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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you think will happen if O’Brien catches us?” Mica’s brown eyes narrowed when she glanced at Conroy. 
 
    I tensed from where I sat in the backseat and tucked a long strand of dark red hair behind my ear. 
 
    Conroy’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. His gaze stayed trained on the road ahead. High mountain desert landscape flew by as we traveled down the interstate. Soft road noise hummed in the cab. Northern Arizona was beautiful. Pine forests and rolling hills intermixed with desert. It wasn’t a bad place to escape to as we planned our return to O’Brien Pharmaceuticals. 
 
    Mica cocked her head. “Would they kill us?” 
 
    “I think they may,” Conroy finally replied. “It’s why hiding is safest.” 
 
    “But we’ve decided not to hide. If we do, the other lost children will never be free.” Mica picked up her bag and rummaged through it. 
 
    Conroy took a deep breath and gripped the wheel tighter. His knuckles turned white. 
 
    The lost children. 
 
    That’s what the men in Conroy’s old group, Project Renatus, named us when they stole us from our parents almost twenty years ago. It was ironic in a way. None of us were lost. They’d kidnapped us and experimented on us like lab rats. Yet to them, that’s what we’d become. The lost children. 
 
    Now, the eight of us lived on the outside of O’Brien Pharmaceutical’s walls and were grown adults. All of us were in our late teens or early twenties, and all of us were fighting to be free from the corporation. 
 
    Nerves churned my stomach. How much our lives had changed in twenty-four hours. Meeting Conroy in the Forbidden Hills in Colorado. Learning about him and his part in Project Renatus. Discovering that men from that project, governed by O’Brien Pharmaceuticals, wanted us captured or dead. 
 
    It seemed too crazy to be true. 
 
    Flint’s hand rested on my thigh. He squeezed my leg as I leaned closer to him. The rough fabric from his flannel brushed against my cheek. With it, came his subtle scent. Spice, wood and tangerines. I inhaled and clung to that scent. I needed the safe feeling it always evoked. 
 
    Mica pulled a bag of trail mix out of her pack and began munching. “Di will have a plan to get the other lost children back. She always has a plan.” 
 
    Conroy didn’t reply. 
 
    I wished I could adopt some of Mica’s endless optimism. Dread followed me since we left the cabin in the Forbidden Hills. As much as I tried to leave that foreboding feeling in my wake, I couldn’t help but feel bad things were to come. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. The rest of our unlikely family followed in the Suburban. Even from a distance, Di’s face was visible as she held the wheel. From her grim expression, I guessed she mulled over everything Conroy had revealed to us two days ago. Either that or the twins were driving her crazy. 
 
    “When are we gonna stop for a bathroom break?” Mica polished off the remaining peanuts, her crunching chews audible. 
 
    Conroy nodded to a sign that flashed by the window. “There’s a gas station a few miles ahead. We can stop there.” 
 
    “Good.” Mica brushed crumbs from her top. “I feel like I’m gonna burst.” 
 
    “Galena and Flint?” Conroy’s gaze drifted to the rearview mirror. “Does that work for you?” 
 
    “Sure.” I dog-eared the paperback mystery that lay forgotten in my lap. “I could use a stop too.” 
 
    “When will we reach your house?” Flint’s words were clipped. 
 
    I winced. Unlike some of us, Mica and I included, Flint hadn’t been so easily won over by Conroy.  
 
    “We’re a few hours away. We should be there by nightfall.” Conroy always replied politely to Flint. The older scientist didn’t seem fazed by Flint’s hostility. 
 
    I wondered if Flint and Conroy had always had a rocky relationship. Of course, I’d never know. Memories of my life only went back six months. Frustration bubbled up inside of me. While I now understood why I had no memories, thanks to the drug Conroy administered to me and everyone else six months ago, I still hated that I didn’t know who I was. 
 
    Flint leaned forward. “So how do you know this house of yours is safe?” 
 
    “I know it’s safe because I purchased it a month ago, under one of my aliases. The only person who knows I own it is–” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Mica cut in. “Your lawyer?” 
 
    Conroy nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    “Humph.” Mica raised an eyebrow. “I still can’t believe everything we’ve learned. It’s kinda crazy you know.” 
 
    “Which part?” I asked. “Where O’Brien Pharmaceuticals stole us off the streets when we were babies from our drug addicted, prostituting parents or how O’Brien kept us locked up while we were experimented on?” 
 
    Mica chuckled as a strong push of Flint’s energy hit me. Flint’s jaw tightened. I laid my hand on his thigh. His warmth seared through his jeans. Right. Maybe it was a little too early to joke about that stuff. 
 
    “When you put it like that, it sounds rather barbaric,” Conroy said. 
 
    Mica’s eyebrows shot clear to her hairline. “How could you ever think it wasn’t barbaric?” 
 
    Conroy sighed. His hands tightened on the steering wheel again as we sailed around a turn. “If you could have seen the conditions in which you were born.” He stopped, his voice growing quiet. “I’m not saying it justifies what we did, I see that now, but at the time, I was young and hopeful. I’d been passionate about science since I was a boy. The possibilities of untapped chemical creations fascinated me. You have to understand, I was very young when I joined O’Brien. I was naïve and blinded by my ambitions to better the world. At the time, I truly felt like I was doing the right thing. I thought I was helping all of you. That I was making your lives better.” 
 
    Mica cocked her head. “I know I just met you, so I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I believe you.” 
 
    “I do too,” I said. 
 
    Conroy’s hands relaxed. A smile lifted his cheeks. 
 
    “Well, I don’t believe you,” Flint muttered. He glared out the window. 
 
    Conroy’s gaze drifted to Flint in the rearview mirror. His smile dimmed. 
 
    If only Flint could feel what I did. I switched my vision, activating the part of my brain that was dormant in others. Conroy’s cloud appeared. The beautiful rainbow of dancing colors billowed around his shoulders. It was unlike anything I’d seen before. Some of the colors mirrored the colors in our clouds: red, pink, orange, yellow, green, indigo, violet and gold. However, other colors mixed in it too: magenta, silver, navy and at least a dozen more. All of Conroy’s colors were faint like they’d been washed out in a spring rain. All except for two bright colors: blue and pale green. The blue matched the blue in our clouds. However, none of us had pale green. 
 
    As always, I couldn’t explain why we had colors. I also couldn’t get a firm read on Conroy’s cloud. The rest of the population had some form of white, gray or black. The whiter the cloud, the more kind a person was, the darker, the eviler. Nobody else had colors. And as for why Conroy had so many colors, I had no idea. 
 
    However, my gut told me Conroy wouldn’t harm us. And if there was one thing I always listened to – it was my gut instinct. 
 
    “So how’d you make the memory drug you gave us in April?” Mica asked. 
 
    “It was something I created last year, in the lab back home,” Conroy replied. 
 
    By home, I assumed he meant the hidden cabin we’d left in the Forbidden Hills. 
 
    “But how did it work?” I asked. 
 
    “The drug targeted specific cells in your brains. Upon reaching those targeted cells, it severed all neuronal activity to your long-term memories. Basically, your memories are still there. However, you don’t have access to them.” 
 
    I sat up straighter. “They’re still there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    How does he know that? “So this drug must be different from the one you gave us as babies?” 
 
    “It’s much safer. Age doesn’t affect it.” 
 
    That comment reminded me of the two oldest children in our original group of ten. I’d never met that older set of twins since they died from the sensory enhancing drug Conroy administered to them. I swallowed uneasily. If I’d been older when he gave me my drug, I could have died too. Luckily, I was only a few months old when Conroy stole me – plenty young for my brain to adapt. 
 
    Mica squirmed in her seat. “I still gotta go to the bathroom. How much longer?” 
 
    “Just ahead.” Conroy put his blinker on and glided the Pathfinder off the interstate. I glanced behind us. Sure enough, Di followed. 
 
    “I gotta go!” Mica squealed. She bounded out of her seat the second we pulled into the gas station.  
 
    Conroy followed Mica. Cool air swirled into the car before he slammed his door. I unbuckled my seat belt, but Flint made no move to leave. 
 
    It had been a long day of driving. Conroy’s original plan had been to helicopter us straight to his reclusive Arizona home, but after a brief discussion, none of us wanted to leave the Suburban behind. Call us sentimental, but when one’s life is as erratic as ours, familiar things have greater meaning. However, none of us considered what keeping the Suburban entailed. That sentimentality had resulted in a nine-hour drive. It also meant Conroy had to purchase a vehicle since nine of us in the Suburban was too crowded. 
 
    “We better get to the bathroom.” I opened my door. “Who knows when the next stop will be.” 
 
    Flint grabbed my hand before I stepped out. His sudden grip made the charm bracelet I wore jingle quietly. The charm – a heart with an inscription reading Love You Forever – glinted. 
 
    “Lena, we don’t have to go with Conroy. You know that, right?” 
 
    The urgency in his voice made my stomach sink. I settled back beside him. A strong gust swirled into the car from my still open door. It whipped my long dark red hair around my face. 
 
    “I think we should,” I replied. 
 
    “But we don’t know if we can trust him.” 
 
    He gripped my hand tighter. His palm was so warm. Another steady push of energy rolled off him. 
 
    Feeling Flint’s energy was something I’d grown used to during the past two months. For some reason, the power inside him radiated out. It was hard to miss, at least for me. The drug Conroy gave me as a child resulted in my unique ability to see auras around people or clouds as I called them. However, it went a step beyond that with Flint. I could also feel his. When he was angry, aroused or felt any other strong emotion, the power rolling off him increased. The strength of it right now was enough to tell me he was very serious about ditching Conroy. 
 
    I slammed my door closed. Jacinda and the rest of the gang were getting out of the Suburban. I knew none of them would be able to hear us with the door closed, except Jacinda that is, thanks to her enhanced auditory sense. 
 
    “We can’t leave Conroy.” 
 
    “Why not?” Flint demanded. 
 
    “I know you don’t believe it, but I know that Conroy would never hurt us. Just like I knew when we first met in August that you’d never let anyone hurt me. Those gut feelings we’ve all had about things? They’re our subconscious trying to break through. Don’t you see that?” 
 
    He gazed out the window, his expression brooding. “Then why don’t I trust him?” 
 
    I swallowed uneasily. That’s a very good question. “I don’t know.” 
 
    A sharp knock on the window made me jump. Jet and Jasper’s faces plastered against it. Amber hung just behind them, grinning. 
 
    “Hey love birds, you two coming in?” Jasper called. 
 
    I forced a smile. “Let’s go.” 
 
    With stiff movements, Flint opened his door. 
 
    The twins and Amber sauntered away. Laughter trailed in their wakes. As usual, the twins’ jokes prevailed, even in our current circumstances. 
 
    I inhaled the evening air. Already, it had cooled. Flat desert landscape surrounded us. The sky blazed purple from the setting sun. Distant mountains hovered on the horizon, hinting at colder temps to come. 
 
    “Chilly here.” I shivered. 
 
    Flint reached inside the vehicle and grabbed his jacket. He slipped it around my shoulders before I could protest. The parka practically swallowed me. 
 
    Flint leaned down and kissed me softly on the neck. His lips lingered. Another push of energy rolled into me. Worry lined its edges. 
 
    “Are you two coming?” Jacinda stood by the door to the gas station. Her long blond hair trailed down her back. I hadn’t realized she was waiting for us. 
 
    “Come on.” I tugged Flint. 
 
    Our footsteps slapped the pavement. Flint glanced over his shoulder several times, his gaze curious. According to Conroy, we needed to be cautious in public. He claimed O’Brien still had eyes all over the country, people paid to watch out for a group of eight individuals matching our descriptions. I wasn’t sure any of us believed him, though. The eight of us had been together for two months, granted it was on a secluded ranch, but still, there had been no sign of men watching us anywhere. 
 
    “How has it been riding with Conroy?” Jacinda asked. 
 
    “Good.” I had to look up to address her. It still amazed me that we were half-sisters. I figured our fathers must have been complete opposites. Her dad a Norwegian Viking and mine an Irish midget. “Interesting too. Conroy’s been telling us about the drug he gave us. It targeted our long-term memories.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Jacinda cocked her head causing her long, blond hair to fall over her shoulder. 
 
    Flint held the door. A large shelf of candy bars greeted us the second we stepped inside. I eyed the Snickers with interest, but Jacinda steered me away. 
 
    The travel center was large and clean. Scents of hot dogs and nacho cheese drifted in the air when we walked by the food station. Navajo art and souvenirs hung on display throughout the aisles. Halloween decorations draped from the ceiling. One ghastly ghoul looked particularly disturbing with its black, vacant eyes and open tooth filled mouth. The normalcy of this lone travel stop was exactly what I needed. 
 
    Some of the nerves left my stomach as Jacinda pulled me to the back of the gas station. An array of sandwiches lined the refrigerated section. They beckoned to me. Even though I’d been well fed for the past two months, my days as a homeless vagabond when food was precious, still lingered. 
 
    “Bathroom first.” Jacinda rolled her eyes. 
 
    I grumbled but followed. 
 
    When we stood at the sinks, washing our hands, I asked, “How long do you think it’ll be before we leave for Chicago to search for the other lost children?” 
 
    Jacinda’s hands stilled on her paper towel. With a start, she resumed drying them. “We’ll have to see what Conroy discovers about his old group. It would be foolish to leave immediately.” 
 
    “Jacinda! Lena!” The bathroom door banged open. 
 
    Di stood in the doorway. She wore her usual all black attire which mirrored her midnight hair and dark eyes. “Come on, we’re leaving.” 
 
    “Already?” I threw my paper towel in the trash. “But we’ve only been here five minutes, and we haven’t bought anything to eat.” 
 
    “Then hurry up.” She glanced over her shoulder before stepping into the restroom. The door closed softly behind her. Looking past us, her eyes darted to the bathroom stalls. She lowered her voice. “Is anyone else in here?” 
 
    Jacinda glanced at the empty stalls. “No, just us.” 
 
    “Good,” Di said. “Because we need to get moving.” 
 
    My heart rate increased. “Why? Did something happen? Did someone spot us?” 
 
    Di shook her head curtly, her short hair swaying with the movement. “No, but Conroy has something for us at his house. He just told me about it.” 
 
    I gave Jacinda a questioning look. 
 
    Jacinda merely raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “This is news to me too.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked Di. 
 
    Di smiled. Her eyes carried the manic gleam I was becoming to recognize all too well. “Another drug he wants to give us, but this drug will make us remember.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” There was no way I heard her correctly. 
 
    Di nodded vigorously. Her dark eyes practically glowed. “It’s another drug to counter effect the first one.” 
 
    “Seriously?” My mouth dropped. “As in, a drug that will make us remember…our pasts?” 
 
    “Yes!” Her eyes brightened. 
 
    A mixture of fear and curiosity filtered across Jacinda’s face. Similar emotions swirled inside me as the implications of another drug sank in. If this drug works, will we remember everything, even our earliest childhood memories? I thought about what those memories might hold. 
 
    Memories of O’Brien Pharmaceuticals. Memories of being experimented on. 
 
    Do I want to remember that? 
 
    But I already knew the answer. With the bad memories came the good. Flint and I had both felt something for one another since the moment we laid eyes on each other. I wanted the memories of him and me. I wanted to remember everything, everything I had ever done or experienced. 
 
    My mind raced with what I knew about Conroy’s drugs. The drug may not work. Or a side effect could occur. I bit my lip. Not even a second passed before I knew what I was going to do. 
 
    I was willing to take that chance. 
 
    The door to the restroom banged open. Flint’s figure towered in the space. Heat and raw energy radiated off him. 
 
    “All of you, follow me. We’re leaving without Conroy.” Flint’s chest rose heavily with each breath. 
 
    I took a step toward him. “I guess you heard Conroy’s got another drug for us? A drug to make us remember everything he erased?” 
 
    Flint’s jaw tightened. “Oh, I’m sure he’d love to drug us again, but there’s no way I’m taking that, and I won’t let you either.” He stepped inside the restroom, the door closing behind him. 
 
    I softened my tone. I knew when Flint was in a mood like this, so concerned for my safety, he went wild. Only soothing reason could permeate his stubborn resolve. “But what if it works?” 
 
    “And what if it doesn’t?” 
 
    “But it could.” 
 
    “Or it could kill us.” 
 
    “It won’t kill us if it’s like the drug that made us forget. That one’s safe, remember?” 
 
    Flint took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “But what if it isn’t safe, Lena?” He opened his eyes. “Then what? What if it damages us? Or causes one of us to get sick?” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Di and Jacinda discreetly leave the restroom. I stepped closer to Flint and laid my hand over his. “The first drug didn’t. So why would this one?” 
 
    “Conroy’s drugs aren’t to be taken lightly.” His tone grew hard. “Remember what Conroy said they did to some of the kids at O’Brien? Irreversible encephalopathy? Those kids died. We’re now grown adults. If what Conroy said is true, our brains don’t adapt as easily. Each day we get older, the risks increase.” 
 
    “But this drug isn’t like those,” I countered. “It didn’t give us abilities. It just took away our memories.” 
 
    His nostrils flared. 
 
    “Conroy wouldn’t do this if it weren’t safe. Remember what I said? I trust him.” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment and then whispered, “Babe…please.” 
 
    I crumbled when a pained look crossed his features. His blatant fear made me pause. What if his fears are valid? What if this second drug kills one of us and tears us apart? Just like he fears?  
 
    I shook my head internally. No, it wouldn’t do that. This drug was different than the ones Conroy gave us as babies. He’d said so himself. But no drug comes without risk and side effects. 
 
    I shook that thought off too and wrapped my arms around Flint. The heat searing off him went right through the parka. “You’re not going to lose me. I think we can trust Conroy. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” He crushed me tightly to him. 
 
    “No, I don’t, but I believe that and for me, that’s enough.” 
 
    He cupped my cheeks, forcing my head up to meet his dark eyes. “If I ever lost you…” 
 
    I laid my hand over his. “You’re not going to get rid of me that easily. Haven’t you noticed I’m made of tougher stuff than that?” 
 
    A haunted expression clouded his face. I knew he was thinking about Aaron, about the physical injuries I suffered last month because of the psycho cowboy. Injuries I overcame. 
 
    “We better go.” I pulled away from him. 
 
    When we emerged from the restroom, a few people glanced our way. I’m sure having a large male inside the women’s restroom wasn’t something one saw every day. Especially not a male as breathtakingly handsome as Flint. 
 
    Tall, strong and lean, Flint had a body most women drooled over. His face was equally attractive. With olive skin, a long, straight nose, piercing, deep-set dark eyes, and a full but firm mouth, he was incredibly beautiful. I glanced down at myself. Small frame, pale skin, and unruly dark red hair summed up my looks pretty succinctly. In other words, I wasn’t exactly a fashion model, but I knew I was attractive. The curves I’d developed since putting weight on helped, and Flint’s reaction every time he ripped my clothes off told me exactly how appealing he found me.  
 
    “Hey, guys!” Jasper called.  
 
    The twins, Mica and Amber stood together, at the travel center’s front door, waving. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Jet called. 
 
    I quickly scanned our audience again. Everyone seemed like benign strangers. I still assessed each of them curiously. Considering what Conroy believed, the little old ladies two aisles over could be two of O’Brien’s spies. I shifted my vision until their clouds appeared. Both white or ivory. Good clouds. They were kind, honest people. 
 
    Hardly spy material. 
 
    A few Native Americans perused the aisles. A lone clerk manned the cash register. All white or ivory clouds. I switched my vision back to normal. The clouds disappeared. While I trusted Conroy, he did seem rather worried for nothing. 
 
    It wasn’t until Flint and I stepped away from the restroom that I saw another stranger in the gas station. A man stood in the corner. He was alone and wore dark shades despite the evening hour. A cell phone was pressed to his ear. His lips moved. He appeared to be watching us. I switched my vision again. When his cloud appeared, I stepped back. 
 
    Dark gray. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Flint said. 
 
    I scanned the entire travel stop again to make sure I hadn’t missed anyone else. No one – just the man in the corner. My gaze swung back to him. 
 
    He was gone. 
 
    Unease slithered through me. I shook my head. Now, I was acting paranoid. 
 
    “Lena, is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw a man with a dark cloud, but he’s gone now. That’s all.” I pointed to the corner by the soda machines. “He was standing there. He wore sunglasses and was talking to someone on a cell phone. His cloud was dark, and he was watching us. Did you see him?” 
 
    Flint shook his head. 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair and berated myself for getting caught up in Conroy’s worries. “Let’s get going. I think everyone’s waiting for us.” 
 
    A minute later, we were climbing into the Pathfinder. The dark clouded man was nowhere to be seen. “That’s weird. It’s like he disappeared,” I muttered to no one in particular. 
 
    Conroy clicked his seatbelt in place. “Who disappeared?” 
 
    “Oh, just some guy I saw in the gas station. He had a dark gray cloud and seemed to be watching us.” 
 
    Conroy’s movements stilled. “Watching you?” 
 
    “I’m sure it was nothing.” I settled in beside Flint and fastened my seatbelt. 
 
    “What did he look like? Describe him to me,” Conroy demanded. 
 
    Unease again fluttered through my veins even though it seemed impossible that O’Brien could know we were here. However, Conroy’s calm manner had disappeared. He had turned in his seat, his hazel eyes sharp as he scanned our surroundings. 
 
    “Uh…he had sunglasses on, was medium build and had brown hair.” 
 
    Mica sat in the front passenger seat, slurping a bright red slushy drink. Her gaze drifted from us to the store. “Did he do something?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “He was just watching us.” 
 
    Conroy put the Pathfinder into drive and made a signal to Di. She followed us back to the interstate. A few minutes later, we were speeding west on I-40. Conroy kept glancing over his shoulder, scanning the cars behind us. 
 
    “Is anyone following?” His voice was tight. 
 
    Flint frowned but turned to glance out the back windshield. After a moment, he said, “There’s a sedan about three hundred yards back. It’s staying at an even distance.” A few other cars flew past us. 
 
    “Mica,” Conroy said. “Zoom in on the driver. Tell me what he looks like.” 
 
    Mica continued to slurp her drink as her brown eyes narrowed. Her enhanced sight allowed her to see details on small objects hundreds of yards away. 
 
    “Dark glasses. Brown hair. He’s talking on a cell phone.” 
 
    “That sounds like the guy I saw,” I said uneasily. 
 
    Mica cocked her head. “He’s reaching for something now.” 
 
    Conroy tensed. “Reaching for what?” 
 
    Mica’s pupils grew wider and then she laughed. “It’s just a map. He’s actually using a map.” Another disbelieving chuckle escaped her. “Apparently, the dude hasn’t figured out that it’s faster to use his cell phone’s GPS.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. It was silly that I was actually getting concerned. “So he’s just a traveler?” 
 
    “We can’t assume that,” Conroy said. “Where’s his license plate from?” 
 
    “Texas.” Mica rattled off the number. 
 
    “I’ll look into that when we reach the house, but if this man is following us, I can’t take the chance of him discovering the home’s location. We’ll have to lose him and be careful to ensure that nobody else in the area is working with him.” Conroy put his blinker on and exited the interstate. 
 
    Di and the others followed. 
 
    When we reached the stop sign for an intersecting highway, Conroy stopped. Mica’s slurps filled the cab, but at Conroy’s request, she kept her gaze glued to the vehicle the man drove. A few seconds ticked past. 
 
    I’m sure Di and the others were wondering what we were doing. None of us had told them about the man. 
 
    “There he goes,” Mica said. 
 
    The sedan sped past on the interstate. In the dying sunlight, the only details I saw were that of a four-door sedan. That was it. 
 
    Mica chuckled. “He’s still looking at the map. I think the dude’s lost.” 
 
    Conroy’s gaze followed the sedan until it disappeared around a curve. “I’m not taking any chances. There could be other men in communication with him. It’s possible we were spotted somewhere between here and Colorado.” 
 
    Nostalgia for the seclusion of Pete and Val’s ranch and the small town of Little Raven slid through me. Hideaway Hills seemed like light-years away. I had no idea if Conroy was paranoid or if his fears were valid, but I still craved the safety and quaintness of the ranch. 
 
    “What do you propose we do from here?” Flint’s energy strummed off him into me. It was filled with skepticism. 
 
    “We’ll take back roads to the house. It’ll take longer, but it will be easier to spot if anyone’s following us. Mica, I need you to stay alert and tell me if you see anything unusual.” Conroy’s brusque orders were so unlike any way he’d acted before. 
 
    “Flint?” Conroy’s eyes drifted to him in the rearview mirror. “Will you tell Diamond about the man Lena saw? I’m sure they all want to know why we’ve stopped.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Flint shook his head but did as Conroy asked. Cool air swirled into the cab when Flint opened his door. In a lightning fast move, he stood by Di’s window. 
 
    I brushed hair out of my eyes. “Hopefully, he was just a traveler who happens to have a dark cloud.” 
 
    Conroy nodded. “Let’s hope.” 
 
    Trying to take my mind off Conroy’s fears, I leaned forward. “Di mentioned that you have a drug at your house. She said it will give us our memories back.” 
 
    Conroy’s expression tightened. “That’s correct, and at this point, I think it’s important for all of you to take it.” 
 
    The setting sun blazed through the cab’s interior. I shielded my eyes so I could see Conroy better. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “So you can all remember what you’re truly capable of. Those additional abilities will be needed if you’re intent on returning to O’Brien.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mica’s head whipped toward Conroy, her drink forgotten. “What additional abilities? What the heck are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to explain now.” 
 
    Flint reappeared by my side. He’d moved at his speed. In other words, one second he was gone, the next he was there. The air rustled around us. 
 
    He slammed his door. “All right, they’ll follow.” 
 
    Conroy turned onto the highway. A car driving in the other lane slowed before pulling onto the interstate entrance ramp. Conroy’s eyes narrowed as he watched it. 
 
    “Mica, do you see anyone following us?” Conroy checked his mirrors. 
 
    Mica swung her gaze in all directions. Her pupils grew large and then small when she zoomed in and out. “There’s a car about a mile down this highway. It’s driving toward us.” 
 
    “They could be from O’Brien.” Conroy drove another mile before turning onto a two-lane road. The GPS on the dash recalculated our route. 
 
    Flint rolled his eyes and leaned toward me. “Paranoid with a capital P,” he whispered. 
 
    Di followed closely behind, putting just enough distance between us to allow Mica a good view in all directions. The winding road helped as we climbed into the mountains. Mica continued to scan the horizon at Conroy’s request. She told him everything she saw. 
 
    “A maroon minivan just appeared on the highway we left, it’s… The white sedan that turned onto the highway from the road we passed is heading south. Two kids are in the back and… The bikers stopped. One of them is rummaging through his saddle bag…” 
 
    Every few minutes, she’d look forward and tell Conroy what appeared ahead. “Nobody’s up this road, but there’s a home in that valley. A light’s on in the kitchen. I see movement in the…” 
 
    The evening carried on. The sun slowly faded. Conroy switched roads every time a new road appeared, sometimes doubling back the way we’d come. It was a good thing he’d filled both vehicles with gas at the travel center. We were already down to half a tank. 
 
    Green digits glowed on the dash’s clock as Mica continually assessed our surroundings. It wasn’t until eight at night that Conroy decided we weren’t being followed. 
 
    “So do you think the man with the dark cloud was truly just a traveler?” While my brain was telling me there was no possible way anyone from O’Brien could know where we were, my heart still hammered every time Mica thought someone might be following us. Conroy seemed so convinced we could be followed. 
 
    Conroy shook his head. “Not necessarily. He could be or we could have lost him.” 
 
    My stomach churned and not from lack of food. 
 
    The GPS once again recalculated our course when Conroy turned around. He rolled down his window before Di did a U-turn. 
 
    “I think we’re okay. We’ll head to the house now.” 
 
    Di scanned the road. From her frown, I wasn’t sure if she also felt this was overkill or if she agreed with Conroy. “Okay, we’ll follow you.” 
 
    My stomach grumbled as we backtracked to the main highway before heading north. However, this time it was reminding me we’d missed supper. Mica reached into her bag and pulled out gummy bears. Not exactly filling or nutritious, but it would have to do. She dumped a handful in my palm. 
 
    Popping a bear in my mouth, my heart rate slowly returned to normal. “So what are these additional powers you were talking about earlier?” 
 
    Flint raised his eyebrows. “Additional powers?” 
 
    I gave him a gummy. “Conroy told us the drug that counter effects the memory one would also help us recover additional powers. He said we may need them if we return to O’Brien.” 
 
    “We have more powers?” Flint glanced toward Conroy, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “For some of you, yes.” Conroy’s gaze stayed on the road. Wildlife continually appeared in the ditches. The desert seemed to come alive at night. 
 
    Mica popped a few gummies in her mouth. “So are you going to explain these additional abilities now?” 
 
    Conroy turned on his high beams. “It’s something a few of you and I began working on in your late teens. However, the drug I gave you would have made you forget everything you learned. None of you would remember what you’re truly capable of.” 
 
    I frowned. “You mean I can do more than see clouds?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Mica cocked her head. “And I can do more than see really well?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Flint’s energy grew. “What more can I do?” 
 
    “Nothing. Not everyone has additional abilities.” 
 
    I was about to ask another question when Conroy swerved to miss a coyote. It disappeared into the brush on the other side of the road. 
 
    “So you’re saying unless we take this drug, we’ll never be strong enough to defeat O’Brien?” Sarcasm laced Flint’s words. 
 
    “I’m not saying you won’t defeat them, but I am saying you stand a better chance.” 
 
    Flint’s gaze narrowed. “And how do you know this drug is safe?” 
 
    “Because I tested it.” 
 
    Flint guffawed. “Who’d you test it on?” 
 
    “Myself. I tested all of the drugs I gave to you on myself.” 
 
    I stared at him, open-mouthed. “All of the drugs? Even the ones you gave us when we were babies? The ones that made our abilities?” I laid a palm on Flint’s thigh. His muscles bunched. 
 
    “Yes. After the older set of twins died in your group I began testing all of the drugs on myself first – to ensure that they were safe.” 
 
    “But, Conroy,” Mica said with a sigh. “If you tested all of the drugs on yourself, how are you still alive? I thought the drugs only worked on small children and killed anyone older than three?” 
 
    “The more potent mixtures do, but I gave myself the first generation drugs of the ones that created your abilities. The ones all of you ultimately received were the end result.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Mica’s brown eyes widened. “So do you have all of our abilities?” 
 
    “No, not like you do. The drugs I took weren’t strong enough for complete transformations, but I do have some of your abilities. However, they’re subtle.” 
 
    “How subtle?” I asked. 
 
    Conroy’s brow furrowed. “I’m stronger than most men my age. That’s from Flint’s drug. And my hearing and eyesight are better than most. I also get feelings off people. You could say I’m good at reading others. I acquired that from your drug.” 
 
    My mouth dropped. “So you’re essentially able to do what all of us do but not as strongly?” 
 
    Conroy shook his head. “No, not nearly as strongly. I probably won’t ever need glasses or hearing aids but it’s nothing like what Jacinth or Mica can do.” 
 
    “Can you see the future?” Mica asked. 
 
    “No. Diamond’s and the twins’ abilities are the ones I acquired the least from. If anything, I may sense things on occasion, but that’s it.” 
 
    I cocked my head. “What kind of things do you sense?” 
 
    “Well… right now, I have a bad feeling about taking all of you out of the Forbidden Hills. I know that my old group is still actively pursuing us, and the fact that we’re no longer in hiding makes me nervous.” 
 
    “Couldn’t that be you being paranoid?” Mica persisted. “All of us have been wandering the country for the past six months. Don’t you think they would have found us by now if they were going to?” 
 
    It seemed like Mica, Flint and I all thought Conroy’s actions were overkill. 
 
    “Until recently, you weren’t all together,” Conroy countered. “They’re not looking for individuals. They’re looking for a group of eight adults that match your descriptions.” 
 
    Flint rolled his eyes. “Why not change our hair colors and have us wear disguises? Or would we have to? We left O’Brien when we were kids. How would they recognize us as adults?” 
 
    Conroy’s jaw clenched. “O’Brien’s technology is very sophisticated. Computer imaging software could give them renditions of what your facial features appear like now. Couple that with hair and eye colors, and they probably have fairly accurate descriptions of your appearance. That’s why we must stay in hiding until we’re prepared to return to O’Brien. In today’s world with computer software recognition programs and advanced communication systems, it’s not easy to stay anonymous.” 
 
    “That’s why you drugged us six months ago and left us in different cities around the country.” I already knew this from what he’d told us the other day, but it was only now sinking in. 
 
    “Exactly. It was the only way to keep you safe while letting you live normal, free lives.” 
 
    “Back to this memory drug,” Flint said, his tone hard. “You’re saying you tested the antidote on yourself, but if you did, how do you know that it really works? It’s not like your memory was gone, like ours are.” 
 
    “Oh, but it was. I tested that drug on myself too.” 
 
    My mouth dropped. “You did?” 
 
    “Yes, the drug I gave you all six months ago I tested on myself initially. I took the exact drug, so I’d know the end result. I wanted to know exactly what you’d be experiencing.” 
 
    I shook my head. “But that’d make you forget everything. I don’t get it. How did you know to take the antidote or what to do after you woke up?” 
 
    Conroy braked when another critter ran across the road. “I had a plan in place. I knew I’d forget everything so I had detailed instructions on what to do when I woke up. I waited a day before taking the antidote, and my memories returned.” 
 
    “How many of your drugs have you taken?” I asked. 
 
    “Over the years, probably close to twenty.” 
 
    I frowned. “That’s more than you’ve given any of us.” 
 
    “Correct. Not all of the drugs I’ve created worked.” 
 
    “But those drugs were really powerful – right?” Mica said. 
 
    “That’s correct. They were all mind altering.” 
 
    I twirled a strand of hair between my fingers. “Did the other guys in Project Renatus test the drugs on themselves first?” 
 
    Conroy made a disgusted sound. “No. Marcus Christenson and Albert Darlington never tested any drugs on themselves. They wouldn’t dream of harming themselves, only children.” 
 
    Bitterness hung in Conroy’s words. My fingers stilled. It was the first time I’d heard Conroy sound angry. 
 
    “But why would they want us dead?” Mica asked. 
 
    “You’re all living proof of the illegal practices that O’Brien conducted. All of us would go to prison if it were ever discovered.” 
 
    “Which is why they’d rather have us dead or captured.” Mica sighed. 
 
    “Yes.” Conroy cleared his throat. “Ah, we’re almost there.” 
 
    I glanced out the window. Blackness surrounded us. We were no longer on the highway but a small single lane road. I hadn’t noticed when we’d pulled onto it. Moonlight revealed a mountainous desert tinged with snow. 
 
    “Where are we?” I glanced around. 
 
    “About five miles from the house.” Conroy nodded ahead. “It’s just beyond that ravine.” 
 
    We pulled onto a long, paved driveway that appeared to snake through the hills. A heavy metal gate barred us from entering. Conroy opened his window and punched in a code before placing his fingertip against some kind of keypad. The gates swung open soundlessly. Conroy pulled the vehicle forward. I turned to see Di and the others follow. 
 
    Evergreen and sagebrush were barely visible in the headlights. It was so dark out here. When we got to the end of a never-ending driveway, I gazed out. “This is where you live?” 
 
