu-ra’s table leg. I fell back against another of the votive tables, the one with the bells, catching myself on its side, setting the bells to tinkling.


  Lyu-ra jerked back, pulling away from the disembodied hand now lying at her feet, and glared at me. “What is wrong with you?”


  “I’m sorry, master.” I scrambled to find my feet, holding on to the edge of the table, my feet sliding in the blood and guts beneath me, the bells humming with muted tones. “I didn’t see the hand there.”


  She sighed, shaking her head, kicking the hand back toward me, huffing indignantly, and returned her attention to her studies.


  I turned, placing my body between Lyu-ra and the table, shielding it from her so she couldn’t see, wrapping my fingers around a bell, lifting it from the table. The bell tucked against my thigh, I knelt down, resuming my position on the floor, setting the bell into the basket full of body-parts, nestling it in where it would make no sound, stuffing it with gore, hoping I could use this to devise a way to disrupt the sacrifice.


  I looked across the room and my eyes met the boy’s. He’d stopped moving, stopped cleaning, and just sat there staring at me, his face pale. I shook my head at him and gestured for him to start cleaning. He nodded and knelt back into it, scrubbing vigorously, but still staring at me with wide eyes.


  Lyu-ra rose from her chair. My breathing grew difficult with each step she took toward me, my heart pounding in fear. She stood beside me as I worked, as I moved the rag back and forth, both of my palms pressing it down into the sticky blood, her fragrance so different than the blood, than myself, the scent of her so pure and clean.


  “Is there a problem, slave?” she asked.


  “No,” I said, shaking my head, pressing down even harder on my next stroke.


  “Not you,” she said, kneeling down, gesturing toward the other boy.


  He shook his head, not looking toward her, dipping his rag in the bucket next to him, pulling it out and squeezing it.


  “Really?” She raised her hand, tightening her fingers.


  The boy’s collar, normally a black glass-like substance, glowed blue, rising up against the boy’s jaw. He ground his teeth together, squeezing his eyes shut, his arms spasming, tears streaming down his cheeks.


  She released her hand. The boy relaxed, collapsing onto his shaking arms.


  She asked again, “Is there a problem?”


  He raised his hand toward me, saying, “He stole a bell.”


  Leaving the rag on the floor, I sat back onto my shins, laying my hands in my lap, my eyes on him, trying not to blame him, not succeeding.


  “Is that true, Caldane?” she asked, not angry, not surprised, like she was talking to a recalcitrant child.


  Slipping my hand through the slimy bits of flesh in my basket, I retrieved the bell, holding it up for her, gooey blood dripping from it in long streamers.


  “Rinse it off,” she said, moving away from me, her hands clasped behind her back.


  I dipped it into the water and pulled it back out.


  The pain started, shooting up and out of the collar, my muscles quivering, my breath catching in my throat, my lungs burning. My leg muscles clenched, pitching me face first into the stone floor, face down in the muck and the blood, busting my nose, splitting my lip.


  I dropped the bell.


   


  ***


   


  The boy fell to his knees, the yoke across his shoulders carrying the baskets of humanity and buckets of foul water tumbling from his back, spilling the contents on the wide white-marble steps leading up to the site of Archbishop Diyune’s new Hall of Meditations, the murky water puddling and dribbling down the steps, one bodiless foot bouncing to a stop on the step before me.


  “We do not have all day,” Lyu-ra said, clapping her hands, standing on the step above where the boy knelt, panting to catch his breath.


  Tears trickled from his eyes, his lower lip trembling, a bubble of snot blowing out of his nose.


  A blessed chance for me to rest my own legs, weak from surviving on so little food for so long, I lowered myself to one knee, settling the buckets and baskets balanced on the yoke on my shoulders to the step, relieving the weight on my back.


  Legs shaking, the boy tried to stand, his yoke now unbalanced.


  “You idiot,” Lyu-ra said, bending at the waist to scream down at him, “you have to gather up the scraps first. We can’t just leave all that mess here.”


  He set the yoke down, and he crawled to place the bits of flesh and bone back into his baskets.


  The baskets full, he tried to stand, raising the baskets up a finger’s breadth, groaning with the strain, sinking back down. He tried once more, and failed once more.


  “Just put the baskets on my yoke,” I said, blurting the words out before I could stop myself, regretting them even as they escaped from my lips.


  “Thank you, Caldane.” He dropped his yoke to the stone steps, hurrying to pull the baskets off, grunting even to lift them up and slide them on the ends of my yoke.


  “Good.” Lyu-ra nodded her approval, whirling and skipping up the steps, clapping her hands. “Let’s go.”


  The boy dragged his yoke, huffing and puffing for breath, using his hands to help his legs lift him step to step.


  With the added weight, my legs burning, my breaths grew shorter, more ragged, the yoke mashing down harder on my neck, the weight of the baskets and buckets growing heavier with each trudging step, but I reached the summit.


  Rectangular stones of a white marble with bright blue veins lay in stacks. Gray-skinned wights, controlled only by the black glass-like collars around their necks, picked the stones up in teams of two and four, carrying the stones to the workers, setting the stones in place as instructed, their eyes dead, mouths hanging open, teeth discolored with blood and rot, brackish drool dribbling down their chins.


  “Where have you been?” Overseer Fi Cheen, frowning as usual, stomped toward us from the platform where he stood directing the wights, his left hand pressed into his lower back, his right hand held before his chest, relaxed in a loose fist, his thumb rubbing the band of the onyx ring on his forefinger.


  Lyu-ra bowed. “The boy is useless.”


  “Do not blame your tools,” Fi Cheen sneered, glowering at Lyu-ra, waving his hand at her. “Whatever your name is.”


  New to her position, Lyu-ra wilted before him, bowing her head deeper, touching her forefinger to her forehead, her back rounding, shoulders slumping. “Yes, Overseer. Your pardon.”


  “Caldane.” Fingers snapping, Fi Cheen raised his hand, glaring at me. He pointed toward the wights. “You know the drill. Feed them.”


  I bowed, not low enough to give him much respect, but low enough that I wouldn’t be punished for insolence. “Yes, master.”


  One hand steadying the yoke, I grabbed the boy’s neck, and shoved him ahead of me, over to the feeding area where the overseer had the wights queuing up before a wooden trough, forcing the boy to remain on his feet until we arrived.


  Once we were there, once I let go of him, the boy fell to his knees, holding his hand over his nose trying to keep the stink out—there was no keeping the stink out—and staring at the horror before us, the graying bodies decomposing even as they staggered around, each wight groaning with their pain, shambling toward the side of the pit where we were. The yoke slid from my shoulders, easing the baskets and buckets to the ground without spilling a thing.


  Feeding time.


  “Come on.” I grabbed the boy beneath his arms and picked him up, setting him on his feet. “Don’t get too close and don’t get bit, or I’ll be feeding you along with them.”


  I pitched the first bucket into the trough, the fouled water pooling up at the bottom. Not waiting to see if the boy followed my lead, I tossed more of the noxious contents into the muck.


  The wights threw themselves at the trough, their mouths clamping down on anything that was once human. With both hands, I threw a thigh in, the water splattering up on the wights, on the remnants of clothes clinging to their emaciated, decomposing bodies, their groaning and moaning frantic, almost comical if it weren’t so disgusting.


  We emptied a basket, another, setting them aside as Fi Cheen waited behind us, peering out at the mountains and the clouds, Lyu-ra at his side.


  “Just like feeding the pigs back home, eh?” Lyu-ra said, grinning at Fi Cheen, the grin fading at his exasperated glance, at his disgusted breath.


  “Take them back to the cell when they’re done.” Fi Cheen stalked off.


  The last dregs of the last basket plopped into the trough, and the boy smiled up at me. “My name is Rucker.”


  I sighed.


  I do not need to know your damned name. I do not want to know your damned name.


   


  ***


   


  The gong of arrival sounded rich and full, reverberating through the monastery, a call from the gate, from the guards on the watchtowers. A new batch of souls for sacrifice, of human slaves for work duty, of undead wights for heavy labor, had arrived. A blessed break from the monotonous toil of building the new hall, Fi Cheen gestured to Syo-see, his senior assistant. “Continue the work.”


  Syo-see bowed deep, with much respect, her fist in her palm. “Yes, Master Fi.”


  He watched the new assistant beating on the boy with her fists, kicking him in the ribs, the Onei boy on one knee beside them watching, his hand resting on a stack of stones beside some of the worker’s tools. Fi Cheen waved his hand toward the new assistant, saying to Syo-see, “Relieve the useless girl. I believe she’s had a long day, and has forgotten herself.”


  “Of course, master.” She bowed once more.


  Fi Cheen nodded, and strode down the path to the Dragon’s Gate, his left fist pressing into his lower back, holding his head high, his right hand in a loose fist before his chest as was the fashion in the empress’ court. His thumb caressed the onyx ring on his forefinger, the ring of his office, a source of power.


  Lower rank monks, a group of acolytes who looked too young to even set foot in the monastery, jogged from their study halls and their current work duties to form up in ranks before the gate. They moved their hands in unison, sliding their feet apart, chanting a magical phrase. Arms shaking, they pressed their hands up, finger’s breadth by finger’s breadth, beads of sweat forming on their brows, their chanting growing more ragged with each repetition.


  The gate, a hulking collection of iron and wood, rose a hand’s breadth from the ground, the guards yelling down at the acolytes, a few words of encouragement, but mostly crude and vulgar comments about their mothers, sisters, and the acolytes’ own sexual habits.


  Fi Cheen sighed, stifling the smile threatening to appear on his face, walking to the edge of the main path, shaking his head at the acolyte’s substandard technique, and the guards’ lack of general creativity.


  “Are these your charges, Overseer?” a rich, basso voice said from behind him.


  Fi Cheen spun, bowing with utmost respect, staring down at the tiles in the pavement, at Archbishop Diyune’s pointy-toed silk slippers, red and black with gold stitching. He said, “No, Archbishop, sir.”


  “Are they a new batch of acolytes?” The archbishop stood, tall and proud in his rich silk robes embroidered with dragons and clouds, his eyes hooded beneath heavy lids, appearing bored, left hand behind his back, his right hand before his chest, his fingertips touching the golden amulet hanging from his neck. His mustache hung down from his upper lip to his chest, the hairs long and black, his eyebrows thick and bushy, his head shaved bald.


  One of the junior masters, one of Fi Cheen’s newest assistants, the one who’d lost her temper and been relieved by Syo-see, sprinted from the direction of the slaves’ quarters, yelling at the young acolytes, correcting their form, taking a spot with them, showing them how to perform the spell first-hand. She was a shapely junior master, and he made a note to learn her name.


  “I believe they are, sir,” Fi Cheen said. “And assigned to the new junior master recently assigned to me. I fear I have much work to do to bring her up to an acceptable standard.”


  “Yes,” the archbishop said, never turning his eyes to Fi Cheen. “You do.”


  With the junior master aiding them, the iron and metal gate creaked, rising with greater and greater speed, until it slammed against the uppermost bracket, the acolytes holding their position, their hands shaking, sweat pouring from their brows, running down their cheeks, dripping from their chins, the junior master’s face a mask of fury.


  The guards pulled their levers, locking the doors into place. “All clear.”


  General Esmela Silverhewer, bane of the Onei, trusted Hand of the Empress, a giantess from the world of Stone standing nearly as tall as two tall men combined, her skin gray with patches of green moss, her hair white, drawn back into a ponytail, with tusks similar to an orc except larger jutting up from her thick lower jaw, her grey eyes oddly human set in her stony brow, swinging her massive hammer at her side, strode through the Dragon’s Gate into the outer yard. A platoon of imperial soldiers, orcs and humans, trailed behind her, herding a new batch of slaves into the monastery: not just children this time, but also the spoils of war, magic-users and enemies of the empire with magical aptitude, even a few blue-skinned coulven witches, a nice batch of souls for the next few sacrifices, along with non-magical slaves, and the undead wights, people whose own treasonous thoughts and actions had resulted in their enthrallment, their turning.


  The general approached the archbishop and Fi Cheen, swaggering, smiling. Fi Cheen bowed, backing off to the archbishop’s side, knowing his place.


  The general set her hammer down on the dirt, the very earth trembling beneath its weight. She inclined her head, bending at her waist only slightly, a lack of respect that grated on Fi Cheen’s nerves, an affront to the archbishop, an affront to the monastery, an affront to him. She said, “Archbishop, I bring you the spoils of war.”


  “So I see, and I thank you,” the archbishop said. “Although I am—”


  “I need more than a thank you.” The general placed her fists on her hips, peering down at the archbishop. “I need troops. I need at least a new brigade and five new shaman.”


  “Odd.” The archbishop raised his hand, turning it over to inspect his fingernails. “Your reports have been glowing, the war effort proceeding as expected, the Onei in retreat, the last remaining states on this continent begging for mercy, their armies collapsing before you like fields of wheat and barley. Wasn’t that in your last report to the empress?”


  “Just so.” The general nodded. “And here I thought you’d been sleeping during my reports. But Nayengim is a fair voyage away even with the favor of the gods, and I have immediate needs.” She turned, her arm rising, indicating the slaves in the yard, collars around their necks, manacles around their wrists. “I have brought you souls for your spells to get me what I require. I formally request you cast those spells.”


  “We performed the sacrifices last night when the harmonic resonances were at their most attuned.” The archbishop spread his hands. “I would have to consult the charts, but at least another fortnight will pass before a suitable alignment occurs.”


  “No,” the general shook her head, her voice rumbling. “Now. Tonight.”


  “Would you have me use up these precious new souls you’ve brought me fighting through the dissonances?” the archbishop asked.


  “That bit you just said?” The general pointed down at the archbishop and winked. “The answer would be yes to that. I don’t care how many of these enemies you go through, get me that brigade.”


  The archbishop stared up at the general. Fi Cheen wondered what he might say, but the archbishop looked back at Fi Cheen, gesturing toward the slaves, saying, “Overseer. Please take our new charges and assign them to the appropriate cells.”


  Fi Cheen bowed. When he turned, the junior master who’d had such a hard time with the opening of the gate waited before him, looking up at him with her big dark eyes, her face clear and pure. He said, “You heard the archbishop, get these new bodies to their proper places.”


  Pain enveloped Fi Cheen, a burning weakness clutching his heart, billowing out through his limbs. Falling to his knees, he cried out in agony, “Forgive.”


  “I did not say for her to take them,” the archbishop whispered, fingertips pressing on his amulet. “I said for you to take them. Do not cross me, overseer.”


  The pain relenting, Fi Cheen scrabbled around, remaining on his knees, turning toward the archbishop, placing his forehead on the ground. “Yes, Archbishop. Of course.”


  The general laughed, a sound not unlike an avalanche crashing down on a herd of cattle.
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  THRILLER & HORROR


   


  THE WAITING


  Laurie Treacy


  Part One


  Amber Sterling stares up at Spook Hill and smiles, knowing what lies there. Templeton Psychiatric Hospital in the village of Misery Falls, New York, spreads out across one-hundred-and-fifty acres, all of which she’s roamed. Abandoned over a decade ago, no one except her and her family seems to care—about its’ history or the unfortunate souls once housed there.


  She crosses the quiet two-lane road, hoists her backpack onto her shoulder, before breaking into a run. Her sandaled feet tread along a familiar hidden path covered by overgrown weeds. At a break in the copse of trees, there’s a jagged split in the silver fabric of the chain-link fence surrounding the entire property. Stopping, Amber remembers to hold her dress against her legs to prevent it from getting caught. She doesn’t have much time to visit today. An aunt is throwing a bridal shower luncheon for one of the cousins in Hyde Park. At fifteen, Amber’s old enough to enjoy these ‘adult’ functions.


  Straightening, she travels along another well-worn dirt path, weaving around patches of tall grass, sun-bleached the color of wheat. On this August morning, the numerous trees provide shade from the increasing humidity. She hurries over rocks and twigs, careful not to scuff her sandals or mar her pedicure. Finally, she transfers over onto the old street, its asphalt faded gray, much like the concrete, weathered sidewalk broken into huge pieces where dandelions have taken residence.


  Against a picture-postcard sky of striking blue clouds, the institution could be confused for a Tim Burton movie set. Amber stops to catch her breath in front of a tall, round turret—the entrance to the High Victorian Gothic Administration building. Its blood-colored bricks and six patient wings spread out across the property on either side of this main building like long, jointed insect legs. The sight is imposing and creepy.


  Shielding her eyes, she peers up, still amazed by its beauty. Perched above every window, high arches rest, each one set in stone of different colors, sizes, and shapes. These fancy ‘eyebrows’ watch over passersby below, heightening the already eerie environment provided by the numerous broken windows they frame. With every passing breeze, remaining curtains billow outward like ghosts springing from behind hidden spaces to scare unsuspecting riders inside a haunted house.


  A headache stirs. Being late summer, she blames ragweed for her allergies.


  Still not deterred, Amber climbs the front steps, avoiding the disintegrated sections. For many years, she’s traversed the underground tunnels, discovered secret hiding spots, and gazed off rooftops at the murky Hudson River below. Her parents, long accustomed to her peculiar choice of playmate and destination, simply remind her to be careful and take her phone. She’s spent more time in and around the asylum than some kids spend playing video games.


  Buttoning up her cardigan, she steps into the decaying lobby. The lewd graffiti may not surprise her anymore, but the sudden charge of wintry air still does. Her skin pebbles as her eyes adjust to the lighting. Each step deeper into the room kicks up pockets of dust and paint chips. She wrinkles her nose.


  “Hello, Miss Sterling.”


  The familiar voice. She stares at the nurse’s station, still intact and almost as tall as she. There is nothing there except for slats of sunlight that paint a prison bar design across the mahogany, but she can feel him. “Hey, Sebastian. You know it’s okay to call me Amber.”


  “How handsome you appear, Amber.” His dignified tone turns playful. When she first met him, he was always so serious. Months later, he has changed, except for his language.


  “Thanks. Got a party to go to. How’re you?” She sets her pack on the ledge. The area cools.


  “Better now. I have a surprise for you.” He sounds close.


  She spins around, trying to spot a difference in the air. Though she has sensed the presence of others, heard what might be considered whispering, and seen movement reflected in windows, none of the hospital occupants have interacted with her. Not until Sebastian spoke to her after her fifteenth birthday last fall.


  Before her, a tall pillar of air shimmers and flickers like a mirage. She watches it change. First, into identifiable arms, legs, and a head. Then, a face and hair.


  “Oh!” She exclaims. “Is it really you?”


  Dressed in dark trousers and a yellow button-up shirt, Sebastian beams. “I’m mad as hops. I’ve been practicing. I wanted to show you the real me.”


  “Whoa…” Amber walks around him, fascinated. Tall, blond, and lanky, his pale blue eyes remind her of eastern bluebird eggs. He’s definitely cute, in an old-fashioned way. “You could be in a boy band.”


  He chuckles as she stops in front of him. Even his deep voice sounds clear, not his usual whispery timbre. “I have to borrow some of your energy. You might feel tired soon.” He touches her wrist.


  Shuddering at the frigidness and rubbery consistency of his skin, she manages a smile. “Th-that’s weird.”


  He hesitates. “May I hug you?”


  She nods. “Make it short.”


  His coldness penetrates her cardigan, but she endures. After talking with his spirit for months, this new development is exciting. He smells of antiseptic, moth balls, and winter. She pulls away. Something snags her sweater button.


  “My apologies.” He unravels his chain.


  The silver locket catches her attention. “How pretty! Can I see it?”


  His long fingers tremble as he pops open the oval piece, revealing a creased black-and-white photo of a woman and boy.


  “Is that you and your mom?” She touches the frame. It’s warm, the heat increasing intensely. She draws her hand back. “How odd.”


  He makes a face and then relaxes, letting the locket dangle between his fingers. “Can you keep a secret?”


  She clasps her hands together. “Yeah.”


  “When I was alive, my aide, a lady from the islands, did something special to my locket.” He whispers, eyes fixated on her. “All I need is someone to touch it. And then I can find a way out of here.”


  Amber blinks a few times, processing his words. “A way out? You mean it’s like magic?”


  When he doesn’t answer, she presses on. “Or are you saying it’s cursed?”


  His smirk waivers before he nods. “Yes. Want to test it?” Without waiting, he shoves his locket down onto her palm.


  The silver glows, heating up against her skin. At first, it’s comforting, and her eyes slip closed. Then the images flash inside her mind—unraveling like a speeding train across tracks—as though she’s psychically linked to the pendant.


  A girl, laughing. Holding up a diary. Taunting a boy. “Miss your mommy?”


  A doctor restrains someone on an examination table.


  Nurses grouped together. One forces pills into an unyielding mouth.


  A young man tethered to a bed. Thrashing about. Wrists bloody. Screaming. In pain.


  Sebastian.


  Her skin burns. In shock, she screeches, shoving him away.


  He stands firm and removes the locket. Its pink outline brands her skin.


  Tearing up, she tries to draw her hand close to her chest, but he cradles it, tenderly kissing the hurt flesh, his coldness strangely soothing. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “I didn’t realize it would hurt you.”


  Disconnected, other images linger behind. Horrible pictures. She blinks, trying to disengage herself from them. They pass before her eyes like wispy clouds.


  The ones who caused him harm. Bleeding. Pleading for their lives.


  Dead.


  The puzzle pieces connect. Amber yanks her hand away, shoulders rigid and cheeks pale. “Y-you killed the ones who hurt you?” With each word, she moves farther away until her back hits the station.


  Sebastian nods, his image flickering. The locket still in his outstretched hand. “Are you clairsentient or something?”


  “Clare who?” Amber’s mind races with what to do next.


  He laughs. “Another time,” his voice distant, eyes lost momentarily somewhere else.


  Looping her pack strap across her wrist, she gently begins to slide it up her arm.


  “To answer your question, I’m tired of being the victim.” He focuses back on her face. “I fought back. Does it matter? They’re gone. I’m stuck here. With the lunatics.”


  Grabbing her backpack, she glances at the doorway.


  And then he’s in front of her, fully whole. “Going somewhere? You cannot leave.”


  Her headache worsens. “There’s a party.”


  The second she notices the change in him—from the way his brows knit together, his eyes darken, his fists clench—Amber decides. She has seen his intentions, knows what he plans to do with that necklace, and she can’t let him do it.


  “Goodbye, Sebastian.” She seizes his chain and races away. Grateful for being on her school track team, she heads for the exit.


  Only to be blocked by him again.


  Sebastian flicks a hand. The rusted hinges howl at being disturbed. The front doors slam closed.


  “What the—” She gasps at his display of strength. “How can you….”


  “Knapping my property?” His whispered words sound menacing.


  Sebastian has played his macabre games before, trying to keep her inside whatever room they’ve met in. The last time, he trapped her in the tunnels until she admitted she liked him. Naively, she’d played along, flattered by his attention.


  Not anymore.


  Not after what she’d seen.


  They glare at each other. Even from a distance, Amber feels him trying to siphon her energy. Those hours of watching Supernatural come in handy. Not sure of what he is really capable of, she imagines a thick door falling in front of her like a ginormous shield.


  For a few seconds, they size each other up until he realizes what she did. “That’s my intelligent girl. You make me mad as hops, but you are my friend and so lovely to look at. Now, give me my chain, and you can go.” Holding out his hand, he waits for her to comply.


  Amber agrees. She is smart—she knows what bad guys do. They break their promises. After all the years of using Templeton as a playground, she knows every inch of this place.


  “Here.” Extending her arm, she fakes the motion of giving him his prize by switching hands before dashing across the room towards the nearest open window. When his form flashes by, she darts upstairs instead. Taking them two at a time, she keeps to the wall where the steps aren’t badly damaged. Debris is all around. To her left, she enters an office, pushed his necklace into her pack, and runs around the corroded metal desk.


  “Give it back!” he bellows. Icy wind separates the hairs on the back of her head. She turns just as a black coil reaches out for her arm and misses.


  Stifling her scream, she wonders exactly what he is. Ghost? Demon?


  As if she’s jumping a hurdle, Amber launches herself over the empty window frame. The rusty fire escape creaks loudly as her weight slams onto it. She scoots down the orange-brown steps. One step from the last, the frame jolts. She almost loses her footing. Her palms smack against the peeling railing as she grabs hold of it to steady herself.


  The hot air shifts. He’s catching up. Slipping between two wide bars, she jumps down onto the grass. Metal and rock scrape her arms and legs, but she ignores the discomfort, only one intention in mind.


  Get home and never come back.


  Running up the hill, her sandals slip on a muddy patch. Thrown forward, she lands hard and scrapes her knees. Breathing heavily, heart about to burst, Amber hauls herself back onto her feet. The fence beckons mere steps away.


  The birds stop chatting. A breeze kicks up. Inches from the ragged, metal-spoked hole, something grabs the back of her sweater. There are no branches to snag it. Amber’s fear increases. The hairs on her neck rise as the humid air dips, freezing instantly.


  “You’re my only friend!” Sebastian yells into her ear. “Why interfere?”


  She flinches. As she struggles through the fence, tears glide down her cheeks. Spokes slash her skin. Invisible icy fingers wrap around her ankle.


  He’s been practicing many things, hasn’t he?


  She grips the fence, fighting. “Were you going to use your locket on me, Sebastian?” She kicks out. “I thought, as your friend, I mattered to you.”


  No longer is any part of him visible in the light.


  “You do matter to me.” The hurtful pressure on her skin switches to caressing. “Do you realize how much?”


  She breaks free. Her backpack gets caught. Cursing, Amber leaves the pack behind and yanks her sweater off with it. “You’re a killer! Let me go!”


  “Please, Amber, I love you. Don’t leave me alone.” A pressure around her waist hauls her back as Sebastian makes another attempt to stop her. He told her once that those who died at the hospital cannot leave its grounds.


  The asphalt road sits a few feet away, her family’s property just beyond. No one is outside. The huge oaks bordering their land, usually loved for their shade, are only obstacles today.


  With a burst of adrenaline, she lunges forward, latching onto the yellow sign post with the Curve Ahead symbol. Pain flares in her hands, but she doesn’t loosen her grip. “I won’t be back,” she whispers, her heart cracking at abandoning Templeton’s grounds.


  “You will see me again, Miss Sterling.” Despite his sad tone, there’s arrogance and threat in his final words. With a sigh, he releases her.


  Amber darts forward, inches from the blacktop. Twisting, she needs one last glimpse of the only ghost she’s ever befriended.


  He’s gone.


  Everything she’s endured rushes back in an emotional whirlwind. More tears momentarily blind her as she clutches her burned hand to her chest. Why did Sebastian have to ruin everything?


  “I wish I’d never met you.” Amber steps up to the road.


  Spotting an approaching vehicle, she waits.


  As the SUV speeds toward her, she wonders if she should go back and retrieve her belongings. She decides to ask her dad to grab them.


  Pop music blares out of the car windows—a song she’s sung in the shower.


  She’s humming along to the music when a huge weight slams against her back, propelling her forward, straight into the lane.


  Arms flailing like a windmill, Amber fights to regain her balance.


  The weight is a steady wall of power. Her head pounds.


  A horn wails. Brakes screech.


  Sudden pressure smacks into her body, and she is airborne, seconds before a peaceful blackness settles in.


   


   


  Part Two


  Templeton grounds never frightened Amber when she was a child. Yet on this Halloween evening, against the contrasting waves of a bubblegum pink and popsicle orange sky, she knows firsthand that the rumors of it being haunted are true.


  The asylum has terrifying secrets.


  After that experience nine weeks ago, she now has some of her own.


  She will never again step foot alone on Templeton grounds.


  Strains of music float outside as Amber turns to take in her family’s two-story white and gray colonial home. Hospital administrators—all generations of Templetons and Sterlings, the two families long joined together by marriages—have all lived here. Today, festive garlands of witches and skeletons enhance its door frames. Orange wreaths with black cats hang from window frames. The house boasts a comical, gruesome, wide-eyed smiley face.


  Purple lights that she helped string across the wraparound porch twinkle, welcoming extended family and friends. Blow-up pumpkins dot the lawn and plastic-bag ghosts hang from branches. Everyone is inside enjoying her parents’ annual party. All except for one person.


  Riley Townsend, Amber’s best friend, is late. As usual.


  She should be used to it. Rubbing her black cardigan sleeves, she wishes he’d hurry up.


  “Ames, really? You’re wearing a TARDIS dress?”


  Spinning around, she beams.


  Riley stands a few feet away, clutching a shopping bag.


  “Where did you come from?” Twirling, she showcases her knee-length blue dress, proud of its crinoline-layered wide skirt and phone booth marked “Police Public Call Box” across her bustier. “I made it. I’m one of the Doctor’s companions.”


  His disapproval is apparent from his raised brow and upturned top lip. “What? Oh, Doctor Who. I forgot.”


  Amber’s smile switches to a confused stare as she takes in his black leather shoes and matching pants. Even his white dress shirt looks ironed.


  Riley lives in jeans, graphic tees, and sneakers. He hasn’t worn a costume in years.


  “You didn’t tell me you were coming as Mulder. I could’ve been Scully.” When he doesn’t acknowledge her X-Files comment, she walks around him in a huff, stomps up the porch steps. At the front double doors, she stops and turns. “I know! You’re a funeral home director from that movie we watched last week. Except you need to drop the beanie. Kills the effect.”


  “Huh? I wanted to wear something different.” He ducks his head and follows her. “What’s up with the combat boots and blue streaked hair?”


  Amber grabs the handles about to push them open and freezes. “I’m having fun.” She glances at him. “What’s your problem?”


  Shrugging, he unbuttons his jacket. “This isn’t elementary school, Ames. We’re juniors. Time to grow up.” He shoots her his trademark grin.


  Butterflies let loose inside her stomach. That’s been happening lately. “Let’s get one thing straight, Mr. Maturity.” They enter the house. “From now on, my style’s off limits.”


  Since his parents’ divorce last year, Riley has become part of her family. He’s the youngest of five—two sisters away at college and twin, senior brothers, at their school. His siblings are all too busy with their own lives. Amber doesn’t mind. She enjoys his company.


  They head down the hall toward the beats of music, the buzz of conversation, and the smell of food. As they’re about to pass her father’s office, Riley taps her elbow. “Before we join the party, can we talk? In there?”


  “Sure.” Once inside, Amber is grateful her dad left the fire burning. She settles her layers on the leather sofa opposite the fireplace, while he sets his bag on the floor then plops down on the other end.


  “Look inside,” he says, pointing to the bag.


  Curious, she leans over and exclaims, “You found it! Where?” She removes her old paisley backpack and unzips it. “I thought it was gone.” Her fingers tremble as she inspects its contents. Black-and-white photographs, a ring of skeleton keys, some scuffed folders, a black diary, flashlight…. Her hand, the one with a faint oval scar on the palm, stills.


  It’s not there. Checking each pocket, Amber comes up empty. “D-did you find anything else?”


  Riley gives her a quizzical look. “Just that junk. I never got why you liked that place.”


  Replacing everything, she jams the pack inside the bag and sits back. “I know how much you hate it. You never went with me.” A chill forms in the air. “You went alone?”


  “Well, duh. Who else would go with me? None of the guys would waste their time. And besides…” He scratches under his shirt collar. “I wanted to help your parents. They couldn’t understand why you ran outta there. You couldn’t remember anything from that day. I figured maybe I could retrace your steps, like on those CSI shows. And I was, uh, curious.”


  “Did you tell them about the bag?” she asks, indignant.


  “You think I’m a snitch? No one knows I went there. I did it on my own.” He loosens his tie. The corners of his mouth turn down. “So this is gratitude, huh?”


  Her gaze drops, cheeks flush. “Thanks, Riley. No one else would’ve gone looking for my bag. By the way, where was it?”


  Smiling now, he says, “I found it behind the front desk inside, um, I think the sign said ‘Boy’s Wing.’ Have you remembered anything about what happened?”


  Amber picks at her nails, unsure of how to answer him. The fire crackles, flames spitting up out of a log.


  “Ames, why’d you run away that day? You can tell me.”


  Into the path of an SUV. A shudder passes down her spine as she relives the vehicles’ impact. Trying to shrug it off, she hopes he doesn’t notice her reaction.


  That fateful morning’s events resurface. She’s always known, even though she lied and told everyone she didn’t. Blaming her concussion had been easy. Almost killed by a ghost? Who would believe her anyway? Everyone already accuses her of having an overactive imagination, attributing it to her love of sci-fi shows, fantasy books, and horror movies.


  Gulping away the returning fear, she thinks she should tell someone. Release the burden of keeping it in all this time. Why not Riley? Despite their differences and silly bickering lately, he’s still her closest friend.


  “Promise me you won’t tell anyone.”


  He nods, turning serious. “I won’t, Ames.”


  “Okay.”


   


  Part Three


  Smoothing her skirt down, she clutches a throw pillow to her chest. Taking a deep breath, she soon lets it out, confident now. “You know I’ve always liked exploring... taking pictures. I wanted to understand the people who stayed there.”


  “C’mon, you’re obsessed with it.” Riley sits sideways and draws an ankle across his knee, his fingers tapping along to Michael Jackson’s “Thriller.”


  Biting her bottom lip, she smirks. “You’re right, Riley. That place fascinates me. Why? Look around this room—the one spot where all of my families’ achievements, history, and pictures are showcased—and then it’s easy to understand my strong attachment to the hospital. It’s in my blood.”


  She studies the hearth, her memories lost in the dancing flames. “I… found some files last summer. A diary. Other things. All hidden in a girls’ wing crawlspace. The book belonged to a nineteen-year-old patient, Sebastian Howard.”


  Riley scoots closer. His hand reaches out, but he hesitates. Finally, he drops it to the cushion. “Yeah?”


  She coughs away the sudden dryness in her throat. “His name was written inside. The pictures and files were his. Doctor’s notes, medical terms I didn’t understand. I took them home, read the diary… he was miserable. Alone. I visited the places mentioned in his notes. To see if I could somehow connect with him or feel, I don’t know, something.”


  “So you went searching for the ghost of a dead guy. You’re weirding me out, Ames.”


  Still not meeting his eyes, she continues. “I know the books in here try to explain those types of things, unknown things, with scientific explanations. I believe in both science and parapsychology, and other things in between.”


  Riley keeps quiet.


  “Don’t laugh, but I did sense something. I thought it was him.”


  “The Howard guy?”


  She nods, gulping. “Then I began seeing him in my dreams.”


  He bursts out laughing and smacks his thigh. “Crushing on a dead dude? Seriously? How’d you know what he looked like?”


  Amber shoots him a death glare, snapping, “We can go join the party.”


  “Go on.” He rolls his eyes before resting his hands behind his beanie-covered head.


  “He’s in some of those pictures. Don’t believe. I didn’t… Not exactly. Until he started talking to me. I was in the physical therapy building, about to photograph wheelchairs inside the empty pool. Someone yelled not to climb the steps down into it. The place was empty.” Amber shudders.


  “Was it… Sebastian?”


  Nodding, she glances over. “He identified himself, and then he said, ‘I only want to protect you. You’re my friend, Amber. The steps aren’t safe.’ I didn’t go. When I went back another day, they had disintegrated.”


  “Whoa.”


  “Afterward, whenever I visited, Sebastian would show up. Everywhere. To talk.”


  “A ghost friend?” Riley says.


  “Kinda. Sometimes he stood so close, I could feel his Arctic breath on my face.”


  “Ugh.” Riley shifts onto his side, peering at her. “Do you like him or somethin’?”


  No, I like you. She instead mutters, “He was sweet, at first.”


  She starts to slip her hands inside her sleeves, but Riley surprises her by sliding down and locking his fingers around hers. “What else?”


  Amber gazes at him, at their hands. Butterflies squee. “He started to demand things.”


  “Like what?”


  “Wanting me to spend all my free time there. He wanted to show me his special place in the basement. I refused. He didn’t understand so he sulked.”


  “Sounds like a moron.”


  “I stopped going for a few weeks. When I returned, he apologized. He was polite. Nice. But he would say and do things. He had a bad temper. One time he broke a window.”


  “Spooky ghost guy.” Removing his beanie, Riley smoothes down his blond hair.


  “New look?” Amber notices his straightened locks. “Where’s your curls?”


  His exaggerated sigh stirs up the resting butterflies. “I got sick of ‘em. Go on.”


  “The day of my accident, Sebastian materialized in front of me. I saw him. He was tall, thin, had blond hair. Slicked back, kinda like yours. I had a party to attend, but he wouldn’t let me leave. I had to climb out a second-floor window and go down a wobbly fire escape.”


  Riley flexes his shoulders and snickers before releasing her. “You shouldn’t wear dresses to that place.”


  “How’d you know what I wore?”


  “I was the first one there after the accident. Heard it from my house.”


  No one told her Riley had been there.


  “Whatever. The last thing Sebastian said was he needed me, that he loved me.” She scowls. “Yuck. He’s like, ancient.”


  Riley whistles, playing with his hat. “There’s a ghost in luv with Amber.”


  “Oh, grow up.”


  Loud clapping from the other room provides a distraction.


  “What’s going on?”


  Amber smiles. “Granddad won the lawsuit.”


  “So, Templeton Hospital and the land belongs to your family again?”


  “Yep.” She says proudly. “It’s always been ours. Even when the state took it over, someone from my family ran it. Now we have it back. My dad’s company has drawn up plans. Wanna see them? They’re on his desk.” She points to the other side of the room.


  Riley clutches his stomach. “Why not leave it alone?”


  “They’re going to renovate the main building into a museum, some others into a conference hall and hotel. Many others will be razed and turned into parkland.”


  Riley’s face pales. “When did the hearings end? I thought it was supposed to take months.”


  She cocks her head. “I didn’t realize you were interested. It wrapped up right before lunch. Granddad said his lawyers rushed because of the upcoming holidays. Plus, there are grants to apply for by the end of the year.”


  Clawing at the collar of his shirt, he yanks off his tie and jacket, tossing them onto a chair. Whimpering, Riley twitches his head from side to side. “No, you can’t. I won’t let you…”


  Amber watches him, worried.


  Jumping up, he bounds across the large room, past the desk and glass-enclosed bookcases. “Generations of Sterlings and Templetons. They never stop. Can never just leave things alone.” He fumes, rubbing his chest as he paces up and down with the frenzied movements of a mouse trapped in a maze.


  Amber follows him, her brows crinkling. “You okay?”


  As quickly as his strange behavior began, it ceases. Riley stops in front of the fireplace. He fixates on the long frame hanging above the mantle, an oil painting of the hospital and grounds at their unveiling. “Will they remember the lost?” he whispers. “The abandoned?”


  “Werewolves of London” plays from afar as voices sing along.


  Did she hear him correctly? “Who?”


  Locking his hands behind him, he lurches back and forth like a rocking chair. “The patients.”


  Speechless, she steps up beside him and gulps. In the firelight, Riley’s features take on a strange, sinister look. In an eerie, elongated side view, the boy becomes a man.


  “Do you know what your relative, Doctor Sterling, did to his patients?” Her best friend’s boyish voice deepens.


  “His ‘new’ tests?” Riley’s tone is flat, uncaring. Disconnected.


  Hasn’t she heard it before?


  “His ‘latest’ methods?”


  When he turns, with seething eyes and red cheeks, he unleashes his fury at her. “They experimented on us!”


  “Drugs. Electric shock. Ice baths. Straitjackets. Lobotomies! We were trapped. Tortured.” With each word, he gouges his neck, revealing the chain under his shirt. “When they were done, do you know where they dumped our bodies? I’ll show you whenever you want.”


  “What do you mean, ‘our’?” If her pulse races any faster, she’ll pass out. “You weren’t there. You—” Her eyes grow huge as Riley frees the familiar silver necklace and locket.


  Their eyes latch onto each other. He snaps open the pendant.


  The locket holds two pictures now. One is Sebastian’s aged photo.


  The other belongs to— “No…” Amber whimpers. Her heart seizes.


  Riley’s junior year picture taken last month fills the other side.


  “Remember what my last words to you were?” he sneers.


  She does. “You said you would see me again.”


  “You were my first true friend,” Riley whispers. “You accepted me.”


  “What did I do?” Her knees give out. Amber drops to the floor. The crinoline whooshes as she hangs her head. “It’s my fault. You went to get my bag…” Tears drip down her face.


  Riley’s shadow blots out the firelight as he lowers onto one knee before her. “You left me alone. Took my things. What was I supposed to do, Miss Sterling?”


  She begs. “Sebastian, please don’t do this. Leave my friend alone….”


  “Why? Don’t you think I know? Yes, you had a crush on me, until you found my diary. But this boy, this living, breathing, still-growing boy? Such a delight to have a body. The feelings you have for him are true.” His cold fingertips gently push aside her bangs and slide down the side of her cheek, lingering on her skin.


  “You love him, don’t you?”


  Without thinking, she blurts out, “Yes.”


  “And I fell for you. The strange girl with blue streaks and a wondrous smile. I looked forward to your visits. Each time, I absorbed your light and vibrant spirit.” He sniffles and grins.


  “Thank you. For my freedom. For being honest.” Leaning in, his breath is frosty against her lobe. “I won’t hurt him or your family. If you’re good and keep our secret. I’ll even let Riley visit you.”


  She shivers. Dread chokes the butterflies.


  He wipes her face and helps her up.


  Cringing, she doesn’t know what to do. Is there anything a fifteen-year-old can do up against a guy who’s been dead since the late eighteenth century?


  Without asking, he draws her against him in a hug. Before, she’d envisioned being in Riley’s arms someday, like junior or senior prom, after they’d admitted feelings for one another.


  But this isn’t Riley.


  “I love you.” His hands stroke her waist and back. “And now you’re mine.”


  She pulls away. Riley’s light blue eyes—are they darker?—never leave hers.


  Cupping her chin, he brushes his lips across hers. “Happy Halloween, Ames.”


  Rage and disgust war inside her. Shoving Sebastian away, Amber wipes her mouth and snarls. “You freak! Don’t mess with my family or with my friend. I will get Riley back!”


  Sebastian leans against the wall, hands in pockets, and chuckles. “Then I guess it’s—what’s the saying?” He grins coyly. “Game on.”


   


   


  What is Amber’s next move? Find out and follow me at www.laurietreacy.com
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  DESPERATE


  Stacy Claflin


  Chapter One


  Chester Woodran stared at the pictures. His heart raced. This was the girl. She looked exactly like Heather.


  Sure, her hair was longer and darker. But those things could be fixed. Their faces were almost identical. As though separated by birth. He’d spent countless hours online searching for the right girl. He’d started the search weeks earlier.


  Now it had all paid off. He would get his chance to start over. Undo the mistakes he’d made with his first family. They were gone. He would never get to see them again.


  This girl. She was the key to his second chance. What was her name? He adjusted his oversized glasses. Macy Mercer. All he would need to do would be to win her over, and she would become Heather. His lost daughter.


  He picked up the framed picture of his family and held it up in front of the computer screen. “I’ll make everything right. I promise.”


  Chester’s pulse race as he compared the pictures of the two girls. The new one, she seemed… what was the word? Sweeter? Innocent? All the things Heather had lost.


  The new Heather’s eyes shone as she smiled sweetly. At him.


  He double-checked everything on his fake profile. Young, handsome guy. Check. Hip, popular name. Check. Profile filled out with stupid things kids were into these days. Check. Over five hundred fake friends. Check.


  Chester made sure his IP address was blocked and then he sent the request. He held his breath. Would she accept his “friendship” as easily as the other kids? Or would he have to win her over? He loved a good challenge.


  The clock on the wall ticked loudly as he waited. Had it always been this loud? Grating?


  He readjusted his glasses. Ran his hands through his thinning, but still bushy hair. Stood up and stretched.


  She hadn’t accepted yet. Smart girl. But he’d get the information he needed. He’d talk her into meeting in person. Then she’d become Heather. He would just need to wait. And he was nothing if not patient.


  The oven timer dinged. It was the perfect distraction. When he returned from dinner, the new Heather might have already accepted the request. He went into the living room and turned off the timer. As he opened the oven, the sweet smell of the chicken potpie made his mouth water.


  Chester set the table and turned on the evening news. A deadly plane crash. Politicians debating. Two homes burned to the ground because of a cigarette.


  This wasn’t what he wanted to watch while digesting food. He flipped through the stations until he found something upbeat and familiar. Cheers. Good ol’ Sammy. He and Diane were laughing about something. Much better.


  By the time the episode ended, Chester was just finishing his meal. Perfect timing. He clicked the remote and turned off the idiot box. Then he cleaned up his dinner and went back to the computer. That should be enough time for the girl to accept his request. Kids these days never left their devices out of reach. Heather definitely hadn’t.


  He typed in the password for the screensaver—not that he needed it now. He lived alone. His family couldn’t snoop on him anymore. They’d learned their lesson.


  Eight new notifications. His pulse pounded in his ears as he checked. But none of them was from her. He clicked over to her profile and studied what she had posted publicly. Those stupid typical selfies that kids were always taking. Funny pictures and sayings.


  Chester studied those. He needed to get to know her humor. That would help once they started talking.


  There weren’t a lot of interactions between the new Heather and her friends. At least that he could see. That would help him to understand her better, too.


  He took a deep breath and opened a message to send her. If he wanted to be convincing, he would need to use that annoying, mindless chat speak. At least he’d had practice while building up his online profile. Tyler Johnson. He’d used the picture of a basketball player.


  Hey. Wassup?


  Chester waited. She hadn’t even looked at the message. He opened a new tab and scanned her profile. Then he went back to the message tab.


  Wanna chat?


  Nothing. He frowned. What was he doing wrong? He hovered over her picture and realized they had no mutual friends. She was probably smart. He’d always told his Heather to stay away from guys she didn’t know online. Maybe this girl actually listened to her parents.


  Did kids actually still do that?


  He went to her friends list and sent requests to everyone who looked her age. Most of them accepted right away. Fools. Before long, he and Macy had over a hundred mutual friends.


  I’m bored. What u doing?


  Again, nothing. She wasn’t even opening the chat window. He waited and sent her a new message every few minutes. She was posting things to her profile, so she was logged in. Just ignoring him.


  That wouldn’t last long.


  He kept the profile up and opened a new browser so he could create a new login. She didn’t like this one. Fine.


  Chester searched for “cute boys” and clicked images. Hundreds of goofy selfies stared at him. He needed to narrow the search. He added “teenage” to the search. He found one on a beach showing off his pecs. If the new Heather didn’t like basketball players, maybe she was more into beach bums.


  In less than a half hour, he had a new profile set up. Parker Lawrence was born, and with over five hundred mutual friends with Macy Mercer. He found Tyler’s profile and friended himself, and then he added all of Tyler’s friends.


  Now Parker was a legitimate person. He only needed a bunch of stuff on his profile. Chester went over to Macy’s profile and posted similar images to the ones she had. He clicked on the online quizzes and took them, making sure to post his answers publicly.


  This was sure to be a win. It was all for her. Each post set with care. Things that she would like.


  One thing remained. He needed to decide whether to send a message or friend request first. Sending the request first hadn’t worked before. He opened up a message screen.


  Wanna b friends? We know lots of the same ppl.


  Ur friends with Tyler. Stop messing with me. Blocking u both.


  Chester closed his eyes. He wanted to punch something, but that wouldn’t do any good. Besides, he was getting closer. She’d actually responded to Parker. Maybe the next one would be his golden ticket.


  He opened yet another browser and worked on another profile. This one wouldn’t contact Macy for a few days. Give her a chance to calm down. That way she wouldn’t think the next one had anything to do with his failed attempts.


  It was getting late, but he didn’t want to go to bed until he had the winning profile set up. He’d spend the next few days posting and adding friends. He searched for images of cute teen boys again. This time, he closed his eyes and pressed his finger on a random point on the screen.


  Chester opened his eyes and saw a friendly-looking kid. He seemed more studious than the others. More like her. He clicked the image and more pictures of the kid showed. Perfect. That would make the profile even more believable. He downloaded all the pictures to his computer and then uploaded them onto Jared’s profile page.


  He created photo albums and took some more quizzes, answering like he pictured a bookworm would answer. Chester’s eyes grew heavy. He would have to wait to complete the profile until tomorrow. Time was on his side, anyway. As hard as it would be, he would wait three days before friending or messaging the new Heather.


  The time would be spent watching her online. Studying her. Learning everything he could first. That was where he’d gone wrong with the other profiles. If he could figure out where she lived, he would even watch her home. Or maybe her school. That would be easier to find. He could figure that out easy enough. Even if it meant chatting up her friends.


  Chester turned off the computer and went to bed with a smile on his face.


  Soon, he would have Heather back.


   


  Chapter Two


  Macy Mercer held in the tears. Only a few more blocks before her stop. Then she could run off the bus and get away from these horrible people for a long weekend.


  “You want me to say something?” Zoey asked. Her eyes narrowed while she twirled some of her jet black hair around a finger.


  Macy shook her head. With the tears threatening, she didn’t dare speak.


  “They’re just jerks.”


  Then why have you been hanging out with them? Macy wanted to ask. Her best friend had been spending less time with her lately, but she was afraid of saying anything and losing her. She couldn’t blame Zoey. Macy wasn’t allowed to do anything, and she couldn’t expect Zoey to stay home, too.


  Finally, the bus brakes squealed to a stop. Macy swung her bag over her shoulder, took a deep breath, and rose from the smelly seat. Zoey stood with her.


  “Muffin Top Macy!” someone shouted.


  She pretended not to hear. Sometimes that worked. Not usually. She kept her attention focused on the front of the school bus. Only about twenty feet to freedom.


  “Muffin top!” shouted someone else.


  “Ignore them,” Zoey whispered.


  “That’s what I’m doing.”


  A balled up piece of paper hit Macy in the side of her head. Laughter erupted all around.


  “You’re not still friends with the fatty, are you, Zo?”


  “Muffin Top Macy!”


  “Fatty!”


  “Have you ever thought about exercising?”


  Macy tripped over something, barely catching herself before falling. She glanced back to see someone’s foot sticking out into the aisle. More laughter.


  They finally reached the steps. Macy grabbed Zoey’s arm and yanked her down with her before she could say anything. As she pulled her outside, Macy got a whiff of cigarette smoke from Zoey’s clothes.


  Her heart sank. It was only a matter of time before she and her best friend parted ways. Their lives were going in two completely different directions. Not that Macy could blame her—who would want to be known as best friend of Muffin Top Macy?


  “Those guys are such idiots,” Zoey fumed.


  Macy shrugged. “Want to sleep over tonight?”


  Zoey’s eyes widened. She frowned.


  “Never mind. I get it.” Macy headed for her house, stopping in the yard.


  “Wait.” Zoey caught up to her. “I just made some plans with a couple friends. Can I spend the night tomorrow? Or you can come over to my place. At least my mom doesn’t watch us like hawks.”


  Macy sighed. She felt even lower. Now she was Zoey’s second choice. She wasn’t going to win the fight against her tears.


  “I have all afternoon,” Zoey said. “Let’s do something fun before it gets dark. Want to make ice cream sundaes?”


  “Why? So I can get fatter?” The tears blurred her vision.


  “Macy, that’s not what I meant. It’s because we’ve been making them since preschool.


  “I know. I’m vegan now, remember? No ice cream.”


  Zoey sat on the bottom step and patted it next to her.


  Macy stood, refusing to sit.


  “Is it helping you lose weight?” Zoey asked.


  “I’ve lost fifteen pounds, not that anyone’s noticed.”


  Zoey frowned. “I did. Remember? I just meant, have you lost more?”


  “You also helped me buy some new clothes. But it doesn’t matter. No one will ever see me differently. My muffin top’s gone. Not that anyone cares.” She pressed her shirt against her waist.


  “I guess it’ll just take time. If you can just start coming to the parties, people would see you as cooler.”


  “You know I can’t.”


  “Spend the night at my place and go with me.”


  Macy shook her head. “Your mom knows I’m not allowed to go to those. She’d never go behind my parents’ back and let me go with you.”


  “Then sneak out. It’s your only option if you want a life before you turn sixteen. A year is way too long to wait.”


  Macy dropped her bag on the grass and sat next to Zoey. “A year and two months. And yeah, my social status will be permanently sealed by then. No hope of turning around.”


  Zoey’s eyes lit up. “I have an idea.”


  “I can’t sneak out.”


  “No. Let’s take some pictures and post them on your profile. Show off your figure. Make them all feel stupid for still calling you that name.”


  “What am I supposed to wear?” she asked. She didn’t have any revealing clothes. No way her parents would ever let her wear anything like that. Especially not her dad. Well, mostly her dad. She’d heard her parents fighting about Macy lately. Her mom was more on her side than her dad, but when it came down to it, he won. And he would never stop seeing her as his little girl.


  Macy realized Zoey was talking. “Slow down. What did you just say?”


  “It’s perfect! Grab your bag. Come on.”


  “Well…” Macy had no idea what she was getting herself into. But her mom’s car was gone, so that meant she had some time.


  Zoey ran down the walkway. Macy grabbed her backpack and chased after her, following her to Zoey’s house.


  “Want a snack?” Zoey asked. “I’m sure we have something vegan.”


  Macy’s stomach rumbled from skipping lunch. She’d hidden in a bathroom stall to get away from the name-calling. “I’m not hungry,” she lied.


  “Me, neither.” They both dropped their bags in the entryway and ran upstairs to Zoey’s room. Zoey put on some music with a lot of bass. She grabbed a pack of cigarettes and stuffed it in a drawer. Macy pretended not to see, picking up some of Zoey’s makeup.


  “Good,” Zoey said. “You got the right idea. Want me to put on the makeup for you? I can give you some super-sexy smoky eyes?”


  “They’ll never look like yours.”


  Zoey was half-Japanese, and Macy had always been jealous of her gorgeous eyes. Zoey had never met her dad, who lived in Japan, but she’d definitely inherited his eyes.


  “Of course not, but with a little eyeliner and color, your eyes are gonna pop. Sit.”


  Macy took a seat at the vanity and Zoey got to work. It was hard to sit still with a pencil so close to her eyeball, but Macy managed.


  Maybe, just maybe, some sexy pictures on Instagram or Facebook would help the kids at school see her differently. It was her only chance, really. Her mom would never let her out of the house looking the way Zoey was going to have her when she was done.


  As Zoey went, she chatted excitedly about how great Macy was going to look. This was going to be a game-changer if half of what Zoey said was true. Macy’s heart raced.


  Finally, Zoey stepped back. “A masterpiece!”


  Macy turned to look.


  “No peeking.” Zoey grabbed her shoulders and turned her back around. “Now let’s fix this hair.”


  “What’s wrong with my hair?”


  “Nothing. You have a lot to work with.”


  Which meant she hadn’t been making it work on her own.


  Zoey reached around her and turned on her flat iron and curling iron. Then she grabbed a brush and moved Macy’s part to the side. She kept brushing, but Macy couldn’t tell what she was doing. Soon, she pulled out the flat iron and gave Macy some fake side bangs, clipping the long part to the side. Then she curled the ends.


  “Can I look yet?” Macy asked. She was starting to feel like a new person. Older. Pretty. Sophisticated.


  “Not yet.” Zoey put the brush down and went to her closet. “No peeking.”


  Macy’s pulse pounded in her ears. Zoey had a lot of clothes that didn’t meet the school’s dress code. She tried to imagine what she would have her wear. Probably nothing her parents would approve of. Hopefully she could keep the pictures online long enough for the kids to see before Macy was forced to take them down.


  Zoey pulled out a pile of clothes.


  “What’s this?” Macy asked. “A fashion show?”


  “Yep. And we’re going to start with this baby.” Zoey held up a short, clingy green dress.


  Macy’s heart nearly pounded out of her chest. Her parents would kill her. She would never get to go out again until she graduated. But if it got the kids at school to stop making fun of her, it would be worth it.


  “Let me help you. You can’t mess up your hair or face. ‘Kay?”


  She swallowed, but nodded. Her hands and feet felt cold as she slid out of her boring school clothes and into the little dress.


  “Turn around,” Zoey said once it was on.


  Macy spun around and checked herself out in the mirror. Her eyes widened. She hardly recognized herself.


  “See?” Zoey asked. “No one’s gonna be able to say anything after this. Let’s go in the rec room for pictures.”


  “Sure.” Macy kept staring at her reflection as she walked away from the mirror. She caught up to Zoey and posed for the camera. Her change in appearance gave her more confidence than she’d had in a long time.


  They had a blast with their photo shoot. Macy loved wearing the clothes her parents would hate. She didn’t know how long they would stay on her account, but she hoped everyone from school would see them.


  After Macy’s last outfit, her outdated, second-hand phone alerted her of a text. She groaned.


  “Parental unit?” Zoey asked.


  “Yep. My mom.”


  Where are you?


  “Looks like my fun’s over.”


  “Ask if you can stay for dinner.”


  At Zoey’s. They want me to have dinner here.


  It’s family dinner night.


  Of course. How else would an almost-fifteen year old want to spend her Friday night?


  Okay. Be home soon.


  “I can’t,” Macy said. “Family dinner night.”


  “Oh, that’s right.” Zoey rolled her eyes dramatically. “Well, let’s see if anyone’s seen the pictures yet.”


  “You already uploaded them?” Macy’s voice squeaked.


  Zoey laughed. “Of course.” She pulled out her phone. “Lots of views. This might be a new start for you.”


  Macy’s breath caught. “Are there likes?” she whispered. “Comments?”


  She didn’t say anything.


  “What?” Macy exclaimed.


  “Nothing,” Zoey said too fast. Her smile faded into a frown.


  “Let me see.” Macy reached for Zoey’s phone.


  Zoey pulled it away.


  “Zo!”


  “We better get you back into your clothes.”


  Macy grabbed her cell and went to her social media apps. She opened the first one and waited as it loaded. She really needed a new one. Finally, the app opened and she saw the pictures.


  There were comments. Plenty of them.


  Nice photoshop work.


  Still a cow.


  Moo.


  Can’t suck in a muffin top 4ever.


  Makeup can only hide ugly.


  Fatso.


  Loser.


  Still a reject.


  Byotch.


  Once ugly, always ugly.


  Tears blurred her vision. She couldn’t read the rest. Macy shoved her phone into her pocket and then grabbed her clothes.


  “Macy,” Zoey exclaimed.


  “I can’t do this.” Macy ran into the bathroom, locking the door. The tears streamed down her face, ruining the makeup. Not that it mattered. She’d have to wash it off before going home, anyway. She grabbed a washcloth and scrubbed her face clean before getting into her own clothes.


  She ran back into Zoey’s room and threw the clothes on the bed.


  “Macy…”


  “Thanks for trying. I gotta get home.”


  “Wait.”


  Macy shook her head. “No. You can’t fix me. Have fun tonight.” She made sure she had her phone, and then she ran down the stairs. She could hear Zoey just behind her. Macy grabbed her bag and turned around. “Don’t worry about me.”


  “This is just the start. When we get back to school, we’ll meet early and I’ll help you with—”


  “Don’t.” Macy ran out the door, slamming it behind her.


  Three


   


  Macy barely made it through dinner. Her mom had made her a vegan version of dinner, but she could barely swallow any of it. Mostly, she pushed it around her plate, hoping it would disappear into thin air. She kind of wished she could do that, too.


  Her younger brother, Alex, kept glancing up at her. He’d obviously seen the pictures, and by some miracle, he hadn’t told their parents. Usually, he wouldn’t miss an opportunity to get her into trouble.


  “Anyone want to play cards?” asked her dad.


  “No,” Macy said.


  “What’s with you lately?” he asked.


  “I just don’t want to.”


  He narrowed his eyes. “You never want to do anything I suggest.”


  “Chad,” said Macy’s mom.


  “Alyssa, stop. I know she’s a teen, but she doesn’t have to fight me on everything.”


  Macy sighed. It didn’t matter where she went—home, school—she could never make anyone happy. The only place she could really relax and just be herself was over at Zoey’s. Or maybe her own room if anyone would leave her alone.


  Her parents continued to stare each other down.


  Alex gave her a knowing glance. What was that? Sympathy?


  Macy didn’t want to stick around to find out. “I need some space.”


  Her dad slammed his hand on the table. “What you need is to be respectful. I get that you’re a teenager and need your independence.”


  Macy laughed.


  He glowered at her. “We’re going to spend some time together as a family, and you’re going to like it.”


  Good luck with that. “Fine.”


  “Help your mom clean up. Alex and I are going to get the game ready.”


  Alex shot Macy an apologetic look before leaving the kitchen with their dad.


  “Your dad’s under a lot of stress from work,” her mom said as she gathered plates from the table.


  “Whatever.”


  Her mom lowered her voice. “I know he’s being a jerk, but if we humor him, he’ll probably relax and be nice the rest of the weekend.”


  Macy picked up the glasses from the table, nearly spilling Alex’s leftover milk on her shirt. “He’ll probably be on his computer all weekend, anyway.”


  “He really thinks his blog is his ticket to quitting his job.”


  “Then you think he’ll be nice? Quit making fun of me for being vegan?”


  “He doesn’t make fun of you.”


  Macy arched a brow.


  “He’s just worried that you’re not getting the proper nutrition.”


  “He sure has a rude way of showing it.”


  They got the rest of the dishes in the dishwasher in silence.


  Macy barely made it through the four rounds of card games without snapping at her dad.


  Alex yawned and stretched. “I’m going to bed. A growing boy needs his rest.”


  Macy rolled her eyes. He was full of it. Every weekend, he would sneak out and get away with it. Though two years younger, he got away with murder. It wasn’t fair.


  They all exchanged goodnights and Macy trudged to her room. When she went into the bathroom, Alex was just exiting. He wore new clothes.


  “Nice pajamas,” Macy said sarcastically.


  He stood taller. Taller than Macy, in fact. “Nice pictures.”


  Her eyes widened. “You’re not going tell Mom and Dad?”


  “Of course not. You should wear makeup more often.”


  “You think they’d let me?”


  “Put it on in the bus.”


  “In front of everyone?” she exclaimed. They’d ridicule her even worse.


  He shrugged. “Just sayin’. Maybe people would leave you alone.”


  Alex knew about that? She gave him a once-over. “Have fun sleeping.”


  They exchanged a knowing look before Alex walked away. Jealousy ran through her. Why did he get away with whatever he wanted, but she never did? More than likely, one of her parents would discover the pictures Zoey posted before Macy even finished brushing her teeth.


  Her dad would go down to his office to work on his blog for hours like he did each night. Eventually, he would find his way onto social media and check her profiles.


  The only way Macy was allowed to keep her profiles was if she added them as friends. If she tried hiding any posts from them, they would delete her online presence before she could bat an eye.


  If he didn’t see the pictures, then her mom surely would. She was as active on social media almost as much as Macy.


  Macy ran to her room and locked the door behind her. Not that it would keep her parents away. Especially after seeing the pictures. She grabbed her laptop and put it on her pillow. Macy got on her stomach and scrolled through the pictures. She couldn’t help smiling—she really did look amazing.


  She ignored the comments as she went through them. Maybe she could find one that wasn’t too revealing and make it her profile picture. There was a closeup of her face and shoulders with her wearing a pretty teal tank. Surely, her parents couldn’t argue with that one. Aside from having makeup on, it wasn’t revealing in the slightest.


  Macy set it as her profile picture on all the sites. Just as she was about to scroll the feed for anything interesting, she received a notification that she had a private message.