    Conroy pulled up to a house, if you could call it that. It looked more like a fortress. “For the time being. Welcome to your new home.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Conroy’s house didn’t exactly scream desert adobe. Instead, it was made of concrete and glass and had a very modern feel to it. In the moonlight, sharp angles and severe roof lines made any sense of homey comfort vanish in its architecture. 
 
    I stepped out of the vehicle. “Who built this?” 
 
    “A celebrity,” Conroy replied. “I never caught his name. He had it custom built with the latest security equipment only to decide he didn’t want to live in Arizona. It went on the market promptly so I picked it up.” 
 
    He picked it up. Like it was no big deal to buy a multi-million dollar house on a whim. 
 
    “I chose this house based on its security,” Conroy added. “We should be safe here, for the time being.” 
 
    Slamming car doors sounded in the night. Di, Amber, the twins and Jacinda poured out of the Suburban. 
 
    “Wow!” Amber exclaimed. “This is your house?” 
 
    “Our house,” Conroy corrected. 
 
    “It’s huge.” Jacinda’s long blond hair shone in the moonlight as she surveyed the home. 
 
    “And new.” Di’s gaze traveled over the freshly planted landscape. 
 
    Junipers, yuccas and creosotes were a few of the species adorning the perimeter. They were awash in the pale security lights that surrounded the exterior. 
 
    “Looks rather…indestructible,” Jasper stated. 
 
    Di cocked her head, her short dark hair swaying. “And out of place.” 
 
    “I agree. It doesn’t fit with the desert landscape,” Conroy replied. 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Jet said. The twins laughed. Their expressions changed into the weird myriad display that happened when they spoke telepathically. Jet laughed again. 
 
    “Jasper.” Amber pouted, crossing her arms. “You promised not to do that.” 
 
    “Sorry, baby.” He pulled her closely to him. 
 
    She squealed before he reached down to kiss her deeply. Amber wrapped her arms tightly around him. I raised my eyebrows at the graphic display. 
 
    Mica rolled her eyes and made a sound of disgust. “Have they always been this way?” 
 
    Conroy frowned, an uncomfortable expression growing on his face. He cleared his throat. “Uh, no. Now, please, follow me. I’d like everyone to bring their bags inside and then we’ll stow the vehicles in the garage. I don’t know if O’Brien will fly drones this far from that travel station, but I’m not taking any chances.” 
 
    Flint and I again shared a look. Drones? 
 
    We walked to the home’s entrance along a series of stepping stones nestled into pristine gravel. Everything around the perimeter was expertly landscaped. Not one pebble sat out of place.  
 
    The front door, if it could be called that, was rather odd. Normally I expected a porch or doorbell or something that resembled a door at the entrance of a home. On this structure, there was only a large steel rectangle. No windows, no peephole. There wasn’t a door handle, and there certainly wasn’t a doorbell. It looked like a steel wall. 
 
    For a moment, I wondered how on earth we’d get in. Conroy, however, calmly reached for a small box on the wall. He pushed his fingertip against something. A soft click sounded and a keypad lit up. He punched in a series of numbers, pressed his fingerprint against something, and the sound of a heavy metal bolt released. The door silently opened. 
 
    “Jeez,” Jet muttered. “Are we able to get out of this place?” 
 
    We all followed Conroy inside. Lights clicked on. I figured there were motion sensors everywhere. Flint was the last to enter. With a cautious step, he finally walked into the entryway and watched the door close silently behind him. Once closed, the sound of a large metal bolt sliding into place echoed in the foyer. From the tight frown on Flint’s face, I guessed he didn’t like that. 
 
    I did, though. This house felt safe. There was no way anyone could enter uninvited. 
 
    “There are seven bedrooms on the main level and three downstairs.” Conroy nodded down a hall. “Kitchen’s down on the right, three bedrooms and the master beyond that. Three additional bedrooms are in the other wing, past the library and study.” He walked into the open living space just beyond the foyer. Lights clicked on with each step. 
 
    I stopped mid-stride, my mouth dropping. The house was huge and completely decorated. Everything was modern décor. Not like the plush sofas in Pete and Val’s house, but it did match the architecture. The thing that made me gape, however, was how ridiculously expensive everything looked. The furniture screamed money. 
 
    We followed Conroy into the living room. Three large couches and several chairs strategically filled the space. With small end tables placed decoratively, one would never have to reach far for a drink. Beyond the living room stood a wall of windows. The grounds behind the house were also lit up from pale security lights. Expertly landscaped desert plants and stone walkways weaved throughout the impressive backyard. A large pergola and barbecue area with outdoor seating interwove in the design. It fit perfectly into the environment. In the distance, an intimidating wall was visible. It seemed the entire grounds were fenced off by a solid, smooth enclosure. 
 
    “A bit like Fort Knox,” Jasper commented. 
 
    Conroy nodded. “I purchased this property because off the security.” 
 
    “So where’s this drug?” Di’s gaze grew shrewd when she crossed her arms. 
 
    At the mention of the memory drug, I perked up. 
 
    “In my study,” Conroy replied. “However, I think we should wait until morning to administer it. I’d like to check that vehicle license plate first, and proper administration and monitoring of the drug will take all day.” 
 
    “Not to mention, we haven’t decided if anyone should take it.” Flint pulled me closely to him. 
 
    “Fine by me.” Jacinda yawned. “Is there a shower around here?” 
 
    “Each room has its own bathroom,” Conroy replied. “If you all want to clean up, I’ll prepare a quick dinner. Feel free to wander throughout the house and get acquainted with the rooms. This home is yours now too.” 
 
    “Lovely.” Jacinda picked up her Louis Vuitton and walked down the hall. With her expertly styled hair and statuesque figure, Jacinda fit into this environment perfectly. 
 
    “Are we all sleeping on this level?” Amber’s dark brown hair, styled in a pixie haircut, stood out at all angles. The long day on the road and frantic zigzagging through the desert was evident in all of us. 
 
    “That depends if you want to share rooms or not,” Conroy replied. “There are enough bedrooms for everyone to sleep individually, or if you want to share, that’s fine too. Whatever you all prefer.” 
 
    “Which room’s yours?” I asked. 
 
    Conroy nodded in the direction Jacinda had gone. “The master’s that way.” 
 
    Di lifted her bag. “I’ll take the one closest to yours.” 
 
    “Jet, Amber and I can take the three down by the study,” Jasper said. 
 
    Mica sighed. “Then I guess I’ll take the other one down there.” 
 
    “Which means you two get to take the bedrooms downstairs,” Amber said to me and Flint. 
 
    I slung my backpack over my shoulder. “Works for me.” 
 
    “I get dibs on the bedroom with the biggest shower,” Jet said. With that, he, Jasper and Amber raced down the hall. Within minutes, laughter echoed from their wing. 
 
    Mica scowled and muttered something before stalking down the hall after Jacinda. That left me, Flint, Di and Conroy in the living room. 
 
    “Shall I give you a tour of the downstairs?” Conroy asked. 
 
    “No, we’ll manage.” Flint picked up both of our bags. A seamless glass railing was all that divided the hallway from the stairwell. In his typical speed, he disappeared into the cavernous depth below. 
 
    I gave Conroy an apologetic look. “He doesn’t mean to be rude.” 
 
    Conroy stared after Flint. When his gaze met mine, he smiled. The smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Yes, he does,” he replied quietly. “Take your time down there. Dinner will be in an hour.” 
 
    Conroy turned to Di. “Would you like me to show you the rooms?” They headed in the direction Mica and Jacinda had gone and spoke quietly as they walked down the hall.  
 
    I followed Flint, holding carefully onto the glass railing with one hand as I walked downstairs. My other hand clung to my backpack. Each step was a floating, metal slab. I could see myself either tripping or falling through the gaping hole where a backboard would have been on normal steps. 
 
    “Lena?” Flint whispered. 
 
    I caught his scent before I saw him. Spice, wood and tangerines. The next second he was at my side, smiling. His strong, steady hands easily encircled my waist. Without asking if I needed help, he lifted me as if I weighed no more than a cotton ball. I sailed down the rest of the stairs in his arms. When we reached the bottom, he let go. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “I was doing just fine on my own.” 
 
    He grinned. “Are the others staying upstairs?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Come on, I want to show you something.” He pulled me before I could protest. 
 
    An entire wall of glass also encompassed the basement wall, similar to upstairs. The home was apparently a walk-out, built into a hillside. When we reached a panel, Flint pushed against something. A section of the glass slid open. Another bizarre door. 
 
    “How did you….” I shook my head and dropped my backpack on the floor. “What about the security system?” 
 
    “I saw the combination Conroy punched in. Since there isn’t a biometric scanner for this one, I deactivated it down here.” 
 
    “You deactivated it?” I tried to sound scolding, but the playful look in Flint’s eyes dulled any concerns for our safety. Flint was rarely playful, and since he was like this when Conroy’s antidote loomed in our minds, I knew something was up. 
 
    “Follow me.” He tugged me out through the glass door, or wall, or whatever it was. Cool, evening air swam around us. The air was dry but crisp and held unfamiliar desert scents. 
 
    I stopped just after the threshold. “What about drones?” 
 
    Flint rolled his eyes. “Babe, there are no drones. Conroy’s paranoid.” 
 
    My feet were the only thing that made a sound. Flint, as usual, seemed to glide along the pebbles in his usual graceful walk. As if he was a ghost floating through the night. 
 
    We carried along a pathway, in and out of landscaped desert plants. The house disappeared behind us. The dark walled perimeter I had seen from upstairs grew larger. The sound of trickling water reached my ears a moment later. A fountain appeared. I guessed it hadn’t dropped below freezing if the thing still ran. From the cool mountain air, freezing temps were to come. 
 
    We sailed past the fountain and didn’t stop until we reached a small rock garden. 
 
    “Lie down.” Flint pointed to something on the ground. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “A blanket. I took it off one of the beds.” 
 
    I glanced back at the house. “How’d you get it out here?” 
 
    “I did a quick run of the perimeter and grounds while you were talking to Conroy. This place sits on at least five acres.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help my smile. Flint still seemed somewhat oblivious to how unique his gift was. He probably patrolled the grounds in under a minute, while it would have taken a normal human around twenty. 
 
    “Do you think Conroy would approve?” 
 
    Flint grunted. “I could care less if he approves.” 
 
    Right, case closed. I sat on the blanket and drew my knees up. 
 
    In a flash, Flint lay beside me. Moonlight shimmered off his chestnut locks. That playful look was back on his face. 
 
    “What did you want to show me?” I smiled and savored his perpetual warmth. My sweater was no match for the cold temperature. 
 
    “Lie flat.” 
 
    I lay down, the small pebbles underneath the blanket shifting with my weight. I raised my eyebrows expectantly. 
 
    He grinned. “Look up.” 
 
    I did as he said and gasped. “Wow…” 
 
    “Incredible, isn’t it?” 
 
    I knew a lot of telescopes were built in high mountain deserts. The low humidity and lesser particles in the air, along with the higher elevation, allowed scientists a clearer picture of space. However, I’d never actually seen the night sky under such conditions. I’d only read about it in books I had checked out from Little Raven’s library. 
 
    The view above me was too beautiful for words. The entire sky was a shimmering array of stars. The cloudy Milky Way trailed across its midst, like an opaque ribbon stretching from horizon to horizon. The night sky here was so bright and abundant. I’d never realized how much we were missing at the ranch. 
 
    “This is amazing!” I breathed. 
 
    “I’ve already seen eight satellites.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    He pointed up. “There’s another one.” 
 
    I followed his finger. Sure enough, a tiny dot sailed in a steady line across the sky. We both watched until it disappeared. 
 
    “Does this remind you of anything?” 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah, although the sky’s better here.” 
 
    Back at Hideaway Hills ranch, only weeks ago, we sneaked away frequently to be alone. Often, we’d lay on the grass, staring at the night sky, just like we were right now. Flint and I both loved backyard astronomy. It was one of the many things we had in common. 
 
    We lay quietly for a while. I inched closer to his side and let his radiating warmth keep the chill away. 
 
    “It’s so quiet out here.” 
 
    He grumbled a response and stroked my hair. The fleeting movement sent tingles down my spine. I expected kisses on my neck to follow with some clothes being removed after that, but his hands stayed put. 
 
    “Babe?” 
 
    Something in his voice made me pause. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Are you really going through with it tomorrow?” His words were soft, yet I heard the catch in them. 
 
    “You mean the antidote? Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” he whispered.  
 
    I leaned up on an elbow to meet his gaze. “Do you really need to ask? I want to know about my life. I want to remember everything I’ve done.” 
 
    “Even if there are consequences?” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Side effects for one. We don’t know what this drug will do to us. Remember, these drugs are mind altering. One bad reaction and our brains could be fried.” 
 
    I frowned. “Yeah, I know, but this drug is much safer than the ones we received as babies. The chances of that happening are rare.” 
 
    “So you still want to do it?”  
 
    “Conroy tried it. Nothing happened to him.” 
 
    Flint guffawed. “Conroy says he tried it. I trust Conroy about as far as I can throw him.” 
 
    I swallowed a smile. “You could probably throw him pretty far.” 
 
    Flint tried to scowl, but his lips tugged up. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yes, but I trust him. I don’t know what else you want me to say.” 
 
    Flint glanced away, his profile a shadowy line. “Why do you need to know what our lives were like? Isn’t this enough? What we have now? Why do you need to risk that?” 
 
    “Of course I don’t want to risk this, but I need to know what happened to me. Don’t you want to remember your life too?” 
 
    A dark emotion flashed across his face before he masked it. 
 
    “What are you afraid of?” I asked quietly. 
 
    He shook his head, his eyes downcast. 
 
    “Flint. Talk to me.” 
 
    He sighed harshly. “I just don’t want anything to happen to you.” 
 
    I tilted his chin toward me, forcing his gaze to meet mine. “There’s something more than that. I can tell.” 
 
    He looked away again. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Flint, you can tell me.” 
 
    “It’s dumb,” he said so quietly, I had to strain to hear. “I’m not sure I want to remember…what they did to me.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed. 
 
    I felt so stupid I hadn’t put two and two together. Of course. Flint was the oldest in the group. Conroy had mentioned that Flint remembered more about O’Brien than any of us. He’d been eight years old when Conroy took us away. I’d only been five. I’d be lucky if I remembered more than a few details, but Flint would probably remember years of details. 
 
    “So you’re afraid of what you’ll remember?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I think I’m more afraid of how I’ll react.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    The strained look in his eyes made my heart ache. They were the eyes of a little boy. “What if it changes me?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. What can I say to that? It won’t. Everything will be fine. It was a cliché response, but I wasn’t one to make promises I couldn’t keep. 
 
    “It could,” I finally said. “I wish I could say it won’t change you, but I don’t know that.” 
 
    “And what if it changes you too?” 
 
    I cocked my head. “Do you think it would? Even though I was so young when we left O’Brien?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Or what if we both remember things that make us feel differently about one another?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. No, I’m sure that won’t happen. Remember what Conroy said? He said you’ve always been protective of me. And remember the way we both reacted when we saw each other for the first time two months ago? There’s no way we’d feel that way if this wasn’t real. I’m sure of that. Whatever that drug does to us tomorrow, it won’t change how we feel for one another.” 
 
    He smiled. “You sound so convinced.” 
 
    “Because I am.” 
 
    Flint sighed and pulled me to him. He resumed stroking my hair. 
 
    “There’s no way I’m going to talk you out of this, is there?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He sighed heavily. “Then I guess that means I’m taking it too.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. Conroy said you don’t have additional powers to remember. There’s no reason you have to take it.” 
 
    “You really think I’d let you take it first, without me knowing what it could do to you?” 
 
    My lips parted. “You mean the only reason you’re taking it is to make sure nothing bad happens to me?” 
 
    “I’ll never let anything hurt you.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. “Flint, you don’t need to do that.” 
 
    “And you think I’d ever forgive myself if something bad happened? Especially something I could have prevented?” Before I could say anything, he added, “No, if you’re taking this drug, then I’m taking it, and I’m taking it first.” 
 
    A heavy ache settled in my chest. I didn’t want him to do this for me, but the other part of me knew I was wasting my breath by arguing. When Flint’s mind was made up, nothing could sway it. I’d learned that months ago. 
 
    “I would try to talk you out of it, but I know there’s no use.” 
 
    “You know me well.” He pulled me closer. “I can’t let you take that drug without me knowing what it will do. Will you let me?” 
 
    I hugged him tighter and gazed at the stars. I didn’t know how to make him understand that I felt the same way. I’d do anything to keep him from being hurt, but he’d never let me put myself at risk for him. 
 
    I chewed my lip and wondered if taking Conroy’s antidote was the right thing to do after all – additional abilities be damned.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We didn’t eat dinner until ten o’clock. Flint and I both returned to the backyard following the meal. I had no idea how long we stayed outside. I must have fallen asleep while we lay under the stars, and Flint must have carried me back inside. 
 
    I woke in a large bed. Soft, warm sheets and a thick duvet covered me. My eyes opened to a mass of hair in my face. I reached over, expecting to feel Flint. 
 
    The empty bed greeted me. 
 
    Pushing up, I blew curls out of my eyes and surveyed my surroundings. I had no memory of moving into a bedroom and mused that I could have sleepwalked here. I did have a history of that. 
 
    Disappointment strummed through me that I was alone. Flint and I had never slept beside one another. Not really at least. It had been too hard at the ranch since we tried to respect our roommates. None of them appreciated our kissing and petting on display. Not to mention twin sized beds weren’t exactly practical for that sort of thing. 
 
    My fingers drifted to the indent lining the pillow beside me. I leaned down and inhaled. Flint’s unique scent wafted up. So he had slept here. I smiled, but then a frown tugged at my lips. We still hadn’t slept together, though. Well, at least not that I knew of. Perhaps we had before we re-met in August, but I simply didn’t remember it. 
 
    Flint’s distant figure abruptly appeared in the bedroom door. He was pacing in the large family room outside the bedroom. After a few paces, he stopped and stood quietly by the wall of windows. He gazed at the desert landscape, hands stuffed in his jean pockets, his profile a chiseled line. In the sun, his beautiful chestnut hair shone with dark streaks of gold. 
 
    I got up and quickly dressed. When I approached him, he didn’t seem to know I was there. I encircled his waist from behind and buried my face between his shoulder blades. 
 
    “Good morning.” His voice was a deep rumble. 
 
    “Morning, did you sleep at all?” 
 
    “A few hours.” 
 
    “Flint? Lena?” a voice called from the stairs. It was Di. “Are you two coming up?” 
 
    Flint turned and gave me a brief hug. Dark circles lined his eyes. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I glanced at the clock when we all gathered in the living room. It was almost ten in the morning. Everyone else was up and talking nervously to one another. From the whispered comments, it sounded like everyone knew about the “additional abilities” that Conroy had told us about in the car. Despite the chance of side effects, most seemed eager to take it. 
 
    Conroy had sold his drug well. If we wanted to defeat O’Brien, what better way to do that than to present our strongest selves? 
 
    The older scientist was nowhere to be seen. I approached Di. That manic gleam was in her eyes again. “Do you know if Conroy discovered anything about that man in the sedan?” 
 
    Di sipped her coffee and nodded. “He came back clean. His description matches the driver’s license photo of the man registered to that vehicle.” 
 
    “So he doesn’t work for O’Brien? They don’t know we’re here?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    Not yet. Right. 
 
    Nervous energy churned in me when I walked into the kitchen for a cup of coffee. When I returned, Flint was standing in front of the windows again. He stood like he had been in the basement: still, not moving. He looked like a statue, hard marble carved with graceful strokes. His gaze was trained on something in the distance. I could only imagine what he was thinking. 
 
    The sky was overcast with spurts of blue intermingled among the white cloud cover. Mountains bathed in snow surrounded the rolling hills. The high mountain desert was beautiful, and in a way, reminded me of Hideaway Hills. 
 
    Jacinda appeared at my side. “Are you nervous?” Her honey brown eyes were especially bright this morning. Dark circles also lined her eyes. It seemed everyone was on edge. 
 
    “A little. You?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Mica approached. She held up a plate of food. “Conroy made quite the spread in there. Eggs, bacon, hash browns, sausage, you name it. You guys eat yet?” 
 
    We both shook our heads. 
 
    “Better get some before it’s all gone!” Mica said cheerfully before taking a big bite of eggs.  
 
    I smiled. Mica’s appetite hadn’t diminished in the slightest since leaving Hideaway Hills. It didn’t seem the prospect of being drugged and potentially suffering severe side effects affected it. 
 
    “I think I’ll wait until we’re done.” I was too nervous to eat, which was probably an absolute first for me. Food and I usually got along quite well, but I kept thinking about what Flint was doing. For me. 
 
    “I’ll stick with the coffee.” Jacinda held up the steaming mug in her hand. 
 
    Mica shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She ambled toward Jet and Jasper. For once, Amber wasn’t with them. Mica smiled brightly at Jasper when she reached his side. 
 
    I glanced at Flint. He still hadn’t moved. 
 
    “All right, everyone, gather round.” Conroy emerged from the hallway. He carried a briefcase and was dressed more elegantly than I’d ever seen. Tan dress pants, a navy sweater and a button up shirt underneath. The pants were smooth, the sweater tailored perfectly. Everything about his clothes hinted at money. I wondered if the outdoor gear he’d been wearing since we met wasn’t his usual attire. Perhaps this was. 
 
    I frowned. Those thoughts only made me realize that Flint may be right. We didn’t know Conroy at all. I switched my vision. Conroy’s beautiful rainbow cloud appeared. It billowed around his shoulders. Despite the faint colors, it was vibrant and unique. My worry evaporated. An instinct deep inside of me told me that I could trust Conroy. I trusted my instinct. It had kept me alive during my homeless months. 
 
    Flint finally turned from the window, his expression stony. For a brief second, it faltered. Once again, a fleeting glimpse of fear emerged. 
 
    My shoulders slumped. He was doing this for me and only me. It didn’t seem he was remotely interested in our childhood or pasts. He was happy to live in the present, but he didn’t want to risk me being hurt by the drug, so he was going to take it first. Never mind that the drug may affect each of us differently. Never mind that one of us may experience side effects that the other didn’t. He would still insist on going ahead of me. 
 
    I stepped closer to him. Flint put his arm around my shoulders and gripped me tightly. Leaning down, he buried his nose in my hair and inhaled. 
 
    I squeezed him back. 
 
    Conroy stepped into the middle of the living room. Everyone formed a circle around him, including Amber, who had finally appeared. Conroy put a strange looking briefcase on the center coffee table. It opened with a hiss, revealing rows of glass vials. 
 
    Conroy removed several vials and a handful of incredibly long syringes. My eyes widened. 
 
    “The drug will need to be injected. It’s not an easy procedure as it requires a lumbar puncture. From there, it will travel up the spinal column before it passes through the blood brain barrier. I’ll only be able to inject one of you at a time, and you’ll need to be monitored afterward. This will most likely take all day.” 
 
    “I can help,” Di said. “It’ll go faster if I help.” 
 
    Conroy smiled, a knowing glint in his eyes. “If you’d like to help, Diamond, I’d appreciate your assistance.”  
 
    I marveled again that Di was a doctor. Apparently, Conroy had taught her, and although she didn’t hold an official degree, she was a very talented physician. 
 
    “I’ll let all of you decide who will go first,” Conroy continued. “From there–” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Flint interrupted. His entire body tensed against me as a push of power rolled off him. 
 
    I gasped when it hit me. It felt like a hot wave as powerful as the surf pounding the shore. 
 
    “You said this requires a lumbar puncture?” Flint asked. 
 
    Conroy nodded. “Correct.” 
 
    “But if that’s true, how did you administer the drug to yourself?” 
 
    The nervous whispering that had been traveling in the living room stopped. 
 
    “You claim to have already taken it,” Flint said tightly. “Yet you couldn’t have given it to yourself, could you?” 
 
    I stopped breathing. Flint was right. There was no way Conroy could have injected this drug into himself. 
 
    “You’re right,” Conroy replied calmly. “I didn’t give it to myself. Diamond did.” 
 
    A few gasps sounded. My gaze darted to Di’s. 
 
    Di looked as surprised as the rest of us. “I did?” 
 
    The silence resumed before Mica sat down heavily on one of the couches. I followed suit before pulling Flint down too. I faintly registered how uncomfortable the hard, angular sofa was. 
 
    “That means Di knew about this drug,” Jasper said slowly. “Before it was given to us…” 
 
    Jasper eyed his brother. Their features became a rotating display of every emotional expression. I had no idea what they were saying to one another. 
 
    Given what he just revealed, I couldn’t help but question Conroy’s sincerity. It was obvious Flint felt the same. The powerful, hot feeling pouring off him kicked up a notch. 
 
    “Is it true?” Jacinda pierced Conroy and Di with suspicious looks. “Did you do this together?” 
 
    Conroy sighed. “Yes, Diamond knew about the drugs–” 
 
    The energy in the room exploded. 
 
    I switched my vision. Everyone’s clouds had quadrupled in size. 
 
    Di collapsed onto a chair, wide-eyed. I think it was the first time I’d seen her speechless. Jet and Jasper began shouting accusations, telepathy forgotten. Mica appeared dumbstruck, while Amber practically fell off the couch. Flint remained motionless as hot energy rolled off him. 
 
    “Let me finish,” Conroy stated calmly but loudly. 
 
    It took a few moments before everyone quieted down. When they did, Conroy said, “Diamond knew about the drugs, but she did not know I intended to use them on you.” 
 
    “How could she not know?” Jet’s blue eyes flashed dangerously. 
 
    Conroy shook his head. “I was always manufacturing drugs. That was nothing new, and you were all aware of that. I’m a biomedical chemist. It’s what I’ve been doing for over thirty years. My work didn’t stop because we left society. In fact, all of you helped me at one point or another.” 
 
    “In that lab under the cabin?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. All of you worked in the lab at various times. That’s where I spent most of my days. Believe it or not, you all know more about chemistry than most chemistry majors.” 
 
    Mica’s forehead scrunched up. “We do?” 
 
    Conroy smiled, as I almost did, at her stumped expression. “Yes, Mica, you do. Living in the Forbidden Hills for fifteen years gave all of you plenty of time to learn more than most graduates.” 
 
    Everyone grew silent again. 
 
    I took a deep breath. So far, Conroy had an explanation for everything. Any time anything questionable had arisen, he had been able to give an immediate rational explanation. I figured that could mean one of two things. One, he was telling the truth, or two, he was a good liar who thought quickly on his feet. He was a genius after all. The second option could very well be the reality. 
 
    I leaned back on the uncomfortable sofa. I’d trusted Conroy from the first moment we’d met. I knew it came down to two choices. I could either choose to continue trusting him. Or, I could choose Flint’s path and second guess everything Conroy said. 
 
    I switched my vision. Once again, a rainbow of colors appeared in Conroy’s cloud. So many colors. Why is his cloud like that? 
 
    The only similarity to the eight of our clouds and Conroy’s was the bright blue. However, that was where the similarities ended. The eight of us only had two colors in our clouds – a single color that was unique to each of us mixed with the bright blue. None of us had dozens of colors like Conroy, but the blue in our clouds did match the blue in Conroy’s. 
 
    My mouth fell open. I studied everyone’s colors again. I bit my lip. A theory grew in my mind for why we had colorful clouds. However, there was only one way to know for sure if that theory was correct. 
 
    Conroy continued on. “I’m not forcing this drug on any of you, but I am recommending it. If you want to defeat O’Brien, you’ll need to be strong. Your memories are one way to help that. If you choose to take it, I will gladly administer it, but if you do not want to take it, that is entirely your choice.” 
 
    Everyone eyed one another. It seemed from most of our expressions, the others had reached the same conclusion as me. We either chose to trust Conroy or we didn’t. Regardless, the choice was ours. 
 
    “I’m still doing it,” I replied. “I’ll go first.” 
 
    Flint tensed. “No, you won’t. I’m first.” 
 
    I sighed. I knew he wouldn’t let me, but I figured it was worth a try. I still wanted to give him an out if he had changed his mind. 
 
    “You could both have it done at the same time,” Di offered, shaking herself out of silence. “Conroy could inject one of you, and I could inject the other.” 
 
    Flint gave Di a sharp look. 
 
    Di took a step back. “Right,” she said matter-of-factly. “Lena won’t be going first.” 
 
    “I’ll go then,” Mica volunteered, standing up. “If that’s okay, Lena?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “It’s fine.” 
 
    Flint turned to me while Conroy led Mica to a table he had set up. “Promise me you won’t go until I’m done,” he whispered. 
 
    My breath sucked in at the emotion in Flint’s dark eyes. Once again, they were full of fear. My annoyance vanished as I pulled him into a tight hug. “I promise.” 
 
    “Flint?” Di called. She stood by the second table. “You can lie here.” 
 
    Conroy was already prepping Mica’s back for the puncture. A large swab of iodine painted her skin orange. 
 
    Flint leaned down. He kissed me softly. “Remember your promise.” 
 
    In a flash, he was on the table. The movement caused the air to stir and ruffle my hair. “Promise,” I repeated, more to myself than him. 
 
    Tears moistened my eyes. I wasn’t sure why, but I was suddenly a jumble of emotions. They flooded me, like everything inside of me was a whirlpool, swirling about. I couldn’t really explain why I felt this way. Maybe it was the vulnerable position Flint lay in, on his side in a fetal position, his back bare. Or maybe it was fear of the unknown. 
 
    I didn’t know.  
 
    Di prepped Flint’s back. I hunkered at his side. Flint’s face was expressionless, his gaze blank. Conroy began drawing up the drug into the large syringes. 
 
    Jacinda kneeled beside me and put an arm around my shoulders. “He’ll be okay.” 
 
    I numbly watched Conroy and Di at work.  
 
    Even though I trusted Conroy, I momentarily panicked when Di administered the serum. I almost lunged forward but Jacinda stopped me, her finely boned hands gently yet firmly gripping my arms. 
 
    Flint didn’t utter a sound. A few seconds after the serum was in, his eyes closed and he slumped onto the table. My gaze whipped to Conroy. 
 
    Conroy smiled sympathetically. “Unconsciousness is expected. The alterations the drugs demand remap one’s brain. To cope, the mind shuts down while letting the drug work its course. He’ll be unconscious for a few hours.” 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off Flint. 
 
    He lay deathly still. 
 
      
 
    THE REST OF the morning passed in a blur. Jasper stayed at my side. He decided to not take the drug until he knew how Jet faired. It seemed reasonable to assume that if one twin had a bad reaction, the other would as well. Jacinda had been hesitant too, but in the end, she seemed to feel similar to me. Wanting to know our pasts trumped potential side effects. She currently lay unconscious on the table along with the others. 
 
    Di and Conroy carefully walked between everyone while monitoring their vitals. 
 
    Since the lumbar puncture was a sterile procedure and required checks for bleeding and hematomas, it took hours of monitoring afterward. I think I’d once known that. Something faintly registered in my mind, no doubt another long buried memory trying to break free. That had happened periodically over the past six months. All of us randomly remembered things, things that had escaped Conroy’s drug. Frustratingly, however, none of those things had eluded to our identities. They’d simply been things we’d once known, probably what Conroy had taught us. Apparently, it wasn’t only Di who’d been educated in medicine since I faintly remembered a thing or two about lumbar punctures. 
 
    Di and Conroy worked seamlessly throughout the morning as I paced the living room. From the synchronicity with which they moved, I guessed it wasn’t the first time they’d worked together. Di seemed to anticipate Conroy’s every need and vice versa. If any of us had spent a lot of time with Conroy in his lab, I was guessing it was Di. 
 
    By the time the afternoon rolled around, I’d stopped pacing and opted for hovering at Flint’s side. Di lay on her side as Conroy prepped her back. I barely glanced their way. My gaze wouldn’t leave Flint. 
 
    Flint’s pulse was strong and steady. His face twitched and moved, while his eyeballs shifted rapidly beneath his lids. I asked Conroy if that was normal. 
 
    “Yes. That’s the last stage before waking up. He’s processing memories right now like a dream. When he wakes, they’ll slowly all return to him, and he’ll realize they were never dreams at all but memories.” 
 
    I clasped Flint’s hand tightly as I waited for him to wake. 
 
    I prayed he’d be okay. 
 
      
 
    FLINT WOKE MID-AFTERNOON. He was the first to wake. The second he did he squeezed my hand tightly. I snapped my head up from where I’d been resting it on my forearm. His eyes were open, his gaze clear. 
 
    “Are you okay?” The anxiety in my voice was evident, even to me. 
 
    He didn’t respond. Instead, he smiled and squeezed my hand. “Lena…” he whispered. 
 
    I covered his hand with both of mine. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He nodded. “It worked. I remember.” 
 
    “Everything?” I knew he would understand that I was referring to O’Brien Pharmaceuticals. Our earliest memories there. 
 
    His smile disappeared. For the briefest moment, he frowned. “Yes, everything.” 
 
    “And you’re okay? You don’t regret doing it?” 
 
    The frown vanished. “If you only knew…” 
 
    I waited for him to continue. He didn’t. “If I only knew what?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    I cocked my head.  
 
    “Galena?” Conroy called. “Are you ready?” 
 
    I squeezed Flint’s hand again. “So you’re okay with me doing this?” I didn’t tell him that my mind was made up. I was doing it whether he agreed with me or not. 
 
    “I’m okay with it.” 
 
    I stood and swallowed audibly before walking to the other table. I lay on my side. In a flash, Flint was holding my hand. The latest drug obviously hadn’t affected his ability. I sighed in relief. 
 
    “I’m going to swab you first.” Conroy lifted the hem of my shirt and draped sterile fabric over me.  
 
    “All right,” I mumbled. Something cold slid across my lower back.  
 
    “After I’ve prepped the area, I’ll inject you with lidocaine to numb the pain. It’ll feel like a burning sensation but it will be over quickly.” 
 
    I nodded as best I could in the awkward position. 
 
    “When I inject the drug, you may feel some sensations as it travels up your spine to your brain. Don’t be alarmed if you do.” 
 
    Flint cloud radiated love and warmth. Any trepidation I had vanished. I trusted Conroy, and I trusted Flint. I knew Flint wouldn’t let anything bad happen to me. If he was okay with me doing this, then I knew I’d be fine. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I said. 
 
    Conroy flicked a syringe. “Here’s the lidocaine.” 
 
    A sharp prick pierced my back. A stinging sensation followed. It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be, kind of like a bee sting. It quickly vanished and then I felt nothing but small points of pressure as Conroy injected more lidocaine. 
 
    After a few moments, he said, “I’m going to administer the drug now, Galena.” 
 
    I felt more pressure in my spine and then a popping sensation. It was completely painless, but at Conroy’s instruction, I lay completely still.  
 
    “The drug is going in now.” 
 
    A warm sensation flowed into me. It was a strange feeling, like molten molasses coating my spinal cord. I felt the drug move up and up. It started in my lumbar area and then moved to my transverse vertebrae and last to the cervical area. When it reached the base of my skull, an explosion of light flashed across my eyes. It felt like heat coated the inside of my mind. 
 
    A flash of panic engulfed me. I had no idea if that feeling was to be expected or not. 
 
    I’m not sure if I made a sound. In a way, it felt like I was no longer in my body. Things grew heavy as a pressure rose in my mind. It felt like someone was putting layer after layer of heavy lead on my consciousness. I abruptly felt tired. So tired. 
 