  Her heart sunk. It was probably someone taking the rude comments to a new level.


  She checked, anyway. It was a cute guy she’d never seen before. He looked to be about her age and he had on a baseball uniform. His name was Jared and they had about a hundred mutual ‘friends.’ He was probably someone from a rival school that everyone knew but her.


  Maybe he’d seen her pictures when someone commented on them. What if he’d read the comments?


  She took a deep breath and clicked the message. If he was a jerk, she’d just block him. Who cared what some random kid thought?


  The message popped up into the middle of the screen, making his picture bigger. He was even cuter than the small picture made him out.


  Hey there. Don’t think we’ve met.


  Macy’s face warmed. Was he being nice, or did he really want to get to know her?


  No, we haven’t.


  That’s too bad. We should change that.


  Her heart skipped a beat. Her mind raced. What could she say? Her parents would never let her meet a boy from online.


  You’re really pretty.


  Macy covered her face with her hands. Was he for real? Or had someone set him up to mess with her? She had to say something quick or he’d figure out that she wasn’t popular.


  Brb.


  I’ll be waiting. :-)


  She forced herself to breathe normally. What could she tell him? It would be too easy to scare him off. She needed Zoey’s advice.


  Macy picked up her phone and texted her friend.


  I’m talking to some guy who thinks I’m pretty. Help!


  Lol just b yourself.


  That’ll scare him away.


  Tell him he’s cute. Is he?


  I can’t do that! Yeah, he is.


  Just butter him up. Say how great he is. Ask questions about him. Gotta go.


  Okay. Thx.


  Macy stared at Jared’s picture. He was adorable, but what would he think when he found out Macy didn’t usually look like she did in all the new pictures? At least, not without Zoey’s help.


  She clicked over to his profile page. The only thing he had public was a bunch of baseball pictures. She recognized the uniform. He went to a rival school. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.


  Macy took a few deep breaths and then went back to the message conversation.


  Sry about that. Parents.


  Tell me about it. Mine never leave me alone.


  Well, that was a good starting point.


  You, too?


  Always on my case.


  I wonder if they exchange notes.


  Lol pretty and funny.


  Macy’s face burned hotter. You’re cute, too.


  Just cute?


  What would Zoey call a cute guy? Hot. Sexy. Macy wasn’t going to say either of those.


  Luckily he responded first. Lol j/k. What are you doing tonight?


  Parents won’t let me out.


  Grounded, too?


  Kinda. What did u do?


  Skipped practice and lied 2 my coach.


  A bad boy. Macy smiled. Nice.


  Haha. He didn’t think so.


  I bet.


  Hold on. Gotta let my dog in.


  Np.


  Macy’s mind raced. Jared was so cute and just talking to her like… like she was normal.


  Back. My dog won’t stop barking at squirrels. Pisses the neighbors off.


  Lol yeah I bet.


  U got any pets?


  Just got a ferret.


  Don’t they stink?


  Not really. Just gotta clean the cage.


  What’s his name?


  Ducky.


  Cool I just got boring pets. Cat and a dog.


  Not boring. I had a cat.


  Had?


  Snowflake died not long ago.


  Sucks. Sry.


  Thx.


  It was still hard to talk about losing Snowflake. The cat had been her source of comfort so many days coming home from school upset over the name-calling and everything else. She couldn’t talk to her parents or brother. Her pet had helped her to feel less alone. She hoped Ducky would help. Or maybe even Jared. She smiled.


  There was a knock on her door. Macy groaned and closed the message conversation. “What?”


  Her mom came in. “What are you doing?”


  “Just on the computer.”


  “Are you okay? You seemed on edge this evening.”


  One of her new pictures popped up on her news feed. A new comment she didn’t want to read.


  Macy closed her laptop and put it on her desk. “I’m fine. Just glad to have a long weekend.”


  “Oh, that’s right. You guys have Monday off. I can’t believe I forgot about that. Have you thought about your birthday party?”


  “Mom.” She moaned. “I’m too old for those.”


  Not that anyone would come.


  Her mom frowned. “But we have one for you every year. Since you turned one. We have to do something.”


  She wasn’t going to give up. “Can’t we just have a family thing? Go out to dinner or something?”


  “That’s a great idea!” Her mom’s face lit up. “Instead of a big party, we’ll do that and then get you something nice. Any ideas?”


  “Actually, a new phone would be nice. Not one of yours or Dad’s old ones.”


  She nodded knowingly. “You always say how slow yours loads.”


  “You used to complain about the same thing before you gave it to me.”


  “Oh, yeah. That thing was annoying.” She put a hand on Macy’s knee. “You pick out the restaurant and then we’ll take you to pick a phone. Sound good?”


  Macy nodded. Maybe things were starting to turn around. Between the pictures, Jared showing interest in her, and a new phone, this could be the beginning a new life for her.


  Her mom got up from the bed and kissed the top of her bed. “I’m glad. Don’t stay up too late. Alex already went to bed.”


  Bed, right. Macy held in a bitter laugh. He was probably already out egging a house with his friends. “Okay, Mom.”


  “‘Night, sweetie.” She left, closing the door behind her.


  Macy let out a sigh of relief and then headed for the laptop. She’d totally left Jared hanging.


  He’d left a few more messages in the conversation, asking where she’d gone.


  Back. Sry. My mom interrupted and wouldn’t leave me alone.


  I get that. My parents are annoying too.


  Macy smiled. She continued talking with him as she got into her pajamas and into bed. She made sure to turn off the light so she wouldn’t have any more interruptions.


  She chatted with him for hours, loving the attention. He thought she was funny and smart—and most amazingly, pretty. When her eyes grew heavy, she glanced at the time. It was after two!


  I need to get some sleep. Chat tomorrow?


  For sure. Want my number? We can text when I’m on breaks at my game.


  Macy’s heart sped up.


  She gave him her number.
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  MORE THAN A CRUSH


  Kat Stiles


  “I am lovely,” I said to my reflection. It stared back at me, as if to mock me. It was hard to refute the image before me – stringy, dull brown hair of no striking length barely covering large ears, coupled with an acne-speckled complexion and thick glasses. Nevertheless, I had to try. It’s all in how you carry yourself. I read that in Cosmo, so it must be true.


  The words of my guidance counselor rang in my ears. “You make your own reality. Visualize what you want, write it down, and then take steps to make it happen.” This coming from a man who I was pretty sure still lived with his mother. At first I disregarded his advice as new age hippie BS. But after careful consideration and binge-watching of coming-of-age teen movies, I came to conclusion he was right. I am the master of my destiny. And today is the day.


  Derek Van Der Creek will be mine.


  Derek Van Der Creek was the cutest boy in the whole school. I knew everything about him: the fact that he preferred Cheetos over Doritos, that he liked to watch soccer and old reruns of Supernatural, and that his dream was to be a doctor someday. A doctor, the noblest of professions. He was simply perfect.


  I held my head up, for the first time ever, as I entered my high school. Ignoring the snickers and occasional girlie giggles took less effort today. It was as if I were invincible. I pictured the entire glorious scene in my head: With a confident stride, I’d walk straight up to Derek’s locker, grab him by the shirt and pull him in for an epic kiss. The kind of kiss that warrants a love song playing in the background, accompanied by a slow clap from onlookers. He would melt into my arms and finally realize I’m the one for him.


  I took a slow, deep breath. My hands began to sweat as I neared Derek’s locker. Am I really doing this? He’s going to laugh at me. Or call me names, like all the other popular kids do.


  No, I thought. Derek is different. Just the other day we made eye contact and he smiled at me. It was from all the way across the gym, but it still counted. We are clearly destined to be together.


  Derek was stowing his books as I approached. His light brown hair seemed effortlessly flawless, like he just got out of bed looking that gorgeous. Oh how I dreamed of running my fingers through that hair. Only a few more feet, a few more seconds until his lips were on mine. I gulped. This is going to happen, I thought. As if I could will it into existence. His back faced me, and I reached out to him, my heart pounding in my chest. This is it.


  Before I made contact, Jenn burst out of nowhere, practically knocking me over. The Jenn, the most popular girl in 11th grade and by far the prettiest with her long blonde hair, model-worthy skin, and curves in all the right places. “Derek!” she squealed.


  It was clear her irritating cry startled him. Why does she constantly throw herself at him? She could have anyone she wants. Why my man?


  Instead of dismissing her like the sad, desperate hag she was, he smiled and embraced her. “How’s my favorite girl?”


  She giggled in a disgustingly flirtatious manner. My stomach dropped when her eyes locked on to me. “What do you want?” Derek turned around to see whom she addressed. No smile this time.


  I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came. What could I possibly say? The truth would have me ridiculed for the rest of my life. It was bad enough I didn’t get a kiss from Derek.


  “You’re so creepy,” she muttered. And then she faced Derek once more, draping her arms around him in an intimate fashion. As if she owned him. Everyone knew they weren’t dating. Why would Derek waste his time with someone like her? Totally delusional.


  I sighed and backed away. With Jenn around, it would be fruitless to even try to talk to Derek, let alone kiss him. I had to get him alone somehow. Another opportunity would present itself. If nothing else, I understood the value of patience.


   


  * * *


   


  The school day progressed like any other – not-so-subtle whispers behind my back, gazes averted as I walked past, conversations with friends that never took place. I spent my time focusing on a single thought:


  Derek Van Der Creek will be mine.


  In gym class, the teachers assigned us to mixed volleyball teams. Though I knew gym was the most pointless class in high school (beating out even woodshop), I kinda looked forward to it because Derek was there. With any luck, I’d see that amazing smile of his again.


  Derek was picked for the team opposite me. Which meant I could at least covertly check him out while the rest of my classmates tried to hit the ball. I smiled at the thought.


  Glancing around, I realized I wasn’t the only one with that idea. I actually heard one of my teammates sigh, her eyes focused on his gorgeous body. The first serve made it over the net, and the game began.


  I watched the ball enough to avoid it, rationing my time between it and Derek-gazing. There was more of him to see in his gym clothes, and I was relishing every second of it. He noticed me watching him and flashed a casual smile. I wanted to smile back, but I think I just gaped in confusion. I continued to stare at him, wondering if I was really the intended recipient of that dazzling smile, when one of the players on the other side spiked the ball at me. Before I could react, it pegged me straight in my face, sending my glasses flying and knocking me to the ground.


  “Are you okay?” One of the gym teachers helped me to my feet, amidst a chorus of laughter from both teams. My face was red from embarrassment, I was sure. Another player handed me my glasses, but the frame was all bent out of shape. Great, this is just what I need.


  “I’d like to rest, please,” I said quietly to the teacher. She nodded and walked me toward the locker room. I didn’t have the courage to look over at Derek, to see his reaction. It would be too painful if he were laughing along with the rest of them.


   


  * * *


   


  Eighth period rolled around and I still hadn’t gotten Derek alone. A mixture of sadness, disappointment and depression welled up in me. I began to question the utter futility of my quest, which only exacerbated my lingering self-esteem issues. Today was going to turn out like any other day at this crappy school, I thought. Nothing is ever going to change.


  On my way out, my head drooped in defeat. It was stupid to think I would actually be with him. Once in my car, I rested my forehead against the steering wheel. I’m such a loser.


  As if the universe were agreeing with me, my car wouldn’t start. I groaned. “Really? Hit me when I’m down, why don’t you…”


  I rested my head back down on the steering wheel and left it there. I don’t know how much time had passed before the knock on the window came. Afraid to look up, I knew it would be a teacher or some other authority figure telling me to leave.


  But it was him.


  My eyes grew big and I hastily ran my fingers through my hair to attempt damage control. I could only imagine how horrible I looked. Derek motioned to roll down the window, and I wanted to smack myself for not doing it sooner.


  “Are you having car trouble?” he asked. His big blue eyes stared into mine. I had a deer-in-the-headlights moment, getting lost in those radiant eyes.


  I finally shook it off to answer him. “Yes, my stupid car won’t start.”


  “Wait, you’re the girl from gym class, right?” He focused on my nose. “It’s already starting to bruise… Man this just isn’t your day.”


  I gasped. Without my glasses, it was difficult to assess the damage earlier. I fished the mangled frame out of my purse and attempted to look through the lenses in my rearview mirror. Sure enough, there was a reddish purple twinge to my nose.


  “No, it doesn’t look that bad…” he said, but I knew he was only trying to make me feel better. I looked like I got my ass kicked. The feelings of utter humiliation resurged. It was like I was reliving the incident at gym all over again.


  “Hey, uh… Do you want me to take a look at your car?” He avoided my gaze, probably afraid to set me off or to avoid having to lie about my appearance again. It was almost considerate, and I appreciated the gesture.


  But as far as my car was concerned, I didn’t think there was even a remote chance he could help – it had so many different issues it was a wonder it ran at all. But I saw the car as a kind of kindred spirit, so against my mother’s urging, I held on to it. She still had a few more good years, and I wasn’t about to give up on her.


  “Actually I could use a ride. Probably safer not to drive without these anyway,” I said, motioning to my glasses. I knew my house was close to his, but I didn’t want to disclose that at the risk of sounding like a stalker. “I live on Elmhurst.”


  “Oh, that’s only a couple blocks from my house. No problem.”


  A warm glow spread through me and I couldn’t hold back the grin that materialized. “Thank you so much, Derek!”


  He opened the door for me to let me out and I blushed as he helped me out of the car. What a perfect gentleman, I thought. My knight in shining armor.


  I couldn’t help staring at him as I followed him to his car. The way he walked just exuded confidence. And every other step stretched his jeans so that I could catch a glimpse of his muscle definition. I wanted to shriek in glee at my good fortune.


  His car was a muscle car of some sort. Cars weren’t really my thing, so I didn’t know the model, but his looked like a fast one.


  Once inside, the full force of his body spray caressed my senses, as if he’d put it on for the sole purpose of seducing me. I breathed in that fine musky smell and felt my inhibitions melt.


  He started the car up, and the deep throaty noise it emitted confirmed my suspicion. “Nice ride.”


  “Thanks. What’s your number?”


  My number? He’s asking for my number? My heart felt like it would burst out of my chest. I rattled off the digits so quickly it made me dizzy afterwards. Or perhaps it was just euphoria. It’s happening! It’s really happening!


  He chuckled. “I meant the number of your house.”


  “Oh,” I said flatly, trying to pass it off like I was all casual. “It’s 223.”


  My ego deflated a little, but I was still stupid happy. I’m in Derek’s car, and he’s driving me home. Should I make my move in the car? I decided it would be better to wait until we’re stopped. Wouldn’t want to get into an accident because of a life-altering kiss, after all.


  “I broke my nose once,” he said, out of the blue. “It was black and blue for days.”


  I wasn’t sure if that was supposed to comfort me or not. But I reasoned my nose probably wasn’t broken, so perhaps it was meant to give me hope I wouldn’t look so ridiculous that long.


  I didn’t know how to respond to that offering, so I merely asked, “Did it hurt?”


  “Hell yeah.” He paused for a moment. “Does yours hurt?”


  “It’s not that bad, just a little sore.” I found it sweet that he was concerned about my pain. “I don’t think it’s broken.”


  “That’s good.”


  The rest of the short drive was silent. When we arrived at my house, I noticed my mother’s car was absent from the driveway. “Can you come in for a quick drink?”


  He rubbed his neck and a pained grimace appeared. “I don’t have much time, I have to get back.”


  “Please, it’s the least I can do, for the ride home,” I said in an even tone, trying hard not to sound like I was begging. Which I totally was. “It’ll only take a minute.”


  Derek sighed. “Okay, but it’s got to be quick.” He flashed a sweet smile, and I nearly melted again. It took every ounce of self-reserve in my being to not throw my arms around him right then and there.


  I fumbled with the lock on the front door, still on edge that my dream was coming true. Alone time with Derek. His easy smile appeared once more, as if girls acting nervous around him were a daily occurrence, and his canned reaction was to feel flattered.


  The first room noticeable upon entering my house is the massive living room area, with a huge bookshelf of movies next to the big screen TV. In the free time I didn’t spend with friends, I watched movies. Horror movies were my favorite, followed closely by romantic comedies. And of course, coming-of-age teen flicks, can’t forget about those little nuggets of life wisdom.


  “Cool, I love your house!” He browsed the titles on the bookshelf and mentioned the ones he’d seen and liked.


  The smile that initially formed when Derek offered me a ride remained plastered on my face. I couldn’t believe my luck. I had to make the most of this.


  Derek Van Der Creek will be mine.


  After grabbing a spare set of eyeglasses, I slipped into the kitchen to prepare our drinks - a cocktail of several fruit juices I loved. Derek eventually joined me, looking all around as if he were a tourist. “This is really nice.”


  He wasn’t being kind. My mother worked as a lawyer, so you could say we lived comfortably. She often worked late, which I normally hated, but was very okay with at that moment.


  “Thank you.” I stirred the drinks a final time and handed Derek his.


  “You should probably get some ice on that,” he said, pointing to my nose. “Might help with the swelling.”


  I nodded and retrieved an ice pack from the freezer. My spare glasses hurt a little to wear them, but I didn’t want anything to be out of focus. It was a relief to remove them and feel the cool ice on my injury.


  He lifted his drink, observing it. “What is this?” His eyes stared into mine as he waited for a response, and for a moment my breathing stopped. It took a serious effort to process and answer the question.


  “It’s like a fruit cocktail,” I said, then felt immediately stupid afterwards. “I mean, it is a fruit cocktail.”


  He took a sip and made an “mmmm” sound. “This is great!”


  “I’m so glad you like it.” I watched him down the drink in a few gulps.


   


  * * *


   


  Derek Van Der Creek is in my house! With me! I never thought I could be so lucky, that we would be alone together. No Jenn, no mother, no distractions of any kind. Just Derek and me.


  In all of my fantasies about Derek, one detail remained consistent - they always took place in my bedroom. On the way, I caught a glimpse of my reflection in a hallway mirror. I was a bit disheveled with a few stray hairs crowding my face, but overall not that bad, all things considered. My nerves were still in high gear. Being alone with Derek was everything I dreamed of, for so long. And now it was actually happening.


  I led Derek to my bed, as I didn’t have any chairs in my room. My mother and I were in the process of redecorating, so the room was rather stark. Derek didn’t seem to mind.


  The nervousness resurfaced, and for a second I thought for sure I was going to vomit. I made my way across the sizeable room in several strides, to the window. I opened it and the cool breeze that wafted in helped me regain control. After a few deep breaths, I was ready to talk to Derek about my feelings. I joined him on the bed.


  “Derek, I have something to tell you.” I slowly reached for his hand and took it into mine. “I… I…”


  Several emotions flooded over me – sadness, love, but fear was the most prominent. I choked back the tears and looked in his eyes. Those gorgeous blue eyes stared back at me, waiting for me to continue. Did I even deserve to be with him? He’s so amazing, and I’m so… me.


  I dropped his hand and stood with my back facing him. Out of all the emotions I was feeling, regret wasn’t one of them and I didn’t want it to be. I may only get one shot at this, I thought. I have to make it count.


  I returned to his side and took his hand in mine once more. “I like you.”


  “I mean, like, like you,” I clarified. “I guess I always have.”


  This is normally the part in the love story where the girl and the boy experience that epic kiss. The one you wait the entire movie to see, and when it happens you can’t help but feel all warm and fuzzy inside.


  But I wasn’t ready for it. This time I felt the vomit actually rise up my throat. I rushed out and just barely made it to the toilet in the hallway bathroom. Remnants of old pasta leftovers with decrepit tomato sauce from a cafeteria lunch littered the sides of the bowl. I heaved four more times, totally emptying my stomach.


  At the sink, I dared to look in the mirror. My hands shook ever so slightly, but the nausea began to dissipate. I splashed some cool water on my face, brushed my teeth, and ran a comb through my hair, to try to feel normal again. It helped a little.


  I closed my eyes. Can’t chicken out now, I thought. Derek Van Der Creek is in my bedroom. Waiting for me. Wanting me.


  Perhaps the last part was more wishful thinking, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that he was still there at my house. That made me feel better. I shook off the last remnants of sickness and emerged from the bathroom with a single purpose: To kiss Derek Van Der Creek.


  I snuck back into my room and as demurely as I could, positioned myself next to Derek on the bed. His back rested against the headboard, the picture of calm. His perfect lips were slightly parted.


  I licked my lips involuntarily, imagining how it would feel to kiss him. What it would taste like. How completely amazing the experience would be.


  I bit my lip, hesitant to attempt a kiss. After all, this would be my first kiss. It had to be special.


  Music! The perfect love song playing in the background is exactly what this needs. I hopped off the bed and ran over to my desk. My Apple resumed out of sleep mode and I scanned my playlist. Something romantic but not too sappy. There wasn’t a soul on the planet that could mistake me for a girlie girl, so Katy Perry was out. I found a classic I was sure Derek would appreciate: Possum Kingdom by The Toadies. I cranked up the volume and smiled.


  With the perfect mood music in place, I was finally ready. I climbed on Derek’s lap, so that his steady gaze focused on me. In his eyes I found an exquisite peace, something so flawless and natural and undisturbed, like a secret garden only I knew about. I leaned in slowly, watching his lips, waiting in delicious anticipation.


  Then the familiar chirp of the security alarm sounded, indicating someone entered through the front door. My mother!


  I jumped off Derek and flew out of the room, taking care to shut the door behind me.


  “Mother,” I said, and took a deep breath before continuing. “What are you doing home so early?”


  She stood in the foyer, rummaging through mail. Her gorgeous red curls were pinned back in an elaborate updo. The business suit she wore was a classic style but feminine. It was hard to believe I was her daughter. In fact, most people didn’t believe it. I reasoned I must have gotten the ugly genes from my father’s side. He was gone before I was born and I’d never even seen a picture of him.


  “How was your day, my dear?” she asked, a sour expression on her face, as though the pile of junk mail offended her.


  “Oh, it…it was fine.” My mother wasn’t very involved in my life and probably wouldn’t care about the boy in my room. But still, it was a conversation I’d rather avoid. “How was your day?”


  “Same craziness, every single day. Why can’t people just get along with each other? Play nice?” She said this and yet given her profession, I was fairly certain “playing nice” wasn’t part of the job description. My mother was not only a lawyer, but a divorce lawyer. And a highly sought after divorce lawyer, for her tenaciousness in the courtroom.


  “Got a case I need to work on tonight,” she said, finally looking up at me. Her head tilted ever so slightly. “You okay?”


  Oh no, do I look as nervous as I feel? “I’m fine,” I answered, with as much confidence as I could muster.


  “You have a friend over?” There was a twinge of hope in her voice that I found utterly distasteful.


  It was a simple question. Not an accusation or reason to launch into full panic mode. I felt little beads of sweat forming on my brow. How does she know?


  Then it came to me - Derek’s car. “Oh you mean the car? Yeah I saw that on my way in. Must be one of the neighbors.”


  She half-smiled, clearly disappointed. “Must be.” With the mail properly sorted, she grabbed her laptop bag and headed up the massive staircase, towards her office.


  I let out a deep sigh of relief. I was safe.


  Practically skipping back to my room, I opened the door and found Derek had slumped over. It must’ve happened when I rushed off, I thought.


  I carefully positioned him upright, and taking his head into my hands, I pulled him closer and kissed him. His hair was so soft. Running my fingers through it was the most divine feeling, every bit as delightful as I imagined it would be. I felt so alive, so free and all I wanted was more. Slipping my tongue into his mouth, I imagined him kissing me back.


  His tongue was immobile and dry from his lips being parted for so long. But none of that mattered. He was here with me now. And I kissed Derek Van Der Creek!


  I rested my forehead against his. I felt a sort of connection between us, something pure and everlasting. So much more than a crush. It was love without fear of rejection. Perfect, docile true love. Something he would never have with Jenn or any of the other bimbos that flocked around him. I gave him immortal youth, in the form of a fruit cocktail with one extra special ingredient.


  Derek Van Der Creek is mine. Forever and ever.
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  SECOND CHANCES


  Jackson Dean Chase


  Life is about losing things. The people you love, the things you cherish. We’re trained not to think about it like that, to always look on the bright side. But what if there isn’t any? What if life is just one long series of disappointments, and we lose more of ourselves each day until there’s nothing left? That’s what my mom told me before she died . . . I admit that’s a pretty morbid way of thinking, so I don’t do it all the time. In fact, I even forget her words every once in a while and let myself experience all the normal things a girl should. That’s when the problems start.


  My sophomore year at Mill Haven High hadn’t been great—far from it—so I kind of set up myself up with the idea summer vacation would be better. I’d make an effort, a real effort, to put myself out there. And why not? Without the pressures of school, I ought to be able to have some fun, shouldn’t I? But that was me forgetting Mom’s words again. Wishing life could be different than it is because good times never last. People expect too much, I guess. And worse than that, they expect different things. That’s when things get really messed up, and there are no second chances.


  Everything had been pretty normal until the Fourth of July; that’s when I went to the party at Kevin Warren’s house. Crazy Kevin, the party king. His parents were rich and didn’t care what he did, as long as he did it in a big way. Somehow—and maybe it was because I got a little drunk and a lot crazy—I managed to hook up with Mac Green, who was going to be a senior and was already one of the most popular guys in school.


  I was pretty, but not very popular. I kept to myself a lot, nose to the books, and a lot of people didn’t get that. Especially not guys. Like a girl who looked like me couldn’t not be into beer pong and going to Lookout Ridge. The Ridge was the main make-out spot for my school. It was a lonely, tree-lined hill five miles outside of town with a spectacular view. Only no one went there for the view. Well, not that one. It was pretty hard to appreciate from the backseat of Mac’s car, which is where I was now.


  Somehow, I’d let him talk me into going for a drive, “to watch the fireworks” he said, and a few beers and a few miles later, we were on top of Lookout Ridge and Mac was on top of me. It was a hot summer night full of promise, full of danger. We smelled like sweat, like beer, like animals.


  Mac was pressuring me to go all the way, but I told him I wasn’t ready. Not for that. I mean, tonight was our first date, so how could we be sure it was love?


  “Oh, it’s love,” Mac whispered. “Trust me.” And the way he was kissing and holding me it seemed real enough.


  My own body wanted to believe it. My mind tried every trick it had to convince me Mac really did love me, that there was something honest and special behind those dreamy blue eyes of his, but instead all I could focus on was what might be hiding under his words. Something every girl fears. I stopped his hand from roaming up my thigh. “Look, I want to, Mac. I really do, but I don’t want to rush the way I feel about you . . . about us.”


  “It’s not rushing,” Mac said. “Not when you’ve already made me wait this long.”


  It had only been a couple hours. How was making Mac wait a few more weeks too long when I’d dated my first boyfriend, Josh Miller, for six months without ever doing it? After all, Josh had been willing to wait, just not forever. The last time I’d turned him down, I’d lost him to Connie Clark. Connie hadn’t let him wait, not even one date. And he’d been stuck like glue to her ever since. But Josh wasn’t Mac, not even close. Mac was a jock, and rich, and hella cute, not some brainy poor guy who could make me laugh. He was out of my league.


  So how long was too long?


  Maybe there was something wrong with me, not him. Maybe I was being stupid and immature, but I was scared. Scared of losing him if I gave in, scared of losing him if I didn’t. My mother always told me a girl’s first time should be special, and you only have one chance to get it right . . .


  Mom had been dead a year now from cancer, and I felt it was dishonoring her memory to give my virginity away if I wasn’t a hundred percent sure it was true love. That was another one of the things she’d drilled into my head before she died. What if Dad found out? It would kill him. He’d already been through so much, how could I do that to him?


  I suppose a lot of girls in my situation would have been willing to do it, to make sure they had that hold over Mac, and hope everything would turn out good in the end. But I couldn’t. Not yet. And when I told him—when I had to do more than tell him to get him off me—Mac just looked at me like I was from Mars. Apologizing didn’t help, it only seemed to make him madder.


  “Wow,” he said as I adjusted my clothes. “You really blew it! You really did. I mean, what the hell? I wasted my Fourth on you, and this is the thanks I get?”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “Mac, don’t be like that! I want us to work, I do. I’m just not ready to be with you that way. I need a little more time. Just a little, OK?”


  “Any more time and summer will be over,” Mac said. “Maybe you don’t get it because you’re only sixteen, but this is my last summer before graduation. I can’t afford to waste it.”


  “Waste it? What the hell does that mean?”


  “It means,” he said, “you’re frigid. Guess I should have listened to the rumors.”


  My jaw dropped. “Rumors? What rumors?”


  “Let’s just say Josh told Connie a few things about you and Connie told some people, and well, the whole school’s saying you’re frigid. That your legs are frozen shut.”


  “I’m not frigid! I’m just not ready. There’s a difference, you know.”


  Mac shrugged. “Not to me. Not to any guy I know.”


  “Well, if I’m so cold, why would you go out with me?”


  “Because of the way you acted at Kevin’s party. You seemed plenty ready then. That’s how I figured a guy like me could warm you up. Let’s face it: Josh isn’t God’s gift to women.”


  “Oh, and I suppose you are?”


  “I never had any complaints.” He got out of the backseat.


  I got out on the other side. An owl hooted. It was dark—past eleven in the middle of nowhere. Miles and miles of backroads and thick forest surrounded us. No lights. No civilization. Just the Ridge.


  “Look, “ Mac said, “The night’s still young. I got better places to be, so I hope you don’t mind walking home.”


  “What? You can’t just leave me here!”


  But that’s exactly what he did. He left me standing there on Lookout Ridge, with a five mile walk home down a dirt road. From a few miles away, fireworks lit up the sky, but not enough to see by. I had to use my cellphone screen to light the way, and it was a good thing it had a full charge or I probably would have wandered off a cliff and died.


  Part of me wanted to.


  I fought back the tears I knew were coming. It was a losing battle, but I held out as long as I could. What made breaking up with Mac even worse was that part of me was relieved it was over, was glad to be alone. That meant I wouldn’t have to go all the way and risk everything and all that meant. Hell, maybe I really was frigid! But at least this way, I’d still have my reputation intact, and like virginity, once a girl loses that, it’s gone forever. No second chances.


  The fireworks stopped. I missed the noise, the bursts of frantic color telling me I wasn’t alone. The show in town had been over for almost an hour, so this had to be some rednecks setting them off. Maybe I could find their house and bum a ride back to town. I kept hoping they’d send up some more rockets so I could figure out where their house was, but they must have run out. Now the woods closed in, and with it the silence. But not for long.


  Crunch.


  Something was moving in the bushes behind me. I whirled and brought my cellphone up to try and catch what it was, but the light didn’t go far. Not into that thick undergrowth. I figured it was an animal and moved on, but then I heard the noise again.


  “Hello?” I called. “Is somebody there?” Too late, I realized that was about the stupidest thing I could have done. Like, straight out of a horror movie stupid! A maniac would never answer back, and by the sound of my voice, he’d know for sure I was a teen girl all alone. Just in case he wasn’t sure already. Which he probably was, since he was stalking me.


  The bushes stopped moving.


  I began walking faster, breathing harder, and at least three different curse words kept popping in and out of my head. Sometimes they were cursing Mac, sometimes me, and sometimes whatever the hell was behind me.


  Maybe I should call 911?


  The noise came again, crunching louder through the underbrush. Whatever it was, it had decided to keep pace with me. That was enough to get the adrenaline flowing. I ran, but as every girl knows, it’s impossible to run in heels—maybe that’s why men invented them.


  I clicked the power button on my phone. The screen went dead. Everything got blindingly dark after that, but I kept going for another thirty seconds or so. If it was a guy back there and not some wild animal, he’d have a harder time finding me without my cell phone to guide him. I veered off the dirt road into the bushes, losing my purse to a gnarled branch in the process. About ten feet in, I hid behind a tree and pressed my back against it. I began working my shoes off as quickly and quietly as I could.


  Whatever was following me was definitely close now. It passed within twenty feet, close enough I could tell it was walking on two legs. That meant it wasn’t an animal. It was a guy, some kind of psycho, but I couldn’t pick out anymore detail than that. No way to identify him in a police lineup. But he hadn’t really done anything yet. Except scare the hell out of me.


  Maybe that’s all he wanted.


  Yeah, right! You never heard about “serial scarers,” only serial killers. Or rapists. Or both.


  Whatever he was, I wasn’t about to give him a chance to do more than freak me out. Not if I could help it. And frankly, after fighting off Mac, I wouldn’t mind kicking this guy’s ass if push came to shove. I clutched one shoe like a weapon. Maybe I could gouge him in the eye with my heel.


  My cell was in my other hand. Calling for help now—if I could even get a signal—would only light me up like a Christmas tree. No, I’d have to get out of this on my own. I began to hyperventilate at the thought of being trapped in the woods all night. Just me and the psycho playing cat and mouse.


  Control your breathing, I told myself. Slow and easy. Not too loud.


  The psycho stopped moving. Had he heard me? I held my breath, but then my heart hammered so loud I knew I couldn’t hold it long. My body was betraying me again. Like in the car with Mac, only this time, it wasn’t just my virginity at stake. It was my life!


  I let out a tiny gasp—at least, I hoped it was tiny—and gulped air. That seemed to make my body happy, but my brain was screaming.


  The man laughed. It wasn’t a pleasant sound, more like a ghoulish chuckle. He was doubling back toward me. I couldn’t stay where I was, and I couldn’t move. The forest was four walls of wood and the walls were closing in fast.


  I bolted toward the road. I didn’t know what else to do. I still had my cell phone, one shoe, and a little hope. I could hear him crashing through the bushes behind me, still laughing, like this was all a game to him.


  I exploded out of the woods. I was exposed, but at least I could run. The dirt road was cool against my bare feet. It seemed like I’d been running forever. My lungs burned, my legs ached, but I couldn’t stop. He was still back there. I glanced over my shoulder and saw two red eyes following me. They were glowing.


  I blundered off the road. Smashed into a tree. Stars and colors exploded behind my eyes. My phone and shoe flew into the dirt.


  The psycho with red eyes laughed, louder this time. Pounding closer. I made a futile grab for what I thought was my phone, came up with a rock instead, and threw it as hard as I could at him. There was a sharp crack. The glowing eyes snuffed out like candles. A body hit the dirt.


  Did I kill him?


  I stood there in shock, trying to catch my breath, wondering how far I could get without my phone or a weapon. I knelt down and felt blindly for them. I kept throwing backward glances at where Red Eyes had gone down. He wasn’t getting up.


  I found my phone, but only because it was in a sparkly pink case. Dad had complained about the extra cost when we’d bought my phone, and maybe it had been a waste then, but now it might have saved my life!


  I heard movement behind me. Red Eyes was getting up. I turned on my screen and whirled around. He wasn’t there. Not sneaking up, not lying dead or dazed, nowhere! It made zero sense. I backed up, away from the spot I’d last seen him, and bumped into a tree. Only it wasn’t a tree. It was him!


  I screamed, flipped around, and stared directly into those impossible crimson pits that passed for his eyes. I was drowning in them. Wanting to die, to let him do whatever he wanted, and that terrified me even more—enough to shove my phone in his face. My thumb hit the photo button. There was a bright flash; Red Eyes threw up his hands and reeled back from the light. I hadn’t gotten a good look at him though because I was already running, using my phone to pick out the path, knowing it was stupid—that he could easily follow me—but it would be even dumber to run into another tree and knock myself out.


  I’ve got his picture now. I can turn it in to the police.


  I heard Red Eyes behind me, only he wasn’t laughing anymore. He was making an angry, animal sound deep in his throat. The kind of sound a monster makes right before he eats you. I didn’t bother glancing back. Not after what happened last time. But I could tell he was gaining and that this time, there would be no escape. There would only be him and me, death and whatever lay beyond . . .


  Two bright lights punched through the darkness. Headlights! I was saved at last. I planted myself in the middle of the road and waved my hands up and down to get the driver’s attention. With any luck, it would be a cop and he could catch this creep before he found another victim.


  The car screeched to a halt. I planted my hands on the hood as if that could stop a ton of steel, rubber, and plastic from crushing me. I was nudged backward a foot or so, but that was about it. Then the driver was getting out, and I was running around the passenger side.


  “Help!” I shrieked. “That guy back there’s trying to kill me!” I yanked on the passenger door handle. It was locked.


  “What guy?” the driver said. “Where?”


  I looked back at the road. It was empty.


  “I guess he must’ve run off when he saw you coming. But he was after me. He’s been chasing me all the way down from Lookout Ridge. Can you please unlock the door? We have to get out of here!”


  “In a minute.” The driver kept craning his neck, looking around as if he didn’t believe me. He was a cute guy about my age, maybe older, with a thick mop of rich, black hair and smoldering green eyes. The guy looked at me, then back at the road. “All right,” he said, “let’s go.” He hit the door unlock. As soon as I heard it click, I yanked the door open and climbed inside, slamming it behind me. I tried calling 911, but couldn’t get a signal.


  The driver got in, locked the doors, and began to drive. The only problem was it was in the wrong direction. We were heading back toward Lookout Ridge.


  Panic rose in me. “Not this way! We’ve gotta get back to town, call the cops! I can’t get a signal up here.”


  “Take it easy,” the driver said. “It’s a one-lane road; I have to find a turnaround.”


  We drove on through the darkness. “I come here sometimes to think,” he said. “The Ridge has a great view, like you can see the world and almost feel like you’re part of it.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, “I can’t talk about anything normal right now.”


  “No problem. So this guy . . . Did you get a good look at him? Did you see his face?”


  “I did better than that! I took his picture.”


  “Really.”


  “Yeah. I also hit the bastard with a rock, so he should be injured. That ought to make him easy to identify.”


  “Nice,” he said, “but you look pretty banged up yourself. Did he hurt you?”


  “Ran into a tree trying to get away.” I touched the knot forming under my brown hair and winced. “It hurts.”


  He didn’t say anything. We were almost to the top of the Ridge. Back where it all started.


  “Hey, shouldn’t we have turned around by now?”


  “Nah.” He shook his head. “I didn’t see anyplace safe to do it and I don’t want to take a chance on us getting stuck up here. We’ll turn around when we get to the top.”


  “But he could be waiting for us up there!”


  “Did he have a weapon?”


  “No, not that I could tell. But it was dark.”


  “Well, if he had a gun, he would have shot you, right?”


  “I guess.”


  “Look, you said he wanted to kill you, so that means he didn’t have a gun or you’d be dead. As long as we stay in the car, what can he do?”


  “Nothing . . .”


  “That’s right. You’re perfectly safe, so relax. Whoever he was, he’s probably long gone by now. There are dozens of trails leading off the Ridge.”


  “Thanks. I just can’t help being freaked out, you know? I never had anything like this happen to me before.”


  “I’ll get you home, don’t worry.”


  We got to the top. Lookout Ridge was empty. The driver stopped the car and stared at me. “What were you doing up here all by yourself?”


  “I wasn’t by myself. This guy I know brought me here . . . you know, to see the fireworks.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Don’t go thinking it’s like that,” I said. “You don’t know what happened. And obviously, nothing did, because the bastard dumped me and left me to walk home in the dark.”


  “So that wasn’t your boyfriend chasing you?”


  “No! I was walking home and then some random psycho started chasing me, so I ran.”


  “You’re lucky to be alive,” he said. He looked at me funny when he said it, as if it meant something more than that.


  “Yeah, I’m lucky, all right. So now you know why I was up here. And this was my last time coming to Lookout Ridge, believe me. I learned my lesson.”


  “Lessons are good,” he said. “You’d be surprised how many people never learn.”


  “Sounds like you believe in second chances.”


  “Sometimes.” He turned the car around and we drove on in silence for awhile. I kept checking the woods on either side of the car, just to make sure Red Eyes wasn’t lurking nearby. He wasn’t—at least not that I could see. When we got to the base of the Ridge, the driver pulled over just before we got to the main road.


  “Why are we stopping?”


  “You said you had a photo of the guy who chased you,” he said. “Have you seen it yet?”


  “No.”


  “Don’t you think you better? In case it’s someone you know or need to identify later?”


  “Yeah, good idea.” I tapped some buttons on my phone to get to the photo gallery. I was almost afraid to look. The photo was grainy, washed-out, nothing more than a close-up of Red Eyes’ snarling mouth. Not much good for identification, except for the fangs.


  Wait . . . Glowing eyes and fangs? It all made sense. Red Eyes was a vampire!


  The driver saw the look on my face. “Let me see that.”


  I handed him the phone.


  He frowned, tapped a button. “That’s funny. I don’t see anything. I thought you said you had a photo of him?”


  “I do! Let me see.” I grabbed the phone from him, but the photo was gone.


  “What did he look like?” the driver asked.


  “I don’t know, but he’s got fangs and red eyes and—” That’s when I noticed the driver was staring at me with those same red eyes.


  I threw open the door and jumped out. Into the waiting arms of Red Eyes. He had a large gash on his forehead from where I’d hit him with the rock. I could see through it to the gleaming skull, but the wound wasn’t bleeding. I wrestled with him, but Red Eyes was too strong. And the more I looked at him, the more I began to notice how much he resembled the driver.


  I heard the driver get out. “My brother,” he explained, “likes to play with his food. Sometimes, it gets away from him.”


  Red Eyes laughed and jabbed his fangs in my neck. His rough tongue lapped at my bloody skin. Drinking me. I began to go numb all over. Numb, and very cold.


  “Please! You don’t have to do this,” I begged. “I won’t tell! Who would believe me? Besides, I thought you believed in second chances?”


  The driver nodded. “Yeah, but not for you—for him.”


  They were both on me then. Ripping. Tearing. Laughing. I’d lost everything. And the last thing I remember thinking was, Mom was right.
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  One: Zac


  I remember the anger most of all, driving me through the freezing, early snow. I couldn’t feel my toes in my boots and my ears hurt like they’d fall off, but right at that moment, I hated my father so much it didn’t matter. I hated him enough that I brushed aside the early nips of the storm foxes’ teeth. I hated him enough that, striding through the bush, I wasn't even scared. I hated him. He was going to pay.


  I reached the old, rust-red railroad, abandoned in the bush decades ago, the faltering line demarcating native eucalypts and wattles from plantation pines. Unlike the eucalypts, the pines looked natural in their coverings of snow. ‘Look at us,’ they seemed to say. ‘We were made for adversity.’


  So, it seemed, was I.


  It was anger that propelled me through the darkening forest as wind spat snow in my face. It was anger that drove me deeper and deeper into the trees that loomed overhead, blocking the light that glinted in storm foxes’ eyes. But it was grief, when at last I reached the Winter King’s clearing, that brought me stumbling to my knees.


  I was eight, and Mum had gone.


  “Fix it,” I told him, the Winter King, with his great stag antlers and all-seeing eyes. “Bring her back.”


  He smiled sadly. “You know I can’t.”


  I challenged his gaze. “Send your foxes. Find her.” The storm foxes, riding invisible on the wind, nipped at my ears, my nose. I ignored them.


  His smile vanished. “They are not my foxes any more. They no longer do my bidding. I could not send them if I tried.”


  “Then make me one.” My heart hammered in my chest; this was it, this was my father’s punishment, the thing I’d set out to do. He’d driven my mother away, and now I would leave him too. “Make me a storm fox, and I’ll find her.” If I could ride the winds as they did, I’d find my mother wherever she was. Nowhere in the whole wide world would be too far. I’d find her, and I’d bring her back.


  The Winter King’s eyes glazed up with tears. “Is this really what you want?”


  My jaw ached. “I do.” Cold burned my fingertips. Alive. I felt alive, so damn alive; nothing could touch me now.


  The Winter King bowed his head. “So be it.”


  I stood, too agitated to kneel, robbed of the fight I’d expected. “I hate him,” I said, though it was none of the Winter King’s business. The storm foxes circled me, red fur and cream throat, black eye and white tooth, glimpses magically visible in the gloom. “I never want to see him again.”


  The Winter King laughed without mirth. It sent shivers down my spine. “Be careful, child. You’ve lost one parent already.”


  I scowled and swatted away a fox that nipped at my ear. “I’ll find her.”


  The Winter King bowed and faded away.


  The foxes’ nips grew restless, daring—a toothy, masochistic leer. For the first time, fear trilled along pathways that anger had made.


  I didn’t scream when they tore into me—I’d asked for this—but I couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down my face. It didn’t take long before blood joined them, trickling from my eyebrows, dripping off my earlobes, oozing from wounds on my neck and scalp.


  I closed my eyes, alive. It hurt, but in a way that was normal, natural: the physical response of a body being torn apart. For the first time since Mum had walked out, the pain in my heart dulled.


  The sharp, sweet iron of blood overtook the crisp smell of the pines. My pulse rushed in my ears until I couldn’t hear the quiet yips of the foxes any more. Slowly, I sank to the ground, fighting against the impulse to shelter my head.


  Maybe something had gone wrong. Maybe the Winter King had left me to die. Walked out on me, just like everyone else eventually did.


  I tried so hard to be good.


  Under all the pain, something began to itch. I opened my eyes. At first all I could see was a haze of red—blood, maybe, or fox fur? It was hard to say. But then the musk of fox grew stronger, the iron of blood faded into the background just a little, and I realised the trees were taller than they had been.


  No. I was shorter.


  I swiped blood from my eyes—


  Ow. I had claws. I stared at my hand—paw—hand? I had paws?


  Oh. I realised the storm foxes had withdrawn a little, and that the pain had changed. Instead of the sting of open wounds, I ached like I’d run to Melbourne and back. And I had paws.


  I tilted my nose to the sky and yipped with delight. I was a storm fox, and now I’d find my mother quick as breathing.


  I leapt off the ground, ready to soar with the winds and the snow. For a heart-buoying moment I flew—


  The ground smacked into me like disappointment, and I discovered the truth: I was a fox. Not a storm fox. Just a fox.


  Foxes couldn’t cry. I was glad.


   


  Two: Zac


  I was a storm fox, it turned out, but only sometimes. In mid-winter, when the Winter King’s power was at its peak, I could soar through the winds with the others. But in the mid seasons, I was just a fox.


  In summer, I was human. Some summer days, the thing I’d dreamed up as my father’s punishment felt an awful lot like mine. Even more so in autumn, when I was a fox again and the storm foxes could show the full extent of their resentment. How dare I turn human when they were trapped as spirits? The world was full of cruel ironies.


  I never did find my mother.


   


   


   


   


   


  Three: Zac


  It was a bitter-sharp day near the end of autumn that by all rights should have had me soaring the stormy winds. Instead, I was plain fox. The air smelled like water and ozone: a winter storm on the way. The first spattering of rain send fear tremoring through me—storms gave the spirit foxes power like nothing else, and I was far from home and safety.


  I pounded through the pines, racing the rain. Lightning crackled on the horizon, a constant flickering ghost light with its grumbling, basso accompaniment. Any moment now the storm would break, and the storm foxes would be back in full force.


  Wind gusted through the trees into my face, bringing a musky scent. They were here. In mid-form, I could barely see them, ethereal teeth and claws, ears, eyes and whiskers occasionally taking form on the gusts, streaks of red and white against the evergreen of the trees—but I could feel them. Sharp teeth nipped at my tail, tearing hairs out by the roots. Claws caught my ears. I ducked, yipped, swerved for the momentary protection of a low-hanging branch. I ran; I ran. My chest ached, my nostrils burned; my heartbeat pounding in my ears was easily louder than the thunder overhead.


  I hit an unexpected clearing, needles slick and treacherous. I could have gone around. I should have gone around. But I was spent. So I tucked my tail in, flattened my ears, and sprinted.


  Midway across, the cackling of the storm foxes rose the hair on my ruff. They howled straight out of the sky, pinning me to the ground in a puddle of muddy rainwater. I curled into a tight ball. Claws raked my skin. My fur was too soaked to provide protection and blood ran. I yipped, squirmed, shifted; if I’d been human, I would have cried.


  They tore my ears, drove teeth like nails through my paws, picked and pulled me apart until I felt spread across the clearing in a hundred million pieces. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move—and there were too many of them regardless.


  One last rattling breath, and I knew I was going to die.


  Only then, I didn’t.


  Four: Mina


  Sailor, my dog, was dead. That was the only thing I knew. That, and the fact that my mother had killed him. Sort of. But sort of was enough.


  So it didn’t matter that the sky was pissing down rain like the end of a forty-year drought, or that lightning forked through sky every couple of seconds, or that I’d left my raincoat at home in the laundry when I’d stumbled out the door, numb with shock. It didn’t even matter that by now, Dad would probably be frantic with worry over where I was—or that Mum wouldn’t be.


  Sailor was dead. The world had ended.


  When I saw them first I thought I was hallucinating, a gruesome image induced by grief, my hindbrain’s horrid imaginings of what might have happened to Sailor. But then they saw me, yellow eyes gleaming in the dimness, and the fear prickling my spine as they prowled towards me on thin air couldn’t be mistaken for anything but real.


  Air foxes, wind spirits, the whole pack stalked towards me as one—eight, ten, maybe even twelve of them treading careful steps in the sky. A metre or so away, they stopped, hunching like they would pounce… and vanished. At the time, I thought it was just a coincidence that the storm began to die out, rain fading quickly to mere dampness in the air, thunderheads flattening and dissipating into a uniform roof of steel.


  One last flash of lightning showed me a small, damp mound of fur in the middle of the clearing. As the world settled into uneasy silence, I picked my way towards it. I could barely breathe through a chest so tight with grief I felt it might crack, a throat too swollen to swallow.


  A fox. The remains of a fox. Its tail had been broken in several places and despite the downpour, blood stickied its fur. The ears were shredded to ribbons, its hide tattered, paws—I reached out and ran one trembling fingertip down them—cold as ice.


  Tears burned my cheeks. Enough. Death was too heavy and I couldn’t carry any more.


  I sat on the half-frozen ground, storm water seeping into my jeans, and scooped the bloodied, mangled fox into my lap. Water soaked through to my undies and I shivered with cold that was warmer than grief. I missed Sailor. I missed Halmoni, my grandmother.


  I missed Mum, trapped by a grief deeper than any life-rope I could offer.


  So much death. So much grief. Heavy, and exhausting. I huddled around the fox and wished with every fibre I had that once, just this once, death would lose. “Please,” I breathed to the dying storm. “Please, no more.”


  A whisper of air around me; the smell of musk over the clear, bright scent of rain. On my lap, a flutter of movement.


  There was no dramatic reversal of time, no uneasy slithering of skin, no back-pouring of blood; just a quiet heartbeat, coarse, dry fur, and eyes that slowly blinked open, yellow and gold in the oncoming night, before he slid from my lap and trotted away with his life and a little shake of his ears.


  Afterwards, I told myself I must have imagined the damage. Maybe it was some other creature’s blood. As I slipped back into the house just on dark to the frantic noises of my father, and even a desperate hug from Mum, I knew it had been a metaphor invented by my imagination, nothing more.


  Dead things didn’t return to life. I knew that.


   


  Five: Zac


  I watched her after that. Not when I was a storm fox; it was harder to care about human things then. But I found her house easily as a normal fox, the bush behind her house thickly layered with her scent. She had a treehouse she did homework in when the weather was warm, a short distance out beyond the borders of her yard. In late spring and early autumn, when I was foxy enough to find her and human enough to care, I hung out at the bottom of the tree, curling up and napping in the sun.


  At first I tried to stay out of sight, but she seemed to know when I was there regardless, glancing out the window, peering towards the house as though she couldn’t quite figure out what she was sensing.


  I knew exactly what it was. I owed my life to her, in ways so literal it was almost uncomfortable. The Winter King had brought me back to life when she’d asked, but he’d done it the only way he could: by taking a little of hers.


  If she died, I’d die too—and not just of a broken heart.


   


  NOW


  Six: Mina


  The whole idea that small towns are safe towns is a fallacy. I’d always known that, small towns being the natural breeding ground of prejudice and all, but the last month had challenged the perception of safety more than usual. Today in particular. I hovered outside Mum and Dad’s bedroom, hand raised to knock, when a snippet of their conversation made me hesitate.


  “More bad news today,” Dad was saying softly.


  “Don’t,” Mum replied firmly. “Don’t. I can’t handle it any more. It’s too heavy, it’s too much.”


  “Ignoring it doesn’t prevent it from happening,” Dad said, and the irritation in his voice made me want to slap him.


  “I know that,” Mum cut back at him. “I’m sick, not stupid. But if you’re going to sit there and grump at me like a rooster with his feathers ruffled just because I don’t want to hear more bad news, fine. Just say it.”


  A pause. I ran my lip through my teeth and weighed up my options. Chances of finding out what the news was if I interrupted? Zero. Guilt levels on a scale of one to ten if I sat back and let Dad speak when I knew Mum wasn’t up to hearing it? Eleven.


  “Another person’s disappeared,” Dad said before I could make my choice. “Craig’s kid. Goes—went—to Mina and Sunny’s school.”


  “There,” said Mum, voice muffled. “You’ve told me. Now leave me alone for a little bit, please. I need to cry about it.”


  Mum must have been having a relatively good day. On a bad day she’d have collapsed into sobs there and then. Still, I backed away from the door and hid around the corner until Dad had exited. Then, stepping as lightly as breathing, I tiptoed into Mum’s room and perched on the edge of the bed.


  The suspicious sniffling ceased and she stilled under the covers.


  Without peeling them back to expose her, I leaned down and gave her a tight, fleeting hug. “Hi Mum,” I said softly. “Just me, home from school.”


  No response, but the pressure in my arms shifted as though she was leaning into me.


  “I’m sorry about the bad news,” I breathed. Could she hear me through the covers? “I love you. It won’t be like this forever. Things will get better. I promise.”


  I hugged her again and stood. “I’ll come back after homework.”


  Halfway to the door, the covers shifted. “I love you, Mina,” she said, voice clear and firm as it had been all those months ago before… I swallowed. Before.


  “I love you too, Mum.”


  I raced down the stairs, through the kitchen, out into the yard where the cold autumn air slapped me in the face and froze the tears away, and out the back gate. I scaled the makeshift ladder to the treehouse I’d called mine since I’d found in the bush behind our house ten years ago.


  So. Another person had gone missing. Jasper, no less. Well, that in and of itself was no particular loss: he was a jerk even at fourteen, one of the few people who still tried to get away with calling me slurs on a regular basis. Always out of hearing of the teachers, of course. I’d given up trying to get them to do something about him—those conversations always turned into him being 'just a bit of a boy’, and me being ‘a little too sensitive, don’t you think?’


  I ground my teeth. So. Not entirely disappointed by his loss. But the idea that yet another person had gone missing here in backwater Jilamatang, that was concerning. Three people in three weeks was a pretty noticeable rate of evaporation, even in a town three times our size.


  Scratching in the bushes below drew my attention, and I peered out the window, keeping my movements slow and calm. I smiled. My red fox was back, snuffling through the undergrowth and flicking his ears. He reached the perimeter of the tree that housed my treehouse and stopped, staring at the change in leaves underfoot. Everywhere else around the bush was olive and drab, eucalypts and wattles as far as the eye could see—which, actually, wasn’t that far. But my tree was a rogue, an invader that didn’t belong, and I loved it for that. A giant, sprawling oak, its leaves had already turned russet and some had begun to fall.


  The fox sniffed at them cautiously, whiskers trembling, then padded through them to his usual spot near the base of the tree.


  I’d once thought it strange that a fox would have a usual spot, especially one as obvious and unsheltered as his was, but it clearly worked for him—at least in the mid seasons. I never saw him in summer or in the dead of winter, but in autumn and spring he’d be there nearly every day, coming just to hang out, curl up in a patch of sun, and doze.


  I watched him until Jasper faded into the background, and even the constant ache I felt for Mum was reduced to a quiet mumble. Then, sighing heavily, I turned to my homework. Bloody HSC. Everyone warned you it was a hell of a year, but still nothing could prepare you for the sheer amount of hours you were expected to devote to school if you wanted half a chance of doing well. I was already on the outer, studying at a tiny regional school with only a hair over thirty of us in my year level—though at least being regional meant I scored an extra three points on my ATAR by default—so if I wanted any chance of a score good enough to get me into a decent uni and thus enable my dreams of escaping the Tang, I had to work my arse off.


  An hour and a half later the sun was too far gone to be of any use, and I packed my books back into my bag. Time to go do the family thing, eating dinner together at the table like we weren’t one person short, adhering rigidly to formality even though the only person who cared was marooned in a sea of darkness, drifting unmoored in her bed.


  I shivered as I sat in the doorway of the treehouse, wind teasing around me. Smelled like we were in for some heavy rain.


  My movements had woken the fox below. He yawned, stretched, and shook out his fur before trotting across the clearing made by the oak’s fallen leaves. Just before he reached the scrub, the wind came howling down. I caught at the doorframe for balance, and the fox flattened himself against the ground, ears pinned back, tail tucked low. The gust was here-and-gone-again in an instant, but my fox wasted no time: the second it let up, he ran, sprinting as fast as I’ve ever seen a fox, disappearing like a spirit before I’d finished inhaling. Seemed like I wasn’t the only one who hated the wind. I grabbed my bag, jumped down the ladder, and headed for the yard. At least I had the option of staying out of the cold. Maybe I should build the fox a shelter or something. He might like that.


  The warmth of the kitchen-living area was washing over my face before I remembered that foxes dug their own burrows. I sighed, feeling curiously rejected.


  Never mind. It wasn’t like I had time to spare anyway.


   


  Seven: Mina


  “Mina.” Dad interrupted our rousing(ly non-existent) dinner conversation questioningly.


  “Mm?” I raised my eyebrows at him as I crammed a forkful of steak and shittake mushrooms from the stew into my mouth. The smoky, earthy flavour of the mushrooms gave depth to the stew, and the meat was nice and tender… but it was never quite right when I made it. I missed Mum’s cooking.


  “I don’t have much planned for tomorrow—just heading over to Old Pete’s to see about fixing his fences again.”


  I nodded like I was interested and wondered why he was bothering to tell me this. Sunny stared wide-eyed back and forth like it was the most interesting tennis match she’d ever seen. Kid seriously needed to get out more.


  “You and I both know that they won’t need fixing,” Dad continued. “He just wants the company, bless him, but I should go nonetheless.”


  I nodded. “Is this going somewhere?”


  “Mina!” Sunny scolded, fork frozen halfway to her mouth in horror. “Don’t talk to Dad like that!”


  I rolled my eyes. “It’s fine, Sunny.”


  She opened her mouth to protest, but Dad cut her off by squeezing her free hand. “It’s fine,” he said, before refocusing on me. I could tell he’d refocused on me because the sparkle dropped out of his eyes. I didn’t blame him, or anyone else in the whole wide world who was captivated by Sunny’s naive innocence and charm—so, you know, everyone in the whole wide world, myself included—but I did still wish that I could make people respond like that. Would never happen, though. I was too prickly by half, and whereas smiles and optimism came naturally to my kid sister—hence the fact that no one called her Sunmi, and everyone called her Sunny—I was pretty sure that my natural dialect was sarcasm, and I knew I was a realist rather than an optimist.


  “I’m building to a point,” Dad continued, tone mild and agreeable. Curiosity itched at my spine. “Which is,” he said, toying with his fork, “that you can have the car tomorrow if you promise to drive Sunny to and from school.”


  I straightened in my seat, shocked at my good fortune. “You mean I can use it after school too?” Although I’d had my Ps for nearly six months, Dad rarely let me drive anywhere without direct supervision.


  Cogs turned. Ah. “This is because of the missing kid, isn’t it.”


  “What?” Sunny straightened like a hound on a scent.


  Dad cut sharp eyes towards her and I rolled my own again. “Dad, he was in her year at school. She’s going to find out.”


  “Find out what?”


  Dad chewed his mouthful of noodles so carefully, I half expected him to regurgitate it on Sunny’s plate—his precious little baby bird. I sighed and turned to her. “Jasper Blake? From school?”


  She nodded, eyes wide.


  “He’s gone missing. Like Jack and Sally.”


  Although it hardly seemed possible, Sunny’s eyes widened further and she went pale—a feat easier with her skin than with mine, I had to admit. “But he was in school just yesterday.”


  Dad put his cutlery down and ran a hand over his head. I watched him while I chewed, wondering what he’d choose to share. Although he never seemed to have any problem dumping the cold hard facts on Mum’s head, he was too precious by half around Sunny. “He never made it home,” he said at last. “His friends saw him leave school to walk home, but he never made it there, and no one seems to have seen him moving across town.”


  “Well, they wouldn’t have,” Sunny added just a little too quickly.


  “Why not?” Suspicious nagged at the edges of my words. What did Sunny know about Smarmy Blake’s routine that even his friends didn’t know—or wouldn’t confess to, at any rate.


  She stared at her plate, avoiding eye contact as she speared a piece of carrot and tried to act casual. “Well, he lives over on Baxter, doesn’t he. Fastest way home is through the pine plantation.”


  “And you know this because…?”


  It was Dad’s turn to perform the role of tennis spectator. I swear, some days I had no clue how he and Mum had gotten together. He couldn’t take a hint if you dropped it on his head from outer space.


  Sunny shrugged, still avoiding eye contact. “He might have told me.”


  My grip tightened on my fork. “You’ve talked to him? Since when?! How often?”


  She shrugged again. “Once or twice.”


  Oh, sure. Once or twice. If that wasn’t teenage girl speak for We’ve Talked More Than He Wants To Let Anyone Know And I’m Helping Him Protect His Reputation, I was the mutant alien from outer space dropping the hints on Dad’s head. “Sunmi!” I cried, aghast. “He’s a total creep!”


  “He is not,” she said firmly, meeting my eyes at last. “He’s misunderstood, and I happen to feel sorry for him.”


  Oh, boy. This was Not Good. “Fine,” I said, leaning towards her. “But he’s not a stray.”


  She had the good grace to blush at that.


  Dad looked from one of his daughters to the other like he’d found a strange species he didn’t know how to confront. “Can someone please explain what’s going on here?”


  “Strays, Dad,” I said, still pinning Sunny with my gaze. “You remember the kitten? And the mouse? And the snake?” I glanced at him then, and the sudden loss of colour in his face told me he remembered finding a coiled up whip snake under the dirty dishes in the kitchen sink all too well—a little yellow-faced fellow, not dangerous enough to kill, but hardly safe pet material either. “Put it this way,” I said, turning my laser vision on Dad. “Sunny found another pet, only its claws are sharper than a kitten’s, it carries more diseases than any mouse I’ve seen, and I’m ninety-five per cent sure it’s more dangerous than the snake.” I stood abruptly, collecting my now-empty bowl and fork.


  “Mina, that’s—“


  “Hush.” I cut her off with a wave of my fork. “If you stopped to think about it for two seconds you’d know perfectly well that I’m right. So,” I added brightly to Dad. “Have fun with that.” I beamed a smile at him and left.


  Behind me, he sputtered for words as Sunny raced to reassure him about whatever she’d decided was his most pressing fear. I smirked, not feeling the least bit sorry. At least her embarrassment and all-consuming desire to please the parentals should keep her safely away from Jasper now. Should he, you know, suddenly become un-missing. I frowned. Guy might have been a smarmy toad, but he’d grown up around here and I would have thought him smarter—and slipperier—than to get himself caught.