    I fought it for as long as I could. The last thing I remembered was Flint’s face as he kneeled beside me. His image swam in and out of focus as my lids opened and closed, but then my lids grew too heavy. Flint whispered something in my ear. 
 
    I didn’t know what he said before everything went dark.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    14 years old 
 
      
 
    All nine of us hiked through The Forbidden Hills, walking up the steep terrain to the cliff where the helicopter landed. The moon smiled down, the air crisp and full of wet, night scents. We carried packs containing the items Father would dispose of. Recyclable items, used lab equipment, food packaging that couldn’t be burned and buried. 
 
    Flint walked right behind me, but for the first time in the past year, I was more consumed with something other than him. 
 
    I was going on a helicopter. 
 
    I was going to a real city! 
 
    A few years ago, Father started taking us on individual trips into the real world. He knew how much we wanted to see life outside of our secluded cabin. It was almost a rite of passage. When Father deemed we were mature enough to understand the gravity of leaving our mountain, he arranged the short trip. But it was one trip only. He said it was too dangerous to go more than that. The men at that place were still looking for us. 
 
    Flint, Di, Jacinda, the twins and Mica had already gone. This year, it was my turn. Fourteen years old, and I was finally going to see how the rest of the world lived. 
 
    “Are you excited?” Jacinda asked from ahead. 
 
    I nodded vigorously. “Yes, I can’t wait!” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. When Flint’s and my eyes met, I thought he frowned, but it was hard to tell in the night. He’d been like that all day, more quiet than usual. I bit my lip and turned around. I hoped he wasn’t mad at me, but I couldn’t think of any reason why he would be. I grumbled. That was another change I’d been dealing with over the past year. Obsessing when I thought something was wrong between Flint and me. 
 
    “Almost there,” Father called, pulling me from my mulling. 
 
    The trees ended. The large meadow on the cliff’s edge appeared. Silvery moonlight illuminated the rocky terrain. 
 
    I switched my vision. Everyone’s clouds appeared. The single colors danced above all of us, but Father’s rainbow cloud was the prettiest even though it was so faint. 
 
    Before I got my first period, everything other than the clouds had been out of focus, but with Father’s help that had improved. Now, I could see things clearly while also seeing clouds. Even more exciting, Father said with time I may be able to control a person’s cloud. He said something about harnessing their energy. We hadn’t worked on that yet. 
 
    Father put his GPS away and glanced at the sky.   
 
    “How long till the helicopter gets here?” Jet asked. He stood beside Jasper and Mica. As was becoming the norm, Mica and Jasper stood side by side. 
 
    Conroy illuminated his digital watch. “It’s seven minutes to eleven. We have a few minutes.” 
 
    I swallowed nervously and switched my vision back to normal. The clearing once again became swamped in the moonlight.  
 
    I caught Flint’s scent a second before he stood beside me. His silent approach was like a cougar’s. Clasping my hands, I waited for him to talk. I knew he’d wanted to say something all day. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “First time on a chopper. You must be excited.” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    He shuffled his feet. A few pebbles skittered along the cliff. “It’s a different place out there, compared to what we’re used to.” 
 
    “Hmm, yeah.” My excitement for the chopper ride dimmed in his presence. I wouldn’t see Flint for three days. Three days. After a lifetime of him at my side, a few days seemed like an eternity. 
 
    “Do you think you’ll want to come back?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I glanced up, having to crane my neck. At seventeen, Flint was tall – at least a foot taller than me. “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    His eyes were dark in the night, his features grim. “I know how restless you get. How you want to know what it’s like out there.” 
 
    I grinned. “I can’t wait to see it.” 
 
    Flint put his hands on my shoulders, his frown deepening. His touch stopped my breath. He hardly ever touched me, not like this. “Promise me something?” 
 
    His frantic whisper wiped the grin off my face. I nodded mutely. 
 
    “Listen to Conroy. Always. You don’t know what it was like…at that place. If they were to find you…” He paused. “Promise me you’ll follow Conroy’s instructions. If he tells you to do something, don’t question him, just do it.” 
 
    I licked my lips. I hadn’t thought about that place or those men in so long. It felt like another lifetime ago. I’d been so young when we left. An image of the bad man with the black cloud flashed through my mind. I shook it off. 
 
    “Promise?” Flint said again. The chopper sounded in the distance. 
 
    “Yeah, I promise.” 
 
    His grip relaxed as he dropped his hands from my shoulders. 
 
    When the chopper touched down, Father rushed to its side. He motioned to Flint. 
 
    Flint whizzed around, collecting our packs and throwing them in the back of the chopper. When the cargo was stowed, Father held his hand out to me. 
 
    Before I could take it, Flint stepped in my path. His hair flew around his forehead, but the charged look in his eyes… 
 
    He leaned down until his lips touched my ear. I shivered. “Don’t forget your promise.” 
 
    “Galena!” Father called. “We must go!” 
 
    The anxiety in Father’s voice was evident amidst the deafening chopper. The cliff top was well out of view from the distant towns and ranches, and helicopters were used commonly for herding cattle, but Father still worried. Locals might question why they heard the occasional faint sound of a chopper at night. So far, we’d manage to avoid anybody knowing that we lived in the Forbidden Hills. Hiding was key to survival, at least according to Father.  
 
    I sprinted to the door and hopped inside. Everyone waved goodbye. The moonlight illuminated their excited expressions. Even Di smiled. Flint, however, stood in the back of the group, his hands stuffed in his jean pockets, his expression somber. 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    Three days. 
 
    A second later, we were off. My stomach flipped when the helicopter lurched to the side. All thoughts of Flint vanished. The ground disappeared beneath us as we flew forward. I almost laughed. I’d never experienced anything like this! 
 
    Father turned in his seat. His voice sounded in my ear. The ear muffs he’d put on me apparently had speakers in them.  
 
    “We’ll fly to Jackson, Wyoming. From there, we’ll take my plane to Seattle. We should arrive by five in the morning.” 
 
    Once in Seattle, we’d have three full days before we’d return to the cabin. The others had told me that Father would dedicate two of those days solely to me. He’d indulge me in anything I wanted to do. 
 
    I couldn’t wait! 
 
      
 
    I FELL ASLEEP somewhere over Wyoming. The next thing I knew, Father was gently shaking me. “Galena, wake up,” he whispered. “We’re in Seattle.” 
 
    Rubbing my eyes, I peered around. We were no longer in the helicopter but a plane. 
 
    “I carried you from the chopper. You were sound asleep.” 
 
    He ushered me out of the plane to a waiting car. Red glowed on the horizon. The scream of jet planes sounded from the distant commercial runway. We appeared to be at a smaller section of the airport. 
 
    I paused a moment to stare at everything. I’d never seen planes before, not close like this. I’d never seen a car either outside of a movie. 
 
    Smiling, I ran my hand along the car’s exterior. It was cool to the touch and very smooth. Father nudged me gently toward the open door. My smile vanished. Father continually glanced around, his brow furrowed, his mouth tensed. 
 
    I remembered Flint’s warning. 
 
    We left the airport and pulled onto a large road. Road signs flashed by the window. Any thoughts about those men and that bad place vanished. I almost giggled. This was an interstate. I knew all about them from the Transportation class Father taught a few years ago in our Real Life course. The Real Life courses in our homeschool were my favorite. Father said it was important that we understood how society worked. He said the stuff in our Real Life courses was normally learned from living in society, but since we didn’t live in society, we needed to be taught it. 
 
    I cupped my chin in my hand and stared out the window. A car passed us. A baby sat in a car seat in the backseat. I’d never seen a baby in my life! 
 
    About half an hour later, we pulled off the interstate onto a smaller road and drove to another smaller street until we pulled into a driveway. Large, metal gates blocked it from the road. The driver opened his window and punched in a code. The gates swung open. 
 
    “We’ll stay here for the next three days,” Father said. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “Just outside Seattle.” 
 
    “Do you own this house?” 
 
    Father shook his head. “It’s a rental.” 
 
    We drove forward. My eyes widened at what appeared. The house was very different from the cabin. I stared in awe. It was huge! Ivory pillars adorned the front. Vines snaked up the sides. The exterior walls were white and had dozens of windows. 
 
    It was beautiful. 
 
    After he parked, the driver opened my door. I wanted so badly to say hello but remembered Father’s rule. No talking to anyone unless necessary. Sighing, I followed Father. 
 
    “I’ve hired a small staff to tend to our needs,” Father said quietly. “You can talk freely to them but not about anything regarding your life or our pasts. Understood?” His tone was gentle yet firm. 
 
    “Yes, I understand.” 
 
    Two people stood with clasped hands at the front door. Father introduced me to them. I eagerly held out my hand to the woman. It was something we’d learned in Etiquette class. We’d all practiced shaking hands with one another back home, but this was the first time I’d been able to do it in real life with a real stranger. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you.” I shook her hand. “My name’s Lena.” 
 
    “My name’s Rose.” 
 
    I switched my vision. Her cloud billowed white. That’s weird. She doesn’t have any colors. 
 
    Regardless, I liked her immediately but had to make myself not stare. That was also something we’d learned in Etiquette course. Staring was rude, but it was hard not to. Rose was the first person I’d met who was a woman around Father’s age. Like Father, she also had little wrinkles around her eyes, and her skin was dry when our hands shook. It was not only exhilarating, but it made me pause. If I had a mother, would she look like Rose? 
 
      
 
    THE NEXT DAY, Father and I left early. The same driver brought the car around and opened the door for us. When we sped down the driveway, I practically bounced in my seat. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” Father’s eyes twinkled. 
 
    The drive away from the house was as exciting as the drive in. We again hopped from highways to interstates as the image of Seattle grew larger and larger. Huge buildings and a pointy structure, which Father called the Space Needle, appeared as we drove toward the city. My nose was glued to the window. I couldn’t believe how big everything was! 
 
    The driver swept us through downtown, expertly maneuvering the traffic and streets. So many people were walking around. It was fascinating to look at the different clothes, faces and size of each person. I switched my vision. I expected to see a sea of color staring back at me. 
 
    My mouth dropped at what I saw instead. 
 
    “Everyone’s white, ivory or gray. And there’s a black one!” 
 
    Father pushed a button. A screen lifted that separated us from the driver. “You’ve switched your vision?” 
 
    “Yeah, their clouds don’t have colors!” 
 
    I snapped my sight back to normal. The black and white spectrum from the people on the streets vanished. “Nobody else has colorful clouds.” I remembered Rose’s white cloud and the other staff member’s ivory cloud. So that wasn’t unusual? 
 
    “Hmm,” Father said. His hazel eyes brightened as he tapped his chin. “That’s very interesting. We should discuss that later. That could have greater meaning.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    17 years old 
 
      
 
    Jet and Jasper bounded into our room. “Up and at ‘em girls! Capture the Flag is on!” 
 
    Squeals filled the air as the twins poked and tickled the other girls awake. It was Saturday and the first day of summer break. We always started summer with a game outside. 
 
    Jet’s head appeared beside mine. Since I slept on the top bunk, we were at eye level. I narrowed my eyes. “Touch me and you’re dead.” 
 
    Jet chuckled. “Flint’s not here to save you, Little L.” He lifted his hands and made tickling movements in the air. 
 
    I picked up my pillow and whacked him in the head. 
 
    A chuckle sounded from the door. Flint lounged against the frame, his arms crossed. 
 
    “What was that you were saying?” I asked sweetly. 
 
    Jet rubbed his head and glared, but there was still a twinkle in his gaze. “You’re gonna regret that, L. The game’s only just started.” 
 
    I smirked. “We’ll see about that, you big bully.” 
 
      
 
    OUTSIDE, THE SUN tried valiantly to shine through the dense trees. Warm air flowed across my cheeks. All of us wore running shoes or hiking boots. Even Jacinda was dressed ready to get dirty. 
 
    Jet crossed his arms. “All right, Father’s put a perimeter around the cabin. We have a mile radius, so if you get to the orange tether, you have to stop and turn back. That’s the only reason he’s okay with this game. Technically, none of us can get too lost. Understood?” 
 
    All of us voiced understanding. The Forbidden Hills were known for disorienting people. Some referred to it as The Bermuda Triangle of Colorado. It’s why we lived here. Nobody ventured into these Hills. 
 
    “So this is how Capture the Flag works…” Jet launched into the explanation. From there, we picked teams. Team red was the twins, Amber and Mica. Team yellow was Flint, Di, Jacinda and me. 
 
    “Right, everyone has thirty minutes to find where they want to keep their flag.” Jet set the timer on his watch. “In exactly thirty minutes, the game begins!” He grinned gleefully. 
 
    Team red jogged into the trees in the direction of the stream. I wondered what the game would be like, considering we’d be running through the forest. The forest could be incredibly disorienting. I figured that would make things more challenging. 
 
    “Okay, so where should we put our flag?” Jacinda picked at her nail and made a face at the chipped paint. 
 
    “By the cliff?” Di suggested. “The terrain’s really rocky there. It would be harder for them to outrun us.” 
 
    Flint took out his compass. “Let’s head that way.” 
 
    After twenty yards, I was completely lost as we followed Flint and Di through the forest. I ducked around a tree branch. “This is going to be interesting. We’ll probably all get turned around and not find anything.” 
 
    Jacinda nodded. “I’m thinking the two of us should be the guards.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    Flint glanced over his shoulder. When our eyes met, my heart rate increased. How could he do that to me with just one look? 
 
    Jacinda nudged me after Flint turned around. “Is your pulse racing from the hike or something else?” 
 
    I glared at her. 
 
    The trees parted when we emerged near the cliff. The orange tether that Father had resurrected circled about ten feet from the cliff’s edge. 
 
    Di surveyed the rocky terrain. “Somewhere around here would be good.” 
 
    I pointed at a big pile of rocks. They were a few feet from the rope. “On top of there would work.” 
 
    Flint sprinted to the pile. He reappeared beside it. 
 
    My breath stopped at the sight he made standing near the cliff’s edge bathed in sunshine. His chestnut hair whipped around his head, and his tall, strong physique looked so powerful. I swallowed. Sometimes his beauty and my traitorous body’s reaction to him took me completely by surprise. 
 
    Flint glanced at his watch. “We’ve got a few minutes until we reach the thirty-minute mark. How should we play this?” 
 
    I forced myself to stop staring. 
 
    Jacinda put her hand on her hip. “Lena and I were thinking we should be the guards since you and Di are the fastest runners.” 
 
    Di’s short, dark hair swayed when she nodded. “That’s a good idea. I had a fraction of a vision on the walk here. It was of me and Flint near the red flag. I think we’re going to win.” 
 
    Flint glanced at his watch again. “Right, time’s up. Ready?” 
 
    Di nodded curtly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They took off at a jog and disappeared into the trees, their tall frames and olive skin disappearing from view. I sighed. It was probably best it wasn’t me and Flint guarding the flag. I’d probably stare at him all day, admiring his pristine perfection, possibly drooling. He’d likely wonder if I’d bumped my head on a tree during the walk in.  
 
    Jacinda sat down daintily on the cliff and crossed her legs beneath her. “Are you going to breathe now that he’s gone?” 
 
    I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath until she said something. Letting it out in a rush, I plopped down beside her. My long hair flew around my face. I pulled the hair tie off my wrist and swirled my curls into a pile on the top of my head. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    She smiled and patted my hand. “Only to me.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know I exist,” I said glumly. 
 
    “Of course he does. Besides Di, you mean more to him than anyone.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I highly doubt that.” 
 
    Jacinda and I sat in the sunshine, talking to one another for I don’t know how long. The pure joy of being outside on a warm summer day, bantering with my sister, soon made my nostalgia for what could never be disappear. 
 
    Just as I was about to say something else, a flash of color caught my attention. 
 
    “Hey, did you see that?” I scrambled to my feet and pulled Jacinda up with me. “I think I saw someone running over there.” I pointed to a space in the trees about fifty yards away. 
 
    “You did?” She shaded her eyes against the sun. “Do you think it was one of the twins?” 
 
    “It could have been. I thought he, or she, was wearing blue.” 
 
    “Jasper was wearing a blue shirt.” 
 
    Just then, one of the twins emerged from the tree line, about fifty yards down from us. I switched my vision. The yellow billowy cloud swayed like a haze in the sunlight. “It’s Jasper.” 
 
    “Has he spotted us?” 
 
    “Not yet. Quick, let’s get out of sight and see what he does.” I pulled her down. 
 
    We sank behind the rock pile while still on the balls of our feet. Adrenaline coursed through me. I’d almost forgotten we were playing a game. 
 
    I peeked around the rock pile and watched him. “Do you think he’s alone?” 
 
    Jacinda frowned. “Hold on. Be quiet and I’ll find out.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. I knew she’d turned her hearing on full power. Father had worked with her for years to hone and control it. She’d mastered her ability better than any of us. However, she didn’t have additional powers, not like Di, Mica and the twins. 
 
    Jacinda had described her hearing to me once. If she wasn’t able to turn it on and off, she’d have gone crazy. Voices, sounds, whispers, the wind – everything filtered through her senses at an aggravating level. The only thing she could compare it to was what she’d read about schizophrenia – the constant bombardment of noises and voices, unable to be controlled. No wonder Father had spent so much time with her when we were younger. She inevitably would have gone mad if she couldn’t control it. 
 
    “Jet’s here too. They’re ten yards away,” she whispered so quietly I almost didn’t hear. 
 
    A few seconds later, one of the twins said, “What’s that over there?” 
 
    “Their flag!” The other whooped. Quickening footsteps sounded. 
 
    I almost jumped up but waited for Jacinda’s signal that they were close enough. 
 
    Her eyes flashed open. “Now!” 
 
    We both jumped up. The twins were only a few yards away, running straight for us. The expression on their faces was priceless. 
 
    “Get Jet!” Jacinda yelled. 
 
    We grabbed for the twins as Jasper reached for the flag. Jacinda grabbed his wrist just in time, but I wasn’t quite as fast. Jet stopped dead in his tracks and backpedaled. Before I could tag him, he turned and ran back to the trees. 
 
    “Dammit!” I followed him into the forest. 
 
    I fell behind as he quickly gained ground. I willed myself to move faster, using my small frame to its advantage. When Jet had to duck under hanging leaves and zigzag to avoid low lying branches, I kept running straight, leaves and branches brushing the top of my head. I was amazed that I slowly gained on him. My lungs burned, but I didn’t stop. I wouldn’t let him beat me this time! 
 
    Jet yelled when a branch scraped his face. He dared a look behind him. His eyes widened when he saw how close I was. 
 
    I grinned when he turned back around and watched in surprise as he tripped over a log. I lunged, pushing with all of my strength and launched myself into the air. “Got you!” 
 
    I’d never actually tackled someone before, at least not from an airborne maneuver and questioned if I’d made a smart move. It all happened so fast. One second, I was still running, the next, I was colliding into Jet’s muscular shoulders. 
 
    “Oomph!” The wind got knocked out of me. I could barely breathe, but I held onto him for dear life. I wrapped my legs around his middle and practically strangled his neck. He landed face first on the forest floor and groaned. 
 
    “I got you!” I yelled in gleeful surprise when I was finally able to breathe again. 
 
    Jet chuckled. “Is that what you call it?” 
 
    With a strong push, he rolled over unexpectedly and pinned me beneath him. My eyes widened when I realized how intimate our position was. I still had my legs wrapped around his waist, and my arms wound around his neck. 
 
    Of course, that was how everyone found us. 
 
    The red flag hung limply in Flint’s hand as he stared down at us, his face expressionless. Mica and Jasper burst out laughing, while Di merely cocked an eyebrow. Meanwhile, Jacinda seemed to be smothering a laugh while Amber had that yearning look in her eyes again. 
 
    “What the hell are you two doing?” Flint seethed. His chest rose and fell much faster than I’d ever seen. It couldn’t be from running. He never got winded. Not even when he sprinted up a mountain. 
 
    “I…ah…” I stammered. I pushed a leaf out of my eyes and tried to scramble out from under Jet but he was too heavy. “I…tackled him.” 
 
    “Yeah, she tackled me all right.” Jet gripped my hips and leered. “We were just getting to know one another on a whole new level.” 
 
    Mica and Jasper were about to fall over, they were laughing so hard. 
 
    I glared at Jet. His hands were glued to my hips. I struggled to get out from under him but he didn’t budge. 
 
    “I see,” Flint replied. He dropped the flag, turned and walked away. His movements were stiff, his hands clenched. 
 
    I slugged Jet in the shoulder, but he still didn’t move. Flint was getting farther away. I almost groaned. I needed to explain to him that he had it wrong. I didn’t want Jet. Not like that. 
 
    “Jet!” I exclaimed, my irritation growing. I frantically searched for Flint as a strange sensation grew in the air. It felt almost like…electricity. “Get off me!” 
 
    Flint had almost disappeared in the trees. Soon, I’d lose him in the forest and then I’d never find him and explain that I didn’t want Jet – at all. 
 
    I slugged Jet again. He didn’t move. That strange feeling in the air grew. 
 
    Jet grinned. “I like feisty redheads.” 
 
    Flint’s bright shirt was now a speck in the woods. Another minute and he’d be gone. Desperation bubbled up inside of me. “I said GET OFF ME!” 
 
    Jet’s body flew from mine. 
 
    He shot into the air as if an invisible hand had reached down and ripped him from my body. He collided with a tree about fifteen feet away. 
 
    My mouth dropped as commotion broke out. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Mica exclaimed. 
 
    Jasper rushed to Jet’s side. Amber and Jacinda stared wide-eyed. Di called for Flint. 
 
    In a flash, Flint returned. 
 
    “What happened?” he said. 
 
    Di frowned, her gaze swinging between me and Jet. “I don’t know. Lena seemed to get agitated that Jet wouldn’t get off her and the next moment, he flew into that tree.” 
 
    Flint’s hair was mussed as if he’d been raking his hand through it. His dark eyes met mine. 
 
    My heart pounded. I wasn’t sure if it was from Flint’s look, that strange feeling that had been in the air or Jet shooting off me. I scrambled to my feet. 
 
    “I…ah…” 
 
    Di put her hands on her hips, an excited gleam in her eyes. “Did you do that, Lena?” 
 
    Jet was now standing. He picked leaves from his dark curly hair. A goose egg had formed on his temple. 
 
    My eyes widened. Father wouldn’t be happy. He was always concerned about one of us getting seriously injured. Out here, driving down to the local ER wasn’t an option. 
 
    “Lena?” Di said again. Both she and Flint watched me. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I knew Di, Mica and the twins had learned in the last two years that they could do more with their abilities. So far, the rest of us couldn’t. My hands shook when I looked down at them. 
 
    In a flash, Flint was at my side. “Are you okay?” 
 
    My whole body shook. “Did I really do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if you did, that was impressive.” 
 
    “I didn’t want Jet on me…I kept trying to get out from under him…I…” The words stumbled out of me before I had the sense to stop talking. There was no non-embarrassing way to explain to Flint that I didn’t want Jet on me because of him. “I mean…I…” 
 
    Sighing, I clasped my hands. 
 
    A new light grew in Flint’s eyes. “Just as long as you’re okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I glanced at the twin. “What about him?” 
 
    Jet’s bright blue eyes looked dazed. 
 
    Flint shrugged. “He’ll live. Serves him right for pinning you down if you tried to get out from under him.” 
 
    I smothered a laugh. 
 
    Flint smiled. 
 
    My heart stopped as I gazed up at him. Why does he have to be so good looking? 
 
    “We better head back,” Di said. Both she and Jasper flanked Jet’s side. “Father will want to look Jet over, and we need to tell him what Lena did.” 
 
    What I did? Did I really do that? 
 
    Flint pulled out his compass. “Follow me.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    17 years old 
 
      
 
    The moon was high in the sky, the forest completely black. It was the night of the lunar eclipse. Father said we couldn’t go out at night, but I didn’t want to miss it. Of course, Mica and the twins had been game when I’d asked them to sneak out with me. Flint hadn’t. 
 
    The air outside was crisp and cold. Winter was definitely on its way. Already, my fingertips were cold. 
 
    “Have you got the flashlights?” Jasper whispered to Mica. Even in the dark, cloudy puffs from his breath were visible. 
 
    “Flashlights?” she retorted. “We don’t need flashlights. I can see in the dark!” 
 
    “Yeah, you can, but we can’t.” Jet fished two lights out of his pocket and handed me one. “Good thing one of us came prepared.” 
 
    I took the flashlight from him but kept it off. “Better wait till we’re in the woods, in case the light wakes anyone.” 
 
    Mica pulled out her compass and got our bearings. Compasses usually worked in the forest but not always. Luckily tonight, it did. 
 
    I switched my vision. The twins and Mica’s clouds appeared. I practiced my new skill as Mica led the way. It was hard. Pulling everyone’s clouds into one cloud usually gave me a headache. Despite practicing daily with Father’s help, I hadn’t been able to replicate the sheer power I’d conjured at the beginning of summer when we’d played Capture the Flag. 
 
    Still, I tried. 
 
    It wasn’t long before dark trees surrounded us. When a pounding headache began at the base of my skull, I stopped trying to manipulate the clouds. My skills weren’t working very well tonight. 
 
    After a while, Mica stopped. She peered intently at the compass. “The cliff top should be this way.” She pointed. 
 
    A sharp crack sounded to our left. I shifted my vision again. An orange cloud appeared. I couldn’t stop my grin. Flint was trying to hide behind a tree about five yards away, but his billowing orange cloud gave him away. 
 
    “Flint!” I tried to keep the happiness from my voice, but Jet still snickered. 
 
    Flint stepped out from behind a thick tree trunk. He only wore a light fleece. Jet, of course, shone his light right at Flint’s face. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” Jasper asked.  
 
    Flint cleared his throat and stuffed his hands in his pockets. 
 
    I smiled brightly. “Did you change your mind about seeing the eclipse?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Something like that.” His voice was steely, cool and sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    I continued smiling, like an absolute idiot. 
 
    “Are we gonna get going?” Mica asked, her tone irritated. “If we don’t get moving, we’re gonna miss the beginning.” 
 
    Flint fell into step beside me as we resumed walking. Every now and then, his scent drifted my way. Spice, wood and tangerines. I leaned a little closer to him. 
 
    “Almost there,” Mica said. 
 
    A few steps later, the trees parted and the rocky cliff appeared. At its ledge, it plummeted hundreds of feet. The expanse of the entire forest shone from this high up. It was one of my favorite places since it was one of the areas where we were able to get out in the open. 
 
    “Grab a seat.” Jasper rubbed his hands together. “It should start soon.” 
 
    Jasper, Mica and Jet walked to the edge and sat, their feet dangling in the air. Flint still stood by the tree line. 
 
    I shuffled my feet. “Um, where do you want to sit?” 
 
    When he glanced at me, I swear my heart stopped beating. His eyes were dark in the night. “Should we go to our usual spot?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” I swallowed the nerves that bubbled up in me and followed him. 
 
    We stayed well away from the ledge. Walking behind him, I admired his broad shoulders and lean build. I almost tripped since I wasn’t watching where I was going. Luckily, I caught myself before I fell. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah.” I berated myself internally. 
 
    Flint stopped when we reached a large rock that jutted up from the cliff. It was the perfect height to hop onto, rather comfortable for sitting and was well away from the cliff’s edge. All criteria that made Flint happy. He jumped easily onto it, but I had to prop my hands behind me before using my triceps to wiggle up. 
 
    “Do you need some help?” I heard the smile in his voice. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and shimmied back. “No, I’m fine.”  
 
    Once I was seated, we both leaned back on our elbows. The rock was ridiculously cold through my jeans.  
 
    “Are you warm enough?” he asked. 
 
    As usual, he seemed to know exactly what I was thinking. “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    We tilted our chins up and watched the moon. In no time, the eclipse started. The moon turned to an orange hue as the earth moved steadily between it and the sun. 
 
    “Here we go!” Jet called. 
 
    Jasper laughed, and Mica made some comment I couldn’t hear. It was followed by another laugh from one of the twins. 
 
    I cleared my throat and tried to watch the moon but was acutely aware of how close my and Flint’s thighs were. One little nudge to my right and we’d be touching. My gaze dipped to our elbows. Only inches separated us. As sneakily as I could, I glanced at Flint. 
 
    His dark profile appeared chiseled in the night. He seemed completely oblivious to me, his gaze fixed on the moon. But then a corner of his mouth tugged up. 
 
    I snapped my gaze away from him. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” He didn’t look at me, but I again heard a smile in his voice. 
 
    A blush furiously stained my cheeks. “Yep!” 
 
    The eclipse lasted a few hours. I didn’t look at Flint again. He seemed perfectly relaxed and content to stay silent. 
 
    Each minute for me, however, was agony and rapture entwined into one. I loved that I was able to share this magical experience with him, but at the same time wished we enjoyed it as a couple, his arm around my shoulders or me leaning against his side. Instead, two inches separated us all night. 
 
    Two inches had never felt so big. 
 
    On the way back, everyone hiked quietly. I think the late night was catching up with all of us. It would be dawn soon, and we’d have to get up at the same time as everyone else to avoid Father’s suspicion. My eyes were heavy as I followed Mica. When we returned to the cabin, I could barely keep them open. 
 
    “You look tired,” Flint whispered when we crept inside. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. What does that mean? Tired as in, I look bad? Or tired, as in he feels sorry for me? I wasn’t sure I liked either option. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I replied haughtily. 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “Quiet you two!” Mica hissed. 
 
    We stood in the entryway. Sounds were known for carrying from this area. I gave Flint another subtle glance. 
 
    Jet and Jasper elbowed one another. I eyed them suspiciously. They snickered a few times at Flint and me. Jet winked knowingly when our gazes met.  
 
    My eyes widened, and I dropped to unlace my boots. 
 
    Flint cleared his throat. I peeked up just in time to see him eyeing the twins sternly. Jet and Jasper stopped snickering and took their jackets off. 
 
    My eyes dropped back down. 
 
    My breath caught. 
 
    I suddenly couldn’t breathe. 
 
    If Flint had the awareness to make Jet and Jasper stop making fun of me, then he obviously knew how I felt. Oh crap! I hastily stood, kept my eyes down and mumbled a goodnight before darting for the ladder. My stomach sank the whole way. 
 
    I was halfway upstairs when hands enclosed around my waist. If a hand hadn’t clamped over my mouth, I would have shrieked. 
 
    “Quiet,” Flint whispered in my ear. He pulled me off the ladder and in a blur of movement we were in the basement at the entrance to Father’s lab.  
 
    “What the…” I managed at the light speed departure. A roll of nausea swept through me. 
 
    Flint frowned. “Are you okay?” 
 
    The nausea slowly passed. “Yeah.” 
 
    I waited for him to explain. 
 
    “I told the others I was going outside to check something, but instead moved toward you. I did it at my speed so no one would see.” 
 
    When Flint moved at his speed, he was a blur. “Why did you bring me down here?” 
 
    His eyes softened. 
 
    Is that pity in his gaze? My stomach lurched, and it had nothing to do with my previous nausea. I quickly glanced away, remembering the knowing expressions on the twins’ faces and the stern responding looks from Flint. 
 
    He’s here to set the record straight. He’s going to let me down easily without everyone listening. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time relationships had gone bad in our group. Jet had messed around with both Jacinda and Amber. Jacinda had been the one to break it off with him, but Amber had cried for days after Jet dumped her. Now, Flint was doing the same to me. The most humiliating part, however, was that Flint was doing it before we’d done anything. 
 
    We’d never been anything but friends. 
 
    “You don’t need to say anything.” My voice sounded almost robotic. “I better get to bed.” 
 
    His hand shot out when I tried to pass. “Lena, stop.” 
 
    Something in his voice made me pause. 
 
    He raked a hand harshly through his hair. “I just…I wanted to…” He wouldn’t meet my gaze. 
 
    With each moment, my heart sank more. I knew what was coming. I knew what he was going to say. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “I know how you feel about me.” 
 
    My stomach plummeted. 
 
    There it was. 
 
    The harsh truth.  
 
    “Oh.” Tears stung my eyes. He had brought me down here to save me from embarrassment. “Yeah, well…” I didn’t know what else to say. There was no point in denying it. Apparently, it was obvious to everyone. How humiliating! 
 
    “Lena, please don’t cry.” He stepped closer. 
 
    Flint seeing me cry only made it worse. I never cried. I could probably count on one hand how many times I’d cried in my life, but this…I wanted it too much. I wanted him too much. He was breaking my heart, and he knew it. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I whispered as another tear streaked down my cheek. “Really, I am.” I faked a smile through the tears. 
 
    He abruptly pulled me to him, crushing me against his chest. “It’s just that…Lena…you’re so young, and–” 
 
    “I know. I know!” I pushed him. “Really, you don’t need to say anything else.” I tried to pull back so I could run away, but he wouldn’t let me. 
 
    “No, I do. Please don’t push me away.” 
 
    I stopped fighting, but the tears kept coming. I bit my lip hard to keep from making a sound. For a few moments, he didn’t say anything. He ran his hands up and down my back. I tried not to notice how hard his arms felt or how wonderful he smelled. How long have I wanted him to hold me? Yet he held me now for an entirely different reason than what I’d always dreamed of. 
 
    “Lena…” he said in a strange, aching voice. “I don’t want to hurt you, but you’re only seventeen, and I’m a legal adult–” 
 
    “I know, Flint.” I cut him off. “You don’t need to explain. I get it.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do. You’re so young and–” 
 
    “I know!” I gave him a hard shove. This time he let me go. 
 
    “And that’s why I don’t want to push you into a relationship,” he said quietly. 
 
    I was so intent on getting away that it took me a moment to understand. “What did you say?” I whispered. 
 
    He sighed harshly. “You’re only seventeen. I’m twenty, soon to be twenty-one. I know that’s not a huge difference, but I’m an adult. You’re not. It’s not right to force you into an adult relationship when you’re so young.” 
 
    My mouth dropped. “Wait…what?” 
 
    His gaze softened. 
 
    I stared at him. I still wasn’t sure I’d heard him right. 
 
    “I know I shouldn’t want you. You’re still young enough you could change your mind and decide you want one of the twins, or maybe someday we’ll leave here and you’ll want someone completely different.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I’ve been trying to not want you, but…I do.” 
 
    I wiped the tears from my cheeks as best I could. Is this really happening? I stared at him. It’s all I could manage. 
 
    He smiled awkwardly and tenderly fingered the curls that had fallen in my gaze. He pushed them behind my ear. 
 
    And in his dark eyes, I saw it. All of the emotion. All of the love. All of the pent up longing. Everything I’d felt for as long as I could remember shone back at me. 
 
    “I’ve loved you for a long time.” 
 
    I had to be dreaming. There was no way this was real. “You love me?” I whispered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    My breath came out in a rush as tears stung my eyes again for an entirely new reason. “I love you too,” I whispered. “For as long as I can remember.” 
 
    He smiled and cupped my cheek. It was hot against my cool skin. “I know, but that still doesn’t change our ages or the fact that you’re a minor and I’m not.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “You should.” 
 
    “I don’t and I won’t.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Always so stubborn.” 
 
    I licked my lips. 
 
    His gaze drifted down. His irises darkened. 
 
    I licked my lips again. A tingly sensation grew deep inside of me, making me want to squirm. I edged closer to him, tentatively. I glanced up and laid a palm on his chest. 
 