  A cold shiver writhed down my back—someone walking over my grave, clearly. Ha. Nonetheless, I vowed to see Sunny to the doors of the school and back again more carefully than a mother hen with her babies watched by a fox. Once she was home I’d take advantage of having the car for a change—but not before.


   


  Eight: Mina


  I sat at the back of the history classroom with Liz, flicking notes back and forth as we waited for the final bell to go.


  Wanna get ice cream after school? I wrote.


  Ice cream? You up for a walk?


  I grinned as the teacher crouched to talk to another student, and shook my head at Liz. I have the car. I just have to drop S home first.


  She nearly squealed. She did bounce, two little up-and-down bops in her seat that reminded me of my one-year-old cousin. I shook my head wryly, bemused as ever by my best friend.


  The beep-beep of an impending announcement over the loudspeaker cut through our excitement. Liz raised her eyebrows at me and I frowned back. Even the teacher wrinkled his brow and peered perplexedly at the speaker in the ceiling.


  “Please excuse this interruption. Can all teachers please proceed with their classes to the hall immediately. All teachers and classes to the hall immediately.”


  I scurried to gather up my books and pack away my pencil case, vindictive satisfaction at escaping history speeding my movements. History and I were… let’s say, ‘antagonistic’.


  Liz packed up beside me, hardly any slower. “What do you think?” she whispered.


  “No clue.” A thrill of adrenalin sang through my stomach. Whatever it was, it was better than last-period history class.


  We joined the stream of students moving towards the hall. “Can’t be anything good, I’d think,” she said at length.


  I shrugged. “I guess not. Though Foundation Day, remember.”


  Liz nodded. “True.”


  Near the end of the year, the school held Foundation Day in commemoration of its founding. Usually it was pretty bland—some extra assemblies, fewer classes, maybe a competitive staff-vs-students game of soccer on the oval or something. Two years ago, though, the then-year twelves had broken into the admin office and commandeered the loudspeaker system. They’d lured everyone into the hall, shut the doors, and a giant disco ball had descended down from the roof to ‘I Will Survive’. Turned out the principal was leaving per force and had decided to let the year twelves have their way as her form of payback.


  “Not that Prinkler’s any fun at all,” I added under my breath as we squeezed through the gauntlet of the Year 7 locker bay, referring to the new principal.


  “Yeah, not so much,” Liz agreed.


  “Mina? Mina White!”


  I stopped awkwardly in the crush of students, a rock in a swift-flowing tide, searching for the voice’s owner.


  A wave caught my eye: Ms Calliday, one of the senior admin ladies. Nudging Liz, I nodded in Ms Calliday’s direction, wrapped my arms tightly around my books, and shouldered my way across to her.


  She shepherded me into the admin waiting room and pursed her lips. “Yes, alright Liz, I suppose you can come too.” Liz ducked in and Ms Calliday shut the door firmly, blocking out the noise of the students with surprising effectiveness.


  “You’d both better sit down,” she said, gesturing to the armchairs that huddled against the wall. Even under the fluorescent lighting, they seemed wreathed in shadows, dull in the artificial cheer of the office.


  I stared at them for a moment, all cloud-grey shadows and worn-edged fabric, stomach flipping in my gut. Something was wrong. I turned to Ms Calliday, grip white-fingered as I clutched my books to my chest. “What’s wrong?”


  She frowned, glanced awkwardly at the principal’s door, and exhaled. “Just take a seat please, Mina.”


  “What’s. Wrong?” Number of times I’d been into the office before: five. Of those, number of times I’d been invited to the office? One. Number of times Dad had called me home from school early to say someone in the family had died?


  One. I’d had to wait in the office.


  “Please, Mina, I really think its best if you let Mr Murchison see—“


  “Ms Calliday, what is wrong with my family?”


  She flinched, and my stomach sank. Damn it all. Occasionally, I really hated being right.


  Liz shifted behind me, maybe going for a chair, maybe reaching for me, but it didn’t matter. Her movement made me realise what was missing from the current scenario. I stared hard into Ms Calliday’s green eyes, battling down the panic rising in my throat.


  “Ms Calliday, why isn’t Sunny here too?”


  She deflated, paused, reached for me.


  I backed away, shaking my head. “No. No, where is she? Where is she?”


  The Assistant Principal’s door opened, and Mr Murchison peered gravely around it. He took in our tableau. “You’ve told her then?”


  Ms Calliday shook her head. “She guessed.”


  What the hell was going on? Why had Sunny disappeared? How?


  “Not difficult, I suppose,” he conceded, then pulled his door open wider. “You’re father’s on the phone,” he said to me. “Will you speak to him?”


  I nodded numbly, because if I spoke, something other than words was going to come pouring out of me, and I didn’t know if it would be tears or my lunch or anger or maybe my actual, physical, literal heart… because Sunny was gone.


  My books slid to the ground as I entered his office. The phone lay discarded on the table, only its old-fashioned tightly-coiled cord tethering it to its base and indicating that there might be some kind of life still inside. I picked it up. “Dad?”


  “Are you okay?”


  No hesitation, no second thought. Just, am I okay. I squeezed my eyes closed. Thanks, Dad. “Yeah. I’m okay. I have no idea what’s going on apart from that Sunny is missing, but I’m okay.”


  He exhaled noisily, something suspiciously close to relief. He said, “Okay. You’d better come home, then.” A cloud shifted over the sun outside, leaving the room suddenly cold. “Your mother’s non-responsive.” He hung up.


  Numbly, I clung to the phone. Non-responsive. Like before. Before, when Halmoni had died, and Sailor was dead, and the only who could make Mum eat was Sunny.


  But this time, there was no Sunny. She was the one who was gone.


  Liz put her hand on my shoulder. I saw it out of the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t feel it, because I couldn’t feel anything. Sunny was gone, Mum was gone, and the only thing left in the world was grey.


   


   


  NEED to know what happens next? Head to www.amylaurens.com/books/fox-red to find out!
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  SILK AND SERVICE


  David Kudler


  “Get my purse, boy!” growled Captain Oniyama, “And more sake!”


  Masugu watches the girl appear as if out of the floor to pour the rice wine into the captain’s cup: smooth gait, smooth hair, smooth—


  “Boy! My purse!”


  Masugu shakes himself, blushing, and leaps to his feet. “Yes, Oniyama-sama!”


  The captain is usually patient and polite, but at these regular mahjong games with the other Imagawa commanders, he drinks. And Masugu doesn’t like being around him when he’s drunk. Doesn’t like watching him lose at games.


  Also, the girl...


  As Masugu leaves the room, he hears Captain Katsumada chuckle, “What can you expect from a Takeda.”


  Masugu has been a guest in the Imagawa household since he was eleven. Well, strictly speaking, he’s been a hostage — a pledge of faith by his clan to their neighbor, ally, and sometime enemy the Imagawa. Captain Oniyama’s son has been living with Masugu’s clan.


  It’s supposed to be a way of strengthening the alliance. Mostly, it’s been an opportunity for Masugu to practice patience. And humility. Lots of humility.


  “Ignore him,” whispers Katsudama’s page Toki as he slips back into the room.


  “Easy for you to say,” Masugu mutters, though he appreciates the support. Like Masugu, Toki is a hostage, but for some reason the captain doesn’t hold Toki’s Matsudaira lineage against him.


  The girl… She has disappeared.


  Though the last thing in the world Masugu wants is to rush back to the room where Captain Katsudama will insult him and Captain Oniyama will yell at him, he runs to the Oniyama quarters — down two flights and on the other side of the castle.


  Hiroyashi, the captain’s valet, glares at Masugu. “The captain should be in his bed. We ride out tomorrow.”


  “He knows,” answers Masugu, shrugging. “He needs more money.”


  Hiroyashi’s eyes narrow and his mouth twists. “He’s losing. Again.”


  Masugu just nods.


  “The captain should not gamble when he drinks.”


  Masugu just shrugs.


  Glaring at Masugu again — as if any of this is Masugu’s fault — Hiroyashi shuffles over to the already-packed luggage and removes coins from a silk bag. “Tell the captain that we need the rest to pay the men.”


  Masugu winces at the thought of Captain Oniyama’s reaction to his saying that, but bows and takes the money.


  As he sprints back, he finds the girl, kneeling, arranging a porcelain sake bottle and used cups on a tray. He can’t help but stop. “Have they had much more?”


  “One more round,” she says. Her face is warm, her smile polite, and yet something sparks in her eyes as she meets his gaze. “I believe it will be Captain Katsudama’s last.”


  Then she rises, the cups and wine not moving on the tray as she does. She nods her head in a bow and begins to leave.


  “Wait!” Masugu gasps. When she turns in surprise, he says the only thing that comes to his mind, “Please, what is your name?”


  “Mieko,” she answers, her eyes wide.


  “I’m Masugu.”


  A small, not-so-polite smile bows her lips. “I know.”


  From inside the room, there’s a bellow. “Masugu! Where is that boy!”


  Flinching, Masugu takes a step toward the door. When he looks back to say goodbye, Mieko is already gone.


  It turns out that Masugu needn’t have hurried. Oniyama-sama has somehow managed to win back at least a little of what he’d lost. “My lord?” Masugu whispers into his ear. “What can I do for you?”


  “You could have gotten here faster, for one thing.” When Masugu places the small stack of coins in front of the captain, he grunts. “For another, you can help young Tokimatsu bring Katsudama there back to his rooms. He seems to have had too much to drink.”


  The other captains all chuckle.


  Toki is straining to lift Katsudama, who is built like a bear. A large bear. A large, hibernating bear.


  Masugu steps under the captain’s limp arm and helps guide him out of the room, where the other captains are making nasty comments about Katsudama’s inability to hold his wine.


  As they drag the captain toward his apartment — on this side of the castle and down just one floor, thankfully — Masugu groans, “When did this happen? Seemed fine when I left.”


  “Just after you went.” Toki sounds as if he’s straining just as hard under the captain’s dead weight. “Usually holds his liquor well. Better than your captain.”


  “Hey!” Toki is teasing, but Oniyama’s a good commander — except when he’s been drinking — and so Masugu feels as if he should at least try to defend the man he serves.


  “This baka must have had more than usual.”


  Masugu doesn’t feel any need to defend Katsudama from Toki’s charge that he’s an idiot. It’s not an insult; it’s the truth. And Katsudama isn’t going to hear the insult anyway.


  At the Katsudama apartment, Toki and Masugu hand the captain off to the butler and three burly manservants.


  As he and Toki recover in the hall, it occurs to Masugu that Katsudama truly was dead weight. That the captain didn’t groan or move a muscle on the whole trip down. That his skin felt cool and clammy. That Masugu can’t remember even seeing him breathe.


  He is about to suggest that Toki rouse the doctor when a memory flashes through his head, and he stops himself. “‘Night, Toki.”


  “Where are you going?” Toki’s put on a girlish pout. “Thought we could have a little rice wine of our own.”


  “No thanks. We’re marching in the morning.”


  They say their farewells, and Masugu sprints down to the kitchens.


  I believe it will be Captain Katsudama’s last, Mieko had said, and Masugu finally recognizes her expression. Her face was still beautiful and her tone respectful, but Masugu knows the look that he saw in her eyes.


  It was satisfaction.


  The satisfaction of a warrior after a victory.


  The castle’s huge kitchen is all but empty — most of the cooks and scullery crew will be waking up well before dawn as they begin preparing to feed Lord Imagawa and his many guests and retainers. He finds her where he hoped he would: in the pantry, just inside the small door that is one of the few ways out of the castle other than the front gate. “Mieko!” he whispers.


  Once again, she turns in surprise. This time, however, the look is wary, and the body ready to spring. To fight.


  For some reason, she has changed into a shrine maiden’s red and white robes. In one hand, she holds a blade, which she points with practiced grace at his heart.


  Masugu holds up his hands. “I… I won’t stop you.”


  “No?” Her eyes look hard now. Her face, though masked in calm, is dark. So beautiful.


  “No.” He keeps his eyes locked on hers, so that he doesn’t have to look at the knife she’s holding a hand’s breadth from his chest. “I just…” Honestly, he doesn’t know what he wanted to do, to say. So he sticks with what he knows is true. “I’m Takeda.” With one finger, he gestures at the four-diamond insignia on his robes.


  Her eyes soften slightly, but the knife remains at the ready. “Yes. I know.”


  He takes a breath. “Are you? Takeda?”


  The pinkness leaves her cheeks. Still the blade is steady.


  He needs to know. “I… Captain Katsudama has — had been trying to convince Lord Imagawa to break the alliance. To attack us.”


  “I know.”


  “He was convincing the other captains to support him.”


  “I know,” she sighs, and finally lowers the knife — but only slightly. “We read your reports.”


  “You…?”


  “Lady Chiyome gave them to Kuniko and myself. Katsudama needed to be stopped.”


  “Yes.” Mochizuki Chiyome. Masugu has heard of her, has heard that she is starting some sort of school for warrior women. “You are a… kunoichi?”


  A small smile warms her face again. She lowers the blade all of the way and nods. “Masugu. You must go. If you are found with us, you will be suspected for the death.”


  Not knowing why, he reaches out a hand. “I will be suspected anyway. I am Takeda. The captain made no secret of hating me.”


  “Come with us.” She takes his hand in the one that isn’t holding the knife. Her fingers are warm and soft.


  “I can’t. You — no one will notice a maid leaving, even one as beautiful as you. If I leave, suspicion will still fall on the Takeda.” He squeezes her fingers. “You have to… to knock me out. Injure me. So it looks as if I tried to stop you.”


  Her eyes grow wide. “I do not wish to hurt you, Masugu.”


  “Please. For your own safety. For our lord.”


  “I do not wish to,” she says, her smile sad, and squeezes back. “But Kuniko would be happy to do it.” She glances over his shoulder.


  Masugu turns just in time to see a broad-shouldered, square-faced girl bringing down a piece of firewood on the top of his head.


   


  * * *


   


  When he wakes, he is in the castle’s dungeons, on a bed of vermin-ridden straw. It feels as if an army of taiko drummers is pounding on the inside of his skull, and so it isn’t for a few moments that he notices the raised voices just outside the cell.


  “My lord,” says one voice — Captain Oniyama — “he can’t have committed the murder. The poison can only have been administered while the boy was out of the room, getting my money. My valet confirms it.”


  “As you say, Oniyama, but the boy’s Takeda,” growls Lord Imagawa. “He had more reason than any to want Katsudama dead.”


  “True, my lord, but —”


  The pounding takes a turn for the worse; now it feels like the tolling of an enormous temple bell. In spite of himself, Masugu groans.


  “Let us question him,” says a third voice — Lord Imagawa’s chief counselor. “He is waking.”


  They open the cell door and troop in, looming over Masugu.


  “Well, boy,” Imagawa-sama shouts, making the bell toll even louder, “why did you kill Katsudama?” There is the sharp sound of a sword being drawn.


  “Didn’t,” Masugu tries to say.


  “What?”


  “Didn’t… Tried to stop… Found… assassin at pantry door. But when I… tried to stop… Other hit me with something.”


  “Piece of firewood,” says the counselor with a snort.


  Oniyama kneels close to him. “Men?”


  Lying doesn’t come easily to Masugu. But for this, for not correcting his captain’s mistake, he is willing to bear the stain on his honor. “Two. At least.”


  “What insignia did they wear?” shouts Imagawa-sama.


  Masugu winces before answering truthfully, “None. Were dressed… as servants.” Before they changed into miko garb.


  “That at least explains how they were able to get in and out without anyone noticing,” the counselor muses.


  “Yes,” Oniyama agrees. “Now, my lord, may I fetch my physician to see to the boy?”


  When the lord and his counselor agree, Masugu allows himself to drift back into yawning unconsciousness.


  But before blackness welcomes him, he finds himself thinking of Mieko. Of her warm face and soft hands.


  And of the warrior’s flame in her eyes.


   


   


  Read more tales of Mieko and the Kunoichi army!


   


  Visit my website to get advanced access to the Risuko prequel series.


  www.risuko.net
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  LEARNING TO FLY


  Laura Diamond


  BLURB: In Ming Dynasty China, fifteen-year-old Jung discovers the nightmares cursing him are really the dreams of the slumbering dragon within. Waking the beast may free him, but taking flight means he’ll have to give up all he’s ever known and loved.


   


  * * *


   


  “Get your head out of the clouds, Jung, the rice is down here on the ground with the rest of us,” my sister, Na, chides me, her russet eyes searching my emerald green ones for the waking dream she knows is playing in my fanciful imagination.


  The sun beats on our sweaty backs, pushing us closer to the quietly growing paddies, its rays hitting us like lashes from a whip. Na is bent over, her indigo-dyed cotton sleeves billowing around her tiny arms as she plucks, plucks, plucks. Her chin is already tucked toward her chest so she can better see her quarry. So focused on work, she’s probably already forgotten her reminder for me to keep working even though her voice is still ringing in my disgruntled ears.


  Rice. Our food and our life. The multi-level terraces provide sustenance for the entire village, and mostly the entire village is here harvesting the crop.


  I lift a water-logged foot out of the mid-shin deep water (which is knee deep for everyone else), resenting the mud underneath trying so desperately to hold on. Perhaps it thinks my soles will spontaneously sprout roots and lock me to the soil like the rice plants.


  A sigh rushes out of me. What a cruel thing life is, tethering us to the earth, forever allowing us to watch the sky but never giving us the gift of flight or the ability to soar along its gentle blue currents. The truth is, I am chained to the ground, trapped in my body, assigned a life as a land-dweller, with only my dreams as a means of escape.


  I consider raising a long arm up, up, up, fingers splayed, a prayer on my lips, but I can’t risk attracting attention of the villagers working the paddy. My otherness does that enough as it is. I’m graced with the only green eyes in the village (my mother suffered many accusations for that one) and I’m the tallest. By a lot.


  Na quickly responds to my second sigh by whacking my shin with the back of her hand. “Stop breathing, start working.”


  I give a sarcastic laugh. “I have to breathe in order to work.”


  “Well do them both at the same time.” She goes back to harvesting. Pluck, pluck, pluck.


  Her baskets hold twice the amount of rice as mine because I spend half my time daydreaming. Biting back yet another exasperated huff, I bend toward the delicate stalks, matching my sister pluck for pluck.


  For a long while, the only movements are the synchronized swing of arms and grabbing of mature rice paddy by calloused fingers along with the varied sounds of panting villagers and the contented buzzing of flying insects dappled with the shrill chatter of hungry birds.


  It’s midday when Na and I reach the far end of our terrace.


  Finally, because she’s out of rice to harvest, she rises, plants her fists at her hips, and stretches her back, lifting her face to the azure sky. Her cheeks are red and beads of sweat cling to her porcelain skin. She retreats a step to edge out of my shadow. Though she’s older than me by three years, I stand over a foot taller than her.


  “Giant,” she says, though her tone is playful.


  Still, I earn a few anxious glances from the other villagers nearby. They hesitate for the briefest of moments to eye me, take stock of my height even though they see me every day and it hasn’t changed in the last, oh, month or so, then rush back to their work, as if they’ve embarrassed themselves by pausing.


  Na removes her dǒulì and spins the conical-shaped bamboo hat in her hands. It means she’s thinking, and that’s never good, because what usually follows is how I should be more concerned about things like family, food, and working hard rather than daydreaming about flying and spending time with the clouds.


  She wouldn’t be wrong. My waking dreams are extensions of my agitated nightmares. At night, I soar over the paddies, but the sensation frightens me until I plummet to the earth and crash against the rocks. During the day, the idea of flying appeals, entices, and tempts me. I’m not sure why, except that maybe I’m fighting the two halves of Yin and Yang—Yin ruling my fitful nightly dreams and Yang my hopeful daytime fantasies—leaving me unable to reconcile why I’m different and unable to accept it.


  “Perhaps if you stooped a bit, you wouldn’t look so tall and people wouldn’t be wary of you,” she says. The advice is sincere, and I know she offers it—freely, lucky me—because she cares about me. But the truth behind it is she’s embarrassed by me too. I’m the tallest in the village and being the “-est” of something is never a good idea. Somehow, my ever-elongating bones have become fodder for rumor (in the form of hushed whispers, hissed hexes, and darting glances) ever since I can remember. Some say I am cursed, and, by extension, so is my family. I have no idea what my forefathers or ancestors did that convinced the elements to punish me, or why they did it in such an obvious way.


  “We spend all day hunched over already,” I complain, gesturing to the optimistic blades of green spreading their happiness along the mountainside, thrilled by their half-aquatic, half-sunbaked lives, despite the fact that they will soon be ripped out of their cozy bed to dry out in the same sun that gave them life until they can be cooked to give us life. I suppose they’re martyrs, albeit ignorant of their sacrifice.


  I shake my head. There goes my wild, stupid imagination again. They’re plants. They don’t think.


  “When you’re not harvesting, then,” she argues, as if her suggestion is the most obvious thing and I’m too soft in the head to understand. I’d agree with her; sometimes I feel like my brain is mushier than the mud squishing under my large feet.


  “If I stoop all day I’ll get a backache on top of my backache. Besides, I cannot change my eye color.”


  “Keep your eyes squinted and your brim low,” Na says.


  “I cannot do that forever.” Or for even a moment longer. I scrunch my nose, shoving off my own dǒulì to free my sopping hair from spending yet another torturous moment trapped in a cocoon of bamboo. The cord tying my hat in place so it doesn’t fall and plop onto the sopping paddy slides up to my throat, nearly choking me. I ignore it, much more irritated by the day’s stillness. Monsoon season has ended and the days burn on, relentless without reprieve.


  Too bad there isn’t a breeze to shift the humid air.


  “Wind, where are you?” I ask, lifting the corner of my mouth in a little rebellious smile, amused by my own boldness in calling out an element by name.


  Na frowns at me, placing her hat squarely on her head. Break time is over. “You cannot call the elements. They do what they will. We’re insignificant to them.”


  She adds an eye roll and the message is clear: Stop daydreaming, Jung. It’s not productive.


  “Sometimes they listen,” I counter, though I don’t really believe it. If Wind really did listen, it’d help me out by drying up my nightmares and giving me wings to fly.


  Na raises her eyebrows, wrinkling her forehead with disagreement.


  “Let’s head up to the top paddy,” I suggest, already extending a long leg for the next terrace. A cluster of workers scramble to either side, giving me a wide berth, as if my gangly-ness is catching, or in the very least poisonous. They don’t want to be contaminated by my curse.


  Na manages to deepen her frown to a full-on scowl, but she follows me up anyway, straight to the top of the mountain. Harvesters part for us, like water from the Chang Jiang flees the prow of a swiftly moving canoe. Na greets them in her curt, but friendly way, an effort to smooth tense relations between our family and everyone else—again, my fault—but I ignore them. They don’t like talking to me anyway, so it’s for the best. They think I’m a devil and fear I’ll hurl some curse at them instead of saying good morning or hello. Reason number two of a million why I don’t like conversation.


  The first reason? I’d rather stay inside my head. Like a grain of rice safely nestled in its protective husk, I’m more content within the confines of my own mind. I am a solitary creature in a world where sameness and assimilation is vital.


  Na grabs my elbow. “This is the top terrace. Can’t go any farther, Jung. Honestly, if you didn’t have me to watch out for you I bet you’d walk right off the edge. You don’t think you can walk on air, do you?”


  “No.” My heart drops at the reminder. Yet my eyes remain locked onto the sky, the wispy clouds overhead, and the far off peaks of the sprawling mountain range cut in half by the mighty Chang Jiang.


  She lowers her baskets and promptly gets to plucking. “Jung. Work.”


  “Fine, fine,” I reply, resentful she refuses to take in the beauty around her. She’ll live her life this way, gaze trained on the ground beneath her feet, focused only on what’s in front of her nose, missing out on the gifts of the wide world. A twinge of sadness tightens my chest for all the missed opportunities she’s had—and will continue to have—to experience awe, joy, contentedness, and peace. All those things you feel when you recognize your connection to nature. And not just in the form of plant-harvest-eat-survive, but in the form of there’s-something-bigger-than-this-and-I-can-join-it-if-I-wish-it-hard-enough.


  “Jung,” Na prods.


  At least no one else is up here with us to hear her admonish me. They don’t need more reasons to hate me.


  I tug my dǒulì over my head and bend to join Na. It’s painful, tearing my gaze from the sky. “Wind, I wish you would answer me,” I mutter.


  My words fall dead on the paddy. Then, a blade of a rice plant twitches. And another, and another. Soon, the bit of paddy surrounding me is swaying back and forth, dancing. The silent celebration spreads to Na. She pauses mid-pluck, arm frozen half-bent, fingers tightly curled around the rice plants she’s just yanked from the ground.


  “Jung?” she asks, uncertain.


  I know why. This is no ordinary breeze. The way it glides in some silent rhythm to music only it hears. The way it caresses the paddy. The way it tickles my nose and tugs at my dǒulì. A normal breeze is ignorant, unknowing of what it touches, blind to its power. This wind is playing with us.


  “Jung?” Na asks again, this time drawing my name out slowly, clearly disturbed by what’s happening.


  “What?” I say, shrugging my shoulders, but she’s not looking at me. Rather, she’s watching the undulating waves gliding across our terrace.


  “It’s the element,” she says.


  I stand straight, letting my full height free, my gaze extending to the terraces below, along all the bent backs and round, tan dǒulì polka-dotting the green paddies.


  Na tosses back her hat and props her fists on her hips, dark eyes flashing with a bit of fear and a lot of anger. “What have you done?”


  I gape at her. “Me? What’re you talking about?”


  “You called Wind.”


  I shook my head. Nope, no way. “Uh-uh. I didn’t.”


  “I heard you muttering, Jung, and look what’s happened.” Her sharp tone sparks with pure accusation.


  “I thought you said the elements don’t care about us,” I sputter, clearly losing ground, though I don’t know how it happened so quickly.


  She lowers her gaze. “They don’t, but…”


  “What?” I reach out to her, but she shies from me before my long fingers can touch her skin.


  “The elements…”


  “Na,” I say, imploring, questioning. “Do you believe?”


  Can I dare to hope I’m not the only one prone to such whimsical ideas?


  “I believe you need to be careful.” Her voice is soft, almost carried away by the dancing element. “We don’t know how the curse will show itself.”


  Curse. The word—the mark that has tarnished me for my entire life—so casually released by my sister. The word, up until now, she’d been careful to avoid and quick to dismiss if uttered by another.


  “Y-you think I’m cursed?”


  “I think the family is cursed and you’re the one showing it.”


  “But why? How? What have we done? Our ancestors?”


  A quick adjustment of her dǒulì and my stern, hard-working sister is firmly planted inside her stoic, unruffled mind again. The thin line of her mouth tells me she has no intention of answering.


  I stare at her, slack-jawed and heart bleeding into the water at my feet as if Na had stabbed me straight in the chest. She bends to the paddy, ignoring the swaying blades still whirling to Wind’s song.


   


  * * *


   


  Wind keeps dancing through dinner, after sunset, and well into the night. During it all, the village carried on as usual, but my mind swirled with possibility. And it still does. While the rest of the village sleeps, my thoughts mingle with the steady snores of my brothers and sisters and parents. They bounce off the mudbrick walls and thatched roof before finally settling onto the straw beds and mess of blankets making up our communal bed.


  Only Na is silent. She doesn’t snore or dream.


  I, on the other hand, tend to be a light sleeper and my frequent nightmares are violent enough to disturb the entire family. Perhaps it’s part of the curse that Na confessed she believes in.


  Lucky for my family that tonight is a sleepless night for me. Tomorrow will be challenging as I hunch over the paddies, drugged by insomnia, but rice doesn’t care whether or not I’m well rested when it comes to harvesting. I am at least grateful my siblings will be alert enough to attempt keeping up with Na. If it weren’t for her and the immense work she accomplishes in the paddies, I suspect we’d be banished from the village to subsist in the surrounding wilds on our own.


  Part of me longs for the cleansing monsoons of spring and summer, the constant whoosh of water pelting the ground and saturating the soil, filling the terraces with much needed water for growing rice. The drumming sound usually lulls me to sleep when nothing else—including Mother’s calming tea paired with a litany of lullabies—works. Despite the rain’s destructive tendencies, it also brings life, the promise of a large crop, and often swells the village with hope for a bountiful season.


  Thick clouds left with the dying rains, leaving a clear night sky to stare boldly back at us. I wish the stars were my friends. I wish they could extend an icy arm down to me and lift me up to carry me across the heavens. I imagine the stars live in a cold place, they hang so high, so far away from the earth’s warmth, but I don’t really know.


  I sure would like to find out, though.


  “Wind, I wish you would let me fly,” I whisper, hoping my request floats out the window and touches the ears of the fickle element.


  A boasting moon, round with pride, peeks through the window. The star sitting next to it winks at me.


  Come outside, the moon whispers. I have a secret to tell you.


  The winking star laughs. Yes, yes, join us.


  Though I’m not sure I should answer, my body decides for me and before I know it, I’m stepping quietly over my siblings and sneaking out the front door.


  Barefoot, I walk the narrow path between houses, past the deep channels dug by flood waters, ignoring the empty spaces where huts used to squat but were washed away by the monsoon, imagining all the villagers tucked as carefully as fine porcelain tea cups in their beds, arms wrapped around one another. Mothers embracing fathers, spoiled younger brothers shoving older sisters aside for more space, and warmth and love seeping into every pore, like a fire’s smoke invades the skin if you stand too close for too long.


  No fires burn now. It’s too late, too deep in the night. I am the only one awake. The only wanderer, the only odd one, set apart from his family, apart from his village, apart from his earthly home.


  A dreamer.


  A sibling of the sky, hobbled to spend his life on the ground.


  Is it a curse to be so painfully aware of my plight or is it a curse that I’m grounded?


  I leave the secure confines of the village and take the exposed path toward the paddies, bathed in pale blue moonlight. Leaning into the steep slope, I spread my arms, greeting the moon with an embrace and a smile as if we’re long lost brothers separated at birth.


  “What is it you’d like to tell me, Moon? Do you have a message from Wind?” I ask, using my normal voice rather than a whisper or a shout.


  A kiss of a warm breeze answers. It blows against my arms, lifting them higher, giving them a buoyancy I’ve never experienced before.


  I laugh, delighted.


  Wind gets stronger, tussling my hair and tugging at my jacket and pants, already too short for my growing frame. Mother says she can’t make garments fast enough to keep up with my lengthening body, so she waits until the faintest sliver of my belly shows at my waist before letting out the hem and crafting new clothes for me, pieced together from castoffs as my other siblings grow. Sometimes there are more stitches in the patchwork pieces than at the hem and seams. My jacket and pants end up with a pocked effect from the mishmash of fabrics, some frayed, some thinned, some dyed different shades, some faded from too much sun, some stained. It adds to my leper-like status in the village.


  More stars join the moon, twinkling with the same joy infusing my laugh. If Na were here, she’d think I’d gone mad or that a ghostly spirit had inhabited my body.


  But I’m alone and I can behave as I want. No one to see me. No one to judge. As close to freedom as I’ve been in a long time.


  Discard your earthly worries and embrace your true nature. A whisper. A beckoning.


  I startle, dropping my arms to my side and whirling in a circle. Where’d that come from? Not my own mind. I know the voice of my thoughts and they’d never suggest throwing away my concerns so flippantly.


  “Hello?” I call. The sound echoes around the paddies.


  I step up to the first terrace, dunking my feet in the cool water with a soft ker-plunk. I shudder, partly from the temperature and partly from the request.


  You’ve been asking us a favor. Why do you hesitate now?


  I spin again. The water around my shins protests with a grumpy swish-swoosh. “Who’s there?”


  Something like sharp talons tickles my spine, tapping each bone on the way down from neck to pelvis.


  I flail, slapping away whatever it may be, but nothing’s there.


  Nothing solid anyway.