    His breath sucked in, and before I could blink, he pulled me tightly to him as his lips molded over mine. 
 
    I clung tightly to him. Heat exploded within me. Never mind that it was my first kiss. Never mind that I had no idea what I was doing. Never mind that anybody could walk down the stairwell and find us. I was so over the moon by what he’d said that all self-consciousness vanished. 
 
    I entwined my fingers in his hair, his beautiful chestnut locks. They were as soft and thick as I’d always imagined they’d be. His hard chest pressed against my softer one. He lifted me off the floor and pushed me against the wall. I wrapped my legs tightly around him. 
 
    At first, the kiss was a little awkward. Our teeth hit a few times, and I bit him once, but then it changed. He didn’t push his mouth against mine quite so tightly and then his mouth opened. His tongue ran along my lips, questioning. 
 
    I opened my mouth in response. 
 
    His tongue brushed against mine. 
 
    My heart pounded as we found a rhythm and slowly got the hang of kissing and tasting one another. Then, our hands began moving. His darted under my shirt. Mine ran down his thighs. It felt like months and years of longing went into everything. Finally! Finally! It was the only thought my brain clearly registered. Finally, he was mine. 
 
    When he pulled back, we were both breathless. The unforgiving, concrete wall pushed into my back but I didn’t care. Instead, I felt…happy. I grinned, at which he smiled and then chuckled. He pulled me gently back to him and leaned down until our foreheads touched and our breaths intermingled. 
 
    “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Probably not as long as I’ve wanted to.” 
 
    He chuckled again, and in one of his lightning fast movements, swung me up into his arms. In the next instant, we were on the top floor, in the hallway outside of the bedrooms. My eyes widened when I looked at the ladder behind us. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “I jumped.” 
 
    I almost giggled but stopped just in time. The hallway was already lighting up with morning sun. I knew everyone would be up soon. 
 
    “We better get back to bed,” he whispered. 
 
    He carried me to my room and opened the door quietly. It appeared everyone was asleep, including Mica. Tiptoeing across the room, he lifted me and set me gently in my bunk. 
 
    “Night,” he whispered. He kissed me softly and then was gone. 
 
    I leaned back on my bed, fingering my lips. Is this real? Did all of that really happen? 
 
    Someone delicately cleared her throat. 
 
    I glanced down. 
 
    Jacinda’s eyes were open. She eyed me knowingly, but instead of saying anything smart, she stared at me, a content smile on her face. 
 
    Falling back against my pillow, I let the happiness and love I felt for Flint swim around inside of me. It shone as brightly within me as the rising sun.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    18 years old 
 
      
 
    “Lena!” Flint whispered. 
 
    I bolted upright in bed. The room was dark, the cabin silent. I wasn’t sure if the voice I’d heard was real or a dream. I checked the clock by my bed. 3:07 am. Rubbing my eyes, I looked around. All of the girls were asleep, the room as quiet as death. 
 
    I was about to lay back down when Flint’s face appeared at my side. I almost screamed. Almost. 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    Muffling a laugh, I softly slugged him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t do that!” I hissed, but I couldn’t keep the excitement from my voice. I loved when he surprised me at night, and lately, he was doing it more and more. 
 
    “Come on, babe. Full moon tonight.” 
 
    He swept the covers off of me and pulled me into his arms. The shirt I wore rode up my side as I slid down his body. His warm fingers easily encircled my waist. I shivered. 
 
    “Cold?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He smiled deeper, knowingly. 
 
    It was the third time this week he’d woken me to go outside. And despite the toll it took on my rest, I was excited every time he did. It was the only time we had privacy.  
 
    He lifted me into his arms, and we glided silently out of the room. Once at the back door, he put me down and handed me the pants and sweater he’d managed to grab on our way out. I threw them on. It wouldn’t be that cold. It was early spring.  
 
    “Do you think anyone knows we sneak out?” I asked. 
 
    He frowned and closed the door quietly behind us. “Hard to say. Conroy’s not exactly the oblivious type. You’d think he’d know after raising eight teenagers that things like this are bound to happen, whether he likes it or not.” 
 
    “But he never says anything.” 
 
    “Well, we’re not kids anymore.” 
 
    Flint pulled a GPS out of his pocket. I knew where we were going. It was the same place we went every time we sneaked out. 
 
    If it weren’t for these crazy, disorienting Hills, Flint would have picked me up and carried me at his speed. Then, we’d be there in no time, but since that wasn’t an option, I huffed by his side. 
 
    Flint studied the GPS intently. Despite it, we lost our way. We knew we were lost since the area looked unfamiliar. 
 
    “Let’s try and backtrack,” I said. 
 
    Luckily, some time later, we crested a familiar hill. I huffed out of breath while Flint, as usual, seemed immune to the steep landscape. 
 
    In the bright moonlight, the mouth to our cave appeared. It was a large, black hole. Smiling, Flint put the GPS away and whisked me up into his arms. A second later, he set me down at the cave’s entrance. He’d moved carefully. Only a slight bout of nausea rolled through me. 
 
    Our cave wasn’t overly deep, maybe twenty feet from mouth to back. When we’d first discovered it several summers ago, at that time we’d only been friends, there’d been littered animal remains and scattered rocks and leaves everywhere. It took some work, but we’d cleaned it up. Our human scent lingered when we left and helped keep critters from occupying the space. 
 
    Now, it was where we went to be alone. 
 
    Flint pulled out matches and lit the lantern we kept on one of the large rocks. From there, he moved to the candles before hunkering down to light the fire. 
 
    In the back, we had a few old blankets and pillows. I hauled out the bedding and arranged it while Flint pulled out another match. By the time we were done, a fire crackled and we had a cozy place to lie together and talk. 
 
    Flint pulled me down on a blanket and plumped a pillow for me. “I have something for you.” 
 
    I turned in his arms to face him. “You do?” 
 
    He smiled and pulled a box from his pocket before handing it to me. It was smooth and tied with a simple ribbon. “Happy birthday.” 
 
    “You remembered!” I smiled. 
 
    He chuckled. “Of course, I remembered.” 
 
    I opened the gift carefully, loving the smooth paper and satiny ribbon. He’d obviously spent time wrapping it. Inside was a small velvet box. My breath caught. 
 
    Flint’s eyes were dark. His expression was impossible to read, but he watched my every move. 
 
    Very slowly, I opened the lid. I gasped. A beautiful chain link bracelet with a heart shaped charm attached to it glinted in the firelight. I picked it up. Holding the charm up to the fire, I turned it over. There was an inscription. 
 
    Love you Forever. 
 
    My mouth opened then closed then opened. “Flint…how…” 
 
    He’d never given me anything like this. Usually, we made gifts for one another, with whatever items we could scrounge up in the wild or re-use from what we had in the cabin. 
 
    “I found it online at a jewelry store. I asked Conroy to buy it on the last supply trip he took. It seemed the least I could do on your eighteenth birthday.” 
 
    Tears pricked my eyes. I leaned up and kissed him on the mouth, pulling him tightly to me. 
 
    “I love it,” I whispered.  
 
    “Do you really?” 
 
    I smiled at the uncertainty in his voice. “Yes, I do. Help me put it on.” 
 
    He undid the clasp and looped it around my wrist. It fit perfectly, not too big, not too small. The small charm hung prettily from the chain. “It’s perfect.” 
 
    Flint pulled me closer, a satisfied smile on his face. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck and lifted my lips to his. The taste and smell of him made fire grow in my belly, licking and singeing my insides. I felt his need grow. As was becoming more prominent every day, the energy around him grew the deeper we kissed and the more we touched. My abilities had improved over the winter. I was getting better at feeling energy in everyone’s clouds. The feel of our energy surrounding us was intoxicating, like a heavy sphere that pulsed and grew with our desire. 
 
    Our movements quickly became frantic. Clothes were ripped off until we were naked and touched skin to skin. The fire crackled beside us. Its warmth, along with the searing heat coming from Flint, took any chill out of my exposed limbs. 
 
    “I want you so much,” he whispered in between kissing my neck and trailing hands down my back. 
 
    “Make me yours.” 
 
    He pulled back, his eyes dark. “Do you mean that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Flint reached for his jeans and fished something from the pocket. A condom. 
 
    My eyes widened. “Where did you get that?” 
 
    “Conroy.” 
 
    A jumble of emotions fluttered through my stomach. Father’s rule was no sex until eighteen. He only provided birth control when we reached adulthood. 
 
    Now, I was eighteen. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. Very sure.” 
 
    He smiled and leaned down. 
 
      
 
    AFTERWARD, WE LAY together quietly by the fire. Shiny sweat glistened on our skin. I bunched the blanket around my chest and under my arms. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” Flint asked. 
 
    I bit back a smile. He’d already asked me that a dozen times. “Yes, I’m fine.” 
 
    “I didn’t hurt you?” 
 
    “Not really.” It had hurt a little at first, but then it faded and all I’d wanted was him. 
 
    Flint’s frown deepened. 
 
    I giggled. His worry could be so endearing at times. “Trust me, I’ve never been happier. I’m so happy I feel like I could burst.” 
 
    The anxiety lining his face eased. He grunted and lay back down, pulling me closely to him. 
 
    His naked skin pressed against me under the blanket. His entire body was so hard. I held the bracelet up, watching the metal catch the light. Love you Forever. I bit my lip to keep emotions from overwhelming me. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll ever be able to marry?” I swallowed. I hadn’t meant to ask that out loud. 
 
    Instead of looking shocked, Flint leaned up on his elbow. “Is getting married something you want?” 
 
    I shrugged and did my best to meet his gaze. “I dunno. To be honest, I’m not sure it’d be possible if we die out here. Laws have no meaning in our world.” 
 
    Flint frowned. “No, we may not have U.S. laws in our lives, but what is marriage really? Just two people deciding to bind themselves for life, declaring their commitment in front of witnesses. I don’t see why we couldn’t do that up here. It would have the same meaning minus the official paperwork.” 
 
    My heart thudded. I swallowed before replying, “So…that is something you want?” 
 
    “I thought that’d be obvious.” 
 
    “You mean you’ve actually thought about marrying me? Even though we’ve only been together six months?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not officially marry I suppose, but stay together? Yes.” His voice dropped lower. “You’re it for me, Lena. There’s no one else I could ever want. My whole life it’s always been you. I couldn’t imagine it any other way. I chose that inscription for a reason.” He fingered the charm. “I’ll love you forever, you and only you.” 
 
    My stomach flipped. Flint had told me many times that he loved me but never quite like that. Never so definite. “You’re the only one I could ever love too. I could never be with anyone else.” 
 
    He pulled me to him. His lips found mine.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    19 years old 
 
      
 
    Flint and I sat on the porch, the summertime sun shining down. He leaned closer to me. “Try harder, babe. You can do this.” 
 
    Switching my vision, Flint’s cloud appeared. The single orange color danced around his shoulders, but that was it. Nothing else. 
 
    “Keep trying…tell me when you see them.” His voice sounded distant even though he sat right beside me. 
 
    I concentrated harder, willing my vision to expand, to see more. 
 
    Sweat popped on my brow after a few minutes. A trickle slid past my ear. 
 
    “Keep trying…” He sounded yards away now. 
 
    Slowly, they came into focus. 
 
    Clouds appeared around all of the plants and animals, like fuzzy white cotton balls. “I can see them!” 
 
    I’d only recently been able to master the skill of seeing plant and animal clouds. Father had been working with me for the last two years on my more elusive abilities. 
 
    Concentrating, I tried to pull the clouds together from the small creatures and trees within the forest, but it was too much. The power was too great. Shifting my vision to the side, I focused on the small clouds around a patch of wildflowers. Carefully, I lifted that aura and joined it with the cloud from a single sapling. 
 
    Together, the wildflowers and sapling auras formed a small ball of energy. Sweat beaded along my upper lip as I carefully maneuvered the ball. Bringing it behind the rock that sat on the porch beside Flint and me, I pushed the energy ball into the rock with everything I had. 
 
    The rock skittered from the porch into the yard. 
 
    My breath rushed out of me. I snapped my vision back to normal. The clouds disappeared. “I did it!” 
 
    Flint grinned. “I knew you could do it. We should get something bigger, or see if you can–” His voice stopped when the screen door banged behind us. 
 
    Amber stepped onto the porch. “Do you smell that?” 
 
    “Smell what?” The glow from my victory still flowed through me. I practically bounced in excitement. 
 
    Amber jogged down the steps. She closed her eyes and inched toward the trees. A second later, her eyes flashed open. “The forest is on fire.” 
 
    My eyes widened. All thoughts of working on my energy balls disappeared. “What?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “I thought I smelled something this morning but wasn’t sure, but it’s grown stronger.” 
 
    Flint and I pushed to standing. 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. “What do you mean you smelled something but didn’t say anything?” 
 
    She shrugged guiltily, her large doe eyes wide. “I didn’t think anything of it.” 
 
    I softened my tone. “Amber…fires are serious. Where do you think it is?” 
 
    She nodded in the direction she’d been walking. “That way, but the wind changes sometimes, so it comes and goes. It’s still far away. Sorry, I should have said something.” 
 
    I gave her a reassuring squeeze. “It’s okay. Now we know.” 
 
    Flint’s expression conveyed nothing, but I was so in tuned to him, I noticed the slightest tightening of his jaw. “Where exactly do you think it is?” 
 
    “That way.” Amber pointed. 
 
    In a flash, Flint leaped from the steps to the porch’s roof. Another jump and he was on top of the cabin. I scrambled out to the yard, trying to get a better view of him as he surveyed above the trees. “Do you see anything?”  
 
    Flint frowned, shielding his eyes from the sun. “It would help if Mica got up here, but I think I see a very faint haze on the horizon. If that’s smoke, then the forest is definitely on fire, but it’s still miles from us. We should still tell Conroy.” 
 
    I gulped. In the fifteen years we’d lived in the cabin, we’d managed to survive the forest fires that had broken out in Colorado, but I knew we weren’t immune to them. It was our biggest vulnerability. 
 
    “I’ll get Mica first.” I dashed into the house and up the ladder. 
 
    Mica lay on her bottom bunk, legs bent. A half-read book sat propped in front of her. She glanced up when I walked into our room and did a double take when she saw my expression. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Amber thinks there’s a fire, and Flint’s on the roof. He wants you to come up and tell him what you see.” 
 
    She dropped her book and sprang out of bed. We raced outside. Jacinda and everyone else were already standing outside when we returned, probably alerted that something was up from my panicked race into the house. Only Di and Father were missing. 
 
    “Has anyone told Father?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll find him!” Amber rushed inside. 
 
    I hurried into the yard as Flint jumped back to the ground. He landed as gracefully as a cat, springing back up as if his joints were indestructible hinges. 
 
    He turned to Mica. “I need you on the roof. I’ll have to jump you up there.” 
 
    The grin on Mica’s face said exactly how she felt about that. 
 
    Flint reached down and picked her up. “Hold on.” 
 
    With a bend of his knees and a few quick jumps, the two of them stood on top of the cabin. Flint set Mica down and held onto her until she steadied. 
 
    “What do you see?” His voice carried down to us. 
 
    She turned toward the horizon, her gaze narrowing. Mica’s sight had improved considerably in the past few years. While Father had worked with me on gathering clouds and controlling that energy, he had worked with Mica on changing her eyes to mimic others. He’d also helped her improve her vision to allow it to zoom in and out when needed. My guess was that she had switched her vision to its highest zoom. Sometimes, on a clear day, she could see small objects over a mile away. 
 
    “Definitely a fire,” Mica said. “Looks to be burning over ten acres right now. It’s still small.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s moving toward us or away from us?” I called. 
 
    Mica shrugged. “Hard to say. If Flint and I check again tomorrow, I’ll have a better idea.” 
 
    A few hops later, she and Flint were back on the ground. Mica’s cheeks flushed pink. Excitement danced in her eyes. 
 
    I glanced at Jasper. He was glowering at Flint. Smiling, I tossed an arm around Mica’s shoulders. “Can be jarring, can’t it?” 
 
    She grinned. “I think my head’s still spinning, but that was fun. I wouldn’t mind doing it again!” 
 
      
 
    THAT EVENING, EVERYONE was pacing or standing at the windows with furrowed brows. Father was particularly quiet. He kept checking his computer. The internet didn’t have much coverage on the fire. It was still too small, but rangers thought it began from some hikers who’d illegally started a camp fire. They were still looking for suspects and had asked the public for tips. 
 
    It got worse over the next few days. 
 
    Each day, the fire grew. Despite fire crew’s attempts to contain it, it was coming our way. Father barely slept. At night, I heard him pacing the halls. Several times, when I got up to use the bathroom, the light was on in his study. Twice, I’d caught the sound of him on his phone, something he rarely used out here. Even though it communicated with other cell towers via satellite, it could still be traced. 
 
    On the fifth day, Father sat us down at the kitchen table. Exhaustion shone in his eyes. 
 
    “We may have to evacuate.” 
 
    The fire had grown within ten miles of us. Heavy smoke was now something we smelled daily. My heart clenched every time I thought about losing our home. I had no idea where we would live. It didn’t seem returning to society was an option. Father drummed into us on a regular basis that his outside contacts continually confirmed that O’Brien Pharmaceuticals was still looking for us. 
 
    Father finished by saying, “If things don’t turn around by tomorrow, we’ll be leaving. I’ve arranged for the chopper to arrive at eleven tomorrow night. Half of you will go in the first run, the other half in the second. We’ll all be evacuated by midnight.” 
 
    “Where will we go?” I asked. 
 
    “To one of my homes in Montana.” 
 
    “But surely we can do something!” Di said. “To put out the fire?” 
 
    “Like what?” Jet said. “Huff and puff until we blow it out? How the hell can we stop a forest fire?” 
 
    “What about the chickens?” Anxiety laced Amber’s words. Our chickens, which lived in the barn behind the house, depended on us. 
 
    Father frowned. “I’m sorry, but we’ll have to leave them behind. We’ll turn them loose, but they’ll be on their own to escape the fire.” 
 
    A horrified squeak escaped her. 
 
    Jacinda put an arm around Amber’s shoulders, drawing her close. 
 
    “How long will we stay there?” I asked. “In Montana?” 
 
    “Until I can arrange a new location for us to live. I’m not sure how long that will take.” 
 
    A noisy murmur erupted around the table. Some of us appeared scared, others stunned. The twins, however, looked excited. Throughout it all, Flint sat as still as stone, his face expressionless. 
 
    I had no idea how long it took Father to build this cabin, furnish the laboratory, build the barn, and transfer all of the supplies and furniture that adorned our home, but I imagined it took a while. Months maybe or years. And as much as I wanted to venture somewhere else in the world and experience a new way of life, I didn’t want it this way. Not with our home destroyed, our way of life gone, never to return to again. 
 
    Hot tears pricked my eyes. No, not like this. 
 
      
 
    SUPPER THAT NIGHT was subdued. It was hard to look at our food supplies and not mourn how everything would be lost. Later, we all drifted off to sleep with scents of dinner and distant smoke in the air. It wasn’t until early in the morning that I woke to a tapping sound on the window. At first, I didn’t recognize it. 
 
    The tapping grew louder. I blinked my eyes open. It wasn’t until I sat up and looked around that I realized the others had done the same. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Mica asked. 
 
    Jacinda turned on the light. The soft wattage bathed our room in gold. “It’s exactly what you think it is.” She grinned. 
 
    We all jumped out of bed and raced to the window. I grinned as the wind picked up and the rain fell faster. It beat against the window, soaking the pane and everything else it touched. Tiny rivers trailed down the mountain when lightning flashed, illuminating the yard. I’d never been happier to see anything in my life. 
 
    “Do you think this will put out the fire?” Amber practically jumped with glee. 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” Di said, “but it’ll definitely help.” 
 
    Amber clapped. “So we won’t have to leave the chickens behind!”  
 
    None of us could sleep after that. 
 
    We skipped down the hall to get Father, Flint and the twins. Father hooked up the computer to the modem which bounced signals to a satellite via the dish. It kept losing connection, as it always did in bad weather, but after many attempts, we all grinned when we saw the forecast. 
 
    Rain, rain and more rain. 
 
      
 
    AT THE END of the week, with the fire crews still working and nature helping, the fire was completely extinguished. A week after that, Flint and I ventured to our cave. 
 
    The charred forest could be seen in the distance, swathed in the moonlight as we sat at the entrance. I knew in a few years it would be green again. For now, I was thankful we still had our home. I leaned against his shoulder and enjoyed the fresh air once again. 
 
    Flint put his arm around me. “Do you wish we could have left? That Conroy would have been forced to move us somewhere new?” 
 
    I took a moment to respond. “No. I want to leave this place someday and actually live in the real world but not like that. It would break my heart if our home was destroyed.” 
 
    He nodded although the slight tensing of his shoulders told me he wasn’t entirely happy with my answer. 
 
    It was no secret, my desire to leave the cabin, to make my own life. Jacinda and Mica felt the same, as did the twins. Amber was quickly following suit. Di and Flint were the only ones content to stay in the secluded life Father had created. 
 
    I knew it wore on Father, how most of us wanted to leave. Father was still convinced it wasn’t safe. He told us his outside contacts continually reported that O’Brien still had eyes all over the country – people paid to report if they ever spotted us. 
 
    But it didn’t feel real. We’d never seen those men. We’d never experienced anyone pursuing us. I didn’t want to consider that Father may be making those sinister claims up, but I didn’t know. Maybe he simply wanted us to live with him forever, and he used O’Brien as an excuse to keep us hidden. 
 
    The others had similar doubts about the gravity of our situation. Twice, the twins had left the cabin and hiked the two-day distance to Little Raven, the nearest town. The first time, they’d been gone for over a week. The second time, two weeks. Father had been worried sick the entire time, and despite his many attempts, he hadn’t been able to find them. 
 
    However, Jet and Jasper both returned when the money they’d stolen from Father ran out. An excited light had shone in their eyes, though. Amber, Jacinda, Mica and I had listened eagerly to what they’d done. 
 
    Di and Flint hadn’t. 
 
    Sometimes, I wondered if the twins would have returned if they had enough money to stay living on their own. The one time I’d asked Jet that, he’d shrugged, his face serious. “I’d miss you guys,” was his only response. 
 
    I took heart in that. Come what may, we were a family, and family stuck together. 
 
    Flint made a disgruntled noise. 
 
    I peered up at him, but he seemed lost in thought. Laying my head back against his shoulder, I stared off into the distance. Within a hundred miles there were cities, movie theaters, neighborhoods, schools, businesses, shops. A real life lived by real people. It was all so close, yet so far away. 
 
    Maybe, just maybe, we could find a way to get there.
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    20 years old 
 
      
 
    Father was spending a lot of time in the lab, more so than usual. Ever since the fire, he’d changed. 
 
    None of us knew what was bothering him. Flint thought he was simply shaken, that the close call was too concerning so Father immersed himself in work for distraction. The twins joked he was working for that place again, manufacturing new drugs to be used on children. Nobody found those jokes funny. Jacinda brushed it all off, saying we were overreacting. 
 
    As usual, Di kept her lips sealed about whatever she and Father were doing in the lab. Amber and I both tried to sneak down there on several occasions to see what they were up to but quickly discovered, in no uncertain terms, that we were not allowed in the lab for the next several months. The lab door was continually locked. 
 
    I groaned every time I thought about it. What are they doing down there? 
 
    Thanksgiving came and went and Mica turned twenty-one. In December, Flint turned twenty-four and Di turned twenty-three. We kept getting older. With our increasing ages came a restlessness that had been growing steadily in me for the past year. I was twenty years old yet I’d done nothing with my life. I still lived at home. I still lived hidden from society, and no end of any of it was in sight. 
 
    Some days it seemed the only way to change that was to take matters into my own hands. To do what the twins had done – leave the mountain and set out on my own. 
 
    My heart sank. But I could never leave Flint. It was why I’d never done it. 
 
    Despite Christmas, my favorite holiday looming, my restlessness hadn’t abated. When I was younger, Christmas felt like a different world and always made me happy. Father worked hard to transform our home into a festive abode, but this year, I just couldn’t get into it. It didn’t help that Di and Father were so distracted that they were late for our Christmas tree cutting. 
 
    “What are they doing down there?” I paced outside the basement door. 
 
    Flint merely grunted. 
 
    He sat on a chair, scooted under a small table by the window. The laptop lay open in front of him. An online tutor Father had set up could be heard through the audio. I had no idea what they were talking about. It sounded like a bunch of computer mumbo jumbo. 
 
    Flint’s education had taken a more sinister turn during the past two years. Whereas Father worked with me on harnessing energy, he set up tutors to teach Flint, Di and Jasper about computer hacking, lock picking and other nefarious endeavors. As for why Father thought those skills may be needed only made me shudder. 
 
    I tried to tune out the tutor as I started pacing again. Sounds from outside permeated into the living room. The twins were sharpening the saw we would use to cut down the tree. Jacinda and Amber were gathering rope and the sled to pull the tree. Mica’s laughter carried through the yard. 
 
    It was all so normal. 
 
    I wrung my hands as my frustration turned into something else. As much as I tried, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was coming. 
 
    Mica’s heavy stomps sounded in the entryway. The porch door banged closed. A moment later, she appeared in the living room. She wore a thick sweater, jeans and still had her hat on. “Where are Di and Father? I thought we were getting the tree today?” 
 
    I joined her when she wandered into the kitchen. “I’m sure you can guess where Di and Father are.” 
 
    “The lab?” She rolled her eyes. “Jeez, they’re in there every day now. Without any breaks too. Weren’t they down there until after midnight last night?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    She opened the fridge and took out some cold cuts and cheese that Father had brought back on his last supply run. Tossing her hat on the counter, she grabbed the bread. “I’m starving, want a sandwich?” 
 
    “No, I’m good.” I made myself stop pacing and sit at the table. 
 
    “What do you think they’re doing down there?” Mica asked after taking a huge bite. 
 
    I sighed and cupped my chin in my hand. “I wish I knew. I wonder that every day.” 
 
    Mica frowned and looked out the window. Her eyes lit up. I followed her gaze. Jasper. Mica and Jasper had been together even longer than Flint and me. 
 
    We waited another hour in the kitchen before everyone began asking questions about when we’d go. Flint finally ventured into the basement to see what was holding up Father and Di. He returned a minute later, explaining they’d lost track of time and would be up shortly. By shortly, I guessed over two hours. 
 
    By the time we set out, it was late afternoon. 
 
    Di apologized several times for keeping us waiting while we trudged through the forest. However, Father’s mind never seemed to leave the lab. He looked deep in thought as we trekked through the Forbidden Hills, a heavy frown on his face. 
 
    Just before dark, we returned to the cabin. 
 
    We spent the evening pulling out ornaments, tinsel and stringing lights. I tried not to notice how both Di and Father kept inching toward the lab. By ten o’clock, they’d managed to disappear without anyone noticing. 
 
    Flint and I climbed up the ladder to get ready for bed while Mica, the twins and Amber stayed in the living room. Jacinda had retreated to the kitchen to warm up apple cider. 
 
    If I hadn’t been so worried about what Father and Di were doing, I would have stayed with everyone else. However, I wasn’t very good company at the moment. What normally was one of the best days of the year had left me with a churning stomach. Father had never left our Christmas tree decorating early before. 
 
    No matter what he’d had going on in the lab. 
 
    Flint and I walked into his room and closed the door. He pulled me on his bed, his small twin bed groaning in protest over the added weight. Pale moonlight bled onto the floor, leaving everything in dark shadows and silvery light. 
 
    He kissed me until my head spun. When he finally pulled back, it took me a moment to get my bearings. 
 
    “What are they doing down there?” I pushed up on an elbow. “Father’s never left the tree decorating early before. He’s usually the last to turn out the lights.” 
 
    “I know.” Flint’s voice was grim. 
 
    “Do you think something’s wrong? Maybe Father’s sick, or Di’s sick, and they’re trying to find a drug to cure it? Something like that?” 
 
    For a minute, he didn’t say anything, but he eventually shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure Di would have told me if she was sick.” 
 
    I swallowed. “So do you think Father’s sick?” 
 
    “That I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    My stomach plummeted. I couldn’t imagine a life without Father. He’d always just…been there. 
 
    Flint’s arms tightened around me. The inevitable safe feeling he always evoked soon worked its magic. “No matter what happens, we’ll all be okay, and I’ll always be here to take care of you.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop my smile. “I don’t need you to take care of me. I’m pretty capable.” 
 
    Flint chuckled. “I know. But, maybe I need to take care of you, for my own peace of mind.” 
 
    “That I can live with.” 
 
    Flint fell asleep as we lay on his bed, our arms entwined. His heat warmed me, yet my worry continued. Something was wrong, very wrong. 
 
    I could feel it.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    The memories played through my mind, shifting back and forth. Everything was so vivid, so real. It wasn’t until my eyes fluttered open, and I saw Flint hunkered down beside me, the rest of the group and Father behind him, that I realized they’d been just that.  
 
    Memories.  
 
    My childhood. My family. The cabin – our home. Flint. Always Flint. 
 
    My mouth parted as the enormity of what I’d remembered settled in. Flint and I had been in love for years. What I’d felt for him, all those months ago, on that first day we re-met in Pete’s entry way had been real. Something buried deep in my subconscious, that could never be destroyed, had recognized him. Father was right. Not even his memory drug could break our bond. 
 
    I tried to sit up. Flint stopped me. “You need to lie still. Conroy and Di want to check you over one more time.” 
 
    I relaxed back. Or tried to. A headache thrummed in the back of my mind. The more awake I became, the more it hurt. 
 
    Brushing it off, I stared in wonder at Flint. Dark eyes, that mirrored my surprise and awe, stared back. 
 
    “All of that was real? What we felt? What we experienced together?” 
 
    “It was,” he said huskily. 
 
    Jacinda kneeled beside me, smiling. “How are you, sis?” 
 
    I grinned. Even though Father had told Jacinda and me that we were related, it hadn’t felt real. It was like being told you’d won the lottery. It seemed too good to be true, but now I had all of my memories. Memories of Jacinda being the only one I confided in for years, the only one who understood how I felt about so many things. She truly was my sister. 
 
    I squeezed her hand. “You’ve always been my friend, not just my sister.” 
 
    “Ever since we were little.” 
 
    Father stepped forward and peered closely at my eyes, lifting my lids. Had I really been calling him Conroy for the past few days? I shook my head internally. He was my Father, not a stranger. 
 
    “Do you feel all right?” he asked. 
 
    The headache still throbbed at the base of my neck, but headaches were nothing new to me. I nodded. “Yeah, I feel fine.” 
 
    He gave me the okay to sit up, and I again marveled at how surreal this was. It felt weird, fully understanding now who Father was. The memories of the past few days were still in my mind. Meeting him, calling him Conroy, not knowing who he was. But then memories of my lifetime were there too. He’d been a father figure to me for as long as I could remember. 
 
    It was weird. Like I’d lived two separate lives, remembered both, and was only now understanding they were joined. All the love I had for Father was there again. I now knew why I’d felt the innate need to trust him when we’d reunited. He’d never hurt me, and he’d always been a father figure, even if we weren’t blood-related. 
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat as the headache moved to the back of my eyes. “Hi, Father.” 
 
    He smiled, relief on his face. “Oh, my little, Galena. I really missed you.” 
 
    I got up and wrapped my arms around him. 
 
    His chin settled on the top of my head. I relished his smell. I remembered it now. Soap, aftershave, and mint. It felt so easy, so right to hug him like this. I’d been doing it my whole life.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut against the tears that wanted to spill. I glanced up at him. “Are you glad we’re all back?” 
 
    “As frightened as I am for what will happen now, I’ve missed you all terribly. My life during the past six months has felt very empty.” 
 
    I hugged him tighter. “Don’t do that again. No matter what happens, I want to remember you forever.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    I squeezed him one last time. 
 
    He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “We should all go to bed. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    I pulled back and for the first time since waking felt the tension in the room. For once, the twins didn’t look so cocky or sure of themselves. They stood apart from one another, their hands in their pockets. Jasper stood by himself, beside the couch, his gaze on the floor. He’d obviously woken before me. Mica stood behind him, her eyes shooting daggers at his back, while Amber was curled in a ball on one of the armchairs. 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    Right. 
 
    For years, Jasper and Mica had been together, but for the past few months, they’d been anything but a couple. Jasper had been with Amber. I couldn’t imagine what Mica felt right now. Part of me wanted to hug her. Another part of me wondered if she wanted space or someone to rant at. 
 
    Before I could do anything, she uttered a disgusted sound and stalked from the room. Amber scampered up a moment later and disappeared in the opposite direction. A few sobs trailed in her wake. 
 
    Jasper hung his head. Even Jet seemed at loss for words. 
 
    Biting my lip, I entwined my hand through Flint’s. I felt sick for Mica. If I’d woken up, knowing all I knew about Flint and me, and then realized for the past few months he’d actually been with someone else… It felt like someone punched me in the gut just thinking about it. 
 
    “Is she going to be okay?” I asked. 
 
    Jacinda shrugged, her mouth down-turned. “Would you be if you were in her shoes?”  
 
    Di crossed her arms. “She’ll find a way to deal with it. She doesn’t have a choice. What’s done is done.” 
 
    As cruel, or perhaps as pragmatic as those words were, as always, Di was right. We couldn’t change the past. Whatever Mica, Jasper and Amber decided to do from here would be up to them, but their actions couldn’t be undone. 
 
    Father sighed heavily and shook his head. “We should turn in.” His eyes were glassy, his expression haggard.  
 
    “What time is it?” I asked. 
 
    Flint squeezed my hand. “Ten at night.” 
 
    “Wow.” I’d been asleep for six hours. “So all of those months after the fire, when you two were locked in the basement, this drug is what you’d been working on? The drug to make us forget?” I still remembered that feeling of impending doom, that something bad was to come. I’d been right. 
 
    Father nodded. “And the drug to make you remember. I wanted both on hand.” 
 
    I glanced at Di. She stood by the cold fireplace, a brooding expression on her face. All along Father had planned to erase our memories, but… 
 
    “Did you know, Di? What it was for?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I only knew it affected memory, but I didn’t know it was going to be used on us.” Her tone was neither defensive nor cunning. I knew she told the truth.  
 
    “Let’s go to bed.” There was an edge in Flint’s voice. A dark expression clouded his face. “Lena?” He pulled me toward the stairs. 
 
    I followed him from the room. I glanced back when we reached the stairs to find Father watching us. His mouth was down-turned, his expression regretful. I knew now that he and Flint had never formed a close relationship. I also knew that was Flint’s choice. Not Father’s. Flint had always kept Father at arm’s length. He blamed Father for everything O’Brien had done to us when we were little. All of the drugs and experiments, even though Father did everything he could to minimize those experiences. Chewing my lip, I followed Flint down the staircase. 
 
      
 
    WHEN WE WERE alone in our room, Flint closed the door. He raked a hand harshly through his hair. The energy in the air abruptly changed. That raw, powerful feeling that always rolled off him when he was angry increased. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Flint sighed heavily. He sat on the bed and clasped his hands together on his knees. The bed was still mussed from us sleeping in it. Tentatively, I sat beside him. The energy coming from him was so strong. 
 