  Squinting into the night, I ask, “I’ll ask again. Who’s there? Is this Wind? What do you want of me?”


  Laughter, deep and resonating like thunder, surrounds me. We thought you believed but now that we answer your call, you doubt.


  “I…”


  A stronger breeze knocks into me, pushes me up the hill. I scale the terraces until I reach the very same spot Na and I had climbed to earlier.


  Where I had so boldly and rashly called Wind.


  I had no business doing such a thing, voicing my dreams, exposing them to the real world. Now it seems they’ve crossed over, escaped out the base of my skull to frolic among the paddies.


  Yin and Yang have met, my slumbering nightmares confronting my waking wishes. And I’m standing in the middle, torn, confused, raw.


  Na’s words surround me like a vice. I think the family is cursed and you’re the one showing it. I drop to my knees, curl my shoulders down, breaking under their grip until I’m facing the life-giving water I spend day after day standing in while harvesting rice. The place my gaze should always be trained on instead of where I want it to be—the sky above.


  “I am cursed,” I say, blinking back tears that refuse to remain restrained. They flee from my eyes and drip into the paddy. Ripples blur my reflection, distorting my face. A strong jaw, carved from stone like my father’s, a steady nose squared between high, rounded cheeks and balanced over a mouth with a perfect cupid’s bow like my mother’s, my squinting eyes so different from everyone else.


  No, you are gifted, but it is your choice whether or not to accept the gift or leave it slumbering inside you. Be warned, once you choose, there is no going back.


  I dig my fists into the mud, grimacing as the grit presses into my skin. “What gift? What do you mean?” I ask.


  Shed your mortal skin and find out.


  The voice, being, element is insane. Crazy.


  Or maybe I’m insane and my cursed mind is making this all up.


  Or maybe I am in fact home, safe in my bed, suffering from yet another nightmare. Any moment, Na will jostle me to consciousness and Mother will pour a hot draft of tea down my throat, scorching and scalding the bad memories from my mind.


  Gasping, I lift a shaky hand and pinch the inner part of my arm. Sharp pain torques my flesh. “Ow!”


  I am not asleep.


  More laughter sprinkles over me like raindrops. That is the strangest way I’ve ever seen anyone shed their skin before. What are you going to do, pluck it off piece by piece?


  “Well, I’ve never ‘shed my skin’ before, so how would you suggest I do it?” I snap.


  I’d imagine it’s similar to undressing.


  Frustrated, I swat water around me, splash, splash, splashing in the paddy like a deranged animal. “I cannot remove my skin like I do my jacket.”


  Let us help you, then.


  Wind rattles the paddies, tugging at the remaining rice plants, ripping some out by the roots. Aggressive. Rough. Determined. To protect myself, I cover my face with my arms, squeezing my eyes closed.


  “Stop!” I yell, choking on the air as it stuffs itself up my nose, into my mouth, down my throat, as it tunnels itself in my ears, and as it drags me to my feet. Another strong gust and my feet leave the mud, slip out of the water, and my toes wiggle in…nothing.


  I’m not attached to the ground. I’ve left the earth. I’m airborne.


  A yelp blurts out of me. “What’s happening?”


  We’re helping you undress.


  The swirls of air form into purposeful bands. Steady as fingers, the bands unfasten my jacket, yank it off my body and then set themselves to work on loosening my pants. I try to lower my arms to halt them, but more bands wrap around my elbows and wrists.


  “No! Wait!” I cry, fully helpless, hovering over the rice paddies, a naked, featherless bird. A wingless bird.


  But not a flightless one.


  Now for your skin, Wind says.


  “What? No!”


  The bands tighten their grip around my limbs. More form around my knees and ankles. Still more poke and prod my belly, my spine, and my chest. Searching for entry, for a hole in my mortal flesh.


  “Please,” I beg.


  Wind responds by shaking me. As my brain scrambles, the words, Come little one, open your eyes, your slumber has ended. Be free, stab at my mind.


  My stomach clenches, ready to expel my dinner. The knots building in my gut slither lower, deeper, settling into the bowl of my pelvis, like a stubborn toddler refusing to leave the nest of blankets they’d slept overnight in.


  Wakey, wakey.


  A groan vibrates my abdomen. It shakes my vertebrae. Something is inside me. Something old. Something wild and feral. A stretching sensation takes over when the groan ends. It spreads from my lower bowels to my chest and hooks its claws into my lungs.


  Time to wake up.


  The claws drag downward, slicing everything in its path, ripping me open. A scream leaps out of me just as my flesh falls away in ribbons.


  Pain.


  I’ve become pain and it has become me.


  It infuses me, inside and out, boils my flesh, suffocates my mind.


  I lob another shriek into the night. It goes on and on and on until I’ve gone beyond losing my breath and yet the sound continues, morphing into something not entirely human.


  Soon, at the moment where my mind begins to darken with the promise of unconsciousness, the swell of pain blessedly begins to subside. The stretching deep in my belly spreads to my limbs, but it is not at all unpleasant. In fact, it feels good. Natural. Like it’s supposed to be this way and the way I’d been living for the past fifteen years was wrong, cramped, and stifled.


  I shudder, shedding the last of my mortal skin. My long limbs, now longer from the Wind’s stretching, unfurl.


  Wait. Unfurl? What?


  Open your eyes.


  I do as I’m told, afraid to disobey. I’m equally afraid of what I might see—pieces of me spread across the paddies, strings of red muscle and chunks of jagged white bone nestled in the rice and dipped in the water.


  That is not the vision that awaits me.


  The paddies sit far below, but they are not marbled with bits of Jung. No, they’re intact, glowing blue-green in the subtle moonlight, proud as ever of their terraced home high above the village.


  And I am floating well above them. Me, I’ve reached higher than the mountains. I’m hovering in the sky.


  Floating. Fluttering. Flying!


  I laugh, but the sound that builds in my throat is not the sound of laughter. Instead, it’s more of a dry wheeze, a guttural moaning, bestial. Yet it is me.


  Mouth agape, I scan my body, but it is not human. My sharp gaze trails over the endless rows of thick, armored scales covering my serpentine torso, shimmering with swirls of purples, greens, blues, bronzes, and golds, illuminated by the full moon’s silvery light.


  Distracted by their beauty, I dip lower. The ground enlarges as I plummet toward it. I throw my arms and hands—no, claws—out before me.


  “Help!” I cry.


  Flap your wings, Wind commands.


  Flap my…oh, my wings!


  I glance over my shoulder and there they are. Monstrous things collapsed against my sides, folded onto themselves.


  I set my will on them, ordering them to open. Air rushes around me as I free fall.


  Time is short, little dragon, Wind warns. You must learn to fly and learn quickly.


  “I know!” I growl. Smoke plumes from my nostrils as my frustration grows. Smoke! Smoke. I am a dragon. A fire-breathing dragon.


  Who doesn’t know how to fly.


  “Come on,” I command myself. Focusing on my stubborn wings, I flex different muscles along my spine until I feel the tingle of success. My right wing twitches, then my left. In a rush, they balloon out, spreading to their full span, wider than a full terrace, the leathery skin thicker than three dozen goat’s hides.


  I lift them high, then swing them down.


  Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, they beat, using generous Wind to slow my descent.


  I tell myself again: I am a dragon. I can fly.


  I’m no longer grounded.


  No longer must I suffer in a cursed, mortal body. No longer must I feel the guilt of bringing shame to my family. No longer must Na keep a protective eye on me.


  I spread my toes, tipped in ebony, razor-like talons like my fingers, and alight on the uppermost terrace.


  “That was amazing! How is this so, Wind?” I ask. “I thought I was cursed.”


  Wind chuckles. As do all who are different, unique, and set apart from the rest. What others call your curse is, in reality, your gift. Yet it comes with a price.


  My reptilian heart cringes. “Price? What is the cost? I’ve already borne rude stares, the spiteful fear of the other villagers, and the cold distance of my family members for years, and quite unfairly I might add.”


  Now that you’ve awakened the beast inside and shed your mortal flesh, the cost to you is immortality.


  I grin, lips curling back from my deadly sharp teeth.


  “Immortality isn’t so bad, so long as I no longer have to harvest rice paddies,” I joke.


  Such mortal toil is no longer yours to bear; however the yoke of solitude will become your shroud.


  “What do you mean?”


  You must leave your family behind. They must not know of your existence.


  “Why?”


  Before tonight, did you believe in dragons?


  I shake my large head, the ribbons of my beard draped on either side of my snout swishing left and right. Of all the things I imagined and dreamed, dragons were not part of it. I dip my head in shame, embarrassed that I didn’t believe in the creature I’ve become. “No.”


  Wind sighs, rustling the paddies, as if sensing my disappointment.


  Do you regret your decision, to call on us?


  I tuck my clawed limbs under me, thinking about the question. I was unhappy with my human life, though appreciative of my sister’s devotion. Until she confessed her fear that I was the obvious expression of the family’s curse. She saw me as a burden, something to manage, a troublesome thing needing constant supervision lest I brought about disaster.


  “No, I do not regret it.”


  Then let us teach you how to be what you were born to be.


  With a roar both full of power and raw from newness, I uncurl my tail, spread my great wings, and leap into the night.


  Unburdened.


  Alone.


  Free.
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  UNDERBELLY CIRCUS


  Hilary Thompson


  Carlyle stood motionless in the shade of a maple tree, scanning the festival crowd as it surged into activity. The scent of fried foods and spun sugar floated thickly in the mid-summer air, and she paused to enjoy its innocence, basking in the illusion of her freedom. Before the night was over, the smells would turn to sweat and desperation, and she would be sleeping off a powerful depression.


  But it was her job. All she’d ever known, really. After the people had broken everything good about their festival night, they would find Lady Magda, and she would find Carlyle, who would patch up their brokenness. It was a cycle of Magda’s greed and human nature and Carlyle having nowhere better to go.


  A pack of teenaged boys bounced past her tree, and Carlyle shrunk further into the shadows. Only one glanced her way, fixing grass-green eyes directly on her for a beat too long. She almost slid behind the trunk, but the boys passed quickly enough, their bravado and excitement stinking up the air with the musk of fresh blood.


  A younger one broke from the group, flipping a rude gesture at the others. He stalked her way without even looking, aggravation pulling his brows together. None of his friends followed. Perfection, Carlyle thought. She left the shelter of the tree and fell in step just behind him. Reaching the railing overlooking the river, he smacked his hand on the metal. Carlyle smiled, sniffing the red-wine swirls of anger and frustration. She leaned on the railing too, careful to keep several feet away. Slipping off her ball cap, she shook her head, her white-blond hair tumbling free around her shoulders.


  She glanced at the boy. He wasn’t as young as she’d thought, but he would still do.


  “Hey,” she said, using the soft, flirty voice that always seemed to work on the angry ones.


  He blinked at her twice, then his anger receded as his eyes focused on her, and he grew into the cockiness they all got after a little attention. “Hey.”


  “Nice day for a festival,” she said, turning her gaze back at the river, which was swollen with spring rain.


  “Do you live around here?” he asked, leaning closer. “Never seen you before.”


  “Nope.” She grinned at his small-town logic, keeping her eyes on the water. He’d never see her again after this weekend either. “Just in for the festival.”


  She pulled a stack of card-sized fliers from her jeans pocket and flapped them at the boy.


  “Are you selling something?” he asked, reaching for a paper. She slid one to him, careful not to touch her bare fingers with his.


  “Aren’t we all?” she replied.


  He smiled a little at that, like most of them did. As he read the paper, his smile grew. He flicked his eyes back to hers, and she noticed they were the same blue-brown mix as the muddied-sky river below. “You’re a hypnotist?” he asked, the laughter already creeping into his voice.


  Carlyle focused on the spun sugar smell instead of the sour apple of his disdain. “I work for one. But she doesn’t make you do stupid tricks. Lady Magda uses hypnosis to release your hidden emotions. And then she tells them to go the hell away so you can enjoy life again.”


  The boy gave a surprised sort of laugh as he tried to hand the paper back to her.


  She shook her head. “Keep it. I have hundreds more to pass out today.”


  “So you just do the advertising?” he asked, clicking together what he thought were the answers. Good boy, following the breadcrumbs she’d dropped.


  “Something like that. Usually I can find someone to split the job with. Makes it go faster.”


  “You paying?” he asked. She grinned. He’d followed the trail to its perfect end. Then again, it was her job to make sure they always did. And she was good at her job.


  “Fifty bucks.”


  “Fifty? To hand out a bunch of paper?” He sounded doubtful. Small-town logic again.


  She only nodded, shoving the papers into her pocket again. “We make enough,” she said, nailing him in her gaze and advancing one tiny step. “We’re the best.”


  To his credit, he didn’t back down from her. Carlyle was barely five feet, but she could intimidate when she wanted to, and she was testing him. “So you want in?” she asked after a few seconds of staring. The air had turned into a tornado of smells that Carlyle chose not to name.


  He looked at her a beat longer, then shrugged. “Sure.”


  “We start now,” she added, and he nodded. She pulled the papers out again and began firing instructions at him. “I’ll pay you when we’re done. You hand these out. I’ll follow. Don’t make eye contact with me – they don’t need to know we’re a team. Go slow so I can keep up. Only one per couple or group. No little kids. And watch especially for the ones having too much fun, or not enough.”


  “Too much fun?” he asked, shuffling the papers into a neater stack.


  “Leads to desperation,” she said, glancing back at the river. “Same here as everywhere else.” She began walking back toward the crowd.


  “What do I say to them? To get them to go see you?” he called, hurrying to catch up.


  She smiled. “It doesn’t matter. That’s my job.”


  To his credit, he followed her instructions to the letter. Carlyle slunk behind him, keeping her distance to watch how people reacted when they received the advertisement. Certain people always stood out, and that’s where she began.


  Some of them she jostled and cursed at fluently when they jostled her back. Anger. Some she looked up and down appreciatively, fluffing her long blonde curls and watching them with sly glances over her shoulder as she sauntered away. Desire. Some she brushed with her whisper-soft fingers, siphoning away the joy the festival was bringing to their tedious lives, leaving only the sense that this day really was just like all the others. Desperation.


  And a select few she pickpocketed, building the meager savings she kept hidden from Magda. Those were the ones who would never come to their tent anyway. By the time the boy had doubled back to the river, he was empty-handed and she had more than enough cash to pay him.


  “Thanks for your help,” she said, sliding him some of the stolen money. He grinned and leaned a little closer. “But I need to be checking in with my boss now. Come by the tent later if you want,” she added as she turned away, slipping him one last flirty grin. His disappointment was evident in the earthy scent of rot, but she had left him with enough hope that he didn’t follow her into the crowds.


  She breathed in deeply, noticing that much of the air’s sweetness had been replaced by grilled meat and onions, overtaxed bathrooms, and plastic cups of warm beer. It was late afternoon, and she needed to revive her energy before night swept through the crowd and the real work began.


  Revival was a delicate task, though. Her measurements had to precise, or she risked tainting the very joy she needed to build up. Who in the crowds was actually happy? Vendors’ pleasure at sales could quickly grow into greed. A young couple’s first date often disintegrated into jealousy over someone else’s bare summer skin. Overjoyed children teetered into overtired and wailing children.


  But Carlyle hadn’t lied. She and Lady Magda really were the best. So when she spotted an elderly lady on a park bench, smiling at a child playing in the grass, she got to work stealing the woman’s happiness for herself. Once she found her target, it was as simple as pickpocketing.


  When dusk fell and the curtain of Magda’s booth was drawn back, Carlyle was ready: seething with good vibes stolen from unsuspecting strangers. Magda sat in the tent’s shadows, candles lighting her dark skin and shiny hair with a beauty most small towns only saw in the movies. She wore bright colors, a scarf in her hair, and tinkling jewelry, perpetuating the stereotype that sold so, so well. Carlyle silently waited her turn, still as a shadow behind a bronze velvet curtain that created the tent’s false back.


  “Would you like an adjustment?” Magda said to a customer. Carlyle listened to the gentle balancing of transaction as the person on the other side of the curtain deliberated. But then the hinges on the wooden lounge chair squeaked, and she smelled the cut-rose fragrance of Magda’s triumph. First catch.


  When Carlyle was nine and taken out of the foster care system by Magda, she had thought of the woman as the witch with the candy house in the woods, waiting for the innocents to come. Carlyle fancied herself to be the candy – her strange powers baiting the people in the crowd to come to the tent later.


  But after eight years of working together to hone her power over the emotions of others, Carlyle knew Magda was actually the candy house. And she herself was the witch.


  “Carlyle!” Magda’s voice was soft, but laced with aggravation. She was already done with the hypnosis, and Carlyle hadn’t even noticed. Slipping from behind the curtain, Carlyle saw a middle-aged man prone and relaxed on the silk-draped chair. To anyone else, he could be sleeping.


  But Carlyle smelled the ash and midnight-twisted stench of deep depression, and she sighed. What a way to start her night.


  “You seem distracted,” Magda murmured as Carlyle knelt beside the man. Carlyle only shrugged and delicately touched the man’s temple, then the nape of his neck, then the back of his skull, her fingers tingling when she found the tangled nest of emotions and memories and expectations of what life was supposed to be.


  She closed her eyes and began to unravel, one black thread of self-loathing at a time.


  Magda had also taught her the self-hypnosis of meditation, and as she worked, Carlyle slipped into the dream-like state that allowed her to cordon off the depression flowing from the man’s skin into her fingers. Still, those threads were sticky, and some always became tangled in her own expectations of what life was supposed to be.


  When finished, Carlyle hid herself behind the curtain again and Magda woke the man, who marveled at his newly-improved outlook. Much better than his psychiatrist, he laughed. But Carlyle knew the effect was just as temporary, which was why they did festival work instead of setting up a permanent shop.


  As they waited for the next customer, Carlyle whispered to Magda through the flocked velvet. “I’ll be eighteen next month, you know.”


  “I do.”


  “We should go somewhere special. The ocean, maybe. I’ve never seen it.”


  Magda chuckled. “We won’t be missing festival season for your birthday. Maybe in the late winter months.”


  But Carlyle knew that was a lie. It was always festival season somewhere. There was always money to be made.


  Together they treated eight people, earning four hundred dollars. It was a good first night. As their reputation spread, each subsequent night of the festival would double or even triple.


  “The crowds are all gone,” Magda finally said, drawing back the curtain. Carlyle blinked up at her sleepily. She was always exhausted after a night of pulling negative threads into the fabric of her brain.


  But still she helped Magda collect the candles, curtain, and chairs. They never left anything out overnight. Magda parked their camper trailer at a nearby hotel, where it wouldn’t be noticed, and Carlyle curled on her narrow mattress to sleep off some of the customers’ depression. Yet even as Magda’s breathing grew steady, Carlyle continued to toss restlessly.


  She was forbidden to leave the trailer at night, but suddenly she just couldn’t bear the feeling of suffocating in this cramped space a second longer. This close to eighteen, Magda’s old threat of turning her back over to foster care just didn’t hold as much weight. Carlyle didn’t know if she could survive on her own yet, but she knew she was ready to stop profiting from others’ depression and begin finding the joy that surely even she deserved.


  Behind the shadowy curtains of the candy house, the witch had begun to dream a life of her own.


  And so she snuck out of the camper and began to walk, testing her bravery. She left the parking lot, heading past the main street of empty festival booths, onto the road that lead out of town. This wasn’t the night to leave; she needed more savings. But surely there was no harm in pretending.


  Up ahead, a narrow bridge spanned the fat river. Two lanes, one for coming and one for going. Carlyle imagined going and never coming back, and that image pulled her from the road and onto the bridge. It was four in the morning and dark, except for the drips of light from each naked bulb welded to the bridge frame. There were no cars.


  But there was a boy, she realized suddenly.


  He was standing silhouetted in a circle of light, his attention fixated on the black water and muddy riverbank a hundred feet below. Carlyle slipped deeper into the shadows, although she was close enough to be seen if he looked. She hoped he wouldn’t look.


  He was tall. Lean. Dark jeans and a dark tee, loose enough to be careless but tight enough to show the muscle tugged into formation by fingers gripping the thick metal railing. Hair the same color as the shadows beyond him. His beauty was as finely crafted as an assassin’s favorite blade, but when he turned his grass-green eyes on her, she saw his jagged edges.


  It was the boy who had seen her beneath the maple tree, and he was in pain. Despair snaked around his chest, squeezing his breath into too-small rations. She could smell it. See it. Was consumed by it, as though it were all that mattered in her universe anymore.


  He continued to stare directly at her, so Carlyle felt she had no choice but to move from her shadows into his light.


  “You’re a festival person, aren’t you? Not from this town.” His voice seemed as far away as the morning light. His accent wasn’t local, either.


  Carlyle nodded, stepping closer. “What are you doing?” she asked, watching as he turned back to the railing, leaning over it to look down.


  “Nice night for a swim,” he spat back at her. Then before she realized what was happening, he had grabbed one of the bridge’s steel suspension cables and hoisted himself up, so he was balanced lightly on the flat railing, its width barely enough to hold his boots.


  The moonlight made him even more beautiful, and Carlyle was struck with the idea that not only was he not local, he wasn’t quite human.


  Maybe like her?


  She’d never met anyone else like her.


  “Jump like that could kill a person,” she said, forcing her voice to be casual.


  “That’s the idea,” he answered, turning on his toes so he faced the night and the drop.


  “What?” she repeated stupidly. She’d dealt with depressed people her whole life, but she’d never been this close to this sort of danger. “Why?”


  “Why not? Life. Death. Whatever. It’s all the same to me,” the boy said. His voice was haunted with the kinds of demons that Carlyle had hoped she’d never see.


  “Well, if it’s all the same, then why don’t you just live a while longer,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady.


  He turned and looked down at her. He even bent his knees, crouching on the railing with one hand still clutching the cable. “What good logic.”


  She heard the lie, but at least now he was closer to her than to the empty nothingness at his back.


  “Here, I’ll help you down.” She offered her hand up to him. If she could just touch him, maybe she could take in some of his desperation. Just enough that he would come down. Then she could get him some real help. Lasting help.


  He grasped her hand and she smiled encouragingly.


  His eyes narrowed. Tightening his hold on her fingers, he leaned down further and yanked her up onto the railing with him, like she weighed nothing. Panicked, Carlyle wrapped her arms around his torso, her feet scrabbling for purchase on the railing. One of her sandals slipped off her foot and floated down, down into the blackness below.


  If he let go now, she’d be going with him.


  “Step right up,” he murmured against her hair, as her toes found just enough railing. She grew still, focusing on calming herself, although she kept her arms locked around him. A few of her fingers were brushing the skin at his waist, and she tried to push in, hurriedly searching for the despair that would have him balancing on a bridge railing in the middle of the night.


  She dug her fingers into his skin, trying desperately to focus enough to at least push some of her own stolen happiness into him. But there just wasn’t enough of her power left – not after a full night of work.


  He let go of the cables with one hand and reached around to pry her fingers away. “God, you’re strong,” he grunted, pulling one of her arms away and behind her back, pressing her so close to him that she could barely breathe. Her head spun with the irony. She’d never felt weaker or more helpless. She tried again to focus, frantic to push something besides fear or hatred at him.


  He laughed, the sound low and grumbly in her ear. “But you can’t push anything on me.”


  “What?” she said again, unable to believe he might know what she could do.


  “I don’t have emotions. You can’t push any on me.”


  “But…the fear. Before,” she stammered. She knew she hadn’t imagined it.


  “I’m like a mirror. That was your fear.”


  “Impossible,” she muttered. She’d never met someone without emotions.


  “Anything is possible. Look at you, right? You steal emotions from one person and give them to someone else. Like a crazy Robin Hood of mind games.”


  He twisted just enough that one of her feet slipped off the railing, and she let go of his back to grab the cable instead.


  “And you’re still afraid,” he whispered, his breath hot on her forehead. The air was thick with the possibility of it – rancid lemons and graveyard mud. She’d never been able to smell her own emotions before.


  She tipped her head back to peer at him, her eyes rolling with the dizziness of black below and black above. The stars above her spun as his eyes glittered, their green unnatural against the black and white around them. She managed to whisper, “Obviously, you idiot. I don’t want to die.”


  “But you’re not afraid of me,” he added, his voice lifting at the end as though it were a question.


  “No. You just need someone to help you.”


  For a shadow of a second, she thought she could smell his surprise – the softest brush of crushed mint. She shifted her weight to the side, hoping to separate herself from him and leap back down to the safety of the bridge. But then he only chuckled, tightening the arm around her waist.


  The hem of her shirt had slipped up and his fingers pressed five hot points into her waist. She tried to focus on that connection instead, to work through it, but again she found nothing. No emotion, and no space between them. All the emotion was inside her, and all the space was below them.


  “You should be afraid of me,” he whispered, and his eyes glinted as a car swerved onto the bridge. Blue lights swirled in her peripheral vision, and she felt relief hemming in the edges of her panic.


  The police would be trouble, but that was better than death.


  Suddenly he let go of her waist and grabbed the cables with both hands. The motion shook her loose, and she grasped desperately at his shirt.


  “Officers! Help me!” he yelled as the cops threw open their doors. “I didn’t mean it! I want to live!”


  Carlyle scrambled to keep up, her mind spinning with confusion.


  “Young lady! Take your hands off the boy! Do not jump!” An officer’s voice began to break through the muddied waters of her fear.


  “Do not push him!” another officer yelled. Push him? Carlyle thought.


  Oh, no. Hell no.


  This boy had set her up.


  But why?


  He laughed without humor as her fingers slipped from his chest, limp with the barest understanding. She wrapped both hands around the cable instead. Now they were both holding on. They were both going to be safe.


  But that didn’t explain why.


  “I’d like to see you again,” he said, bending low to her ear and grasping her hand back to his chest. She shivered as his breath brushed her neck. “Don’t let me down.”


  And he jumped, before she could even scream. His fingers brushed her cheek for scraps of a second. Her balance teetered, and she threw her arms around the cable before her fate became the same.


  His body hit the muddy bank below with barely enough sound to register.


  Carlyle gasped out a ragged breath that quickly turned into a sob. She felt hands on her legs, pulling her back to the bridge, but she couldn’t move to help them. Every part of her was frozen and numb. The officers were a blur of chaos and blinding blue lights.


  Someone yelled into a radio. Sirens came, and a team went skidding down the steep bank to find the boy. Someone handcuffed Carlyle, half-carrying her small frame to the back of a police car.


  The closing door muffled the sounds, and her eyes began to feel so heavy. Her brain was shutting down. Then the world went blank.


  “Wake up, young lady,” a voice said, prodding her eyes open.


  She saw only gray and white light, then bars and a linoleum floor, as her pupils adjusted.


  “I’m Deputy Whiting. I’ll be taking you for questioning now.”


  She didn’t say a word as the door to the cell was unlocked, and the officer pulled her to her feet. She stumbled, but he helped her along the gray hallway and into another gray room.


  “You should be charged with homicide, young lady,” Whiting said as he settled in front of her at the table. “The team who took the call heard your boyfriend say he wasn’t going to jump. But then he was gone. So I’ll ask you straight. Did you push him?”


  Carlyle stared at him, shock making it impossible to answer.


  “Did you make a pact? Romeo and Juliet deal?”


  She blinked. If only she weren’t cuffed, she could touch this man’s arm and make him let her go. Maybe. If her abilities hadn’t worked on that boy, maybe there were others like him.


  Others like her.


  Panic welled inside her. She could not be arrested for a crime like this. She was almost eighteen. An adult. Homicide.


  “I swear I didn’t do anything! I don’t even know that boy!” The words began to tumble from her lips, and then they wouldn’t stop. “Please, Officer. My aunt is at the hotel by the festival. In the camper trailer. Please get her! She’ll tell you. We’re just here for the festival. I’d never met that boy! I just went walking and saw him and tried to stop him and he pulled me up there and I was so scared!”


  She ended on a disgraceful sob, but it was one of the most real moments in her entire life.


  For someone who shuffled emotions like cards every day of her life, Carlyle had always managed to keep her own safely tucked away, out of anyone’s sight. Sometimes she’d even managed to trick herself into believing she didn’t have emotions of her own.


  But she wasn’t like that boy.


  Deputy Whiting sighed. Then he nodded and rose to leave the room. “We’ll find your aunt. Hopefully get the rest of this story.”


  Carlyle watched him go, thinking of the smell of fear she thought she’d sensed on the boy before he got on the railing. The room stunk with it now, and it was all hers. How had he woken her emotions like that?


  She tried to track the time they left her in the questioning room, but minutes dragged into what felt like hours as she lost count. Finally, the door opened again, and Magda entered.


  Oh, the look on her face.


  Magda hadn’t hit her since the incident with the lost cash box last month, but Carlyle could tell the woman’s hand was twitchy. Even if Magda could get her safely out of this mess, there would be hell to pay and an eternity to make payments.


  “Sir, the body still hasn’t been found.” The voice drifted in through the open doorway, and Carlyle saw Whiting’s hands clench tighter on the doorknob.


  “Then double the men looking. Call over for a dog. Just find it!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The door closed with a bang as he stalked into the room.


  “Deputy Whiting, I can assure you that Carlyle had never met this boy. We only arrived today for the festival.” Magda sank gracefully into the chair he offered.


  “But you don’t have any proof of that, do you? No receipts for a hotel, nobody else to back up your alibi?”


  Magda huffed, her fingers tugging on the crystal she wore around her neck. She slid a ferocious glance at Carlyle, as if to say a murder charge was the least of her problems.


  “I have receipts from gas stations. We don’t sleep in hotels. Our wages are meager, sir. But everywhere we go, we help people. Not harm them.” Magda was speaking in her hypnotist’s voice now, and she began swinging the crystal. Back and forth, rhythmic, endless.


  But Whiting just blinked away.


  “Tell your story. From the beginning,” he told Carlyle. And she did her best, trying not to breathe too deeply of Magda’s fury.


  Just as she finished, there was a knock on the door. Whiting sighed and rose to open it. A curse floated through the air as the door swung wide enough for Carlyle and Magda to see.


  There stood the boy from the bridge. Whole and unharmed, with a look of humble apology painted on his perfect face. Carlyle wanted to lunge at him and shake the truth from him, but she forced herself to stay still and silent.


  Another officer ducked into the room. “Sir, this here is Jack. He showed up here a few minutes ago.”


  The boy glanced at Carlyle without a change in his polite expression, then back at Whiting. “I’m very sorry to have caused so much trouble, sir. I slipped from that railing, and luckily I landed on part of the hill and rolled down, rather than falling. My girlfriend here isn’t guilty of anything.”


  Whiting looked between the three people before him, his eyes narrowed in disbelief. Carlyle felt her own mouth hanging ajar as she bit back questions. Beside her, Magda had stiffened, like a cat sensing danger nearby.


  “I don’t want to press charges,” the boy continued. “And I’m obviously not hurt, so a homicide charge seems silly, now doesn’t it?”


  Whiting sighed, knowing he didn’t have many options. “There will be a fine. For both of you. Together you’ve cost this department a good deal of money.”


  “I understand,” the boy said, ducking his head in what seemed to be embarrassment. Carlyle nearly laughed out loud at the false gesture. “My family will pay the whole fine today if needed, and we can all be on our way.”


  “Well, we can’t work that fast, boy. We’ll need to get the judge to approve the fine. Do you have a permanent address? We’ll need to find you later.”


  “Of course,” the boy said, his voice smooth and calm. He wrote a few lines on the forms in front of him. Carlyle leaned forward to read them, but the script was too light and scrawling.


  “Well, once you all sign these, I guess you’re free to go,” Whiting sighed. He almost seemed disappointed as he uncuffed Carlyle so she could write her name.


  None of them spoke a word until the door of the police station had closed, leaving the three of them standing in the parking lot, the purple-bruised haze of early morning creeping across the sky.