    “It’s…him. Conroy.” Flint sneered, abruptly stood and paced a few times. “How could he have done this to us? Erased our memories, separated us? He took you away from me. On purpose. He had to know what you were to me, what you are to me, yet he did it anyway. That doesn’t sound like somebody who cares about us.” He stopped at the window and looked out. In a fierce voice, he said, “I’ll never forgive him.” 
 
    For a moment, I watched him. The broad shoulders, the chestnut hair, the pulsing anger that hid a core made of steel coated in loyalty. It was all so…Flint. 
 
    One of my earliest memories was of him and me outside at the cabin, right after Father took us from that place. The leaves were crimson and gold, the air crisp. At that age, Flint barely spoke. He often isolated himself from others. As the oldest, Flint had been more traumatized by O’Brien than any of us. 
 
    That day he’d stood apart from everyone else, staring at the trees, refusing to interact while everyone else played together. I’d approached him, not relenting until he smiled. It was a small smile but still a smile. My innocent cheerfulness and innate need to include everyone in everything had been the beginning of our bond. I knew now that our relationship was so strong because it was based on friendship. For years we’d only been childhood friends, both of us loyal to the other, watching out for and protecting each other. Yet Flint took loyalty to an entirely new level. 
 
    I knew he’d rather die than hurt me. 
 
    Pulling him back to the bed, I practically forced him to sit beside me. A twinge of anger bubbled up in me. Flint was right. Father had purposely split Flint and me up. But I also knew Father didn’t enjoy doing that. He didn’t want to. All he ever wanted was to protect us. 
 
    He felt he had no choice. 
 
    I shook my head. I was still trying to process it all. It was all so surreal. 
 
    The stress of trying to understand all that had happened made my headache grow. I rubbed the back of my neck. It still hadn’t abated. If anything, the throbbing had grown. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” I finally replied. “I know what you mean, and I agree that Father had to know what he was doing to us.” 
 
    “So you’re mad too?” 
 
    I paused, frowning. “A little angry – yes. But, I’m not angry the way you are.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “How can you not be?” 
 
    Doing my best to ignore the throbbing in my skull, I tried to articulate how I felt. “Father has always loved us, I know that. And he’s only ever wanted to protect us. That I’m certain of. Surely you can relate to that?” 
 
    Flint stared at me with disbelieving eyes. 
 
    I placed my hand over his. “If you thought something was going to harm me, and the only way to guarantee I’d stay safe was to leave me forever, you’d leave, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    He frowned, his expression grim. “I can’t imagine anything being so significant that I’d have to leave to protect you. It seems to make more sense for me to stay to protect you.” 
 
    “No, we can’t imagine anything that significant, but Father can.” 
 
    Flint’s brow furrowed. 
 
    I rubbed my neck again. “I barely remember that place we came from when we were kids. It’s all foggy. I only have one or two clear memories of it, but Father remembers all of it. And he knows more about those people than we ever will. Of all of us, Father knows what that group is capable of. I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. I know he wanted to keep us together, but in the end, he knew the safest bet was to split us up. I truly don’t believe he ever wanted to do that. He chose the lesser of two evils.” 
 
    Flint raked a hand through his hair. His energy kicked up a notch. “So you’re really not mad at him?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not really.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    I put my arm around his shoulders. They were so wide I could barely get my hand cupped around his deltoid. He turned and pulled me to him. He easily engulfed me in his embrace. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. “No matter what we both think on this matter.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    “But I don’t think I’ll ever forgive him.” 
 
    “I know.” After a lifetime of blaming Father, what happened this year would only make it worse. Flint and Father would probably never see eye to eye. 
 
    “Yet you forgive him so easily.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He pulled me tighter to him. His hands roamed up and down my back. I peeked up at him. His eyes were distant, unseeing as if lost deep in thought. 
 
    I rubbed against him, trying to pull him from the mood he was falling into. It took a moment before he seemed aware of what I was doing. 
 
    His eyes darkened when he looked down. His voice grew husky. “Just what are you doing, babe?” 
 
    “Helping you remember a few things.” I rubbed against him more. If nothing else, this new distraction helped me ignore my pounding headache. 
 
    Hot energy rolled off him. “I think I’m going to like remembering.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    He groaned and crushed me to him. He kissed me. Hard. I could feel his anger and rage over Father, but his desire and need were there too. The heavy emotions swirled around me like a boxer throwing punches. Quick bursts hit me every which way. I never knew where I was going to be hit next. 
 
    I pushed back from him. “Holy crap.” 
 
    I kept him at arm’s length. His shoulders bunched under my fingers. They felt like iron. 
 
    “What?” Confusion laced his words. His eyes were dark with desire. 
 
    “It’s…” I shook my head. Now that I had my memories, things were coming back to me at lightning speed. This is what Father was talking about! My ability wasn’t limited to seeing clouds around people. I was able to do so much more. Father was right. The latest drug brought back all that I learned. What I had felt right now was so much stronger than anything I’d felt since waking up in April. 
 
    “Holy crap!” I said again. 
 
    Flint tensed. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I smiled. “Your cloud…your aura…it’s so strong right now. It’s different feeling. More.” 
 
    He blinked and then slowly, understanding dawned. “That’s right. You can do more than just see clouds.” 
 
    “All of the years Father helped me work on it…I’d forgotten. Just like my identity. I’d forgotten how advanced my ability is.” 
 
    “And it’s not just you.” 
 
    I nodded. “Right, the twins, Di and Mica can do more too.” 
 
    During the past several years, Father began working with us more aggressively on our abilities. He hypothesized we’d be able to do more the older we became. Like learning a sport or musical instrument, it could be strengthened and honed. With time, absolute control and coordination could be learned. However, that training stopped once the fire hit. Father’s obsession with the memory drug had taken precedence. I understood now what he and Di had been doing in the basement all of those months. 
 
    I shook my head as my memories lined up. It all made sense now. 
 
    I’d tried to practice my new skills on my own, while Father was too preoccupied in the lab with the memory drug, but it had been hard. I didn’t know how to grow my ability. Not really at least. Sometimes I’d get lucky and be able to move small things. Usually, I just ended up with a headache for my efforts, very similar to how I felt right now. 
 
    That’s probably why I’m feeling this way. It’s from remembering my ability. 
 
    Flint took a deep breath. His energy relaxed. It no longer felt like a punching bag. Of course, it didn’t have to be that way. One thing I had mastered was how to diffuse other’s energy so it didn’t affect me so much. If I concentrated, I could control Flint’s cloud, keep it pushed back. 
 
    I hadn’t known that until now. 
 
    I thought about all of the times over the past few months when those steady pushes and waves off Flint barreled into me. How at times it had taken my breath away from its sheer force and heat. I hadn’t known then that I could stop it. 
 
    “That’s definitely going to make life easier.” 
 
    “And more interesting.” He grinned. “Remember that time you knocked over the salt shaker on the table?” 
 
    I laughed. I’d done it as Jet sat down for lunch. He hadn’t known that I was working on my ability. He’d jumped up, practically shrieking when the pepper shaker knocked over next. 
 
    Flint chuckled. “He started raving about poltergeists, saying one had taken up residence in the cabin.” 
 
    I laughed harder. “And I didn’t tell him until the next day.” 
 
    “He barely slept that night. He was convinced the “spirit” was going to smother him in his sleep.” Flint chuckled more loudly. 
 
    I fell back on the bed, clutching my sides. “I’d completely forgotten about that.” 
 
    My words were like water dousing a fire. Flint’s grin vanished. He was quiet for a moment, his eyes hard. “That’s right. We forgot everything because of Conroy.” 
 
    His energy picked up again, but I let it wash over me, like the bow of a ship pushing through waves. His energy dispersed around and behind. 
 
    I sat up. “But we remember now.” 
 
    He pushed a stray curl behind my ear. A muscle clenched in his jaw. “I forgot about that night at the cave. The night we first made love.” 
 
    I fingered my bracelet. “That was the night you gave me this, on my eighteenth birthday.” 
 
    His eyes darkened. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
    Even though we’d been together for the last two months, we hadn’t had sex. In a way, I’d liked that. It built the suspense, heightened everything since we were still building toward the final show. But now, knowing we had been doing it, for years, in fact, was…weird. 
 
    I knew every inch of his body, every way to drive him crazy. I knew that the spot behind his left ear was more sensitive than the right. That he loved when I ran my hair along his chest while I trailed kisses down his stomach. 
 
    Flint moved closer. His thigh brushed mine. That sparse contact sent electricity racing along my nerves. “It’s been a very long time.” 
 
    My breath quickened. “Months.” 
 
    “I never thought I could go a day without having you when we first started.” He kissed me softly. “I thought I’d go crazy from seeing you across the room and not being able to touch you.” He trailed a finger along my thigh. 
 
    Heat exploded inside of me. A deep throbbing took root. 
 
    “I’d pass by you in the kitchen, but someone would be sitting at the table, not knowing how your smell and the feel of your bottom brushing against me as I passed behind you made me want you even more.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and tilted my head back. 
 
    “I soon learned I had to wait, that sometimes we couldn’t get to the cave for days at a time. And in that time, I learned how to drive you crazy with just a look, or a soft kiss on the neck when I brushed your hair back, or how you liked when I bit your upper lip in a quick kiss.” 
 
    I pulled him back on the bed with me.  
 
    “You especially loved when I’d tease you.” 
 
    He slid out of his pants. The sound of my jeans unzipping sounded next. I lifted my hips as he shimmied them off me. 
 
    He bent down and kissed me, and using his fingers, he proved exactly how much he remembered pleasing me. 
 
    When he finally withdrew, I opened my eyes. His pupils were dark and dilated. Pent up longing and need shown in them. I felt like a puddle of liquid honey. 
 
    “You were on the pill at one point,” he said. 
 
    When I turned eighteen, Father gave me birth control, like he gave everyone else in the house some form of protection. 
 
    “Do you know when you last took it?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” I still felt like liquid warmth in his arms. A distinct bulge pressed against my thigh. I rubbed against it. 
 
    Flint groaned and reached out, stilling my hips. “Until you’re on birth control again, we’re not doing it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I rubbed more. 
 
    He sucked in a sharp breath. “Lena,” he growled. 
 
    “Oh, all right.” Raising my arms, I took my shirt and bra off. Cool air washed over my naked body. 
 
    His eyes flashed. “Damn, woman.” 
 
    I pulled him down on the bed and then sat up. Naked, I lifted my leg over him, as if I was going to straddle him. 
 
    “We can’t. Lena…please…” His jaw clenched. 
 
    “I know, I know, but it doesn’t mean I don’t like teasing you.” 
 
    Settling on his thighs, I wrapped my hand around him. Love shone in his gaze as I moved my hand up and down, faster and faster. It was amazing the feelings that washed over me through his energy. I let it hit me – the hot sexiness of it and his deep love and adoration rolled into one. 
 
    He came quickly, his energy spiraling out of control. Closing my eyes, I pushed the headache back and focused on our power. 
 
    Using what I could remember, I harnessed the auras around us. I worked it together, concentrating deeply and groaning at how much effort it took. Slowly, it formed into a ball, but just as that ball became complete, something in my mind snapped. 
 
    I screamed, wrapping my hands around my head. 
 
    I collapsed onto him. My headache exploded. Stars shone in my gaze as another scream of pain ripped from my mouth. 
 
    “Lena?” Flint pushed up, pulling me to him. “Lena!” 
 
    His face faded in and out. I clung to him, pulling him toward me before I whispered, “Get Father.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Flint was off me and out of the room before I could blink. Somehow he managed to throw a blanket over me in the process. I moaned and cradled my head. Pulling myself into a ball, I turned on my side. The pain in my head was excruciating. It felt like my head would explode. 
 
    “Galena?” Father’s voice sounded. 
 
    A dip in the mattress told me he’d sat down. Gentle hands gripped my wrists and pried them from my head. “Galena, tell me what’s wrong.” His voice was quiet yet firm. 
 
    “My head…” I moaned. “My head hurts so badly!” 
 
    Father’s grip tightened for the merest second before he let go and gently pushed hair from my eyes. I could barely make out his features. My vision wasn’t right. 
 
    He felt along my skull and then down my neck. “When did this start?” 
 
    “It’s hurt since I woke up.” I winced when he touched the base of my neck. 
 
    Flint reappeared on my other side. “It’s hurt since you woke up?” His voice rose. 
 
    I winced. 
 
    “I’m sorry, babe.” Flint turned to Father. “Do something!” 
 
    Father ignored Flint and kept probing me. When he realized I had nothing on under the covers, he stood. 
 
    “Please wrap her in the blanket.” 
 
    Father turned just long enough for Flint to shimmy my panties back on and secure the blanket around me. I moaned again. The movement made everything throb. 
 
    “I’m sorry, babe…I’m trying to be gentle.” Flint’s tone and fingers shook. “She’s dressed.” 
 
    Di appeared behind Father. She wore pajamas, and her hair was mussed. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Lena?” Jacinda’s voice called from the doorway. 
 
    “Everyone, please stay back,” Father said. “Except for you, Diamond. I’d appreciate your assistance.” 
 
    I opened my eyes to see fuzzy figures in the doorway. Everyone seemed to be awake. I wasn’t sure if Flint had woken the entire house on purpose or accidentally. 
 
    Di picked up my arm and felt my pulse. “Her heart’s ticking along pretty fast. Lena, what’s hurting?” 
 
    “Um…my head…it hurts. It’s pretty bad.” 
 
    My vision cleared just long enough to see Di and Father share a look. In that second, my insides grew cold. 
 
    “But I’m going to be okay, right? It’s just a bad headache.” I winced when a particularly hard pounding hit. 
 
    Flint took my other hand while Di continued to feel my pulse. He kissed the inside of my palm and smoothed the hair from my forehead. “Of course, it’s just a headache. You’re going to be fine. Right, Conroy?” 
 
    Father’s face tightened. “Bring her up to the study. My supplies and equipment are there. I need to check a few more things. Hurry.” 
 
    Flint lifted me and hurried behind Father and Di. Everyone parted when he carried me out the door. Jacinda whimpered, and from what I could see, Mica’s brown eyes were red. She stood numbly. It looked like she’d been crying. 
 
    The twins stood with their arms at their sides. Both looked like they tried to smile but only ended up grimacing when I passed. Only Amber was missing. 
 
    Flint followed Di and Father up the stairs and down the hall. 
 
    Father waved at a chaise lounge in the office. “Set her there please.” 
 
    Flint gently lowered me. My head touching the chaise made me cringe. 
 
    “How quickly has the pain grown?” Father pulled something from a bag. 
 
    I tried to watch but my lids kept closing. With every passing second, I grew more tired. 
 
    Father placed something around my arm. “Diamond, count her respirations for me.” 
 
    A pumping sounded. Whatever was on my arm constricted. A hiss followed as the constriction eased. I opened my eyes. Father was taking my blood pressure. 
 
    Father whipped the cuff off my arm. “Her systolic pressure is two-hundred and twenty.” 
 
    “Respirations are twenty-two. She’s tachycardic, her pulse is now one hundred and forty.” 
 
    Di stood and joined Father. I vaguely became aware that everyone else had moved to the doorway again. Flint still hunkered by my side, his eyes rimmed with worry. 
 
    “She’ll be okay, right?” Flint’s voice grew hoarse. “Right? Di?” 
 
    I wanted to reach for him, to comfort him but I felt so tired. 
 
    Father pulled more supplies from his bag. “Her blood pressure is dangerously high. I believe she’s suffering a side effect from the drug.” 
 
    “What side effect?” Fear coated Flint’s words. 
 
    “Cerebral over perfusion. Abnormal blood flow can result in the presence of severe hypertension. She’s at risk of ischemia and encephalopathy right now.” 
 
    “I thought this drug was safe!” Flint roared. 
 
    Father plunged a syringe into a vial. “No drug is completely safe. This is a very rare side effect. We need to get her blood pressure under control. Then we’ll deal with everything else.” 
 
    “Everything else?” Energy poured off Flint. 
 
    My headache worsened. I moaned and cradled my head again. 
 
    “Diamond?” Father said. “Please take Flint from the room. The rest of you,” he glanced at the doorway, “please wait in the living room. I need to work quickly and must concentrate.” 
 
    Di had to pull Flint from my side. My vision kept swimming in and out of focus. Everything went fuzzy so I couldn’t be sure how she made him leave. 
 
    “Galena? Are you still with me?” 
 
    I mumbled a response. My head pounded. 
 
    “Diamond, draw up the beta blocker. I’ll start the IV.” 
 
    Father grabbed a long thick rubber band. He tied it around my arm. “Stay with me, Galena.” He flicked a vein in my arm. “Please my child, stay with me.” 
 
      
 
    THE NEXT HOURS or days were a blurred, pain filled haze. Di and Father stayed at my side. Sometimes when I opened my eyes, Flint was there too. The dark circles lining his eyes had grown black. I tried to squeeze him as he clutched my hand in his large palms, but my lids would grow heavy again and I’d drift off. 
 
    Voices occasionally permeated the fog, like whispered dreams that faded in and out of focus. At times, I didn’t feel connected to my body. At one point, I thought I saw myself below, like I was hovering above everything, my eyes gazing down from the ceiling. It was like watching TV. I could see the room, the details and hear the sounds. During that strange dream, Di and Father had been frantically shouting to one another as they hurriedly raced from me to various supplies and back. I watched, feeling as light as air as they pumped drugs into my veins while doing compressions on my chest and hooking me up to a strange machine. 
 
    Flint had been in the corner of the room. He’d gripped his hair and sunk to the floor. His face was white as tears streamed down his cheeks. I wanted to comfort him, but I couldn’t move. 
 
    Then, a strange mechanical voice sounded from the machine. Di and Father stepped back before Father pushed a button. My body jumped, my back arching. And then in the next second, I slammed down from above toward my body as if a giant anvil had crashed upon me. 
 
    It could have been hours, days or weeks before I opened my eyes to see sunlight shining through the window. 
 
    Flint’s soft snores and the light bleeding through the bedroom’s large window made me think I had been dreaming. That all of it wasn’t real. That I was still at Hideaway Hills. That everything we’d discovered at the cabin hadn’t happened. That we were still trying to figure out who we were and what happened to us. 
 
    Except Di was in the bedroom too. She lay asleep on the couch. Medical supplies littered the coffee table. And we weren’t in the cabin at the ranch. Colorful, expensive looking artwork hung on the walls. 
 
    Something stuck out from my arm. I groaned when I recognized it. 
 
    An IV cannula. 
 
    The last time I saw that had been after Aaron attacked me. It seemed something bad had happened again. 
 
    It took a few minutes before the memories returned. Most things felt fuzzy but then a sharp image appeared. It was of Flint and me messing around on the bed while my head pounded. That had been right after Father gave us the memory drug. 
 
    The memory drug! 
 
    I nudged Flint. “Hey, wake up.” 
 
    In a flash, his eyes were open and he was leaning over me. “Lena!” His dark gaze frantically searched mine. “You’re awake! Di! Di! Wake up, Lena’s awake!” 
 
    Di mumbled something before sitting up. Her dark hair fell in messy strands around her face. It looked like she hadn’t washed it in days. 
 
    “Lena?” Her eyes widened. “You’re awake!” 
 
    She rushed from the couch to my side. “How’s your head? How are you feeling? Do you remember what happened?” 
 
    “Get Conroy!” Flint said. 
 
    Di’s hands shook. “Of course. Keep her awake.” 
 
    Di rushed from the room. I looked at Flint to explain. Tears streamed down his face. “Lena! Lena!” He cupped my cheeks. Energy poured out of him in rivers. “Lena!” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    His eyes widened. “You almost died. This is the first time you’ve been truly awake in days.” He pulled me to him, holding me gently as if afraid I’d break. 
 
    “What do you mean I almost died?” 
 
    He went on to explain what had happened during the past four days. 
 
    “Four days? I’ve been in and out of consciousness for four days?” 
 
    Flint nodded. “We almost took you to the hospital after your heart stopped, but then Conroy and Di got you stabilized. Conroy said he had the same drugs as the hospital, and that now it was just a matter of waiting to see when you’d wake up. If Conroy hadn’t had an AED in the house, you’d be dead.” 
 
    “An AED? Isn’t that used to restart someone’s heart?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Father appeared in the doorway as Flint continued to hold me. Stubble covered Father’s face. His cheeks appeared sunken. It looked like he’d lost weight, and I wondered if he’d eaten or slept since giving us the memory drug. 
 
    “Galena,” he said hoarsely. 
 
    He approached the bedside before his legs gave out. Kneeling, he pulled me into a hug, a sob escaping him. There wasn’t a dry eye in the room when he pulled back. 
 
    “We almost lost you.” He smoothed the hair back from my face. 
 
    “That’s what Flint said.” 
 
    “Oh, my little, Galena.” 
 
    He pulled me back to him as everyone’s energy in the room washed over me. It was filled with love, pain and relief. 
 
    I knew in that moment how grave my situation had been. I breathed a sigh of thankfulness that I was okay. 
 
      
 
    FATHER INSISTED ON taking me to the nearest hospital for a CT and MRI. I knew things were serious when he said that. He wouldn’t risk this trip if he didn’t think it was necessary. 
 
    “What about the no hospital rule?” Because of my unique ability, I knew that areas of my brain would be active that were dormant in a normal person. Father had explained all of this to me when I’d been younger. It was the reason we’d never ventured to hospitals growing up. 
 
    “I know, but I want to make sure you don’t have permanent damage. I’m making an exception, but we still need to be careful. Follow my lead in public, keep your face hidden and don’t talk to anyone at the hospital unless necessary.” 
 
    Since the CT and MRI were both outpatient procedures, it didn’t require interacting with more than a few technicians. Father insisted on taking my medical records with him when they were done. He’d review them himself. He wouldn’t leave until the hospital wiped any trace of my having been there. The technicians eyed each other, curious looks in their eyes, but they did as Father asked. 
 
    Back at the indestructible home, Father reviewed the scans on his computer. I sat on a chair by the gas fire and waited for him to finish. Flint paced the room. 
 
    Father smiled when he reviewed the last image on his computer. “No permanent damage.” 
 
    I merely blew an annoying curl out of my face as afternoon sun washed into the study. “I could have told you that. I feel fine.” 
 
    Flint grumbled at that statement and placed his hands on his hips. “Next time Conroy asks you how you’re feeling, you better tell him the truth.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Flint hadn’t forgotten that I initially downplayed my headache, but he was right. I’d learned my lesson. 
 
    “I won’t. I promise.” 
 
    Pulling me up from the chair, Flint held me close. Father discreetly left the study, patting me on the shoulder as he walked by before closing the door behind him. 
 
    “That’s twice that I’ve almost lost you.” Flint’s large fingers threaded through my hair. 
 
    “Perhaps I’m part cat. Maybe I have nine lives.” 
 
    He smiled grimly. “I can’t lose you.” 
 
    My joking vanished. “I know. I’m sorry. I’ll be honest with how I’m feeling from now on.” 
 
    “You better keep that promise,” he growled before tilting my face up for a kiss.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent the next two days resting in my bedroom per Father’s orders. While the headaches had disappeared, the tiredness hadn’t. It was crazy how the entire ordeal made me so groggy. However, the reprieve gave me plenty of time to reminisce over everything I remembered. 
 
    Thankfully, despite the dire side effect, that Father said only affected one in a million, I still remembered…everything. 
 
    My life. 
 
    My childhood. 
 
    That horrible place Father had taken us from. 
 
    The first time Flint and I made love. 
 
    All of it was real. Father had given us back our memories – side effects be damned. 
 
    Morning sunlight peeked through the curtains. It was the third day following my near-death. Flint lay asleep on the bed. The dark circles under his eyes had faded, but they were still there. I didn’t disturb him. He needed to sleep. 
 
    Sitting up, I was surprised to find that my head felt fine today. Clear with no grogginess. And it was also the first morning since my ordeal that I also felt energetic. Pushing the covers back, I stood with a spring in my step. 
 
    Wild, dark red snarls flew around my face when I tiptoed into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. I kept remembering things as I brushed my teeth, things Flint and I had done, experiences we’d had. A smile played on my lips. It was only as I rinsed my mouth that I remembered my sudden theory before Father administered the memory antidote. A theory that, I hadn’t realized, Father and I had actually come up with together years ago following my Seattle trip. 
 
    With wide eyes, I switched my vision. It happened immediately. Nothing cracked or hurt, not like it had the first night following the drug. I felt normal. My ability had returned full force. 
 
    My cloud appeared. 
 
    Except for this time, it was different.  
 
    I stared in awe at the new, third color. Pale green shimmered among the blue and bright green. It was the same pale green that Father had in his cloud. My cloud was turning into a rainbow, like Father’s. The gears shifted in my mind. Our theory had most likely been correct. 
 
    Keeping my vision altered, I walked back into the bedroom. Flint was still asleep, but his cloud billowed around his sleeping form. The same pale green I had in my cloud also intermixed with his blue and orange. I’d bet money all of the others now had pale green in their clouds too. 
 
    I sat on the bed, letting my vision switch back to normal. I knew where the colors came from.  
 
    The drugs. 
 
    Each drug Father had administered to us showed up in our clouds. It was exactly what Father and I had hypothesized all those years ago, after my Seattle trip, when we first talked about what I saw around people there. The drugs changed our brains like they changed our clouds. 
 
    My bright green was obviously unique to me. It was the drug that allowed me to see a person’s aura, and the blue was the drug Father administered to us in April, the drug that made us forget. And now, the pale green was from the drug that made us remember. 
 
    Father had said that he’d taken all of our ability creating drugs, the first generation versions, plus a dozen more drugs that had never panned out. I thought about how Father’s cloud colors were fainter, not as vibrant as ours. I guessed that was because the first generation drugs weren’t as potent. That since they hadn’t resulted in complete transformations, just partial, his brain wasn’t altered as much. But the blue and pale green in his cloud appeared identical to mine. Those had to be from the memory drugs. 
 
    Father hadn’t been lying. He really had taken all of the drugs. His cloud couldn’t lie. 
 
    I briefly contemplated the twin’s clouds. Jasper had yellow, yet Jet had red. Father had hypothesized it was because the twins metabolized their telepathy drug differently. However, since they both had the same blue as the rest of us, they’d obviously metabolized that one the same. 
 
    My gaze inched to the door. I really needed to talk to Father. It appeared our theory was correct. 
 
    Flint turned in bed. A soft snore filled the room. The clock read just past six. I cocked my head. I didn’t hear anybody moving upstairs. 
 
    I still itched to pull the door open, but with a sigh, I sat back down on the bed. If there was one thing I was really good at, it was being impulsive, and if there was one thing I was really bad at, it was controlling my impulsive desires. If I burst upstairs right now, I’d probably wake the entire house. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm my excitement. My conversation with Father could wait another hour. He, Di and Flint had gone too many days without sleep. I slipped under the warm covers and stared at the ceiling, thinking about the rainbow of colors in Father’s cloud. 
 
    He really had tried everything on himself first. Our safety had been that important to him. 
 
      
 
    FLINT ROUSED ABOUT an hour later. As soon as he did, he pulled me tightly to him. During the past two days, he’d barely left our bedroom. It was like he thought I’d keel over and die any second. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said. 
 
    His eyes cracked open. He yawned and pushed up onto an elbow. For a moment, he studied me, his eyes still hooded from sleep. “You look like you’ve been up for a while.” 
 
    “Over an hour.” 
 
    He pushed to sitting, his brow furrowing. “Are you okay? Do you have another headache?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that.” I shook my head. “It’s something else. My cloud’s different now and yours is too.” 
 
    I told him about the new color. 
 
    “So the reason we all have colors is because of the drugs.” Flint also knew about Father’s and my theory. I’d told him years ago. 
 
    “I think so, and that’s why Conroy’s cloud is so colorful because he did take all of the drugs first. He wanted to make sure they were safe.” 
 
    Flint frowned. 
 
    I could tell from his expression that he wasn’t sure how to feel about that. My brush with death only solidified in Flint’s mind that Father’s drugs were a menace, and we were better off never taking any of them again. However, if Father really had taken all of our drugs first, even the dangerous ones that resulted in our abilities, then he couldn’t be evil like Flint claimed he was. 
 
    “He cares about our safety. You have to at least agree with that.” 
 
    “You almost died, Lena.” 
 
    “And I knew the memory drug didn’t come without risks. I chose to take that risk.” 
 
    “You should have never had to risk anything in the first place!” Hot energy poured off him. He raked a hand harshly through his hair. “We should have never been administered any of those drugs, ever.” 
 
    I sighed heavily. “Okay, okay. You have a point.” Movement sounded above. A creak in the floor. I glanced at the ceiling. “Everyone’s getting up.” 
 
    “So I hear.” Flint stood. A second later, I heard the bathroom faucet running. Flint was gone. I sighed. He’d moved at his speed into the bathroom. In other words, he’d disappeared. 
 
    I sighed again as a deep sadness engulfed me. Maybe sooner or later, Flint would come around about Father. However, I knew that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Flint had spent the last twenty-some years thinking Father was the bad guy, and my reaction to the antidote had only made it worse. 
 
      
 
    I JOINED THE others upstairs while Flint showered. As soon as I stepped into the living room, I knew something was off. A tense energy hung in the air. Jacinda sat on a couch, drinking a cup of coffee. The delicious scent wafted my way. Loud arguing voices came from the kitchen. It sounded like Jasper and Mica. 
 
    Jacinda grinned when she saw me. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    It seemed to be the question everyone asked me these days. “Fine.” I sat beside her. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Mica’s letting Jasper have it. She’s pretty upset that he hooked up with Amber.” 
 
    Right. Of course. Funny how almost dying made me forget the other dramas going on. 
 
    Just then, Mica strode angrily from the kitchen into the living room. Jasper followed. I switched my vision. Their clouds appeared exactly as I predicted. Both now had pale green in them. I snapped my sight back to normal. 
 
    “How could you have done that to me!” Mica practically screamed. “I gave you my virginity and then you hook up with her?” 
 
    “I didn’t know, baby,” Jasper pleaded. “I didn’t know!” 
 
    Amber appeared from the hallway leading to their bedrooms. Her eyes were wide. It looked like she’d been crying. Mica sneered when she saw her. 
 
    “You couldn’t wait to sink your teeth into him, could you!” Mica spat. “I knew you always wanted him!” Mica’s face turned bright red. Her energy strummed to me. I felt it flow over me, like hot crackling electricity. 
 
    The force of it took me by surprise. I quickly tuned it out. When I did, it settled over me like a light drizzle of rain. I could barely feel it. 
 
    “Let’s all calm down.” Jasper held up his hands, his voice soothing. He looked at Mica intently, his gaze focused. 
 
    For a moment, her energy dimmed as if being doused. The second that happened, she stalked to Jasper and slapped him across the cheek. The loud crack made me jump. 
 
    “How dare you!” she seethed. “First you cheat on me, then you try to use your powers on me?” With that, she stomped from the room. 
 
    Mica swept past Amber on her way out. The youngest member of our group scampered out of the way. My heart went out to both of them, surprisingly. A week ago, I would have sided with Mica in a heartbeat, but now… 
 
    Since the memory antidote, my opinion about Amber had changed. My anger and annoyance with her over the past few months was still there, but so was my knowledge of the person she was before the memory drugs. 
 
    Before I could do anything to help either of them, Amber turned and bolted. The only person left was Jasper. He stood by the window, hanging his head. 
 
    Jet walked into the room from the kitchen. He ate a piece of toast. In the quiet room, the crunching noise was amplified. He sauntered over to Jasper and clapped his brother on the back. 
 
    “Nice one, bro. You’ve successfully pissed off half the women in this house. And nice try with your abilities. If Mica didn’t know you could do that, it might have worked.” 
 
    Jasper shoved him off and stalked from the room. 
 
    I sat there, wide-eyed. 
 
    We’d all had our moments growing up where we argued or fought, but never quite like that. Never so vehemently. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” Jacinda murmured. “Both Mica and Amber are crying in their rooms right now.” 
 
    Of course, Jacinda would know. She could probably hear the tears rolling down their cheeks. 
 
    I sighed heavily. “What a mess.” 
 
    Jacinda squeezed my hand. “It’s good to see you up and moving. Let’s catch up later. Right now, I want to check on Amber.” 
 
    A subtle push of energy rolled into my back as Jacinda walked away. Without turning, I knew who it was. The feel and warmth of it was so familiar. Flint stood motionless by the stairwell, staring down the hall in the direction Mica, Jasper and Amber had gone. I guessed he’d witnessed the entire scene. 
 
    Jet finished his toast. “Hungry anyone? I was thinking of making some eggs.” 
 
    I ignored him and joined Flint by the stairwell. He put his arm around me and steered me to the kitchen. “See what I mean?” he seethed. “Conroy’s drugs have really messed with everyone’s lives. A good person would never do that.” 
 
    I swallowed my uncertainty. “He couldn’t have known that would happen. He honestly thought we’d never see one another again and that we’d make new lives for ourselves. Remember?” 
 
    Flint snorted and opened a few cupboards until he found where the coffee mugs lived. “Where is dear old dad, anyway? Shouldn’t he be the one cleaning up this mess?” 
 
    I bit my lip. I wondered if Father knew what was happening. “I’ll go find him. I want to ask him a few things anyway.” 
 
      
 
    I FOUND FATHER in the study. He sat at a desk that faced a window, although instead of studying or working, he simply sat there, staring out the window, an unreadable expression on his face. The desert shrubs glowed in the morning sun, the mountains purple in the distance. A hot, steaming cup of coffee sat beside him. It appeared untouched. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    He jumped. “Galena, you startled me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I stepped into the room and eased the door shut. 
 
    He stood and approached me, a frown on his face. “How are you feeling? Any new headaches? Blurred vision? Balance issues?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Really, I am. I came in here to talk to you about something else.” 
 
    The concern on his face disappeared. He let out a relieved sigh. “Of course.” With the wave of a hand, he invited me to sit with him in the overstuffed armchairs in front of the cold fireplace. The study was decorated like the rest of the house. Modern, sleek and expensive looking. I was a little surprised when I sat down and the chair was actually comfortable. That was a first. 
 
    Father shifted in his seat. “Are you sure you haven’t had any new headaches?” 
 
    “Nope, none at all. I feel fine. Really. But…um…I’m not sure everyone else is okay.” 
 
    Father frowned deeply. “I overheard some of what was said.” 
 
    His energy rolled toward me. It was crazy how in-tuned I was getting to everyone. 
 
    Father glanced toward the door. “It seems I’ve made a mess of things. What I had hoped to accomplish was to give you all free, normal lives. However, we’re now on the run, our family is fighting and you almost died.” He glanced down. His hands shook. “Galena, I cannot apologize enough for what I did to you. I never anticipated any of you would have a reaction like you did. I’ve never seen a reaction that severe from a mild mind altering medication. The memory drugs shouldn’t have done that. It was incredibly bad luck that it affected you like that.” 
 
    I laid my hand over his. “I know. You don’t need to explain again. I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “I almost killed you.” 
 
    “And you saved me too. You need to let this go, Father. Please don’t blame yourself.” 
 
    His hazel eyes misted over when he lifted them to mine. “You’ve always been so forgiving, always finding the good in others.” 
 
    “Who do you think I learned that kindness from?” 
 
    He wiped his eyes and squeezed my hand. “Now, what is it you sought me out for? I’m guessing if you’re done resting than you’re feeling better and want to talk about what you’ve remembered. Most of your brothers and sisters have.” 
 
    I nodded. There were two things I definitely wanted to talk about: colorful clouds and birth control. 
 
    “We have new colors in our clouds.” I leaned forward. “From when we last saw you – blue and pale green. I think we were right. The colors are from the drugs.” 
 
    Father cocked his head. Now that I had all of my memories, I knew this wasn’t the first time we’d discussed what I saw around others. Prior to my Seattle trip, I thought everybody had color in their clouds. So had Father. He’d had no reason to think our clouds were different than anybody else’s. However, when I switched my vision in Seattle and saw the sea of white and black around the general public I’d realized we were different. Not them. 
 
    “So it is from the drugs,” he said. 
 
    I nodded. “All of us have blue now, and from what I’ve seen so far, pale green too. The blue must be from the drug six months ago. Ever since I met, I mean re-met everyone in August, we’ve had blue in our clouds.” 
 
    “So the memory drug is blue, and the antidote is pale green.” 
 
    “It seems so.” I thought about the twins’ clouds. “Jet and Jasper must have metabolized their memory drugs similarly. Both of them have the same blue.” 
 
    “I used a different medium for the memory drugs. That would make sense.” 
 
    He was quiet after he said that. I could see the gears shifting in his mind. It was a common expression on his face. Father was always thinking. 
 
    “The memory drugs must have been mind altering,” he said. “To have caused colors.” 
 
    We’d deduced years ago, following my trip to Seattle, that only the potent mixtures created by O’Brien Pharmaceuticals could create big enough changes in people to cause aura shifts. Normal drugs, like ibuprofen, heart and diabetes medication and so forth didn’t cause changes. Otherwise, everybody would have colorful clouds. 
 
    He tapped his chin. “Yes, they have to be but nowhere near as altering as the ones you received as babies.” He sat up straighter. Some of the fatigue left his eyes. His energy didn’t feel quite as heavy either. I knew if I wanted to pull Father from a sad mood, the best way to do it was science talk. 
 
    “So they didn’t permanently alter our brains?” I asked. 
 
    “No, they didn’t permanently alter your brain chemistries. Just temporarily until the antidote was given, but obviously enough to cause changes in your auras.” 
 
    I asked him more about how he’d felt after he’d taken the first memory drug. In typical Father fashion, he broke it down completely. Everything in the world could be turned into a science project, at least to Father. 
 
    “There’s something else I want to ask you,” I said after we finished talking about the drugs. I squirmed for a moment. It was silly. As soon as we’d all reached puberty and gone through health class in our home school, Father had laid down the ground rules very succinctly. No sex until eighteen. After that, birth control would be readily available. No questions asked. 
 
    “I don’t have birth control,” I finally said. 
 
    Understanding dawned in his eyes. “Of course, and you and Flint are together again.” He stood. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I stared out the window while he was gone, my shoulders slumping in relief. That hadn’t been as awkward as I’d feared. 
 
    He returned a minute later. 
 
    “Here you go.” He handed me a few packets. “We should really take you in for a proper exam. You and the other women. It’s something I’ve known for years I needed to do, but in the Hills it was impossible.” 
 
    “Oh.” I hadn’t thought of that either. I broke open one of the packets. 
 
    “Do you remember how to take them?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Let me explain. Just to be safe.” He launched into a lengthy and thorough explanation about how the first course of medication had to be timed with my period so Flint and I couldn’t have sex right away. He also explained what the pills consisted of, side effects, its success rate, how it didn’t protect against STD’s, and so on. The conversation went on for at least thirty minutes. 
 
    I felt completely humbled and educated by the time he got done, even though it was all review. A short burst of relief flowed through me that I really did have all of my memories back, but in typical Father fashion, he educated me anyway. And to think I thought this meeting would be brief and awkward. 
 
    “Thank you.” I didn’t realize until that moment how much I’d missed him. His comforting manner did something to me that was very similar to Flint’s presence. I felt safe. 
 
    When I returned to the living room, it was empty. A few distant showers sounded in the bedrooms. I figured everyone was finally getting dressed. A figure appeared through the wall of windows overlooking the backyard. Mica appeared to be walking alone outside. I bit my lip. I was about to go to her when a voice stopped me. 
 
    “It went well?” 
 
    I spun. Flint sat on a stool at the large, granite island in the kitchen. A glass of orange juice and a plate of scrambled eggs and toast sat in front of him. A second full plate sat beside him. I didn’t have to ask to know that was for me. 
 
    “Yeah. It went well, very well.” 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow. “Do you want to join me and tell me about it?” 
 
    I grabbed a piece of toast and kissed him quickly. “I’ll tell you all about it, but I need to do something else first.” 
 
    His gaze followed mine to the back windows. “She’s been out there for the last twenty minutes.” 
 
    “She was pretty upset when she left.” 
 
    Flint sighed and dumped my eggs onto his plate. “Good thing I’m hungry.” 
 
      
 
    DOWNSTAIRS, I COULDN’T figure out how to open the door or wall or whatever the hell it was to the backyard. Kicking it in frustration, I raced back upstairs and asked Father the password. After another annoying five minutes, I finally figured the damn thing out and was in the backyard. 
 
    Mica was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Bright sunlight streamed down as I hopped along the stone walkway. I dipped around shrubs, trees and cactuses. The trickle from the fountain reached my ears a few minutes later. 
 
    When I rounded a turn, the fountain appeared. Mica sat close to it, throwing pebbles into the water. 
 
    Her gaze snapped to mine. They were rimmed with red. “Lena! You’re up.” 
 
    I sat beside her. The ground was ridiculously cold. Again, I wondered how long this fountain would keep running. “How are you doing?” 
 
    Her eyed widened. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that? You’re the one who almost died.” A flash of guilt crossed her face. “I’m sorry I haven’t spent more time with you in your room while you’ve been resting. It’s been…I…” 
 
    “I get it. Really, I do.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a moment. She picked up more pebbles and threw them. I inched closer to her. Another moment of silence passed before I said, “I’m sorry about what’s happened with Jasper.” 
 
    She sighed humorlessly and tried to smile. “Bastard, not Jasper. Let’s call him Bastard from now on.” 
 
    I flinched. “You must be pretty pissed off.” 
 
    She flung another pebble into the fountain. It hit the base and skittered into the water. “I’m more than just pissed off. I’m freakin’ irate!” Her chest rose and fell heavily. 
 
    I waited a moment before saying, “Have you talked to him about it?” 
 
    “No. He keeps trying to get me to ‘discuss it’ with him, but then he tried that crap this morning with his powers. What did he think? That if he couldn’t talk to me like a normal person, he could persuade me to not be mad at him anymore?” 
 
    “That wasn’t a smart thing for him to do. I completely agree.” 
 
    Mica picked up more pebbles but her throwing grew less and less. Tears streamed down her cheeks again. “It hurts so damn much.” 
 
    I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. 
 
    “I mean, the rational side of me is saying that he didn’t know we were together so I shouldn’t be mad at him, but my heart keeps breaking.” 
 
    I squeezed her harder. 
 
    “And then I look at you and Flint. I mean seriously, even when your memories were gone, you still only had eyes for each other. That’s true love. That’s the way it’s supposed to be. So what does that mean? That Jasper and I aren’t right for each other? That we shouldn’t actually be together?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what it means.” 
 
    Mica sniffed and wiped her tears. A breeze ruffled her shoulder length hair. “Then what do you think it means?” 
 
    I shrugged awkwardly. “That you were two people who met as strangers and didn’t have the memories of your history anymore. That you started new, like when we were kids. Friends first.” 
 
    “Until Amber came along,” she said bitterly. 
 
    “Have you talked to her?” 
 
    “No, and I have no desire to talk to her ever again.” 
 
    I softened my tone. “You’re hurting, I see that, but Amber didn’t know what you and Jasper had. None of us knew.” 
 
    “Do you really think it would have changed things if she had?” 
 
    I sighed. Mica had a point. Memories of how Amber behaved when we first re-met swirled through my mind. Within two days of picking her up at the airport, Amber had tried to come between Flint and me. She’d lied and hurt me intentionally, but I also knew she’d never done anything like that growing up. 
 
    “The drug changed her,” I finally said. “She never acted like that before.” 
 
    Mica snorted. “Changed her or revealed who she always was but we just never saw it?” 
 
    I had no idea how to respond to that. It was another intricacy we may never explain. There could be truth in that. Growing up, Amber had always been a kind, sweet girl. The petty, malicious one I’d known since Hideaway Hills was a complete one-eighty from who I knew her as. 
 
    “I haven’t seen any of her immaturity since this latest drug.” 
 
    “Well, you have been rather preoccupied the past few days, with almost dying and all.” Mica’s voice caught. “God, I’m such an awful sister! I should have been with you for the past two days, seeing what I could do to help you, not moping around because of Jasper.” She turned to face me. Tears filled her eyes again. “I’m sorry.” She pulled me into a tight hug. “I’m so glad you’re okay.” 
 
    I hugged her back. “I’m fine. Seriously, I am. And you don’t need to be sorry and you don’t need to worry about me.” 
 
    Mica pulled back and smiled when my hair tangled around her ear. “You’re really not mad at me for being so selfishly preoccupied?” She pulled another strand of my hair off her face and rolled her eyes. “Jeez, girl. You always had too much hair.” 
 
    I chuckled and pushed my hair behind my shoulder. “I’m really not mad. Okay?” 
 
    She gripped my hands in hers. “Okay, but please know that I’m really happy you’re okay. All of us were really worried.” 
 
    “I seem to be causing a lot of worries with my injuries lately.” 
 
    Mica just sighed. “And here I am, crying about a stupid boy.” 
 
    “That boy happens to be your first love. There’s nothing stupid about that so stop apologizing.” 
 
    She smiled then, a real smile. “You’ve always been able to make me feel better. I’m glad that hasn’t changed.” 
 
    We stood and strolled back to the house. By the time we returned, Mica’s tears had dried and she was smiling again. I had no idea what the future held for Mica, Jasper, Amber and the rest of us, but if we were returning to O’Brien we’d need to find a way to all work together again. 
 
    Our lives may depend on it.
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    The next few days passed quicker than I could have imagined. Things with Jasper, Mica and Amber simmered down. A little. My conversation with Mica seemed to have cracked the possibility of her talking to him again. And while Mica still seemed miffed with Amber, venom no longer dripped in her every word when they spoke. 
 
    Baby steps. That was how we were all dealing with things. 
 
    The energy floating through the house had definitely kicked up a notch with all of the emotions and turmoil. It was impossible for me to not notice despite my newly remembered ability to control the energy around me. At times, it felt like I was walking through electrically charged soup. It could be exhausting. 
 
    It hadn’t escaped my attention either that O’Brien Pharmaceuticals had fallen to the back burner. With the return of our memories, my nearly fatal reaction to the drug, and the dysfunctional dynamic that ensued meant our relationships had taken a beating. However, things slowly seemed to be mending. There had been a lot of conversations over the past few days, not just between Amber, Mica and Jasper but between all of us and Father. 
 
    It seemed Flint wasn’t the only one angry with Father. Jasper, Mica and Amber were too. That wasn’t surprising considering what happened. To try and deal with it, Father sat with all of them and talked through things while Di defended Father’s decision vehemently. Di was so devoted to Father he probably could have run her over with a two-ton truck and she would have merely stood up and brushed herself off. 
 
    And then there were our additional powers to deal with. 
 
    Just like I’d remembered my ability to see plant and animal clouds, and my elusive ability to join clouds into energy balls, the twins had also remembered their abilities to manipulate emotions and thought patterns, and Di had remembered her ability to control her visions. Mica could do more too, but she seemed more preoccupied with Jasper than on discovering how to control it. 
 
    Needless to say, it had been a whirlwind of a week. 
 
    I slipped on a pair of socks as I sat on a counter stool. Scents of pasta pescatore floated through the air. We were all in the kitchen at the moment, helping to prepare supper. I took heart in that. It was the first time all week the nine of us were together in one room and nobody was fighting. 
 
    My gaze lingered on the view as I pulled my pants back over my socks. The desert was awash in the fading sun. A few birds of prey circled in the sky, and the mountains glowed purple. The sun glinted off the huge dining table that easily seated ten. It sat at the edge of the kitchen, running parallel to the monstrous windows. The view from the dining table was impressive, to say the least.  
 
    Father and Jacinda cooked at the stove. Steam billowed up from the kettle boiling the pasta, while the sauce simmered gently in a separate pan. Jet stood at the island, fixing a salad while Mica made the garlic bread. Jasper, Flint and Di were busy setting the table and filling water glasses when Father asked Amber and me to grab a few bottles of wine. 
 
    “They should be in the cellar,” he said. 
 
    I hopped off the stool and headed downstairs with Amber. She silently trailed behind. Her energy strummed softly toward me. Sadness made it heavy.  
 
    Whoever had stocked the pantry, freezer and refrigerator before our arrival had been very thorough. The number of ingredients was endless. The wine cellar was no different. Hundreds of bottles of wine stared back at us in the cool, dry room. 
 
    “What should we choose?” Amber wore black leggings and a baggy sweater. The top seemed to hang on her. 
 
    “Um, good question.” I had no idea what wine went best with Italian seafood. We’d been educated on that sort of thing during our Real Life Etiquette course, but since that topic had seemed so trivial to me, I hadn’t paid much attention. Unfortunately, it appeared Amber hadn’t either. 
 
    “I’m trying to remember what we learned.” She bit her lip. “I think white goes best with seafood, but the pescatore sauce is tomato based. So does that mean red?” 
 
    I studied her closer. Dark circles rimmed her eyes. “So not white but red?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe we should bring up a couple of bottles and let Father decide.” 
 
    We both grabbed an armful and returned to the stairs. Her movements were slow and lethargic. 
 
    “So…” I walked carefully up each step. “How have you been?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Her reply was too quick and automatic. Anyone with eyes could see that she wasn’t fine. “Have you spoken to Jasper or Mica today?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “They seem to be talking to each other again.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know,” Amber replied quietly. 
 
    My heart broke a little at her sad tone. Since we’d regained our memories, Amber had changed. She seemed more like the young woman I remembered from before Father’s drugs. She wasn’t nearly as flirty as she had been at Hideaway Hills, and she didn’t act quite as spoiled or immature. Being the youngest, she’d definitely been babied during her life, but she hadn’t had it easy. 
 
    Growing up, we’d all formed close friendships and relationships within our group. The siblings, of course, had an inherent bond: Di and Flint, Jet and Jasper, me and Jacinda. But then the long-term relationships had formed: Flint and me, Jasper and Mica.  
 
    The only one who’d never been part of a relationship, or had a sibling, was Amber. I didn’t think I fully appreciated how lonely she probably felt because of that. Until now. 
 
    “I’m sorry things didn’t work out for you and Jasper.” 
 
    She shrugged again. “S’okay.” 
 
    I stopped when we reached the top of the stairs and put my hand on her arm, which was awkward with how many bottles I carried. She stopped and faced me. Wide, brown eyes, rimmed with tears stared back. 
 
    “You know you’re as much a part of this family as anyone else. You know that, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “And you know that we all love you, even if we fight sometimes?” 
 
    A small smile tugged up her lips. “Are you trying to make up for all of those years when you told me I was a big baby?” 
 
    I grimaced. “Me? Did I do that?” 
 
    Her smile grew a little larger. 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, okay. I was like an annoyed older sister with my baby sibling. Will you forgive me?” 
 
    “I forgave you a long time ago.” 
 
    Her eyes were genuine and soft. How different the real Amber was from the one I’d met two months ago at Hideaway Hills. I knew in that moment Mica had it wrong. The real Amber wasn’t petty and immature, hiding her real nature our entire lives. The real Amber was this one, standing right in front of me. “I’m glad you’re back to your old self. I didn’t much care for the newer one.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who should apologize. I’m sorry I lied to you about taking that ride with Flint. If I had known what it would turn into–” 
 
    I gripped her tighter. “It’s okay. It’s in the past now.” 
 
    “Do you mean that?” Her eyes grew wide and hopeful. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She sighed. “Good. I thought you hated me.” 
 
    “I will never hate you, but I can’t promise I won’t get irritated every now and then.” 
 
    “You irritate me too sometimes.” 
 
    I laughed. A bottle almost slipped out of my arms. Amber caught it just in time. 
 
    We both laughed then. I nodded toward the kitchen. “We better get back before these stairs become covered in pinot and shattered glass.” 
 
    A soft giggle was her response. 
 
    Back in the kitchen, we deposited our goods on the counter. I gave Amber a quick hug. She smiled a little wider when I pulled back. Overall, she didn’t look quite as somber as she had downstairs. 
 
    Jet raised his eyebrows when he saw the nine bottles of wine on the counter. “Have we turned over a new leaf? Nobody’s allowed to go to bed anymore unless one’s completely intoxicated?” 
 
    Amber laughed at which Jet’s eyes lit up. I’m sure it wasn’t lost on him that it was the first time Amber had really laughed in days.  
 
    “Those are all for me, Jet,” Jasper cut in. “You know how I love my wine.” 
 
    The smile on Amber’s face vanished. She ignored Jasper and joined Jacinda, mumbling something about helping her. Jacinda put an arm around Amber’s shoulders and squeezed. 
 
    I sighed. It would definitely take a while before our family got in sync again. 
 
    “All right, supper’s ready,” Father said. “Let’s all sit down.” 
 
    Everyone picked up dishes and carried them to the table. 
 
    “Which wine?” I asked. 
 
    Father surveyed the dozen bottles sitting on the island. Chairs being pulled back from the table made a scraping sound in the room. Father leaned down and surveyed the bottles’ labels. “This one and this one.” 
 
    I glanced at the wines. Sangiovese and Malbec. Pretty sure Amber and I would have never gotten that right. 
 
    “Let’s eat before this gets cold.” Jet had already dished a huge serving of pasta onto his plate. 
 
    Father grabbed the wine openers and popped the corks. One by one, we all sat. Each dish was passed from person to person, along with the two bottles of wine Father had chosen. It was so normal and familiar that my earlier anxiety over our family’s energy subsided. Feeling a bit better, I swirled pasta onto my fork as everyone chatted with one another. 
 
    I lifted another bite to my mouth when Di abruptly asked, “When are we going to O’Brien?” 
 
    I almost dropped the utensil but managed to swallow without choking too much. Everyone else grew silent. Flint put an arm around my shoulders. I took some comfort from the contact and wiped a few drips of pasta sauce off my shirt. 
 
    Father finished chewing his food and took a sip of wine. “I’ve made a few inquiries to my O’Brien contacts about how many lost children are still being held. I should have an answer in a day or two.” 
 
    Jacinda’s honey brown eyes widened. “So, we’re still going?” 
 
    “Of course, we’re still going,” Di replied. “If there are others like us, still alive, we can’t leave them.” 
 
    The room blazed red as the setting sun shot through the glass. The walls seemed bathed in blood. Di was right. We couldn’t leave them. That wasn’t an option. 
 
    I took a sip of wine as an uneasy feeling settled in my stomach. I felt Flint’s eyes on me. The worry was back on his face. I tried to smile. 
 
    I couldn’t.
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    The next morning it seemed with each passing minute, the tension in the house grew. There was no further update from Father’s outside contacts. We were waiting for them to reveal how many lost children were still captive, where they currently resided and how they were guarded. Until then, we had no idea what we were up against. 
 
    Flint and I sat on the couch. He practiced his lock picking skills on locks Father bought at the local home improvement store while I practiced my newly remembered energy skills. It was hard to concentrate, though. Each time I almost combined two clouds, as sweat beaded on my forehead, the ball broke apart. A certain someone kept making “hmm’s” and “ah’s” as she researched things online. 
 
    Di sat on the living room floor, an online map of Chicago in front of her. O’Brien Pharmaceuticals was based outside the city. Father had said the building where we’d been kept fronted as a warehouse in an industrial part of town. Unless they’d moved Project Renatus, Father guessed the other lost children still lived there. 
 
    I swallowed uneasily. Vivid images of that research day at Little Raven’s public library, all of those months ago, kept cropping to the forefront of my mind. That was the day Di had her first vision of Chicago. The vision where she saw all eight of us in Chicago. 
 
    I had no doubt we were going to the city. Di’s visions always came true. Only now, I knew why we were going back to where it all began. 
 
    To free other lost children. 
 
    “There are only two entry points.” Di studied an aerial photo of the warehouse. “The front doors and the loading dock. Seems kind of limited for such a big building, don’t you think?” 
 
    Jasper leaned forward. He sat behind Di on a chair. Mica sat on the chair beside him. Jasper and Mica’s hands were entwined. It was the first time I’d seen them touch all week. 
 
    “Probably doesn’t meet fire code,” Jasper replied. 
 
    I tried to tune them out, but as hard as I tried I couldn’t concentrate. Between Di’s random comments and questions, and the noise coming from down the hall where Jacinda, Jet and Amber were watching a movie, a lot was going on. 
 
    A click sounded. Flint successfully picked his last lock. He leaned over when I let out another groan of frustration. Damned energy balls! 
 
    “Want to get out of here?” 
 
    With a sigh of relief, I let my sight snap back to normal. “Please.” 
 
      
 
    FLINT AND I strolled hand in hand around the huge backyard. It was mid-afternoon. The November sun was high. A cool breeze caressed our cheeks. It felt nice. I finally felt like I could breathe. 
 
    It was good to be outside for a change. It had been awhile since we’d been able to do anything as relaxing, or as normal, as taking a walk for no reason. However, I had a feeling this reprieve wouldn’t last long. 
 
    Father had been on the phone when we stepped out. He’d shut his study door when we walked by, his voice lowering, the words muffled. I considered going back to ask Jacinda what was being said, but Flint tugged me down the stairs. I was glad he had. For once, I just wanted to forget everything. 
 
    “How’s Amber doing?” Flint’s thumb rubbed my hand as we strolled. 
 
    I shrugged. That was one of the many million dollar questions. Other than the brief conversation Amber and I had last night, I hadn’t spoken with her again about Jasper. 
 
    “I don’t know. She was pretty upset last night, and I feel as badly for her as I do for Mica. Before, at Hideaway Hills, she drove me crazy with her spoiled pouting and immature acts. But now, since I can remember her from before that, I feel differently. She never acted like that before Father’s drug. I kind of wonder if something inside her unleashed when we all met up. It was like her subconscious knew it was her one and only chance to really change her place in our group, so she wouldn’t always be the outcast.” 
 
    “Do you know she found me this morning and apologized for trying to flirt with me when we first met? She also apologized again for lying about that ride she said we took together, on that day you…” His hand tightened around mine. 
 
    I knew it was still hard for him to remember that day. It had been over eight weeks since that incident. That was the day I’d gone riding in the mountains, by myself, after Amber told me she and Flint were meeting for a secret horseback ride. 
 
    During my mad dash to get away from the ranch, I’d encountered Aaron in a ravine. The psychotic cowboy had tried to attack me, but I’d escaped. Unfortunately, as I galloped away in sheer panic, I was thrown from my horse and collided with a tree. A few cracked ribs and a concussion were the results of that accident. I was lucky I hadn’t broken my neck. Even though everything had turned out okay, I knew it still haunted Flint. In his eyes, he’d come close to losing me. It wasn’t something he’d likely forget anytime soon. 
 
    We never did find out what became of Aaron. He’d vanished without a trace, having never returned for his belongings or his last paycheck at the ranch. Of course, he probably knew what else would be waiting for him: an arrest warrant. 
 
    I tugged Flint’s hand. “Amber apologized to me too last night. It appears she’s trying to make amends.” 
 
    Flint didn’t respond. His eyes carried that haunted faraway look. 
 
    I did my best to coax him out of the mood he was falling into. “Have you or Di talked about how we’re getting to Minnesota?” 
 
    Father and Di believed flying into Minneapolis’ airport and driving to Chicago was safer than flying directly to Chicago. I supposed they had a point. If O’Brien had people looking for us, reason deemed that more of those employees were stationed in the Chicago area versus other states. 
 
    “We figured we’d either fly in Conroy’s jet or fly commercially,” Flint replied. 
 
    “Wouldn’t his jet be recognized?” 
 
    Flint shrugged. “Only Conroy can answer that, but I’m guessing everything he owned before he left O’Brien, he got rid of.” 
 
    “Commercial flights are so public. I can’t imagine Father agreeing to that.” 
 
    Flint frowned. “No, I can’t either.” 
 
      
 
    THE MOVIE JET, Jacinda and Amber had been watching was finished when we returned to the house. Scents of popcorn hung in the air, but no one lingered in the theater. Father’s study was also empty when we passed. Voices carried from the living room. It sounded like a heated discussion. 
 
    “We need to leave tonight!” Di said. 
 
    We rounded the corner just in time to see Jet throw his hands in the air. “We can’t tonight, Di! We’re not ready!” 
 
    “You may not be ready, but I am.” Her dark eyes flashed. “We’ve already been here a week, and Lena’s doing just fine now. What do you think I’ve been doing while she recovers? I’ve already spent hours studying the warehouse, watching live video feed, and devising the best way to get inside. I haven’t been sitting around twiddling my thumbs.” 
 
    Jet gave Di an incredulous look. “How did you watch live video feed?” 
 
    Di shrugged defiantly. “I hacked into their system.” 
 
    “I wish I had been included in the elite hacking team when you three learned,” Jet muttered. 
 
    Jasper clapped him on the back. “If you were as smart as me, you would have been.” 
 
    Jet scowled at his brother. 
 
    “Do you remember your hacking skills?” I asked Flint. 
 
    “Before our memories came back, no, but now, yeah, I remember.” 
 
    He said it so casually. As if it was no big deal to hack into a corporation’s hidden files. I turned to Father. “Did you hear from your contacts?” 
 
    Father nodded. “Yes. According to him, Project Renatus is still running. Although nowhere near as actively as it was fifteen years ago. Only three subjects are…” his voice caught. He cleared his throat. “Only three subjects are still alive. The rest have died.” 
 
    I gasped. “But I thought…” I took a shaky breath. “I thought there were twenty other kids, besides us?” 
 
    “There were, initially at least.” Father shook his head, looking down. “When I took you all away, there will still sixteen other children left behind. Four had died in the other groups. They were also too old when the drug was administered. Just like the oldest twins that died in your group.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. “So that means that thirteen other kids died over the years since we left?” 
 
    “Yes.” An anguished expression crossed Father’s face. “If only I could have taken all of you with me, but I…” His voice cracked. 
 
    Jacinda clasped his hand. “You did everything you could. You couldn’t have known what would happen to them.” 
 
    “I should have done something. Anything.” Guilt hung so heavily in Father’s cloud, it felt like it would swallow me. 
 
    Jacinda squeezed his hand again. 
 
    A few moments of silence passed before Mica said quietly, “So now what do we do?” 
 
    Di crossed her arms. “We go back there and get the last three.” 
 
    I nodded. “There’s no other option. We can’t leave them there. If they’re still being drugged, it’s only a matter of time before they die too.” 
 
    “God,” Jacinda whispered. “Can you imagine what they’re like now? From what I remember…” she paused, her eyes clouding. “Those rooms they kept us in. They were like prison cells. And the experiments that man did on us. Who was that?” She turned to Father. 
 
    “That was Marcus. Albert only experimented on his group.” 
 
    Jacinda shuddered. “He scared me so much. I know he terrified the other kids too, in the other groups. I heard a lot of them talking at night, crying a lot too.” 
 
    I bit my lip. “The man with the ugly, black cloud. I remember him, barely, but I do.” 
 
    Father’s head snapped up. “His cloud was black? I always wondered about that.” A haunted looked crossed his features. “Marcus could charm anyone, but there was a side of him few saw. I always questioned how pure his intentions were. A few times he…” Father cleared his throat, his eyes wide. I could only imagine the memories he was remembering. “Let’s just say I witnessed him doing things that hastened my desire to remove you.” 
 
    “So are these three still kept in the warehouse?” Jasper asked. 
 
    Father shook himself. “Yes, it’s the same place you all were kept. Diamond was right to study it.” 
 
    Amber glanced at Di. “How did you know about it?” 
 
    Di began pacing. “Father told me the night we arrived here. After you all went to bed, we talked late into the night so I could gain more information.” 
 
    I sat back. Flint put his arm around me. As usual, Di had taken charge, not letting the mere inconvenience of not having our memories stop her. She had a goal, and despite my medical issues, she’d spent the last four days working to achieve it. It was ironic in a way. Before Father erased our memories, she and Flint had been the only ones content to stay living in hiding in the Forbidden Hills. But now, she was the driving force behind us confronting O’Brien Pharmaceuticals, freeing the other lost children, and gaining our freedom. Definitely ironic. 
 
    I bit my lip. If I could learn how to reliably use my newly remembered abilities, I could help free the ones still held captive. I could be a big help. 
 
    “Where’s this warehouse located?” Flint asked. 
 
    “Just outside Chicago, in an industrial area,” Father replied. 
 
    Flint’s brow furrowed. “And who is this contact of yours?” 
 
    “An old friend I’ve relied on over the years. I can trust him.” 
 
    Nobody said anything to that. It only highlighted how little we knew about Father’s outside life. Father had never talked about his past, and the few times I’d asked him questions, he’d averted the subject, deterring my attention to something else. 
 
    In a way, Father had a life completely outside of us that we knew nothing about. I guessed that was for one of two reasons. Either he wanted to hide something from us, or he wanted to protect us from something. I’d bet my life it was the second. 
 
    “So that’s where we start then,” Di said. “We return to that underground facility and get them out.” 
 
    Father frowned. “It won’t be easy. It’s guarded twenty-four hours a day and entry requires a retinal scan.” 
 
    Mica perked up. “I may be able to help with that.” 
 
    Father smiled. “That’s right. You could. Have you been working on altering your sight again?” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t know I could do it until I got my memories back.” 
 
    I leaned forward. “We should probably spend some time working on our gifts. The more defensive and offensive powers we have, the better off we’ll be.” 
 
    “Not to mention, it would be wise to have firearms too. A bullet would come in handy if someone tried to kill us,” Flint added. 
 
    Jet crossed his arm. “Or capture us. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I don’t want to go back to that place.” 
 
    Jacinda’s brow puckered. “It sounds like we still have work to do before we go.” 
 
    Di’s mouth set in a grim line. “If that’s the case, we start first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Everyone agreed, all except Father. He sat back, a fearful gleam in his eyes.
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    Di woke everyone at six the next morning. We barely had time to dress with the five-minute warning. From there, she herded us outside. Several times, she actually nudged and prodded people to get them moving. 
 
    It was still dark and cold out. We all huddled in a big group, shivering. Only Flint seemed immune to the temperature. 
 
    “Come on.” Jet rubbed his hands together. “At least let us go back in and eat something first. I’m starving.” 
 
    Di shook her head. “The more tired, hungry and irritable you are the better. We have to prepare for the worst.” 
 
    Amber muffled a big yawn. “What do we need to prepare for that requires us being tired and hungry?” 
 
    “I want to see how you all do under stress,” Di replied. 
 
    I brushed hair out of my eyes and stuffed several strands under my hat. “Why isn’t Father here?” 
 
    Di put her gloves on. “He’s still sleeping. I didn’t want to wake him. Besides, we can’t always count on him. We need to find a way to work together without him always looking over our shoulders.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, shivering again. “Won’t he come with us when we return to O’Brien?” 
 
    “To Chicago, yes, but not when we rescue the other three.” 
 
    Amber gasped. “He’s not coming into the warehouse with us?” 
 
    Di gave her a sharp look. “Father isn’t young anymore. He’s not as strong or fast as the rest of us, despite the effects of our drugs. Who knows what we’ll be up against, and if we need to ensure that one of us always stays safe, it’s Father. Without him, we have no inside contacts and no resources other than what we have in our bank accounts from before.” 
 
    I swallowed uneasily. I hadn’t thought that far ahead, but Di was right. The only money we had to our names was from what Father gave us in April, to live off of when he took our memories away. That money still sat untouched in our bank accounts. Other than that, we didn’t have any resources. Not to mention, we had no way of contacting his inside O’Brien contacts, no way of alerting his pilot for an emergency flight, and no way of knowing where Marcus was or what he was up to. Nothing. 
 
    What she said made sense. We needed Father to stay safe and alive. No matter what. And we also needed to learn more information from him. At the very least, a few of us should know how to contact his pilot. 
 
    “I guess you make a good point,” Jasper mumbled. 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll ask Father for some of that information when we finish out here.” 
 
    “So now what?” Jacinda asked. Her long hair hung down her back, the top of her head stuffed under a wool hat. 
 
    “Now, we see what each of us can do, now that we have our entire memories.” Di turned to Mica. “When we were younger, you were working on changing your eyes, not just enhancing your vision. Do you really think you’d be able to fake a retinal scan?” 
 
    “There’s seriously no reason we can’t do that inside, by the fire,” Jet muttered.  
 
    Di ignored him as Mica stepped forward. 
 
    A down jacket puffed around Mica like a marshmallow. “I can try, but I’m not sure if I’ll be able to. It would require a complete transformation of my genetic makeup.” 
 
    “Try.” Di crossed her arms. “From what I’ve seen in their security system, we need to pass a retinal scan to access several areas.” 
 
    Mica rolled her eyes. “No pressure or anything.” 
 
    Jet snorted. “Di, how is this going to work? It’s not like we have a retinal scan to practice on.” 
 
    Mica’s eyes narrowed. “Jet, come here.” 
 
    The twin sauntered over, his dark curly hair ruffling in the early morning breeze. Mica stepped closer and glanced up at him. Her dark brown eyes stared into his blue ones. Sweat erupted on her brow. Closing her eyes tightly, she made a noise, as if in pain. At least a minute passed before she opened them. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    Mica’s brown eyes were now blue. Well, kind of. One of them was half blue and half brown, but the other was completely blue. She stared up at Jet, sweat pouring down her face. After a minute, she sank to the ground, breathing heavily. 
 
    Jasper rushed to her side. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “It’s so hard to do.” 
 
    I didn’t tell her she hadn’t completely pulled it off. Nobody else did either. 
 
    Jet crossed his arms. “What were you doing when you did that?” 
 
    “Mimicking your eye’s genetic makeup. I think.” From her uncertain tone, perhaps she was aware she hadn’t completely pulled it off. “Father helped me discover this ability about a year before the fire. It hurts so damned much every time I do it, though.” 
 
    “We’ll need that skill to get past security,” Di said. “You need to practice and hone it. We may need you to conjure someone’s eye makeup in a split second. Our lives may depend on it. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    Mica stood shakily. “I’ll try.” 
 
    Di put her hands on her hips. “Who’s next? Jet? Jasper?” 
 
    The twins stepped forward. 
 
    Di raised her eyebrows. “What do you remember about your manipulative powers?” 
 
    The twins eyed one another. “We can alter thought patterns and affect people’s moods,” Jasper replied. 
 
    An image of Mica slapping Jasper flashed through my mind. She’d accused him of using his powers on her. 
 
    “Can you do it as strongly as before Conroy drugged us?” Flint asked. 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” Jasper stepped closer to Flint and stared at him. His face grew serious. Similar to Mica, sweat popped on his brow. 
 
    Flint stood beside me, staring at the twin. Ten seconds passed. Flint shuffled his feet. A few more seconds passed. He glanced over his shoulder. Then, his breath became shallow before he pulled me to him. His arms wrapped tightly around me, pressing my ear to his chest. His heartbeat reminded me of a jackhammer. 
 