  Magda didn’t even look at Carlyle, but she kept a forceful grip on the girl’s arm. “Who are you and what do you want with the girl?” she hissed. Carlyle startled, wondering what Magda knew.


  The boy grinned, his eyes glinting like jewels. “I’ve come to offer you a deal.”


  Magda sneered. “I don’t deal with anyone except customers.”


  “The Ringmaster sent me,” he said, and Carlyle’s anxiety rose as she saw Magda’s jaw slacken. The sharp lemon and earth scent of fear was surging from Magda now. “Underbelly wants her.” Jack pointed at Carlyle, a half-smile flitting across his face.


  “Who is Underbelly?” Carlyle said, her voice barely more than a squeak.


  “Not who,” Jack corrected. “What. Underbelly Circus is the biggest freak show in the world. The Ringmaster sent me to find and collect you. It took me all summer to track you down, but I’d say I’ve done a bang up job. Maybe I’ll even get a bonus for bringing such a pretty one back,” he added, stepping closer and curling a lock of Carlyle’s pale hair around his finger.


  “Freak show?” she repeated, trembling. They’d come across that sort of festival only once, and now Magda avoided them at all costs. “Why are you doing this?” she whispered to the boy, fear creeping in to paralyze her.


  “You’re not doing this, actually,” Magda said crisply, yanking Carlyle closer to her, grasping her shoulders now, as though the boy might snatch her away. “This girl is mine. Ringmaster or not, I’m not handing her over to a teenage boy I’ve only just met. She is my livelihood.”


  Carlyle clamped down on the anger that statement brought. She’d never really grown to love Magda, after all, but she had thought they meant more to each other than money. Maybe going with Jack would be better than what she had here. But he had tricked her, too, on the bridge.


  She should run. Shake them both free and bolt.


  But she’d never make it. She had no money. Nowhere else to go. Jack glanced at her, and a flash of pity lit his eyes before he looked away again. Her thoughts began to spiral toward the sort of despair she’d sensed on the bridge.


  The despair she now realized had always been hers. She’d never actually been in control of anything, not even her own emotions.


  “The Ringmaster is offering you this as compensation,” Jack said, pulling a crumpled envelope from his pocket. Magda unfolded it and frowned as she read. Carlyle strained to see, but Magda angled the paper away even as she tightened her grip on Carlyle.


  “A house?” she said, glancing up.


  “You’ll have no expenses, save the clothes on your back and the food you put in your miserable belly. The Ringmaster is replacing your livelihood with luxury. He thanks you for taking care of this asset for so many years. But her services are required at the Underbelly immediately.” He placed his own hand casually on Carlyle’s other shoulder, and she shuddered under its intentions.


  “I’m not an asset,” she growled. “My services aren’t for…for hire.” She stumbled over the words, afraid of their power. She was being traded.


  “Oh, they won’t be paying you. You do get five years to earn back your price. But if you don’t earn out in time, you belong to the Underbelly forever.” Jack grinned, but his eyes looked hollow. Carlyle wondered how many years he had left, or if his window of escape had already slammed shut.


  But before she could gather her thoughts to ask, Magda’s hand dropped heavily from her shoulders, only to be replaced by Jack’s even stronger grip. Magda took a careful step away from Carlyle, lifting her hand again, and Carlyle blinked numbly as she watched them shake hands as though concluding a business deal. Magda nodded awkwardly at Carlyle, then shuffled off to the camper without another word or glance backward.


  Carlyle’s panic bubbled to the surface, and she strained to run after the woman who had taken care of her for nine years. The woman who had just traded her away. Property for property.


  But Jack’s grip held tight, and as Magda drove away, he sighed.


  “Underbelly is home now,” he muttered. “I’m sorry it had to be this way, but we’ve been waiting a long time for one like you.”


  Something in his voice made her stop struggling, and she closed her eyes, shutting down her emotions one by one, as she’d had to do once before. She stood motionless in the empty parking lot, barely feeling his hand on her arm, and in that moment, Carlyle knew she was no longer the witch, and she wouldn’t be needing those dreams anymore.


  She was back to being the candy house, and it sounded like the Underbelly Circus just might eat her alive.
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  GLIMPSES


  Avril Sabine


  Dina sat on the brick wall, which edged the garden bed out the front of her home. She still wore her school uniform. With how late Hudson was she could have changed and had something to eat. She should have known better than to expect him to be on time, even though he’d sworn he would be. Whatever he had for her better be good. She’d wasted at least half an hour sitting out here. She checked the time on her phone. It was over half an hour. That was it. She’d given him more than enough time. Rising, she started to head inside, stopping when she heard a vehicle. Turning, she saw Hudson pull up out the front. He was grinning. Not looking in the least bit apologetic.


  Crossing the lawn, a glare firmly in place, she wrenched open the front door and sat in the passenger seat. “You’re late.”


  His grin didn’t alter. “Barely. You should see what I found. I lost count of the times I nearly told you what it was today, but I wanted to see your expression.” He reached into the back seat of the car for a towel that was wrapped around something. “You’re going to love it, but your mum probably won’t let you have it in the house.”


  “It’s not some dead critter again, is it? I’ve already told you I’m not touching anything like that. If you want someone to catch a glimpse of ideas for a story about some disgusting dead creature, then you’re going to have to figure out how to do it yourself.”


  “It’s nothing like that.” Placing the parcel on his lap, Hudson slowly unrolled it.


  Dina stared at the dagger that was revealed. Her annoyance vanished. “It’s perfect.” She reached for it, wrapping her fingers around the well-worn, leather handle. “Where did you find it?” She couldn’t take her gaze from the blade. An image flashed through her mind of light catching on the curved blade as someone sharpened it with a whetstone. Large, strong hands moving the blade rhythmically back and forth. She could almost hear the sound of the blade against the stone.


  “I found it when I went out in the canoe with Dad on Sunday. We stopped along the river for lunch and Dad got a call from one of his mates. I went for a walk while I waited for him. It was covered by leaf litter and I only found it because I stood on it. I gave it a bit of a clean in the river and wrapped it in the towel.”


  She ran a finger down the centre of the blade, following the curve. “I can’t wait to write a story about it. It looks like the kind of dagger that would be used in a satanic ritual.” She frowned, the words not feeling right. “No.” A different word came to mind, quickly followed by the image of a girl with a tearstained face and pale green eyes wide in fright. “Killer. It belongs to a killer.” She could almost feel the story forming.


  “Cool. I can’t wait to read it. I knew it’d be perfect for you. The moment I saw it, I just knew.” He grinned at her. “So, you still mad at me?”


  “I should be.” She reluctantly returned the dagger to the towel and folded each end over before she rolled it up. “Extremely.” Except she wasn’t. She felt anticipation and a need to figure out the story the dagger belonged in.


  “But are you?”


  She sighed heavily. “You’re never there when I need you.”


  “Of course I am.” His expression became serious. “I’m always there when you need me.” The grin returned. “It’s those moments when you want me to be there I have trouble with.”


  “They’re important too.”


  “Only a little bit.”


  “What about the movie we missed the start of on Saturday night?”


  “We missed the boring part and arrived in time for all the action.”


  “I like those boring parts. I like to know how a story starts.”


  “You could have gone in without me. I would have found you.”


  She stared at him. There were some things he never seemed to be able to understand. “Some days I’m not sure how I ended up dating you.”


  “Because I’m lovable?”


  She couldn’t resist returning his grin. “Or you bring me the most awesome presents.”


  He chuckled. “That too.” He glanced at the towel wrapped dagger she continued to hold. “Want a hand sneaking it inside?”


  She handed the towel to him. “I’ll go first and check where Mum is.”


  It took longer than Dina expected to get the dagger safely to her room. It was nothing like the rusty rifle she’d found when she was digging in the backyard four years ago. She’d been thirteen and her mum had been pretty definite about no weapons in the house. There was no mistaking the dagger for anything other than a weapon.


  After hiding it in the bottom of her wardrobe, Dina turned to Hudson. “How about Friday night we actually try and see a movie from the beginning?”


  Hudson took a couple of steps closer so he could wrap his arms around her. “I can’t promise anything. You know how it is.”


  She did. At least as far as he was concerned. “Try?”


  “I always do.” A grin momentarily appeared and then his lips met hers.


  She returned his kiss, eventually drawing back to meet his gaze. “Was that try or be trying?”


  Hudson chuckled. “A bit of both?”


  She couldn’t argue that. “Thanks for the gift.” She glanced towards the wardrobe.


  He took a step back, his hands resting on her hips. “Message me when you post the story on your blog?”


  “I doubt it’ll be today.” She had homework she needed to do first.


  “Okay. Midnight it is.” He leaned forward to brush his lips across hers before he turned and strode for the door. He glanced back at her. “See you at school tomorrow.” With another grin, he left.


  Smiling, she stared at the empty doorway. If only Hudson could learn how to be on time. If it wasn’t for that major fault he’d be almost perfect. She didn’t need him to be completely perfect. Even she wasn’t. But being perpetually late was one of the most annoying things ever.


  After she closed the bedroom door, she took a step towards her desk, planning to get her homework out of the way. Her gaze was drawn towards the wardrobe. One more look wouldn’t hurt. How long could it take? She wouldn’t start writing until later. She wanted one more look before she started her homework. Locking the door first, she took the towel from her wardrobe and sat on the floor to unwrap it. The blade caught the light and she was catapulted into the glimpses of ideas she’d seen before. The dagger as inspiring as she’d thought it’d be.


  A man testing the edge of the blade with his thumb, only his hands visible as if she was seeing through his eyes. The satisfaction he felt and the anticipation for the night ahead. Flashes of images followed as the story progressed in her mind. Driving, spotting his prey, capturing the teenage girl, tying her up and taking her to his favourite place along the river.


  He sat beside her bound and gagged body as he talked about his plans while the night passed and the first colours of dawn began to fill the sky. The entire time he played with the dagger, a lantern beside him so he could watch the expressions cross the girl’s face.


  Dina wanted to see the man’s face, but no matter how hard she tried to visualise it, she couldn’t. Not until the blade was pressed against the girl’s throat and blood spread across her pale skin. She went from staring into large, frightened eyes, filled with a sense of power and anticipation, to looking out of those eyes, fear making her want to scream, the gag stopping her.


  He towered over her, innocent blue eyes that didn’t match the words that came from his mouth. A friendly smile and brown hair carelessly styled. He was young. Not as young as the girl, but not yet thirty. The girl swung between fear and disbelief.


  When the man cut the rope tying her legs together, she swung at him with her bound fists, managing to scramble to her feet. It was only seconds before he was following, the sound of his feet crushing dead leaves and twigs seeming impossibly loud as she ran through the trees. She couldn’t escape. He was too fast. Spying a branch about a metre long she ran towards it, grabbing hold of it to turn and swing it at him. She connected with the hand holding the blade and it went flying. It didn’t help. He crashed into her, driving her into the tree behind, pain exploding through her head.


  The scene faded from Dina’s mind, some of the words the man had spoken left behind like a chill breeze on an otherwise warm day. ‘I love the contrast of blood against pale skin. It’s like poetry.’


  Goosebumps rose on her arms and she stumbled to her feet, the feelings clinging to her. She had to write the story. There was no time for homework. Sitting in front of her computer she waited for it to turn on, rubbing the back of her head as if expecting to feel damage from the impact the girl had felt. There was nothing. Only her sandy brown hair that was cut short in layers.


  The moment the computer was on she pulled up a word program and began typing, lost in the glimpses and scenes she’d imagined. Filling in the spaces and writing an ending she hadn’t been able to get a glimpse of. The girl escaped. Finding the dagger and injuring the man. Running for a road where she found someone to take her to the nearest police station.


  When the words eventually stopped pouring from her, Dina stared at the bright screen, drained and slightly dissatisfied. The ending didn’t seem right. Not that there was anything wrong with it, but she had a feeling the girl should have died. Not escaped to give the man’s description to the police. She didn’t like that ending. She wanted the girl to escape. Wanted the man to be caught. Again his words rang in her mind. ‘Like poetry.’ A shiver went through her. It wasn’t her typical type of story. It was far darker and much longer than all the other short stories she’d written.


  “Dina!”


  She jumped, turning to stare at her bedroom door, feeling like she’d been dragged away from another place.


  “Dina.” This time her mum knocked on the bedroom door. “Are you in there? How many times do I need to call you?”


  She stumbled to her feet, her body feeling alien after imagining being in that of the girl’s. And the killer’s. “Yeah. I didn’t hear you. I was writing.” She wrapped up the dagger and pushed it under the bed.


  “Dinner.”


  The sound of footsteps moving away from the door caught Dina’s attention. She sat on the floor staring at the closed door, trying to feel connected to the world around her. She ran her hand across her neck, half expecting to find blood. And yet at the same time it felt like she held the dagger, the leather worn and comfortable from years of use. Her gaze was drawn to the bundle under the bed, then to the computer and lastly the door. She needed to have dinner before her mum was back, wanting to know what was wrong.


  By the time dinner was over, she was feeling a little more like herself. Returning to her room, she read over what she’d written earlier, shivering as she relived the experience. This was definitely her best piece. After fixing a few of the typos and grammatical errors she saved the document and took some photos of the dagger. Once the short story and accompanying photos were posted on her blog, a few tag words added so interested people could find it, she checked the time.


  A grin escaped. Hudson had been right. It was midnight. She sent him a text message to let him know the story was on her blog and waited for his reply. It didn’t come. Thinking he was asleep, she got ready for bed. She’d worry about homework tomorrow. She was in bed, the light out, when a message came. Checking the screen she found it was from Hudson.


  You are amazing. You obviously find weapons extremely inspiring. That has to be your best writing yet.


  Smiling, she sent xox in reply before placing her phone on her bedside drawers and trying to go to sleep. It was a long time coming as the glimpses of the story she’d created kept returning. Should she have written the other ending? The one where the girl died? She didn’t know. And still didn’t know when she woke the next morning feeling like she’d barely slept.


  The morning was rushed as she tried to complete her homework and get ready for school. She didn’t have time to see if there were any comments on her story. It wasn’t until Thursday afternoon that she found the time to check. The last few days had been spent doing an assignment due that day. She’d only remembered it on Monday.


  There were the typical positive comments from her regular readers as well as a couple from them about what a dark story it was. Partway through the comments was one from a new reader.


  Morning Reflections: You should put up a photo of where you found the dagger. It would add to the story. Make it more interesting.


  She rested her fingers on the keyboard. It was a good suggestion. Maybe she could get Hudson to take her there. She sent Hudson a text message before returning to replying to the comments about the story.


  Glimpses: I’ll see what I can do this weekend.


  She was surprised when her comment was nearly immediately answered.


  Morning Reflections: Sunrise would be a perfect time. Like in your story. I can almost see it from the words you’ve used to paint the scene. I’d love to see if the photos match my imagination.


  Glimpses: Thank you. I’m glad you enjoyed what I wrote.


  A message came through on her phone. It was from Hudson. He’d sent her a printscreen of a map with an area circled. Other than the river, the closest entrance to the location was a picnic area that had to be about a fifteen to twenty minute walk from where Hudson had circled. Sunrise photos would be perfect. She had plans for Saturday, but Sunday was free. She sent Hudson a text.


  How about taking me there Sunday morning? At sunrise.


  I’ll be up the coast. Why don’t I meet you at the nearby picnic area?


  Think you can manage to be on time?


  She chuckled when he sent a smiley face. He better be.


   


  * * *


   


  The rest of the week sped by and Sunday morning Dina woke before her alarm went off. She’d had a few other people comment on what a great idea photos of the location would be when she’d mentioned her plans in the comments and still more who had commented on the emotions the story evoked, including several new visitors to her blog. She’d written another story Friday night, about a key Hudson had found for her. She had a feeling he’d found it during the week but had kept it for a peace offering next time he was late. Like he’d been Friday night. He better be on time this morning.


  As soon as she was ready, she sent Hudson a text to remind him not to be late then collected the car keys from the kitchen bench. She had to have her mum’s car back by one. That should give her more than enough time.


  It was dark outside and the roads were quiet. She reached the picnic area well before she expected and sat in the car waiting for Hudson. She tried to send him a text to let him know she was already there, but coverage was poor and the message couldn’t be sent.


  Getting bored with waiting, she slipped her phone into a pocket of her jeans and got out to pace the picnic area. She checked the time twice, finally giving up on the idea of Hudson arriving before sunrise. Already the morning was getting lighter, a greyness to the sky heralding the impending arrival of the sun. If she wanted those sunrise photos she better get moving. Locking the car, she took one last look at the time before she slipped her phone into her pocket and headed for the location where Hudson had found the dagger. A few of her readers had suggested she take photos of the dagger at the location, but she hadn’t wanted to carry a weapon with her. Knowing her luck she’d be pulled over for a random breath test or something and the police would charge her for being in possession of a weapon.


  There was just enough light for her to find her way through the trees, the sound of leaves crunching beneath her sneakers. She reached the river as the sun crested the horizon, sending colour across the sky and water. Taking out her phone, she took several photos. They couldn’t help turning out well with how beautiful the scenery was.


  “The reflections on the water make everything seem bigger. More vast. More important.”


  She spun at the words, trying to see who stood in the shadows of the trees. It was impossible. Slipping her phone into her pocket, she took a step to the side and further away from the man. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I’ll leave you to enjoy the sunrise in peace.” Where was Hudson? Why did he always have to be late?


  “There’s enough space for both of us to enjoy the reflections on the water.” He came towards her, moving from shadow to shadow, a hoodie creating shadows to hide his face.


  Dina frowned, the voice seeming familiar. “I was taking photos. I’m done now. Enjoy the view.” She moved further away, angling away from the water’s edge.


  “What were you taking photos of?”


  She felt like saying she didn’t want to talk to him. Didn’t want to be in the same area as him. His voice made her skin crawl. Yet there was no reason why it should. It was an ordinary, friendly voice. She thought of the dagger. That had to be it. The story was on her mind. “I was taking photos of the area. To post them on my blog.” She kept moving away from the man and away from the water.


  He continued to move towards her, splashes of sunlight falling across him in patches as he moved in and out of the shadows. “What sort of blog?”


  “Stories. I post the stories I write.” Why wouldn’t he stay still? She continued to retreat.


  “Did you bring any props with you? Something to make the photos interesting.”


  “No. It wasn’t necessary. The view is more than enough without needing anything else.” She stumbled on a stick hidden by the leaf litter. Looking down, her attention was caught by a nearby branch lying on the leaves, about a metre long. Chills ran down her spine and she reached for the nearby tree. Remembered pain exploded through her head. There had to be hundreds of branches lying around in the bush that looked exactly like that one.


  “You left it behind?”


  Her gaze was drawn upwards. She had no idea how he’d managed to close the distance between them. Her mouth dropped open when she saw the hood was pushed back. “No.” The word was little more than a breath of air, an exclamation rather than an answer to his question. It was impossible. Utterly impossible. Blue eyes stared at her, brown hair carelessly styled. There was no friendly smile. The tree she gripped was the one the girl had been slammed against in her story. A sense of unreality washed over her.


  “Where is it? How did you find it? And how do you know? Only two of us know what happened and I saw her die. Held her under the water, face up so I could watch the life leave her eyes. I saw the vastness reflected in the water around her as she joined it.”


  When he reached for her it broke through the shock holding her frozen, fear rushing in as she ducked beneath his arm and tried to run. He crashed into her, his solid body slamming her into the rough bark of the tree.


  “How did you know?”


  She didn’t have a clue. It was a story. Only a story. It couldn’t have happened. She’d always thought it was her imagination. Something brought on by her desire to be a writer. “Let me go.”


  “I want my dagger. It’s mine. Do you hear me? Mine.”


  She struggled to breathe with how tightly he held her against the tree. “It’s in the car.” Where was Hudson when she needed him? He wasn’t here. She was on her own. A pity she also wasn’t alone.


  “You better not be lying to me.”


  He spoke against her ear, the words sounding conversational, no less threatening with the mild tone. “It’s in the car.” She had no idea what she was going to do when she reached the car and he found out she was lying. “I didn’t want to carry it around with me. It didn’t seem safe.”


  His grip loosened slightly. “You think life is safe?” His lips curved into a smile. “So innocent. You have no idea what life is really like.”


  She knew how he felt. Had experienced the emotions herself. The power, anticipation, satisfaction. Could remember what it had been like to be in his skin. The strength of his hands, the power in his body, the feel of the dagger in his hand. He was the one who didn’t know. “It’s not real. The power you feel. It’s a lie.”


  “You have no idea.”


  She did. The fear receded. She knew far more than he realised. “The feel of the dagger in your hand. The worn leather moulded to your grip from years of use. I know.” Her words were soft.


  “It was my father’s. I took it from him.” His words were equally quiet.


  She held his gaze, feeling his grip loosen a little more. “The sharpness of the blade, blood staining skin, the contrast of colours.”


  He slowly nodded his head. “Poetry. Pure poetry.”


  “What was her name?”


  “It doesn’t matter. She was more than her name.” He paused a moment. “You have her eyes. The same pale green. But not the fear. Strange you should have her eyes.”


  When she felt his grip relax a little more, she burst from it, racing forward to grab hold of the branch. Glimpses of the girl rushed through her mind. “Meredith. Her name was Meredith.” As he came for her, she drew the branch back, swinging it at him. The force of the impact vibrated through her arms. The man staggered, calling out as she dropped the branch and ran towards the picnic area, thoughts of Meredith lingering.


  She wasn’t about to end up like the girl with the same coloured eyes as her. By the time she heard pursuit, she could see the car through the trees. Keeping her gaze on her destination she pushed herself to run faster. Her breath came in harsh gasps and her legs burned. None of it mattered. Safety was ahead. Behind, the crashing sound of the man chasing her through the trees came closer.


  Bursting into the picnic area, she didn’t slow, aiming for her car, about to draw the keys from her pocket. The sound of an approaching vehicle had her looking towards the main road. At the sight of Hudson driving towards her she nearly collapsed at the relief that swamped her. Changing direction, she aimed for his car instead, wrenching the door open before he had stopped. “Go.”


  “What’s-”


  “Now. Get out of here.” She fumbled for her phone, not caring about her seat belt.


  Hudson reversed back the way he’d come. “What-” He broke off as the man burst out of the tree line. “What’s going on?”


  There was no time to explain. Her phone call was being answered and she had to find a way to convince the police that not only had the man attacked her, but also killed Meredith. She had a feeling it’d be best to tell them about the other girl later.


   


  * * *


   


  Dina sat in the interview room with her head in her hands, tempted to tell her mum to stop patting her back. There was nothing wrong with her other than no one believed what she was telling them. Behind her Hudson paced back and forth in the miniscule room. They’d brought the man in for questioning, having found him not far from where she’d left him, walking up the road to where he’d parked his car.


  At the sound of the door opening, Dina lowered her hands, nearly groaning when she saw it was the detective again. He’d been the most sceptical. He closed the door behind him, crossing the room to stand beside Dina, holding out a pocket watch, a short chain attached to the top of it.


  “Tell me who owned this.”


  She wrapped her fingers around the windup watch, drawing it from his hand, pushing her mum’s hand away from her. “This is yours.” She was almost certain she was right.


  “Who owned it before me.”


  “It doesn’t work like that.” She ran her fingers around the edge, stopping when she found a catch.


  “You expect me to believe you and all you can do is give me a weapon covered in your prints and a story you posted online.”


  The pocket watch came open, the back compartment holding a lock of black hair. She ran her fingers over it, letting the glimpses of other lives come to her. “A uniform. Army. Old looking. Maybe in the forties. A woman wearing it, a man holding her hand as he stares into her eyes, love filling her eyes, a smile for him. The same woman again, a lace cloth wrapping the baby she holds, her gaze focused on the child, the man’s hand on the lace-covered head.”


  The detective took the pocket watch from her, snapping it closed. “I need more than parlour tricks. Where is the body? The girl has been missing for a month. No trace of her. The dagger isn’t enough to tie him to her.”


  She struggled to pull away from the glimpses of the woman and child, waving aside her mum’s protests. “Water. Meredith is in the water. Where he watched her die. The water is the key.” Her mouth dropped open as she stared at the detective.


  “Was there something else?”


  She shook her head. “Morning Reflections.” Somehow he’d found her blog post and she’d accidentally given him a time to meet her. “The water is important to him. The power of it. The vastness. The way it can’t be stopped. The way he thinks he can’t be stopped.” She fell silent for a second. The man needed to be stopped. “You’ll find her in the water.” She pushed aside her mum’s hand, facing her. “I’m okay.” She could feel the branch in her hands, the impact as it connected with the man. “I am.” She was more than okay. She was alive.


  “Can we go now?” Hudson asked.


  The detective nodded, calling in another officer to finish off the process. Before they could leave there were statements to sign and contact details to confirm. Outside they fell silent, Hudson holding her hand tightly as he led the way to his car. He gave them a lift to the picnic area to collect the car, following them as they returned home, standing at her front door and holding her close before he headed for his own home. After her day, all Dina wanted to do was sleep. She showered and had a snack first, falling asleep the moment she was in bed.


   


  * * *


   


  The days passed quickly and Dina kept expecting to hear from the police. In the meantime, Hudson brought her items to catch glimpses from, searching secondhand shops for things that might have a strong feeling remaining attached to them. He kept apologising for not being there when she’d needed him.


  She’d assured him he had been there exactly when she’d needed him. Just like he always told her he was. She had a feeling the man wouldn’t have come forward if Hudson had been with her. That he might still be out there killing innocent girls as he tried to capture the elusive feeling of power he coveted. She’d almost been relieved when Hudson had been late meeting up with her Wednesday morning before class. Things were getting back to normal.


  It was Thursday afternoon, not long after she’d arrived home from school, that she answered the door to find the detective. She didn’t know what to say, standing there staring at him, her gaze frequently drawn to the large yellow envelope he held.


  “Can I come in?”


  She shrugged. “I suppose.” She led him to the lounge room, wondering if she should ring her mum, who’d gone grocery shopping. She stood by one of the armchairs, not sure if she should sit since the detective remained standing.


  “We found the body. I thought you’d like to know before the information is released on the news tonight.”


  She nodded. He could have rung.


  He held up the envelope. “Could you hold something for me?”


  She almost smiled at the irony of the situation. On Sunday he’d told her she could be charged for giving false information. “Not everything gives me glimpses.”


  “Can you try?” He opened the envelope, holding it out to her. “And can I record what you say?” He held up a recording device.


  Nodding, she peered inside, seeing a torn piece of material stained with dirt and rust. She was reaching for the material when she realised it wasn’t rust. It was dried blood. She froze. “Who does it belong to?”


  “I was hoping you could tell me that.”


  She met his gaze. “You don’t know?”


  He grinned. “Yes, but I haven’t a chance in hell of convincing anyone if I give you the answers.”


  The grin reminded her of Hudson. The one he gave when he was late and wanting her to forgive him. A smile reluctantly formed. “I’ll see what I can do.” The smile faded as she took the material from the envelope, worried the glimpses wouldn’t form. But they did. Clear sharp images, which she described to the detective. Ones she hoped would lead to discovering a child who was alive. A child they might be able to rescue.
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  DOORMAKER


  Jamie Thornton


  Chapter One


  Before Maella’s father left, he made her promise to never, ever open a door.


  Maella still didn’t understand why THOSE were his last words to her.


  She knew the family rule. She had kept her promise even as her family had broken it again and again.


  Her cousin had fixated on a medicine cabinet and opened it to a starry void that sucked him away. A car dashboard had mesmerized her aunt and she’d brushed it open to an angry swarm of wasps—she died from an allergic reaction after swelling up to twice her size. Her uncle had been in a depression while house-sitting for a neighbor, and then he opened the fridge door. A tiger had dragged him into a humid jungle, neither cat nor uncle seen again.


  Her older brother had gone through a door before she’d been born.


  No one talked about why or what happened next. Only that he disappeared.


  She lived with her mother, her grandmother, and her little brother now. They were all who remained of the family, but Maella didn’t dwell on it. Well, she did, but only at night, when the darkness created its own form of privacy, since, after all, there was no door for her bedroom.


  The lack of privacy bothered her more than it used to, but on days when her little brother’s noise and her mother’s demands and her grandmother’s guilting became too much, she escaped to the overgrown field behind the house. No one could see her there. It was the closest thing she had to a closed door.


  The field backed up to a creek that ran dry most of the year—but not right now in the spring. She sat on a decomposing oak log and faced the door in the field. She always faced the door in the field, even on days like today when the grass had grown tall enough to hide it. The door was a black hole of decay and death and magic and magnetism.


  “Maaaaeeeelllllaaaaaa!”


  Maella stood on top of the log and waved her hands. “Over here, Claritsa!” She was tall enough to see the stalks of grass shift as Claritsa made her way through the dilapidated field.


  Claritsa came crashing onto the flattened space around the log, stirring up lizards and pollen and mold. Her dark, braided hair whipped around her shoulders. Her thick bangs were just a little too long, but she had screamed bloody murder when her mother tried to cut them. “It’s the latest style in Hollywood,” Claritsa had said later to Maella.


  Maella’s mouse brown hair clung to her head in tight curls. She’d been born that way. She knew that because her grandmother always brought up this troubling fact when Maella acted rude.


  Claritsa stumbled on a clump of crab grass, caught herself, and collapsed on the log. Between gulping breaths she said, “Cheyanne’s got a new bike...it’s red and has a basket on front…and these bars on the back for someone to stand on…she said she would take us around!”


  “Let’s go see it!” Maella jumped from the log, squished her shoes in the mud—there had been a light rain the night before—and ran away laughing while Claritsa gasp-yelled for her to wait.


  Out of the whole neighborhood, maybe this whole world, only Claritsa knew about her family’s door problem. Maella had long ago gave up on making excuses to her for why she would never open any kind of door. But bicycles were safe, and Cheyanne, even though she was much older, always wanted to play with the two of them. Everyone on the lane knew Cheyanne had brain problems, but her family had no money to name it, or do anything about it, and none of it mattered to Maella anyway.


  Maella raced through the grass and heard Claritsa’s steps behind her. Morning dew still clung to the stalks and transferred to their bare legs. Claritsa wore Maella’s worn-out skirt. Maella wore Claritsa’s shabby khaki shorts. Instead of two almost non-existent wardrobes, the girls pooled what they had into a single small one.


  They made it to the back end of the field, their holey socks soaked, their legs covered in flicks of mud. People Maella knew didn’t buy things, they bartered or salvaged or did without. She thrilled to the thought of seeing something new, even just a bicycle.


  Maella made sure to take a path away from the part of the field where the grass hid the front door. When the gold her family escaped with had run out and the servants had left, her family had moved into this ramshackle house, and her father hired someone to remove all the doors to the cabinets, drawer faces, bedrooms. They put up screen material as a front door. They lived without a fridge. They were poor. Everyone on their country lane said so.


  It was her mother who found the front door.


  It was like discovering a spot of quicksand, or hearing a rattlers telltale warning, or finding a mountain lion’s den and not knowing if mom and cubs were still inside.


  The workman had abandoned the door in the field without telling them. Maybe he’d had no room to haul it away, maybe he’d forgotten to take it, maybe he’d left it out of spite for the money Grandmother begrudgingly paid him from the last fold of damp, crumpled bills she kept tucked into her voluminous bra.


  Once the door was laid to rest there, it settled in, besieged Maella’s thoughts at night, taunted her with its solidness, its soiled permanence. The family couldn’t move it. They were new to the neighborhood, known as the strange strangers who trashed all their doors, and they dared not hire someone else to remove it for the odd questions it might bring about. They dared not burn it for fear it might spread and take out the field and grove and house and street.