    A moment later, Jasper took a step back, panting. He bent over and put his hands on his knees, his breaths audible. 
 
    A few more seconds passed before Flint shook his head. He looked down, seeming to only now realize he held me. “Wow, that was a strong one. I completely fell for it.” 
 
    “So it’s just as strong as before the drug.” Di grinned. She turned to Flint. “Tell me what you felt.” 
 
    “I…” Flint began. He shook his head. “I don’t know exactly. All I know is I felt fear. A sense that some kind of impending doom was upon me, that I needed to find someplace safe.” 
 
    Jasper nodded. “I put emotions and images in your mind, triggering the primitive areas of the brain.” 
 
    Di was still smiling. “Like a fight or flight response.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jasper said. “Couldn’t have described it better myself. But we can make things positive too, remember? It’s not all negative.” 
 
    “I remember you doing that last year when you practiced on us. Jet, your turn,” Di demanded. “I want to know if it’s as strong.” 
 
    Jet snickered. “Any volunteers?” 
 
    I stepped forward. “You can use me.” It wouldn’t be the first time the twins had manipulated my emotions. At least this time, I was a willing participant. 
 
    Jet’s wide shoulders blocked the rising morning sun. For once, the cocky expression that usually adorned his face was gone. His expression became like Jasper’s. Serious. Sweaty. It was obviously hard work for the twins. 
 
    Similar to Flint, at first I didn’t notice anything unusual. I stood there, waiting for something to change. 
 
    When it finally did, it was subtle. I almost didn’t notice it at first despite the twins having done this to me dozens of times before. To describe it, I became…content. Flint still held me in his arms. I slumped into them, a smile spreading across my face, but it didn’t stop there. Out of nowhere, a bubble of laughter erupted from me. Before I knew it, I was laughing uncontrollably in absolute joy. I had no idea why. It was like someone surprised me with a present I always wanted or told me some joyous news I’d been waiting to hear. I giggled and hugged Flint, practically singing it felt so amazing. 
 
    And then, it stopped. 
 
    “Oh!” I almost tipped over it ended so abruptly. 
 
    I shook my head, my eyes focusing on the circle of people around me. We still stood outside, at dawn, cold and hungry. Nothing happy about that. I blinked. 
 
    “Oh…” I felt more aware as my brain slowly returned to normal. That short-lived instant happiness was gone. I shook my head. “I’ll never get used to that.” 
 
    Jet grinned. “Good times, huh?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Di’s mouth tightened. “All right, Lena. You’re up.” 
 
    Her abrupt order made me stiffen. 
 
    “Um, sure.” I stepped away from Flint and put a few feet between me and everyone else. I took a deep, unsteady breath and stared across the backyard. The rising sun brightened the pebbles and caused a hazy hue to erupt across the land. I smiled. So many plants. So many animals. So much untapped power just within my reach. Now, if only I could reliably harness all of that energy. 
 
    A brief image of my struggles yesterday flashed through my mind. I pushed the nervousness away. 
 
    “Come on, Lena,” Mica said. “You can do it.” 
 
    “Err, right.” I wiped my hands on my pants. An image of O’Brien’s men tackling and capturing us flashed through my mind. They pinned me to the ground while they hauled Flint away. My insides grew cold. 
 
    I can’t let that happen. 
 
    I switched my vision. Everyone’s clouds appeared. Like I’d predicted, all of us had pale green in our auras. 
 
    I concentrated on them. Breathing deeply, I tried to center myself as I watched the beautiful, colorful images. I imagined them growing and coming together. A few seconds ticked by. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I tried again, willing our auras to join. When they refused to budge, I turned my concentration to the small plants and animals. Concentrating harder, I willed those clouds to appear. One by one, they lit up: a wispy haze around a creosote, a bubble of white surrounding a passing insect. Sweat trickled past my ear. I stretched my reach farther. Clouds bubbled around every life force in the backyard. 
 
    My heart pounded. I breathed faster. 
 
    Groaning, I tried to join the clouds nearest me. Again, they didn’t budge. Another image of O’Brien hauling my family away flashed through my mind. The small aura around a cactus lifted. I almost slumped in relief but pulled myself up just before I lost control. 
 
    Knowing my family may depend on my ability caused anxiety to rise within me. I grabbed onto the aura around a beetle and joined it with the cactus. Keeping my sight focused on the joined clouds, I moved them as one and brought them to Mica’s cloud. What if they take Mica? What if I never see her again? With a mental push, I joined the three together. 
 
    A brief triumphant surge burst through me. It worked! 
 
    Breathing heavily, I carefully lifted Mica’s cloud from her shoulders. This time it moved. Sweat poured from my face. It felt like my heart would leap right out of my chest, but I kept my focus. My entire world became the energy of all living things within the area. 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused on that steady, subtle hum. I could feel them now. It was almost like the electrons circling each nucleus, creating those infinitesimal fields of energy, called to me. They grew more and more alive the longer I focused. 
 
    My entire body trembled. The energy grew. I felt its power as I joined more clouds. I could feel them lifting from everyone’s shoulders. A huge ball of energy that only I could feel formed in our midst. It crackled until it was a force that I could manipulate. 
 
    With a burst of sheer determination, I flung the power as hard as I could. 
 
    Someone screamed. 
 
    The power left me. 
 
    I snapped my eyes open. Amber lay on her back, ten feet away. My eyes widened. 
 
    Everyone rushed to her side. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Jacinda kneeled down. 
 
    Amber sat up, rubbing the back of her head, a dazed look on her face. “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    My mouth dropped. “Did I…” I swallowed. “Did I do that?” 
 
    Di glanced up from where she squatted at Amber’s side. She grinned. “Yes. You did.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But…how…” I shuffled guiltily at Amber’s feet. 
 
    The others kept eyeing me, wide shock apparent on their faces, as if surprised as me by what I’d done. 
 
    “You haven’t done that in four years!” Mica exclaimed. 
 
    Jet gripped Amber under her arms and hauled her up while Jacinda brushed Amber’s pants off. “That was pretty wicked.” Jet grinned. 
 
    I stuffed my hands in my pockets. “I’m sorry, Amber. Are you okay?” 
 
    She rubbed her head. “Yeah. I think so.” Her pixie haircut was in disarray. Her hat sat a dozen feet away. 
 
    Di’s eyes gleamed as she assessed Amber’s head. “It was just like that power you conjured when you threw Jet off you during Capture the Flag.” 
 
    “But…I haven’t been able to come anywhere near that amount of power since then.” 
 
    Di stopped inspecting Amber’s head. “What did you do differently?” 
 
    “I…well…” I shook my head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You were trembling,” Flint said. “And sweating. It was almost like you were in a trance.” 
 
    “How long did it take me?” 
 
    “A few minutes,” Mica said. 
 
    “That’s way too long if I’m going to be of any use to us.” My shoulders slumped. “We won’t have that kind of time when we’re hurrying through the warehouse.” 
 
    Flint’s energy pushed into me. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. There’s no reason you need to go in.” 
 
    Di didn’t seem to hear her brother’s words. That excited gleam was back in her eyes. “You need to figure out how you did it. That’s something you may need to do on a moment’s notice if we get in trouble.” 
 
    Flint’s energy kicked up another notch. “Like I said, I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves. We haven’t decided who’s going in and who’s staying outside.” 
 
    Another image of O’Brien hauling Flint away flashed through my mind. If I had the power to stop that from happening, I needed to help. Memories of the past four years surfaced, where I’d tried to replicate the power I’d conjured during Capture the Flag. I’d never been able to create that much power again…until now. But how did you do it? And can you do it again? 
 
    “I think I should practice more. Di may be right.” 
 
    Flint placed his hand on my back and leaned down. “I know you can do it. I’ve always known you have it in you, but I don’t think we need to rely on you to stop O’Brien’s men. We’ll get guns. You can always stay outside and guard the door.” 
 
    I met Flint’s gaze. “But I need to do my part in this. I can’t hide outside just because it’s safer.” 
 
    Flint’s brow furrowed. Rolling energy was his only reply. 
 
    “You need to keep working on it.” Di gave Flint a haughty glare. “Guns can jam. We can’t rely only on firearms. Practice, Lena. You’ll get better.” 
 
    Flint scowled at her while I wrapped my arms around myself. That’s what Father had said. Only thing, in the last four years despite how many times I’d tried, I’d only been able to do it twice. 
 
      
 
    DI TOLD EVERYONE to return to the house. She said we’d done enough for one session. 
 
    “What about you, Di?” I said as we stepped inside. “How reliably can you see the future?” 
 
    “I’ve been practicing. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Di’s additional power was her ability to control her visions. At times, she was able to foresee the future in a certain area or for a particular person. Not like the random visions that usually pummeled her. However, like all of our enhanced powers, it wasn’t reliable. 
 
    “So…” Jet chimed in. He closed the door behind us. It automatically locked. “Will you be able to see if we get into some deep stuff? Like if we make a wrong turn and start walking down a dark tunnel, would you know that at the end lurked a giant alien, ready to eat us for lunch?” 
 
    Mica rolled her eyes. “Back on the alien topic, I see.” 
 
    Di gave Jet an annoyed glare. “Something like that.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief when we trudged upstairs and thoughts of breakfast lured everyone to the kitchen. I hung back in the stairwell, though, letting everyone pass. When they all disappeared, I stopped and leaned against the wall, wringing my hands. Despite wanting to do my part in this, I didn’t know how much help I’d be. 
 
    Four years. 
 
    In four years, I’d only been able to conjure power worth using twice. And each time, I’d had no idea how I’d done it. That didn’t make me a reliable asset. It made me a liability. I wanted to practice to get better, but that didn’t mean it would do any good. How can I possibly learn that kind of control in such a short amount of time? 
 
    Sounds filtered down the stairwell – pans banging and the fridge opening in the kitchen as everyone chatted among themselves. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Flint appeared at the top of the stairwell. His chestnut hair was mussed as if he’d been running his hands through it. He frowned. “You look worried.” 
 
    I stayed slumped against the wall. “That’s an understatement.” 
 
    He jogged down the steps until he stood at my side. “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    I sighed heavily. “I need to figure out how I harnessed all of that energy, and I’m not sure if I can.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I felt the conflicting emotions in his cloud. While he wanted me to learn more about my ability, since it meant so much to me, he didn’t want me in harm’s way. 
 
    I felt the pleading in my eyes when I glanced up. “What if I never learn how to control it? You saw how long it took me to do it out there. We could have been dead by then if it had been up to me to save us.” 
 
    “Keep practicing. With time, you’ll get better.” 
 
    “But I’ve been practicing for four years and what do I have to show for it? Knocking around rocks, small kitchen items, maybe a book or two? I’ve only been able to form two powerful energy balls, and I have no idea how I did it. How can I possibly be ready?” 
 
    It all seemed so impossible. There was no way I could learn that much control in the little time we had. Amber’s form laying dazed on the ground flashed in my mind. The last thing I wanted was my family sprawled in front of me while men from O’Brien came at us. If by some miracle I actually learned how to form energy balls reliably, there was no guarantee I could learn to control them. I could just end up hurting those I loved. 
 
    Flint placed his hands on my shoulders. His dark eyes bore into mine. “We’ll have guns too.” He tugged me. “Now, come on. Let’s have breakfast.” 
 
    Delicious scents floated in the air when we finally entered the kitchen. Sausage sizzled in a pan while pancakes cooked on the stove. 
 
    Father appeared a moment later, freshly showered. “I see you’ve all been up for a while.” 
 
    Mica downed a glass of orange juice. “Di made us get up early.” 
 
    “I saw from the window. If I had known you were getting up, I would have joined you.” 
 
    Di ducked her head. “I didn’t want to wake you. We need to figure out how to work together without you.” 
 
    Father frowned. “Without me?” 
 
    She gripped his arm and pulled him from the kitchen. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. I was glad I wasn’t the one to break it to Father that him joining us in the warehouse wasn’t a good idea. 
 
    Ten minutes later, they still hadn’t returned. The rest of us sat down for breakfast. No one said much, but a nervous, eager energy buzzed around the room. Like a fly that couldn’t sit still. Several times, I switched my vision. Everyone’s clouds appeared. I forked food into my mouth and studied their auras. I concentrated in between bites, trying to make the clouds join again. 
 
    It didn’t go well. Most of the time I couldn’t move them at all. 
 
      
 
    IT WAS MID-MORNING when we returned to the backyard. Bright sunshine streamed down. A few vultures circled overhead. A falcon cry sounded in the distance. Gone were the towering aspens and scampering sounds of forest creatures. The dry, cool air and desert horizon had a completely different form of beauty. 
 
    Father was with us this time. From his grim expression, I guessed he didn’t like the thought of us venturing into the warehouse without him. However, I hadn’t heard arguing when he and Di discussed our viewpoint. Perhaps he accepted that above all else, we needed him safe. 
 
    “Show me what you remember,” Father said to Di, the twins, Mica and me. 
 
    Flint, Jacinda and Amber sat in the patio area to watch. A rather extravagant outdoor barbecue and bar area sat off to the right under a large pergola. 
 
    Mica stepped forward, offering to go first again. 
 
    Much the same happened as earlier. She closed her eyes, sweat popped on her brow, while her hands fisted at her sides. Exertion was apparent in every line of her body. After a few minutes, her eyes flashed open. They looked identical to Father’s. Almost. She held it for longer this time. Maybe ten seconds, before she doubled over and gasped for breath. 
 
    “Good,” Father said. “Try again. This time, I want you to concentrate on the individual cells in your irises. I know that sounds impossible, but I think…” 
 
    And so the morning went. 
 
    Father spent time with all of us, helping us hone our skills and remember the abilities we’d learned in the past years. It went better with him coaching us. I felt surer and more capable under his guidance. However, I quickly realized my success earlier in the morning was as I predicted – a complete fluke of good luck. 
 
    After a few attempts, I still wasn’t able to form an energy ball. I was able to see clouds around the plants and animals easily – my entire four years of practice wasn’t a complete waste. However, my continued efforts drained me. By the end of the day, it was only out of sheer determination, that I was able to form a small ball from three shrubs, but it wasn’t strong or powerful. I also had little, if no, control over it. Forget about throwing it. All of my concentration required keeping the energy together. 
 
    Once again, success seemed impossible. 
 
      
 
    BY SUPPER TIME, I felt like I’d run a marathon while being intermittently dragged by a truck. We’d never worked this intensely before. In the Forbidden Hills, Father would spend an hour with us here and there, when he had time outside of the lab. Never had we done ten hours straight of grueling practice. I was tired, sore and was pretty sure I’d pulled a muscle or two. It was bizarre. Everything I did was with my mind, yet my entire body felt the effects. Even my toes hurt. That was a first. 
 
    “I think we’ve done enough for today,” Father said. 
 
    Di, Mica and the twins were in no better shape. Mica complained of a pounding headache while the twins said they could barely stand. Di insisted she could keep going, but after Father’s insistence, she quit too. If Father hadn’t been there, I was pretty sure Di wouldn’t have stopped until exhaustion rendered her unconscious. 
 
    Flint, Jacinda and Amber stood from their lounge chairs. 
 
    Di gave them an irritated glare. “Watching is hardly helping us. You’d all be more useful if you did research on O’Brien.” 
 
    Flint quirked an eyebrow. A steady push of energy rolled toward me. It was again filled with worry. I knew he didn’t like the thought of me using my abilities to help in the warehouse, but I didn’t have the energy to argue or push his energy back. I simply let it roll through me. 
 
    Flint crossed his arms. “It’s just as important that we learn what you’re all capable of. If we want to work as a team, we need to function as one. Once your control improves, we should do mock drills. Mimicking situations we may be in will prepare us for possible scenarios to come. It’ll make us more effective at handling situations together when they arise.” 
 
    Father nodded. “I was going to suggest the same thing.” 
 
    “But in the meantime, how about you use your free hours to do more research on O’Brien,” Di said. 
 
    “I can do that, but we also need guns.” Flint gave Father an expectant look. 
 
    Father frowned heavily. “As much as I hate firearms, I think you’re right. I can purchase handguns tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    THE NEXT DAY we split into teams: the research/firearm group and the practice group. Father purchased handguns for Jacinda, Amber and Flint. Of course, Flint took to the gun as if it were an extension of his own body. He watched a YouTube video on how to use it. Within the hour, he was hitting targets a hundred yards away. Considering his drug enhanced his physical abilities, I wasn’t surprised. Hand, eye coordination was like breathing for Flint. 
 
    Jacinda and Amber weren’t nearly as confident. At first, both were squeamish about using a firearm. However, Flint spent time with them until they knew how to safely load and use it. After each was able to handle the weapon without turning green, Flint left them to target shoot. Since Flint also had hacking skills, he spent most of his time continually trying to breach O’Brien’s firewall. 
 
    Despite their growing confidence with guns, Jacinda and Amber both had more to offer than simply carrying a weapon. Jacinda was a natural with social skills. Her looks didn’t hurt either. We all agreed she’d be the one to approach the first guard when we got to the warehouse. It was possible, although not likely, she’d be able to talk her way into the premises with help from the twins’ manipulative powers. That would be preferable. If we could get in without violence, our chances of succeeding were higher. 
 
    Amber’s small frame and flexibility could also come in handy, not to mention, her ability to smell emotions. If an O’Brien employee was honest, scared or deceitful, Amber would pick up on it. All useful skills in the right circumstances. 
 
    We spent the next week practicing and practicing. From sunup to sundown, Flint worked on the computer while Jacinda and Amber practiced shooting. The twins, Mica, Di and I practiced in the backyard going over and over our advanced abilities while Father coached us. Some days I did better than others. On three separate occasions, I was able to form huge energy balls. However, it was again out of sheer determination and took hours of practice before I was able to do it. A year ago, I would have been ecstatic at that progress. Now, it was too little too late. 
 
    Three energy balls. 
 
    Hardly reliable and hardly something to gloat over. With entering the warehouse looming over our heads, I needed to be able to make three energy balls a minute, not three in a week after hours and hours of practice. 
 
    It didn’t help that with each passing day, I grew more hesitant. In a way, it was a head game. I hadn’t been to the O’Brien warehouse since I was five years old, yet I remembered enough to know I never wanted to return. Part of me wanted to run and pretend that all of this was crazy, that men from a giant pharmaceutical company couldn’t possibly be after us. But then I’d watch us in the backyard, observe our skills as the others slowly grew stronger and I’d realize that we were living proof of the illegal activities done by the company. Nothing about us was normal. We were loose ends – best snipped and discarded than left to unravel the entire cloth. 
 
    Deep down, I knew that as long as Project Renatus was up and running, we were still at risk. We’d never have a normal life until that threat was eliminated, and of course, there were the three other lost children. 
 
    We couldn’t leave them. 
 
      
 
    ON WEDNESDAY MORNING, two and a half weeks since arriving in Arizona, I woke early even though it was still dark. I’m sure my aching muscles and cramped neck could be partly blamed for that. Practice yesterday had been particularly brutal. However, I’d been able to form a usable, fairly strong ball twice in an hour. 
 
    It was the best I’d ever done. 
 
    Flint’s warm, sleeping form lay beside me. I snuggled closer to him, using his heat to soothe my aching muscles. He murmured something in his sleep. A heavy arm reached out and pulled me tightly to his side. I sighed in contentment, my eyes starting to close when suddenly, they flashed open. 
 
    Putting a hand on my lower abdomen, an excitement that had nothing to do with secret O’Brien sectors, experimental drugs or other lost children came over me. I eased out of Flint’s arm and tiptoed to the bathroom. Once inside, I grinned when another bout of menstrual cramps seized me. 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever felt more excited to have my period. I cleaned up and then rummaged through the bathroom. I’d put the birth control Father gave me somewhere in here. I swore it was on the shelf by that scented candle. 
 
    I frowned when it wasn’t there. Where did I put it? 
 
    After ten minutes of searching, cursing, pulling a few hairs out and more cursing, I finally found the tiny package under a towel I’d left on the bathroom floor. How it ended up on the floor, under a towel, I didn’t know. Then again, I swore half the stuff I lost grew legs and walked off. Seriously, I could only be partly blamed for my uncanny ability to lose things. 
 
    I pulled out a small pill, the tinfoil wrap crinkling. With a pop in my mouth and a quick drink of tap water, it was down. I grinned. 
 
    Dawn light peeked through the curtains when I crept back into the bedroom. Flint still slept, his body prone, his beautiful back and shoulders bare. The sheet tangled around his waist, accentuating his lean hips. In the morning light, his golden skin glistened like smooth honey – warm, inviting, and delicious. The image he presented conjured images of Greek Gods on Mount Olympus, with their dark hair, beautiful features, and magnificent bodies wrapped in togas. 
 
    Easing under the covers, I crawled to his side before peppering his back with soft kisses. 
 
    After a while, he stirred. 
 
    I slipped a hand under the sheets, finding his firm, round backside. I continued to kiss his warm skin. A groan escaped him when my hand reached around to cup his front. His eyes slowly opened and he turned. 
 
    I quickly rearranged myself. We lay facing one another, my hand moving slowly and rhythmically over him. He closed his eyes and groaned again. It didn’t take long until he found release. His body shuddered, his thighs tightening. When he finished, I propped myself up on an elbow beside him. 
 
    He smiled lazily, the early sun streaking off his chestnut hair. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Did you enjoy your wake-up call?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Very much. Feel free to do that anytime.” 
 
    He reached for me. I knew he wanted to return the favor, but I inched back, getting a raised eyebrow out of him. I traced a finger across his hard abdomen, a smile tugging on my lips. His muscles bunched and tensed in response. 
 
    “I have something to tell you,” I said. “I got my period, and I just took my first pill.” 
 
    His eyes opened wider. “Really? So that means…” 
 
    “Yep. In four days or so, things should be wrapping up down there.” 
 
    “I have to wait four more days?” 
 
    I laughed at his expression. “I’d recommend it.” 
 
    He had me pinned beneath him before I could take a breath, his arms locked around my waist, his lips sealing over mine. I was breathless by the time he pulled back. His response was to grind his hips more suggestively against me, which of course, only made it worse. 
 
    “Want me to help you with something?” he asked. 
 
    I bit my lip so I wouldn’t nod. “No. In fact, I think for the next four days, no touching allowed.” 
 
    Flint guffawed. “What?” 
 
    I locked my legs around his waist, meeting his grinds, causing a tight intake of breath from him. “Okay, maybe touching only, but nothing more.” 
 
    “You do realize I probably won’t last more than a few minutes the first time, right?” he warned. “What has it been now? Seven months?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. With how I’m feeling, I won’t either.” 
 
    His eyes grew darker, his pupils dilating. “Damn, woman.” 
 
    By the time we showered and joined everyone else upstairs, a heavy need had settled in my belly. Four days felt like a long ways away. 
 
      
 
    “OKAY,” FLINT SAID. “Remember, even though this is a mock drill, use your powers to their full extent. We want this to be like the real thing.” 
 
    We stood in the backyard, the night sky above, the moon shining down. Flint had a breakthrough during the afternoon. He’d been able to hack into O’Brien’s system and find an original blueprint of the warehouse’s interior, including where the guard stations and cameras were. 
 
    We had set up the backyard to mimic the O’Brien warehouse. It wasn’t a perfect replica, not even close. In reality, the warehouse stood around forty feet tall with solid walls and a steel door entrance. We improvised on the wall. In other words, we imagined it. A straight line dragged through the pebbles by the twins’ shoes indicated where the wall would be. The “inside” of the building was similar. We’d run strings from posts Father found in the garage to indicate hallways. The blueprint allowed us to measure the halls accurately and set up where the stations would be. We used Father’s memory too. Overall, it wasn’t a perfect setup to practice a real life situation, but it was the best we could manage. It would have to do. 
 
    “What if Lena chucks one of us over the wall?” Jet asked. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I doubt that’ll happen.” 
 
    Amber bit her lip, her large brown eyes worried. “But it could.” 
 
    Flint grunted. I knew he hated that I was on the team that ventured into the warehouse, but despite his worry, I couldn’t sit on the outside. I had an ability that could be useful. I wasn’t sure if I should be pleased or worried that my family had such confidence in me. 
 
    We all wore black from head to toe, including ski masks. Nobody would be able to identify us. The only one not wearing a mask was Jacinda. We needed her smile and looks for our plan. The only downfall with what we’d worked out to get into O’Brien was that Jacinda wouldn’t be disguised. We’d discussed her wearing a wig, but in the end, knew that wouldn’t matter. 
 
    My abdomen tightened as another bout of menstrual cramps clenched my belly. I gritted my teeth and wished I’d taken some ibuprofen. I cocked my head as an idea came to me. Perhaps I should use my agitation and irritation when I try to form a ball. I’d never tried to summon other energies when I had so much energy of my own. Maybe it will help. 
 
    Di glanced at all of us. “Everyone remember the plan?” 
 
    Flint tensed. I held his hand as reassuringly as I could. I knew he worried for my safety, but I couldn’t let my family down. I needed to do my part whether he liked it or not. 
 
    “On my mark, three…two…one.” Di clicked the stopwatch. Despite this being our first mock drill, it was timed. Time could be our worst enemy. The faster we moved, the better. 
 
    Jacinda stepped forward while the rest of us stayed beside the house shrouded in darkness. 
 
    Father and Jasper played the security guards, standing stiffly, their eyes surveying the yard as if they were actually guarding something. 
 
    “Hey!” Father shouted. “This is private property. You’re trespassing!” His shout sounded through the quiet desert night. It sounded like it carried for miles. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” Jacinda kept walking forward. “I was hoping you could help me.” 
 
    “No one’s allowed here, ma’am. You’ll have to leave,” Jasper replied. 
 
    I couldn’t see Jacinda’s face, but I knew she plastered on one of her supermodel smiles. Most men seemed to lose all coherent thought when she did that. Back at Hideaway Hills, it had been rather amusing to watch Jacinda wield her charm on the cowboys and guests. 
 
    Jacinda reached Father and Jasper and spoke quietly, distracting them as the rest of us moved into action. 
 
    Jet nudged Flint and Mica. “We’re up.” 
 
    Jet closed his eyes, channeling his powers at Jasper and Father. The twins had become more proficient at projecting their powers over distance, sometimes covering up to a hundred feet. Mica and Flint watched Jet, waiting for his nod. In the moonlight, beads of sweat appeared on Jet’s brow. 
 
    “Now,” he said tightly. 
 
    With a blur of movement, Flint took off, carrying Mica with him. When Flint moved like that, none of us, other than Mica, could see him. The next second, he appeared behind Father. Jacinda continued talking, but I’m not sure if Father or Jasper heard her. They both stood docile, smiles on their faces. Jet was definitely manipulating their emotions well. 
 
    I tuned into them. Their colorful clouds appeared while I worked to gather energy from every living thing in the area. I used my agitation and frustration over my damned period first. Surprisingly, I felt my own energy grow. 
 
    In the distance, the energy spheres appeared around plants and animals, like bubbles in the night. I focused on my own energy more. Irritation over my damned period, longing for Flint, fear of O’Brien, love for my family. I used it all and slowly channeled my own power into a ball. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I concentrated as sweat popped on my brow. A smile tugged at my lips as my power became tangible. I gathered another aura and pulled it to mine. It joined. I could almost feel it, like throwing a ball or dribbling a basketball. It pulsed. Without a doubt, I knew I’d be able to throw it if need be. I snapped my eyes open and let the energy dispel. 
 
    I grinned. It was the easiest time I’d had yet at forming an energy ball. I’d have to remember what I learned. Harnessing my own energy first, gave me greater control over other fields. 
 
    Ever so slowly, Jacinda inched her way toward the pretend guard station. Flint sneaked up behind Father while Mica crept up behind Jasper. It was like watching a movie unfold in real life. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until Flint and Mica reached up, their arms closing around Father and Jasper while pressing rags against their mouths. 
 
    In this drill, we were practicing for the worst. In other words, Jacinda couldn’t sweet-talk the guards and we all had to act swiftly and with whatever means necessary. The rags Flint and Mica held now were dry. In the real situation, they’d be soaked with chloroform. The guards would drop unconscious in seconds. 
 
    Jet’s breath expelled in a whoosh as Jasper and Father pretended to fall to the ground. 
 
    “Nice job,” Di whispered. 
 
    “Thanks.” Jet panted. 
 
    I clapped him on the back. 
 
    “Ready?” Di asked as Jet slowly recovered. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The four of us raced to where the others stood. Jacinda was busy stuffing her face and hair into a ski mask. Amber and Di stood guard, waiting to see if anyone else came to investigate. I focused on the energy and tried to form another ball while Mica and Flint got to work on the door. According to Father, with Mica’s ability to pass the retinal scan and Flint’s hacking abilities, we should be able to get in. 
 
    Once we entered our mock warehouse, we continued on, stealthily inching our way to the elevators. According to Father, the elevators descended to the subterranean levels. Flint and Di didn’t like the idea of using it to get down. An elevator could also be a cage. If something went wrong during the short ride down, it would be the perfect opportunity for O’Brien to capture us. However, there weren’t any stairs. Father said it was a safety measure. Nobody could get it and nobody could get out undetected. In other words, we didn’t have a choice. The twins again joked the warehouse didn’t meet fire code. 
 
    Since we had no other options but to use the elevator, Father didn’t want everyone in it. It was too big of a risk. 
 
    Because of that, we agreed that two of us would stay outside of the building, two would stay guarding the elevator at ground level and the rest would go down. That meant four of us would be in the underground levels. It was agreed that the most powerful were the twins, Flint, Di, Mica and me. As for which four would ultimately go down, that had yet to be decided. 
 
    We carried on well into the night, practicing our planned scenario again and again. In a way, when I wasn’t stressing about forming reliable balls, it was fun and exhilarating, like playing Ghost in the Graveyard, or Capture the Flag at night, but that was only because no actual danger was present. In the real situation, I could very likely pee my pants. 
 
    The next few days were filled with practice and drills. I used my new discovery and harnessed my energy first before attempting to control others. With Father’s help, I improved. I could usually form a ball within a minute or two if I concentrated on my own energy first. However, the balls varied in how powerful they were. 
 
    “We can’t practice much longer,” Di said after a particularly long session. 
 
    I panted beside her. “Why not?” 
 
    “December’s just around the corner. The weather grows colder every day in Chicago. We need to get there and stake out the warehouse before the weather really turns. Can you imagine trying to observe the warehouse in a blizzard?” 
 
    I swallowed uneasily. The effects of weather hadn’t entered my mind. “I hadn’t considered that.” 
 
    She nodded grimly. “We’re going to have to leave within the week. Our time’s up.” 
 
    We used our remaining few days to practice. From sunup to sundown, we practiced and practiced and practiced. Each night I fell exhausted into bed. Flint did the same. Even though it lurked in the back of my mind that my period was coming to an end, I couldn’t summon the energy to feel excited about it. I was too damned tired. 
 
    On the day my period finally ended, Father gathered us in the living room, telling us he’d made his jet ready for the trip to Minnesota. We all agreed that we were as ready as we’d ever be. No amount of practice could guarantee success in real life. 
 
    I only wished I had more time. Forming energy balls at a moment’s notice was still hard for me, and I still couldn’t guarantee one every time despite my newly learned skill to harness my own energy first. I could only hope we were prepared enough for whatever was to come.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Puffy clouds skimmed the jet’s wings as we descended into Minneapolis. My ears popped, and the coffee I’d had an hour ago left a bitter aftertaste in my mouth. Flint’s hand rested on my thigh. It felt warm, comforting, safe. 
 
    Safe. 
 
    I always felt safe in Flint’s presence. I wondered if that would still be the case at O’Brien, when we broke into the warehouse and anything could happen. It didn’t help that worry hung heavily in Flint’s cloud. He said he believed in me, yet with each passing second, the worry in his cloud grew. 
 
    I told myself it was only natural. Flint always worried for my safety, but I still wondered. Perhaps he questioned how safe I’d be because in reality, he doubted if I could defend myself. 
 
    The pilot came on the overhead speaker just as I began chewing my lip. “Please secure your seat belts. We’ll be landing shortly.” 
 
    Those of us that weren’t already buckled did as instructed. Clicks flowed quietly through the cabin in that muffled way that sound travels through aircraft. 
 
    “Nervous?” Flint asked. 
 
    I straightened in my seat. “I’m okay. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m good.” He stared straight ahead, his tone clipped. 
 
    We sat near the back of the plane. An entire row separated us from everyone else. His scent surrounded me. Spice, wood and tangerines. I leaned my head on his shoulder and inhaled deeply. My nerves automatically calmed. If only I could provide that kind of security for him. 
 
    We’d left the impenetrable fortress in Arizona earlier this morning. I had no idea if we’d ever return. Forever that home would be where we readied ourselves for O’Brien, where we became a family once again, and where my memories returned. It was hard to believe that living there for only three weeks could make me nostalgic for the place. I missed our real home in the Forbidden Hills terribly, but that life seemed eons ago. Now, I had no idea what the future held. 
 
    My stomach grumbled loudly, reminding me I’d passed on breakfast. I’d been too nervous to eat. I kept thinking about all that could go wrong, or if we were lucky, all that could go right. Three people could be joining us in the near future, in a way, becoming part of our family. It was ironic considering we didn’t know their names, if they were male or female or what special abilities they had. They were from Marcus’ group, we knew that. Father said Marcus conducted the animal genetic group, but we had no idea what that meant since the program was still in its infancy when we left. For all we knew, the new three could be complete freaks of nature. 
 
    Thinking about them always made my stomach churn. Fifteen years. They’d been kept in subterranean levels and experimented on for fifteen years. Bringing them into our family could cause huge dynamic changes. I could only hope we’d be able to help them. But that was only if we succeeded in rescuing them. 
 
    The worry that hung most heavily on my mind, though, was that we still didn’t have a plan to shut down Project Renatus. Father was hoping to gain more information from the new three. We were counting on them to help us understand how many people within the corporation were still involved. Even though Father had friends within O’Brien, he hadn’t contacted them. He felt it was risky enough to reach out to his inside contacts. Reaching further would only bring more attention to him and potentially us. However, if the newcomers didn’t have any answers, he’d have no choice but to call them. 
 
    It was yet another obstacle we’d have to overcome. 
 
      
 
    WE LANDED IN Minneapolis just after one in the afternoon. The late autumn breeze brushed long strands of hair in my face when the pilot opened the plane’s door. The fresh air smelled good especially after hours in the aircraft. 
 
    Sunshine streamed all around. I shaded my eyes so I wouldn’t trip on the stairs. Mica chatted excitedly while Flint’s shadow hovered at my side. The rest of the group disembarked, everyone stretching now that we could stand fully upright. 
 
    A new, black GMC Yukon waited for us on the tarmac. The windows were so tinted they were black. The pilot handed Father the keys. “Your vehicle, Conroy.” 
 
    Everyone pulled their luggage from the cargo. The pilot helped. I studied him while he worked. Father had given me his contact information, in the event one of us needed to call him, but I still didn’t know anything about him. Our pilot was tall, lean and wiry. Despite his trim, fit figure he didn’t appear young. Creases lined his eyes, and his skin had a rough consistency that only came with age. I guessed him to be in his late forties, even fifties. 
 