  Her father had tried to destroy it. He used a sledgehammer and yet the door remained solid. He tried a saw next, but her mother feared his fingers lifting the edge of the door—it took so little—and she made him stop. So her father left the door to molder, and made Maella and her little brother promise to never, ever go near it.


  Sometimes Maella woke in the middle of the night, so late even the frogs and the crickets and night birds had gone to bed, and pictured the door. Its metal knob a chipped bronze. The wood a discolored, splintering gray. This door should not have been there. This door haunted her. This door had taken her father.


  After all his warnings and stories and promises, one day last summer her father opened the door in the field. Like it was nothing. Like it didn’t matter to him what was on the other side. She’d screamed and run for her mother and found her sitting at the cracked metal breakfast table, crying over her eggs and coffee.


  “He had to, Maella.” Tears streamed down her red face and between her small breasts and behind her faded cotton dress.


  “Why?” Maella demanded. She heard her own voice crack from a mix of emotions she didn’t know how to name. She felt outside herself, like the real Maella wasn’t really standing at the table watching her mother fall apart and feeling her own insides break into pieces.


  Her mother shook her head and bowed it. The only sound for a long minute was the drip from the kitchen faucet. “To keep us safe.”


  She would not utter another word of explanation.


  That evening Maella took a broken golf club to all the windows on the first floor of their two-story house.


  Her little brother watched with his fist jammed in his mouth for comfort, and her mother slapped her, but her grandmother folded her to her bosom, and then took in her mother as well. All three of the women cried, and no one talked about fixing the windows because everyone knew there was no money. But her mother did not speak about blame.


  They never talked about what happened. Sometimes her mother still cried over her eggs, and this past winter’s cold flowed effortlessly through the screens they hung up to keep out the bugs. It reminded Maella every day that her father had ignored all his promises and gone through a door. She would never forgive him for that, or herself for breaking the windows in a temper. Her grandmother didn’t complain, but though they lived in not-quite the desert, the winter was cold and they used the last of Grandmother’s folded bills to buy extra firewood, and there wouldn’t be money to cool the house once the summer heat waves came.


  Maella hated that door in the field, how beautiful flowers had grown up around it, how it lay there rotting. How it taunted her. How no one trusted her enough to explain what really happened when someone stepped through a door.


  Claritsa caught up and cut in front, making Maella slip on the wet grass. Maella ran faster to escape the dark turn of her thoughts and followed Claritsa through a grove of trees.


  Their favorite path included a bridge of step-stones Maella had positioned so they might cross the creek without getting their feet wet. They galloped across the stones, but then Claritsa froze on the last one.


  Maella slammed into the back of her, sprawling them both forward onto the bank and shooting sand into the folds of their skin.


  “Claritsa!” Maella said, exasperated.


  “Maella.” There was a warning note in Claritsa’s voice.


  Maella looked up and into Barth’s glittering stare. Daniel stood just behind him. Jack was on his right. Bartholemeau Hedrick—Barth, not Bart, for short unless you wanted a pounding—had dropped out of high school to help run his father’s prescription drug business. Her mother made her promise to never go near Barth, but dealt some sort of business with him every week. Her mother didn’t trust her enough to say what kind of business, even though Maella KNEW she was ready to understand.


  Jack was Barth’s shadow, but Daniel had been nice to Maella on occasion. He had even brought over a baked casserole from his mother after the lane gossiped about her father’s abandonment.


  “Well, look at this,” Barth said. He sneered and wiped his nose on his arm.


  Claritsa stood up and jerked her skirt down to better cover her legs. Maella stood up next to her.


  Barth’s plaid shirt was rolled at the sleeves and hung over a shredded pair of jean shorts. The other two boys matched him for shirts and shorts—Daniel’s a muted green, Jack’s a sickly yellow plaid. The boys looked burnt from too much sun, except they weren’t really boys anymore. Hair covered their legs, muscle roped their arms, their shoulders were broad.


  “We’re going to see Cheyanne,” Maella said with a confidence she did not feel. “Let us through, Barth.”


  He laughed and shook away dirty blonde hair from his eyes. “That retard? Why bother with her?”


  “She’s our friend!” Claritsa said.


  Anger flushed Maella’s cheeks. No one got away with making fun of Cheyanne. “Maybe you should look in the mirror sometime. That way you know what a real retard looks like.”


  Maella knew it was a stupid comeback as soon as the words left her mouth. She hunched her shoulders and scowled. Claritsa squeezed her hand.


  Jack laughed. Daniel shook his head. Bad move.


  “Yeah, oh, I’m sooo sorry.” Barth rolled his eyes. “That cut so deep you know. I feel terrible, just terrible. You’ve made me see the error of my ways. And I feel so bad about myself.” Light glinted in his eyes. “You know what would make me feel better, Claritsa? A kiss.” He grabbed Claritsa around the arms and lifted her to his chest.


  Claritsa screamed. Maella launched herself at Barth, kicking and clawing. Sand flew into the air. His muscles were like taut ropes and did not budge until Maella sunk her teeth deep into his forearm.


  Barth yelped, dropped Claritsa, shook off Maella, and swore. “You’re going to pay for that.”


  “They’re just kids, man, we’ve got better things to do,” Daniel said.


  This offended Maella more than if the boys had hurled horrible insults. She gritted her teeth. She was not just a kid. She’d gotten her period six months ago and knew Claritsa had started three months before.


  “Whose side are you on?” Barth demanded. “She has to pay.”


  “Yeah,” Jack said. He crossed his arms, trying to look tough.


  Maella couldn’t help herself. “Jack Corder, you look like a clown in that shirt. Is that why you dropped out of school? To join the circus? Though I bet they wouldn’t take you, would they?”


  Jack’s meaty hand snaked out and slapped her, sending stars across her eyes. Her mother always warned her to stop running at the mouth, but Grandmother said she was too pig-headed to learn any way but the hard way.


  “Stop that!” Claritsa yelled. She dragged Maella backwards into the creek. Maella stumbled over a rock and they both fell. The creek water soaked their clothes and made goosebumps stand up on Maella’s skin.


  The boys stood in a line along the water’s far edge, Barth with his arms crossed, Jack huffing and red in the face, Daniel looking disturbed.


  “Run?” Claritsa whispered into her ear.


  Maella tensed her muscles.


  “Come here, girl. You’re gonna take what’s coming to you.” Barth took one step into the water.


  “Run!” Maella screamed.


  The girls scrambled across the rocks and the water. They made it to the other side and dashed back through the grove of trees. Claritsa pumped her thin legs next to Maella’s.


  Maella heard the stomp of shoes behind them.


  The boys were following.


  If they could make it to the house…Barth was afraid of Grandmother. She would send the boys packing.


  Maella felt a push. There was a sickening sense of imbalance and then all of a sudden she was sprawled on the ground. Her hands burned from hitting something sharp in the weeds. She tried to stand, but buckled under the pain from her knee. She felt hot blood well out from it. Her heart beat out of control and a loud wind filled her ears. Claritsa tumbled down a few feet away, a deep scratch on her cheek weeping blood.


  Barth came around and cut off their escape route to the house. Maella felt Daniel and Jack move in behind them.


  “Haha, look at that,” Barth said.


  He pointed at Maella’s chest.


  She looked down and saw the water had plastered her pale blue shirt to her skin. Her training bra had been too soiled to wear today. They had to wash everything by bucket because her family didn’t dare own a washer and dryer with lids. Even she could see the dark pokes her nipples made. She wanted to die, just die. She would never live this down, Barth would make sure of it.


  “Come here, baby girl,” Barth said, a scary smile on his face. His hands formed a coaxing motion. “Don’t want to catch cold now. Let me help you with that.”


  Claritsa huddled against Maella’s back and whimpered. No one could see them, not with the tall grass stalks in the way. When Maella looked to Daniel for help he avoided her eyes. Jack looked like he was enjoying himself. Maella wanted to wring his neck like what Grandmother did to the chickens they ate for holiday dinners.


  “Jack, grab Claritsa,” Barth said.


  Claritsa made a furious dash away.


  Barth grabbed for Maella and caught the edge of her shorts, tripping her to the ground again. She tried to scramble away and felt a hard edge underneath her hands. Splinters of wood shot into her palms.


  The door.


  Jack dragged Claritsa back, pushed her down next to Maella, and sat on both their legs. The smells of wet mud and broken grass and sweaty skin filled their punched down section of weeds.


  Maella had never been this close to the door. She had never dared touch it before.


  Barth’s hand slithered along the inside of Maella leg. She flinched and tried to jerk away, but Jack’s oppressive weight kept her frozen in place.


  “Hold still, girl,” Barth said. His voice dropped low. “I only want a little feel. It won’t hurt much.” His grip was like iron on her leg and his fingers burned her. She felt her breakfast roil in her belly and tried to force herself to throw up on him but the food wouldn’t come out.


  Jack put his hand on Claritsa’s skirt. She cried out.


  Something ripped Barth’s hand away from Maella. Daniel barreled into him in a blur of motion and kept going until he took out Jack too.


  “What the hell, man?” Jack yelled.


  Daniel didn’t stop until all three lay sprawled on the ground.


  Barth threw off Daniel’s leg, jumped up, and delivered a savage kick to Daniel’s belly.


  Daniel grunted, but kept Jack pinned beneath him.


  “Yo Daniel, you shouldn’t of done that,” Barth said.


  “Get gone!” Daniel yelled at Maella and Claritsa.


  Barth kicked Daniel again and brushed dirt off his shirt like this was all no big deal.


  Maella dragged Claritsa away.


  Barth cut off their route.


  The girls took backward steps until they stood on top of the door.


  If they split up and ran, they might make it to Grandmother. They might make it. She wouldn’t have to break her promise. But even if they did make it, Maella knew they would face Barth again and again. If they ran now, it would confirm she was still just a kid. If they ran to Grandmother and she sent the boys away, Maella would be no better than her little brother—helpless, too young to handle the real world, doors and all.


  Even though it made her feel little and weak and young, Maella thought about Grandmother and the safety of her arms and wished for it will all her strength. She looked at Barth and how far away the house was. That sick feeling in her stomach told her they wouldn’t make it in time. She feared what Barth might do, especially with Daniel gasping for air on the ground. She could still feel Barth’s hand on her skin. How wrong it felt, how dirty. She felt something else rise up in her too, an anger that consumed her thoughts and pumped blood in a rush past her ears. She felt reckless and it mixed with her fear and her anger until she couldn’t separate them anymore.


  Maella grabbed Claritsa’s hand. “You gotta help me open the door.”


  Claritsa tore her tear-streaked gaze away from Barth and focused on Maella. There was a coldness in her that made Maella shiver. She felt glad Claritsa’s anger wasn’t meant for her.


  A question rose in Claritsa’s eyes, but then she extinguished it and nodded. Maella wanted to hug her.


  Barth took another step, fat hands reaching out.


  “Now!” Maella yelled.


  The girls sprang off the door. Maella grabbed the doorknob and pulled. Claritsa grabbed the edge of the door and pushed up.


  Barth laughed. “What the hell? What you think that piece of wood will do? You going to hide like a bug under a rock?”


  The door was heavy, almost unmovable, but all she needed was enough space to fit in between.


  The door’s edge lifted a few inches.


  All the adults in her life had made her promise never to open a door because she was too young to understand the dangers, even as they turned the knob and invited themselves into danger’s living room. Maella waited for something to happen. A wave of water, an explosion of fire, a pile of snakes, her father and older brother waiting on the other side, laughing at the joke they’d played on her all these years.


  Darkness and silence greeted her.


  Maella slithered halfway under the gap in the door and held up its edge with her back, straining her calves. A cool, humid breeze brushed her face. She still couldn’t see anything. She tugged on Claritsa’s muddied skirt. Claritsa let go of the door and scrambled onto all fours next to Maella.


  Half their bodies were still in sunlight, half in the dirt under the door, and Maella feared that’s all it was—dirt and darkness and bugs.


  Maybe there was something wrong with her.


  Maybe the power the rest of her family had wouldn’t work for her.


  The door lifted off their backs.


  “Maella,” Claritsa whispered, frantic.


  Barth stood above them, holding up the door, framed by a sun so bright it hurt Maella’s eyes.


  He laughed.


  She felt around with her hand, desperate for anything other than dirt and dampness and slimy worms.


  There.


  She felt a lip, an edge of dirt.


  She pushed her hand out past the lip and felt only emptiness.


  Maella grabbed Claritsa’s hand. “Don’t let go of me.”


  Claritsa squeezed back.


  Maella rolled off the edge, breaking the promise she had made her father.


  Before she could feel afraid, before the darkness consumed them, Maella saw the look of shock on Barth’s face.


  They thought she was too young, but now they would know better.
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  THE C IN SUMMER


  Jaime Munn


  We always come to Summer Cove for the long holidays. Nobody I know has ever heard of the place. It’s small and doesn’t even feature on the map unless you zoom in really, really tight on Google Maps. Mum and Dad have been coming since forever. I don’t think either of them know why, except that it’s cheap and not too far away from home. You might think we’re paupers, but we’re not. Mum and Dad are just ‘savers’ and not ‘spenders’. All I know is that Summer Cove was always, always, always boring.


  You would think that for a couple of bohemians with a penchant for naming their kids Crowther and Emmeline, the former being me and the latter my little sister, that we’d be summering in the South of France on a colourful barge boat bearing a striking and unusual name. Not Summer Cove, middle of nowhere. Trust me, even the postcards are dull. We send three of them every year. One to Mum’s folks and two to Dad’s, who don’t live together anymore. These postcards don’t end up on their fridges ever.


  There is only one reason that I’ve started to look forward to Summer Cove. Abel Porter. Only this year I hadn’t gone looking for him yet. Mum had cottoned on to the fact that I was gay and it had gone down far too well with everyone in the family. I was waiting for something to break. I mean in every book or every movie or every television show that little fact was like an old fashioned bomb with the wick lit and burning down to some tragic horrible event. It didn’t help to keep telling myself that it just wasn’t real life because real life was full of horror stories too.


  “Crow!” Emmeline was frowning at me as I sucked the dredges of my chocolate milkshake from the glass. She had sensitive ears, as she liked to keep reminding us.


  “Sorry, Emm.”


  For a little sister, Emmeline wasn’t too bad. A little too worldly-wise for her eleven years, I thought, but nothing that quirked the brows of social services. I was sixteen going on seventeen, sing it in your head if you must. Sometimes it seemed like there must have been a mistake on our birth certificates. Emmeline, for example, was drinking the closest thing Summer Cove offered to her standard soy milk caffè latte.


  There is no Starbucks in Summer Cove. Despite that, Emmeline seemed to enjoy our holidays here. It should have annoyed me and in the past it had. Not since Abel Porter though.


  In one of those rare moments when it seemed my younger sister and me understood one another perfectly, Emmeline did what I’d been hoping for all morning.


  “Mum, I want to go see the old village.”


  The old village was a series of excavations that had been going on for years. Local wannabe archaeologists were painstakingly revealing the foundations, flagstones and broken bits of pottery from the original settlement that had first founded Summer Cove way back in the pre-written history of the area. It was exceedingly dull, but Emm was always keen to revisit them.


  “They’ve uncovered a boneyard,” she added, unabashedly delighted at the prospect of seeing it. Occasionally Emmeline shows a little Goth under her future Prime Minister clothing. “Hundreds of bones.”


  “There are 206 bones in an adult body,” Dad pointed out.


  “Thousands of bones,” Emmeline amended.


  “I’m done,” Mum said, pushing aside her iced tea. “I don’t suppose you want to join us, Crowther?”


  I shook my head, timing it so that it didn’t look too quick off the cuff, too eager. Mum never calls me Crow. Not ever. Which I think is pretty weird. She says fridge instead of refrigerator and cell instead of cellular phone but never takes the easy route with my name. It’s always Crowther and Emmeline with her. She doesn’t do the same with everyone. Her friend Amanda is Mandy. I prefer to be called Crow.


  “Well, we’ll meet at the cottage for tea. Don’t be late,” she said.


  It was the signal to leave the little café. Everybody stood up. I dawdled because I didn’t need to go that far and I didn’t want Mum and Dad seeing which direction I took.


  I waited for them to turn the corner before I hurried towards the centre of town.


  In the middle of Summer Cove is a fountain. It is bog standard. It’s like someone took a Chinese plastic knockoff fountain, supersized it and put it in the middle of a square of green. The Summer Cove fountain isn’t plastic, but it looks it. Sometime in the past the town council decided to paint it glossy brown. The following generations have stuck to tradition. When she was younger Emm called it the chocolate fountain. Secretly, I still call it that.


  Abel Porter is always by the chocolate fountain. He is slender, much thinner than any man who is supposed to be handsome. Despite this, he doesn’t seem fragile. His eyes are sharp; green and unflinching. They never look through you, even though he seems to know everything about you in a single moment. His hair is dark; darker than it seems it should be. But it is always the same every year and I don’t think it comes from a bottle. It is so dark that it glows in the sunlight.


  The best thing about Abel Porter is his smile. He is always smiling, but every time I always think he is smiling just for me.


  You’d think, given all the above, that we’d been talking ever since I spotted him in Summer Cove four years ago. You’d think we’d have shared all our secrets already. You’d think I might have tried to kiss him. You’d be thinking wrong.


  Abel Porter and I have never met.


  Surprise. I’m a stalker.


   


  * * *


   


  Today, heart pounding in my chest, I find Abel Porter on the first M bench. There are ten benches around the chocolate fountain. Each is labelled with a different letter from the name of the town. Summer Cove. There are two M benches and two E benches. There’s no distinction between them, but in a clockwise direction the benches spell out the words. The first M bench is at two o’clock.


  Lucky me, I’m approaching from one o’clock. A perfect view.


  He’s wearing jeans and a black t-shirt that has Jim Morrison on it. It’s always a t-shirt with Jim Morrison and THE DOORS emblazoned somewhere on it. Part of me hopes it means he’s deeply in lust with Jim Morrison, because – well you know why. Part of me figures he just really likes the music. It’s not exactly contemporary music, so it also makes Abel Porter seem a little bit more exotic. At least it’s not ABBA; Mum and Dad love ABBA. This quirky fact about him has meant that I’ve become a little obsessed with THE DOORS too. The more I see Abel Porter, the more I like to listen to their music. This changes the meaning of some of the lyrics too.


  Anyway, back to the stalking.


  Abel Porter is just sitting down like he’s only arrived a moment before me. It’s an inviting image to toy with. Like a prearranged rendezvous. I feel my pulse race at the thought of it. My fingers toy with the zipper of my hoodie. It’s bold, but underneath it, I’m wearing a t-shirt exactly like the one I saw him in the last time we were in Summer Cove. A red THE DOORS t-shirt that hugs my slim frame as tight as a second layer of skin. I’d specifically wanted it that tight, despite Mum’s objections.


  Wearing the same shirt as Abel Porter, I’d figured, was bound to get his attention. I wanted to look as appealing to him as I could. According to everyone, tight was hot. Even if your body wasn’t quite chiselled you could still earn bonus points. Some people at school, sadly all girls, thought my body was a bit of okay. Tight seemed worth the discomfort and the almost naked feeling it gave me. I’d made the decision that, if I could get up the courage, this year I was going to actually meet Abel Porter.


  This is easier said than done. I’ve almost done it twice before.


  Watching him – okay stalking – has been my one reason to look forward to Summer Cove. It’s almost impossible to imagine what would happen if things went badly. Given that every source, reliable and unreliable, predicted doom, I was understandably in two minds about it. Both minds, however, agreed that I was almost certainly damned either way. It was time to risk it all.


  For the record, my stalking isn’t in a bad way. As far as I know Abel Porter never felt stalked. His smile certainly never wavered once. Not any time he was facing in my direction at any rate. I noticed those times when his smile did dim a little. Sometimes, when people came over to him and said something that seemed, to me at least, to upset him, his curved lips straightened a little. Enough that only if you were paying attention could you spot it. I’ve never figured out what makes him smile a little less. I’ve never been close enough in those moments to overhear what was said.


  In all the years that I’ve shadowed Abel Porter, sometimes daring to sit so close as to hear when people come up to him and say his name, I’ve never figured out why he’s haunting the chocolate fountain in Summer Cove. He seems to know a lot of people. Or a lot of people seem to know him. I admit that makes me jealous. Silly, right?


  You can do this, I told myself, as I got close enough for him to see me from the corner of his eye. Taking a deep breath, I unzipped my hoodie and fumbled it off. My arms got stuck a little, my hair mussed. Very uncool. I really hoped Abel Porter wasn’t watching.


  I didn’t dare look up until I had the hoodie off and had brushed my hair, with my fingers quickly, hopefully back in place. Then I looked up into a stranger’s eyes.


  “Abel Porter?” he asked.


  Panic bubbled up through me. Confusion must have shown on my face. The stranger, a twenty-something blond Thor with very blue eyes and a pronounced jaw, frowned.


  “Pardon?”


  “Are you the Porter?” he asked, voice rising a little more sharply than his big jawline would have suggested.


  “I’m Abel Porter,” the real Abel Porter arrived at my side.


  It felt a little like a rescue. Probably, it wasn’t. Probably both of them were very annoyed with me. I blushed.


  I’m not quite a ginger, but so close that many call me that. I’ve got freckles that are light enough to almost vanish in dim light, but there enough to show up in the mirror every morning. I blush like a beetroot. It’s not very attractive.


  “Oh,” the Thor-a-like said. He glanced at my t-shirt and then at the one the real Abel Porter was wearing. “Sorry mate.”


  This last was directed at me. Then Abel Porter nodded his head in the opposite direction. The two of them headed towards the gaudy souvenir shop.


  The Summer Cove Emporium had spread from one store into another until it seemed to hold one side of the square hostage. The store fronts all still looked different, but peering through the windows you could tell it was all just one big jumble of cheap beach towels, buckets, spades, and bottles of shells. The kind of stuff that you find in every town by the sea.


  Remember when I said a lot of people know Abel Porter? This was one of the curious facts about him that always made me wonder about who he was and what he got up to when I wasn’t watching – stalking – him. At first, I’d thought maybe he was famous, but Abel Porter didn’t bring up my Abel Porter in a Google search. So no, not famous. At least not in a conventional way. Not being as naïve as the other sixteen going on seventeen teen, you know the one I’m talking about, I’d also wondered if Abel Porter wasn’t selling something he shouldn’t be. It wasn’t sex though.


  In less than five minutes Abel Porter emerged from the souvenir shop alone. It was almost always less than five minutes. Hence, not sex.


  I had spent a summer holiday timing each and every one of his short visits to the Summer Cove Emporium. Sad, perhaps, but it did make me feel a little closer to him. I’ve never had the courage to follow him into the store and see exactly what he did with all these people. Given that the store had quite a few exits, it wasn’t too suspicious that I never saw any of them leave the Emporium. Regardless I’d noted it down under all things Abel Porter anyway. Like the fact that he liked apple juice but never ate apples. Or that he didn’t have a cell phone, but had a wristwatch.


  Instead of heading back to the M bench, Abel Porter made a beeline for me. He was smiling, his green eyes seeming to take in every part of me. I straightened, chasing away any folds that might make me look like I was still holding onto puppy fat.


  “Nice shirt,” he said when he was standing right in front of me. It was closer than I’d ever gotten to him. Abel Porter has a strong, firm voice. It sounds confident but also warm like he’s enjoying talking with you. It’s exactly as I imagined it would feel directed at me. “I have one just like it.”


  Maybe, I thought, it was going to go just like I’d planned. One little hitch didn’t change the script much. I told myself to say something, anything, but I didn’t. Abel Porter seemed happy to fill in the blank.


  “It looks better on you,” he said.


  Nothing short of a miracle could have stopped me from blushing. As the day was out of miracles I didn’t stand a chance.


  He gestured to the M bench without commenting on my skin malfunction. He raised an eyebrow, so very black that it looked like iridescent stone framing his bright eyes. It kind of took my breath away, but I managed to nod at the implied question.


  As we approached the bench, me nervously glancing at Abel Porter from the corner of my eye, I tried to wish away the lingering blush that felt warm still on my cheeks and down my throat. Fortunately, I had my red t-shirt to conceal just how far the blush reached.


  “I’ve seen you around,” Abel Porter said when we had both sat down.


  He was watching the chocolate fountain, so I found it hard to read his expression.


  My tongue still felt tied up in a knot. It made me feel stupid and I struggled to shrug off the mix of panic and excitement that raced through my body like a thunderstorm. Abel Porter had noticed me. I could only nod.


  He must have caught the movement of my head.


  “You know my name,” he said, “tell me yours.”


  It was a challenge. Somehow it loosened my tongue.


  “Crow.” My voice sounded a little choked. I couldn’t finish with my surname. I swallowed hard. “Sorry,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound as nervous as I felt. “I’m Crow Silber. You’re Abel Porter.”


  He turned and smiled widely. “Yes.”


  “The Porter,” I added, frowning a little, as I recalled the curious turn of phrase from Thor-a-like.


  “Are you asking?” His smile dimmed a little. I caught it and panic fluttered up into my throat.


  “No,” I stammered, though I didn’t understand the question. “No, I just…” I took a deep breath and hurried out a sentence that I hoped would make some sense. “The other guy he said – he asked if I was the Porter.”


  Abel nodded. He seemed to understand even if I didn’t.


  “You’ll be asking,” he said, but then he shrugged and asked, “So, Crow, do you like THE DOORS?”


  That was how I finally met Abel Porter. Officially the moment I stopped stalking him.


  Well, almost.


   


  * * *


   


  We talk about music. I mention that Jim Morrison was kind of hot. Abel Porter doesn’t take the bait. He shrugs in an offhand way like he’s acknowledging the statement but neither agreeing nor disagreeing. It’s frustrating. I feel the constant urge to blurt out that I’m gay, but I can’t quite bring myself to say it.


  We talk family. His parents live abroad with his sister. He has a guardian. It sounds a little messed up, but I don’t want to pry. He’s very vague about the details. I tell him about my sister and her obsession with the old village. Abel Porter looks at me curiously but doesn’t say anything. We watch a flock of seagulls circle above, crowding out the patches of blue and making the summer sky grey. It doesn’t feel uncomfortable. The silence. At least not for me. But then, I’ve been quiet around Abel Porter for years.


  A striking woman approaches us. Beside me, Abel Porter stiffens. Curious, I study the woman carefully. She is old enough to be my mother. Her eyes are green; not as deep and clear as Abel Porter’s, but sharper and paler. Her hair is black. Knowing that his family live abroad I wonder at the similarities between him and the woman. Perhaps they are superficial only. Her features are thin with strong cheekbones that could make her look arrogant or beautiful depending on the stroke of her lips. At the moment those lips express nothing. She looks bored. I suspect that it is a practiced look.


  “Who is your friend, Porter?” she asked as she drew near. She stood provocatively; like a model waiting for the click of a camera.


  “A tourist,” Abel Porter said dismissively.


  It very nearly made me cry.


  “Are you going home, Arabella?”


  Arabella, whose name was as unusual sounding to me as my own, studied me a moment before she answered. Her piercing gaze did what Abel Porter’s eyes never did. They looked right through me. I didn’t feel like I was real to her.


  “Yes. Open the door, Porter,” she said, then flashed another look in my direction, “then you can come back to your tourist.” Her smile made her look like a vulture. The cheekbones that could have made her beautiful, look like gaunt lines.


  I’m distracted from what is said next because Abel Porter leans forward and I catch his scent in the air. He smells like rain.


  You know that scent when the rain first falls after a long dry day? In some places that smell is rarer than in others. I love the smell of rain. Even before Abel Porter. I’m mentally adding it to my list of all things wonderful about him when I realise that he’s talking to me.


  Focusing on the words I find that he’s told me he’ll be back in a minute. They’re both looking at me. Abel Porter has a crease in his forehead. I think it’s concern. Arabella’s toothy grin is still predatory. Like she’s going to be blackmailing me in a minute. I dislike her intensely. Her smile grows like she’s reading my mind.


  I nod and they leave.


  Abel Porter almost always takes people in through the door that says 1810 above it. He follows this protocol with Arabella and in a moment I make my decision.


  One more time, I tell myself. One final time I’ll stalk Abel Porter and see what happens inside the souvenir shop. Part of me argues that I shouldn’t but I can’t ask him what he’s doing so I follow instead.


  My life is like that. I’ve followed, because somewhere in the back of my mind I know that there’s a road I should be taking. I think, maybe, if I follow where someone leads I will find it. Don’t we all follow someone or something, hoping to find the road we’re meant to be walking down?


  Entering the Emporium I spot them headed towards the rear of the store. Arabella and Abel Porter don’t look back. They open a door and head through it. It closes quickly. I hurry after them, moving past shelves of knickknacks and postcard stands.


  There’s a sign on the door. EMPLOYEES ONLY.


  I stop. I’ve never broken a rule in my life. My hands clench into fists and I feel nausea building in my stomach as I contemplate doing just that. It’s a mental battle that barely lasts a second. When I open the door, nobody calls out to me, so I slip through it.


  On the other side is a corridor leading to a hidden courtyard. I can see a garden with shrubs and roses and ivy on the walls. It’s a riot of colour and form which makes it difficult to spot the two I’d followed in. I head closer, heart beating in my chest so loud that I am sure they must hear it.


  I pause in the arched opening to the secret garden. They’re standing by a pillar wrapped in green leaves and the reddest blooms I have ever seen. The plant, I think, is a clematis, but I’ve never seen one exactly like it before.


  Arabella is holding a cupped hand towards Abel Porter and he’s reaching into it when quite suddenly she’s gone. Literally vanished into thin air. There one moment as real as anyone, then gone like she’d never been there at all.


  “What the funk?” I say aloud without meaning to.


  Abel Porter doesn’t spin around in surprise. Instead, he simply says, “Well, now you know,” like he’s always been aware of me. Since the beginning. Since the very first day I started to stalk him.


  Which, in retrospect, maybe means that Abel Porter was a little freaked out and I was too obsessed to even notice. Just a side note in case you take up stalking.


  Deep breathe, back into madness. Not literally…figuratively speaking, of course. It’s not that I hadn’t considered madness as a possibility. You don’t start stalking a boy without wondering, just for a minute, if you’re going nuts. Still, I had never hallucinated anything before. I was pretty sure wondering if you were insane meant that you weren’t but that could just be pop psychology 101. You Google it and tell me.


  Still plenty confused, I stepped into the secret garden and towards Abel Porter. The garden seemed more alive than vegetation usually does. It moved in an unfelt breeze, it glowed under patchy blue skies like it didn’t need the sun to thrive. It didn’t have a voice, but I could imagine a theme tune and it wasn’t one I could put a name to.


  “What,” I said, “the,” because no other words were coming to me, “funk?”


  I don’t swear a lot, but sometimes there simply are no words to express how you’re feeling. Swearing doesn’t express them any better, but it’s pretty cathartic. Like screaming, only less out-of-control and more adult-ish.


  “World,” Abel Porter said, “blown?” He’d used no swear words, mimicked my rhythm and been rather eloquent about it too.


  If this were a horror story, and remember the bit where I said I was expecting doom, I’d be realising just about now that what Abel Porter had done to Arabella could just as easily happen to me. At the back of my mind, I was wondering if my long time summer crush was going to make me disappear for an encore, but it didn’t stop me moving towards him.


  He wasn’t coming for me with a maniacal laugh. That probably helped.


  Abel Porter is still waiting for an answer. I give him one when I stand in front of him. Perhaps I was daring him to do his worst.


  “Wow,” I said.


  If I’d known how he’d react to that single word, I’d have said it sooner.


  He kissed me.


   


   


  Want more? Demand more at www.jaimemunn.com/crow
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  I hope you enjoyed these stories! Make sure to follow the authors you liked so you can get the rest of the book and read their other fiction.
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