    I had no idea how he knew Father or for how long. The two seemed to have a long standing friendship. They talked comfortably but half the time seemed to communicate things with only a nod or a brief glance. 
 
    I vaguely recalled him from my trip to Washington all those years ago. He’d been younger then, but he had still catered to Father’s every request. I didn’t know if he was the sole pilot Father used or if there were others. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked him as he handed me a bag. His knuckles brushed mine when I took it. 
 
    A smile spread across his face. “Greg, and you’re Lena, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    He handed me another bag which I gave to Jacinda. The damned Louis Vuitton. I practically dropped it, it was so big. 
 
    I slung my backpack over my shoulder and eyed him curiously. “How do you know Father?” 
 
    Greg sealed the cargo bay and glanced over his shoulder. Out of my peripheral vision, I saw Father nod. 
 
    “I met Conroy in my early twenties, right after my brother got out of Iraq.” 
 
    I cocked my head. I knew everyone else was packing the luggage in the vehicle and getting ready to go, but that familiar buzz I got when meeting new people strummed through me. Besides, this was the first time I’d heard anything about Father’s past. 
 
    “Did your brother work for him?” 
 
    Greg shook his head. “My brother, Brendan, was pretty messed up after the war. He’d lost an arm and tried to commit suicide twice. My mom reached out to a few charities. One of them was founded by Conroy.” 
 
    For a moment, I didn’t think he was going to continue, but then he said, “With Conroy’s help, we got Brendan the help he needed. It didn’t matter that it cost tens of thousands of dollars and years of therapy. Conroy paid for it all. And then when my mom called him with an additional problem, he talked to her personally and listened to the entire story.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Greg’s jaw tightened. “My dad left her just as Brendan finally started getting better. She hadn’t worked in years since all of her time was devoted to helping my brother, and with my dad gone,” he made a sound of disgust, “she had nothing. That month, she couldn’t make the rent.” 
 
    “So Father, err Conroy, paid for it?” 
 
    “Yeah. He sent money monthly until she got back on her feet. I tried to help as much as I could, but I was in flight school and in debt up to my eyeballs with tuition. If it weren’t for Conroy, she probably would have ended up on the street.” He glanced at Father. 
 
    Father was in the driver’s seat of the Yukon. 
 
    “I’ve never forgotten what Conroy did for my family,” Greg said quietly. “He helped us when no one else would. It’s because of him that my mom and brother are okay.” 
 
    I swallowed thickly. 
 
    Greg cleared his throat and smiled. “So that’s how I know him.” 
 
    A door slammed. “Lena, yo!” Jet called. “Let’s get a move on!” 
 
    Flint and Jet stood by the back of the Yukon. Everyone else was already in the vehicle. I shaded my eyes. “Are you going to wait here?” 
 
    Greg shook his head. “I’ll fly back to Florida and wait to hear from Conroy. He’ll let me know when and where I need to pick you up.” 
 
    I wondered what else Greg knew about Father and us. He obviously knew we’d lived in hiding since he was the one who flew Father in and out of the Hills. I had no idea if his knowledge ended there or if he knew about Project Renatus and that Father had drugged us. For all I knew, Greg had been the one to help carry us from Montana to the cities we woke up in last April. 
 
    “Lena!” Jet yelled again. 
 
    “I better go,” I said. “It was nice to officially meet you.” I flashed him a smile before hurrying to the vehicle. 
 
    “About time.” Jet opened the door and climbed inside. 
 
    Flint’s chestnut hair whipped in the breeze. He cocked an eyebrow. “Did you make a new friend?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    Flint smiled. He looped his arm around my shoulders and propelled me to the door. 
 
    Someone had already configured the vehicle to seat nine. Jacinda’s faint jasmine perfume hung in the cab. She sat in the front with Di. Amber sat in the back by herself and the twins and Mica sat in the middle. That meant Flint and I were going in the back with Amber. 
 
    “You guys better move so we can get in,” I said. 
 
    Mica and the twins grumbled. 
 
    After everyone was situated, Father drove us away from the airport. I had no idea where we’d go from here. No doubt Father and Di had schemed something. My guess was either another secret house or a five-star hotel. It amazed me again that Father had lived with us for so long in the Forbidden Hills. Our lives there had been so simple. Luxury was non-existent. Now, it seemed wherever we went, we were treated like royalty. 
 
    I glanced out the window. Greg was taxiing the jet back to the runway. The jet gleamed in the sunlight. 
 
    Everywhere we’d gone since Father moved us from the Forbidden Hills had been in luxury and style: private jets, new vehicles, bulletproof houses. I couldn’t imagine growing up like that. It was completely opposite from our humble beginnings in the hidden cabin. 
 
    Money, in a way, could be very isolating. Because of it, we’d never run through a busy terminal or stand in line at a restaurant, striking up small talk with strangers while lamenting the long wait. But then again, I’d never done that in my other life either. 
 
    In a way, we’d never been normal. I cupped my chin in my hand as I once again became lost in daydreams. It felt like I’d spent most of my childhood dreaming of what could be. 
 
    Father pulled onto the interstate. Planes roared above. Huge passenger jets depicting Delta’s logo flew in from all angles. 
 
    Father weaved the Yukon in and out of lanes, passing cars as needed until we got on the right road. I guessed it wasn’t a coincidence that the windows were darkly tinted. Traveling this close to other vehicles, our faces could easily be seen. As always, Father considered all safety issues. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Amber’s voice sounded so small in the large cab. 
 
    Father glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “We’ll drive to Wisconsin and stop for the night. Tomorrow, we’ll carry on to Chicago.” 
 
    “How long of a drive?” Jet asked. 
 
    Father switched lanes again. “About four hours today, another three tomorrow.” 
 
    Mica made an exasperated sound. “That long? I hope we stop for supper before then.” 
 
    My stomach grumbled too. 
 
    Father frowned. “I’d prefer we get out of the metro area, then we may stop whenever you like.” 
 
    “Good,” Mica said tartly. 
 
    Since Mica sat in the middle with the twins – Flint, Amber and I had a perfectly unobstructed view of the three. Jasper put his arm around Mica’s shoulders, almost brushing me in the process. Amber emitted a small sound. I put my arm around her and gave her a half hug. 
 
    Amber’s large luminous gaze met mine. With a small smile, she leaned her head against my shoulder. I kept my arm around her until she closed her eyes. A few minutes later, her breathing became deep and even. 
 
    We stopped an hour later. I had to nudge her awake. I again wondered how well she was doing. Amber slept like the dead on my shoulder, making me think she might not be sleeping much at night. 
 
    “Are we there?” she asked in a small voice. 
 
    “Nope, just stopping for food.” 
 
    Father pulled into a fast food drive-thru. According to Father, it wasn’t safe to go into a restaurant as a large group, not with how close we were to Chicago. A few weeks ago, I would have sighed, and Flint would have rolled his eyes. Now, neither of us was quite so sure about Father being paranoid. 
 
    Flint had learned enough through his hacking to know that Project Renatus was real and alive, and I’d learned enough about our abilities to know that we did pose a threat to the project’s covert nature. None of us were normal humans, not even close – we were all a liability. It was a good reason to want us dead. Perhaps Father wasn’t paranoid after all. 
 
    A breeze blew in through Father’s open window when he ordered. The temperature had cooled since we landed. The smell of humidity hung in the air. Gray clouds filled the horizon, promising rain or snow in the not too distant future. 
 
    “Everyone keep your heads down or averted,” Father said when he pulled closer to the window. 
 
    Nobody argued. 
 
    A general feeling of anxiety strummed in the group. The feel of it coated my skin like oily grime that wouldn’t wash free. The closer we got to Chicago, the more real everything was becoming. Tomorrow, or perhaps the next day, we’d return to O’Brien. 
 
    Who knew what that day would bring.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We stopped for the night in Madison. Our hotel sat nestled on the lakefront of Lake Mendota, not far from the university campus. The capital glowed in the distance, beckoning anyone near to admire its architecture. When we stepped out of the car, groups of college students walked by. Sweatshirts sporting pictures of the UW’s badger mascot were worn by a few. I watched them enviously as tidbits of conversation carried my way. 
 
    “Liz is going down to the coffee house at nine tonight. Want to meet her?” 
 
    “I got that freakin’ biology exam tomorrow. I’m so not ready, dude.” 
 
    I soaked up the conversations like a dry, eager sponge. These people were my age. In another lifetime, we could have been classmates. I wondered if that’s what my life would have been like if I’d gone to college. Perhaps tonight I’d be hanging out with friends, carrying a bag full of books while pulling my hooded sweatshirt over my curls, my college logo proudly displayed on my chest. 
 
    A twinge of envy for something that could never be filled me. A normal life like that would never be mine. Tomorrow I’d be in Chicago, casing out a warehouse which held three people captive. A biology exam was the furthest thing from my reality. 
 
    Father had us split into three groups before we entered the hotel. Again, he didn’t feel it was safe for all nine of us to appear in public together. Father checked us in while the rest of us waited in different locations. 
 
    He returned with sets of room keys and held them out. “Two to each room.” 
 
    Flint took a key which caused Jet to smirk. “Let me guess. You two are sharing a room?” He waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him, but it was a welcome change to the melancholy I’d been feeling since we drove through campus. That, however, had been a welcome change from how I’d been feeling all day. 
 
    While my anticipation for tomorrow at times felt overwhelming, one thing trumped it. Tonight, Flint and I would be alone, in a private room, and I was on birth control. 
 
    That only meant one thing, and it had been so long since we’d last done that. 
 
      
 
    FLINT FLICKED THE light on when we opened our hotel room door. A soft glow bathed the room. Our reflections stared back at us in the large windows facing the lake. I walked farther into the room. A king-sized bed waited in the middle, as if inviting us to hop in the second we stepped inside. 
 
    Ignoring the bed, I hurried to the window and let my bag fall to the floor. Stopping just short of the glass, I stared at the lake and wrapped my arms around myself. Now that we were here, goosebumps sprouted along my arms and a shiver ran down my spine. It was stupid. Flint and I had been together for years. We’d had sex more times than I could count. So why do I feel so nervous? 
 
    Flint’s arms encircled me from behind. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He whispered the words softly into my ear before pushing my hair back and nuzzling my neck. The feel of his soft lips sent a new shiver through me that was for an entirely different reason. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m fine,” I managed when he moved upward to do delicious things to my ear. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    I closed my eyes as his hands roamed over my stomach, hips and thighs. I tilted my head up so his lips could take mine. He kissed me deeply, his scent surrounding me. I turned to face him and wrapped my arms around his neck. 
 
    He growled, pulling me closer. 
 
    We kissed for I don’t know how long. All earlier nervousness or envy for a life I’d never had disappeared. My world became entirely and completely filled with Flint. His hands traveled over my back, pulling me tightly to him as his energy grew. I felt his energy mix with mine, causing a heady scent and pulsating power in the room. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this night for a long time.” He pulled back. “Ever since meeting you for the second time in Pete and Val’s entryway, I’ve wanted you.” 
 
    His dark eyes swam with need and love. I tenderly reached up and pushed a lock of hair from his forehead. “Me too.” 
 
    He lifted me so quickly it took my breath away. Before I knew what was happening, my legs were locked around his waist and I was on the bed, his weight pushing me into the mattress. The familiar feel of him created an ache between my thighs. 
 
    “I want you,” I whispered. 
 
    Flint didn’t reply, his actions said everything. One minute, I was fully clothed beneath him, the next, my shirt was peeled off and my jeans were shimmied down and kicked off the bed. Flint did the same and then all I saw and felt was his smooth tanned skin. 
 
    The sheets felt soft and cool underneath. He hovered above me. 
 
    “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered. Love and desire mixed in his gaze. 
 
    I ran a finger along his chest. He sucked in a breath. 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    He descended again. His lips found mine and everything that followed happened in a flurry of need. 
 
    My vision switched on its own as Flint and I made love. Our clouds intermingled, a beautiful array of bright green, blue, orange and pale green. With each second, the size of our clouds grew. My own energy built inside of me. I grabbed onto it. The feel of it made my control grow. Within a second, I had a huge swirling ball of energy hanging in our midst. 
 
    Triumph made me smile. I was right. This is how I create the balls. I have to harness my own energy first. 
 
    Flint’s shout when he came caused me to tip over the edge. Wave after wave of pleasure rolled through me. It mixed with my heady, triumphant victory as I became more in tuned to my ability. 
 
    Afterward, we clung to one another. Flint lay sleepily, cradling me in his arms, yet I couldn’t sit still. 
 
    “You seem rather energetic,” Flint said lazily. 
 
    I pushed up on my elbow. “I’m getting better at forming energy balls.” I explained how things had improved over the past few days and how just now it had happened so easily. 
 
    Flint blinked. “You’re saying it was your own power, coming from inside you that did it just now.” 
 
    “Yes. I only realized this recently, that harnessing my own energy before trying to harness others can increase my control. Now, I know I must harness the energy swirling inside of me first. That I need to dig deep and pull on my own reserves if I want to form complete and tangible balls that I can manipulate.” 
 
    Flint tilted my chin toward him. A relieved gleam filled his eyes. “So you think you can form and control them more easily now?” 
 
    “I think so. It’s like something finally…clicked.” 
 
    He smiled sadly. “So you’re not willing to stay outside of the warehouse.” 
 
    I laid my hand on his chest. “I’m going in, Flint. I know you don’t want me too, but I can take care of myself. If I can control my ability, I’m the strongest in our group.” 
 
      
 
    THE MORNING CAME faster than I wanted it to. The entire night, Flint held me tightly as if terrified that day had come. The day he always dreaded – where he lost me once and for all. 
 
    It was a definite possibility that a week from now our family may be broken, shattered, never to be whole again. More than anything, we wished for a victory in which we all emerged – together and safe – but there was no way to guarantee that. 
 
    I knew Flint was scared. He didn’t want me going in. He wanted me outside, safe and secure, but I couldn’t let my family confront O’Brien while I hung back, not putting myself at risk. 
 
    Before and after we made love in the morning, I created more energy balls and each time they formed readily when I harnessed the growing energy inside of me first. It all made sense now and explained why I’d been able to throw Jet off me during Capture the Flag. During that game I’d been so worried, so aggravated over Jet not moving and Flint walking away. I’d been sure that it was the death of Flint and my potentially being together. That anxiety and bone-deep despair inside of me had been why the ball had formed so easily. 
 
    I couldn’t believe I hadn’t put two and two together before. For years, I’d been working on and off with Father, trying to replicate the sheer power I knew I was capable of. But I’d never come close. We’d been doing it all wrong. Both of us had thought the power was outside of me, coming from other living things, and it was…but I couldn’t control that power until I controlled my own first. It was like my soul was my anchor. Without something to tether all of that power too, it simply was too great to bear and it broke apart. 
 
    Morning sun cascaded into the room as Flint and I held one another. We lay in bed, my hair in tangles over his chest, our gazes staring out the window. 
 
    He threaded his fingers through my hair. “If we come out of this alive, I’m taking you away for that week in a hotel.” 
 
    “Make it a month.” 
 
    He chuckled but it was a forced sound. Worry lined his cloud. 
 
    I pushed up on an elbow and met his tortured gaze. “I’m finally getting the hang of my ability. I’ll be okay.” 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed me softly on the mouth. I felt his anxiety, love and fear. “I love you.” His voice caught. 
 
    The declaration made my breath stop. Sometimes, he took me completely by surprise. One minute, he was hard, tough, a rock for me to lean on, and the next, he was tender and vulnerable. I knew he was terrified of losing me, but he didn’t try to hide it. With me, Flint’s walls dropped. Alone like this, it was just me and him, our souls naked to one another, our bodies bare for the other to see. All worries, faults and desires on display to the other, knowing that no matter what, we’d accept each other as we were – strong or weak, we were committed to one another until the end. 
 
    He kissed me tenderly as the morning sun streamed over us. We held each other until my phone rang. I glanced at the screen. “It’s Di.” 
 
    Flint reluctantly sat up. “We better get up. I’m sure everyone else is already downstairs.” 
 
    I answered the call and told her we’d be down shortly. Flint and I took a quick shower together. When we finally dressed, he entwined his hand through mine. 
 
    “Come with me to the window.” 
 
    He pulled me gently to the huge glass panes. We locked our arms around one another as our heads tilted to the side to admire the view. The lake shimmered in the morning sun. Waves lapped gently below. 
 
    “I want to remember this always,” he said. 
 
    A lump formed in my throat. Love so strong I thought I’d burst pulsed inside of me. “I love you more than life itself,” I whispered. 
 
    He tilted my chin up. “You’re everything to me, Lena. Always have been, always will be.” 
 
    I reached up. The bracelet he’d given me three years ago slid down my arm and glinted in the morning sun. Love You Forever. I remembered how much those words had meant to me, how they’d kept me going during all of those months when I’d been homeless. Even then, my soul had known I needed to find him. 
 
    We packed the car and were on the road shortly after breakfast. The promise of Chicago and an unknown future loomed. I clasped Flint’s hand tightly, the bracelet brushing my skin as the interstate passed underneath mile after mile. 
 
    Traffic congestion grew the closer we got to Chicago. Father’s hands seemed to tense more and more around the steering wheel with each mile. Jacinda and Di sat beside him, their calm presence and inner strength fueling my own, inner purpose. 
 
    Now that I knew how to better control my ability, a fierce determination bloomed inside of me. We’d come here to do a job, and I’d be damned if we failed.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That afternoon we checked into a motel on the outskirts of Chicago. It hovered off the interstate, an old, easily forgotten building that saw people in and out of its walls on a daily basis. To the check-in clerk, we were just another group of travelers, easily forgotten and practically unseen. 
 
    It was part of the reason Father had chosen this place. It was the exact opposite of every other accommodation we’d stayed at. Gone were the valets, room attendants and designer boutiques in the lobby. Here, if you wanted ice, you left your room to get it. Or, if you wanted to watch a movie and it wasn’t on cable, you were out of luck. 
 
    Nobody remembered you here. It was a motel of empty souls and nameless faces. 
 
    I didn’t mind the simpler, somewhat grimy, accommodation. The scratchy sheets and worn carpet didn’t bother me either. Compared to my homeless life only months ago, this motel was a palace. 
 
    After a supper of takeout pizza, we all met in Di and Jacinda’s room to talk about our plan for the night. It was agreed we’d stake out the warehouse and learn the routines. Once we felt confident in how it was run, then we’d act. Whether that be in a few days or a week, we hadn’t decided. 
 
    Father sat on a chair in the corner of the drab room. His hands were clasped and his eyebrows drawn together. Less than thirty miles away waited O’Brien Pharmaceuticals’ labs and corporate offices. A haunted expression glazed his eyes. I figured he never anticipated ever being in the situation we were currently in. 
 
    Di pulled up an aerial map on her computer. She turned the screen so all of us could see. 
 
    I stood and paced. Keeping my eyesight altered, I continually gathered and dispersed everyone’s clouds. Each time, I grew faster and faster. Breathe in, well up the energy inside you, feel the pulsing and growing in your cloud, now pull it from your shoulders and join it with the others. Each time, it worked. 
 
    I grinned as my sense of power and purpose grew. 
 
    “As you all know, this is the warehouse.” Di passed around the map. I finally sat with the others. “We’ll be observing only tonight. Until I feel comfortable with how this facility is run, we won’t be acting. Got it?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Jasper and Jet,” Di continued. “I want you two split up. One of you will be on the building west of the warehouse, the other on the building east. It’ll make communicating easier if our equipment fails. Lena, you’re with Jasper. Mica, you’re with Jet.” 
 
    Mica made a sound of protest. Di gave her a firm look and all complaining vanished. Di was in charge. That was decided on day one. We all had to do as she said. Multiple leaders wouldn’t work if it came down to following orders quickly. 
 
    “Sorry.” Mica ducked her head. “Yeah, that’s fine.” 
 
    Di eyed her brother. “Flint, you and I will be at ground level on the lookout. Amber and Jacinda, I want you waiting in the van watching the local streets and highways.” 
 
    Flint’s hand tightened over mine. Neither of us wanted to be split up, but right now, that didn’t matter. What mattered was following our plan and getting the three captives out. 
 
    We’d bought a large van that afternoon. The van was only a couple of years old but already had a few rust stains. It was plain, unmarked and in no way drew attention. However, it had large doors that were easy to jump in and out of, and the exterior paint was dark. It would draw little attention at night. 
 
    “Everyone bring your dark clothes,” Di said. “We meet in the parking lot in ten minutes.” 
 
    One by one, we left the room. 
 
    The sun had set and darkness grew steadily around. Lights from downtown made the clouds above gray while noise from the interstate followed us. Cold air filled my lungs. The rooms in the motel could only be accessed from the outside. 
 
    Flint followed silently behind me. His energy pulsed into my back. I welcomed its heat. Since it already neared the end of November, it was only a matter of time until it reached well below freezing each night. Hopefully, we’d be out of Chicago before that happened. Doing stake outs in winter would not be easy. 
 
    Our plan for the night was nothing new. For the past two weeks we’d hashed out what we’d do the first night in Chicago, but in a way, it still felt unpracticed. This was the real thing after all. True, we were only observing right now but still. A guard could spot us, or Marcus could show up and discover our plan. 
 
    I shivered when Flint and I grabbed our things and stepped back outside. We slung our packs over our shoulders. We’d change in the van on the way. As inconspicuous as this hotel was, it would still probably look suspicious if eight individuals, all dressed in black, jumped into a van and skidded away. 
 
    “Cold?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nervous.” 
 
    His mouth turned down as his eyes filled with worry. “Do exactly as Di instructs.” 
 
    “I will. You better too.” 
 
    We walked to the parking lot and hopped in the van. Father wasn’t with us. He’d wait and stay safe in the hotel room. I could only imagine the worry he felt. 
 
      
 
    WE STOPPED THREE blocks from the warehouse and idled on the side of the road. There were no seats in the back of the van so we all sat on the floor. Peering out the large, tinted windows – the dark empty street stared back. In this section of the city, everything was industrial. The absence of shops, apartments, restaurants and rail stations meant little to no foot traffic. A few, empty cars lined the street, but that was it. The random streetlight did little to illuminate anything beneath it. 
 
    “Do you have your earpieces in place?” Di asked. 
 
    Everyone checked their communication equipment. We all did tests with one another to confirm that everything worked. 
 
    “We meet back here at 0300,” Di said. “Do you all remember which routes to take?” 
 
    Everyone muttered replies. 
 
    I met Flint’s gaze as Jet reached for the door handle. Worry hung heavily in Flint’s cloud. He grabbed me, pulling me tightly to his chest. He planted a quick kiss on me before whispering in my ear, “I love you. Stay safe.” 
 
    I hugged him tightly, cherishing his strong arms and unique scent. 
 
    The door opened. Cold air swirled into the van. Darkness shrouded the twins, Mica and me when we stepped out. Dressed all in black, we blended into the night. 
 
    “Be careful,” Di hissed. In the quiet street, her words carried. 
 
    The four of us secured our backpacks and turned. We took off in two separate groups. Mica and Jet disappeared down an alley. Jasper and I walked down the empty street, our shoulders hunched. We walked side by side, our movements quiet except for the light tapping from our shoes. 
 
    Di pulled the van away from the curb and with a rev of the engine, they disappeared. The last thing I saw were red taillights as they swerved around the corner. 
 
    I knew Di would circle back and park a block away. From there, she and Flint would slink to their hiding area, an area concealed in shadows just shy of the cameras. 
 
    As for Jacinda and Amber, they would stay in the van. They’d lookout for any approaching vehicles using their enhanced senses. 
 
    A block later, Jasper and I turned into an alleyway. Foul smells greeted us. Rotting garbage, putrid puddles of rain water and a few chemical scents I couldn’t identify wafted in the air. A squeal of rodents and pattering feet made me jump. 
 
    Jasper chuckled, but I could tell he was on edge too. 
 
    “Afraid of a little mouse, L?” 
 
    “More like cat-sized sewer rats from the sounds of it.” 
 
    “Don’t get bit,” he teased. “You’d need to get treated for rabies.” 
 
    I muffled a laugh, glad for the distraction as we wound our way around the large buildings. A barely visible waxing crescent moon shone above, illuminating little to nothing. I switched my vision which allowed me to see better by using our clouds. I took the lead after the pitiful street light disappeared. 
 
    “This way.” I reached our first turn. We still had three more turns before we’d get to the building that we’d climb. 
 
    Di had found the building we’d climb on a search of the area using satellite photos. An old pipe ran up one side of the building, and along with the decorative metal ledges fixed on its sides, it made as good a place as any to get to the top. 
 
    Part of our training in Arizona had been scaling walls. Considering we’d grown up in the Rockies, and had occasionally climbed rock faces for entertainment, we were all good climbers. However, one misstep here and it was all over. 
 
    Jasper followed me quietly, our footsteps almost silent. Every ten yards or so, Jasper would give me an update on Jet and Mica. 
 
    “They’re two blocks away,” he said when we rounded our last turn. 
 
    My foot splashed in a puddle. Another squeal sounded from behind a large trash bin. I scouted for the pipe and ledges. “It’s up ahead, about fifty feet.” 
 
    Jasper grunted, his footsteps picking up. When we reached the pipe, I gazed up at the impressive distance to the top. It was just under forty feet and purely vertical. I tightened the backpack around me. Jasper did the same. Each of us had special gloves, specifically made to fit our hands like a second skin while offering a superior grip to metal and wet surfaces. When climbing, I liked the feel of rock underneath my fingertips, but this was different. It had rained in the past day, and the ledges were filled with icy cold water. A slippery grip wouldn’t help either of us and could potentially prove fatal. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    I went first, grabbing onto the cool pipe while shimmying my feet up with each step. Lessons we’d learned through trial and error from our rock climbing adventures made the climb relatively easy. If you get stuck, move your feet up. Keep your weight over your legs. Keep your arms straight when possible. 
 
    All of that helped from tiring too quickly. 
 
    We climbed silently. It was relatively easy, in a way, no different from climbing a ladder although I had to search every now and then for where to put my feet. The only tricky part was holding onto the decorative ledges slick with frozen puddles from the daytime rain shower. Luckily, the gloves helped. When my hands reached the top, I gripped it tightly, high-stepped onto a ledge, and with a pull and push was on the rooftop. Jasper climbed the last few feet and jumped beside me. 
 
    He rolled his shoulders. “Nice job. You always were the fastest climber.” 
 
    “You kept up.” 
 
    He shrugged but I still caught his smile. 
 
    We both looked over the edge. A dark line signified the alley below. Getting down would hopefully be easier than going up, although down-climbing wasn’t always easy. I hoped it would go smoothly. 
 
    “Where are Mica and Jet?” 
 
    Jasper closed his eyes. The moonlight illuminated his firm mouth. “Just got to the top,” he said a moment later. “They’re getting in place.” 
 
    “Good, let’s move.” 
 
    We slunk along the rooftop. Thankfully, it was mostly flat, except for the few areas it dipped for water runoff. A small ledge lined the perimeter. The closer we got to the edge that overlooked O’Brien, the flatter we became. At the last few yards, we crawled on our bellies, in case the guards noticed movement above. 
 
    At the edge, we took off our packs and retrieved the equipment inside. Jasper checked in with Di and Flint through the communication system. They were on the ground, northeast of the warehouse, close to a parking lot. 
 
    “Any movement?” I asked. 
 
    Di’s voice was clear through the communication system. “None yet.” 
 
    “Do you see anything?” Flint asked. 
 
    My breath sucked in at the sound of his voice. “No.” 
 
    “Did the climb go okay?” he asked. 
 
    Jasper responded for me. “Lena’s part cat.” 
 
    Flint chuckled. 
 
    Di checked in with everyone else. Amber and Jacinda hadn’t sensed anything suspicious. Mica and Jet lay on their bellies on the rooftop opposite of us on the other side of O’Brien. I brought the night vision binoculars to my eyes. Jasper did the same. 
 
    The guards came clearly into focus. 
 
    There were only two of them, thankfully. However, both carried guns and walked in a way that screamed a military background. Only one entrance let people in, although the loading dock was another option for entry. However, according to Father, it would be harder to access the elevator if we didn’t go in the main door. 
 
    Di had equipment that allowed her to hear the guard’s conversation, even though she and Flint were a hundred feet away. The rest of us watched and listened for other sounds. I knew Jacinda had her hearing turned to full volume despite being blocks away. If anyone drove anywhere near our direction, she’d alert us. 
 
      
 
    THE NIGHT PASSED relatively quickly, considering we only watched and listened. The only thing that bothered me was the cold. Laying on a roof at night in November, where the temps hovered around forty, wasn’t exactly cozy. My toes felt frozen and the cold seeped through my jeans, numbing my thighs. I’d have to remember to wear more layers tomorrow. 
 
    Twice, trucks came to the warehouse. The guard’s approached them each time, yet it seemed to only be delivery runs. They flagged the trucks back to the loading dock and several large boxes and containers were dropped off before the trucks left. I had no idea what those boxes held. Perhaps food for the captives, newly concocted drugs, supplies for the lab. Whatever the case, I doubted it was anything less than nefarious. 
 
    Di and Flint noted the times, the number of drivers and the license plates. Tomorrow, we’d investigate that more. 
 
    At 2300, there was a shift change. The evening guards left and the night guards came on. We paid particular attention to how that process worked. The guards’ clouds were especially interesting. Almost all of the guards had gray clouds, but one of the night guard’s was white. From the conversation Di heard, it sounded like he was fairly new. A part of me wondered if we could use that to our advantage when we finally breached the warehouse. It was another thing we’d have to discuss. 
 
    While we waited on the rooftop, I practiced drawing my energy balls. Between the six of us surrounding the warehouse, the guards, multiple rodents and alley cats within the vicinity, there was plenty of energy. Now, it was a matter of drawing it from all of the distances and forming it into one usable sphere. 
 
    It wasn’t as easy in the night. Being cold and tired made it harder to concentrate, but I continually practiced my newly learned skill of drawing up my own energy deep inside of me. Twice, I was able to form a large ball, the energy practically crackling in its force. To me at least. Jasper was completely oblivious. Each time, when I knew I could throw the ball if I wanted, I asked if he sensed anything. Both times he said no. 
 
    Everyone else practiced their skills too. Jet and Jasper manipulated the guards, seeing how their behavior would change when their emotions were affected. A few times, we heard laughter and I caught a few smiles through the binoculars. I knew the twins were channeling positive, relaxing feelings. I only hoped the guards wouldn’t be aware of the outside influence. 
 
    At 0230, we slunk back to the edge of the roof and began our climb down. I gripped the pipe tightly and stepped over the edge. The climb down wasn’t as easy as I’d hoped. We were about halfway down when I placed my foot on an icy ledge and put my weight on it. 
 
    My foot slipped. 
 
    For a brief second, my foot hung in midair as my hands clung to the pipe. I frantically pedaled until I found another ledge to set it on. Adrenaline pumped through me. My heart pounded. Any feelings of being tired vanished. 
 
    “Lena? Are you okay?” Jasper had stopped above me. I felt his cloud, heavy with fear descend. 
 
    Taking deep, gulping breaths, I clung to the pipe until my energy calmed down. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Jasper whispered. 
 
    He hovered above, only a few feet separating us. If he slipped and fell, chances were he’d take me down with him. I didn’t want to think about our broken bodies laying in a heap on the concrete alley below. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m fine. We’re almost there.” Carefully lowering my foot, I made sure it was firmly planted before I moved my hands down. Moving silently and carefully, I reached the bottom and hopped off the pipe. 
 
    Jasper joined me a moment later. His feet landed quietly in a puddle that was icing over. 
 
    He raised his arm in a high five. “Nice job.” 
 
    I slapped his hand, still trembling from my near fall. “Let’s hope we’re not doing this every night for the next month.” 
 
    “Lena, Jasper?” Di’s voice came on over the ear pieces. “Are you two down?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” Jasper grinned and nudged me. “I’ve always wanted to say that.” 
 
    “Hurry up,” Di said. “Jacinda heard vehicles moving this way. I want us out of here. Now.” 
 
    We crept quickly back the way we’d come. I switched my vision so I’d spot any rats in the alleyway. The small clouds that puffed up around them disappeared when they scurried behind dumpsters. 
 
    Jacinda and Amber waited in the van. I could tell both were anxious from their wild looks and flushed cheeks. In a way, they had the hardest job. All they did was wait. I didn’t envy them. 
 
    “The vehicles are two blocks away,” Jacinda said. 
 
    A few moments after Jasper and I got in the van, Flint, Di, Mica and Jet appeared. They all jumped in, and we slammed the door. Jacinda put the van into drive and slammed down on the gas pedal. She hit the curb. I glanced at her tight white knuckles and held out my arms to steady myself when the van swayed dangerously. Perhaps we needed to rethink our getaway driver. 
 
    “Where are they?” Di asked tightly. 
 
    Jacinda eyed the van’s side mirror. “Turning the corner now.” 
 
    We approached the end of the block just as an O’Brien SUV turned onto the street. 
 
    Jet watched through the back window. “Who do you suppose that is?” 
 
    “More guards?” Mica offered. 
 
    “Marcus?” Amber practically squeaked. 
 
    Di’s eyes narrowed as Jacinda swerved onto the interstate. She almost hit a sign before Di yanked the steering wheel straight. When we were a few miles away from the warehouse, the anxiety in the van finally relaxed. 
 
    Di turned in her seat. “Well done, everyone.” Cold night air trailed in through her cracked window. 
 
    All of us grinned. An excited energy buzzed in the air. 
 
    Di took her ski mask off. Her short dark hair fell around her oval shaped face. “We’ll research the guards and trucks more tomorrow, and tomorrow night, we’ll come back and watch again.” 
 
    Flint pulled me closely to his side as the van jostled and dipped along the highway. His heat felt good since my toes were still frozen. We huddled together on the van’s floor. His scent surrounded me, and nervous yet exhilarating energy pulsed everywhere. I had no idea it would be such an adrenaline rush to stake out a warehouse, but from the gleaming excitement in everyone’s eyes and staccato chatter, I could tell I wasn’t the only one feeling this way. 
 
    “You continue to amaze me.” Flint leaned down to nuzzle my neck. 
 
    A surge of desire shot through me. I didn’t know if it was Flint’s smell, the feel of his large hand on my thigh, the residual excitement from the night, or all three, but I wanted him desperately. 
 
    “How so?” I closed my eyes when he kissed my neck. 
 
    “You’re fearless. Climbing that building without batting an eye.” 
 
    Heat grew between my legs. “You would have done the same thing.” 
 
    He growled and nibbled my neck. 
 
    As soon as we returned to our motel room, Flint had me against the wall and was ripping my clothes off. Afterward, we got in bed and pulled back the covers, sinking into the scratchy sheets. 
 
    He pulled me closely to him and kissed me tenderly. The second time we made love slowly, our initial desire sated. We explored each other’s bodies as he sank into me once again, filling me slowly and exquisitely, until he took me over the edge, a thousand stars clouding my vision as an orgasm rocked my core. 
 
    It was well after five in the morning by the time I curled up beside him and fell asleep. I knew I’d be tired when we woke, but I wanted Flint more than anything. What if the next few days are the last time we can do this? Love each other? Feel one another? 
 
    I pushed those thoughts aside as sleep came, but dreams plagued me anyway. Dreams of ghostly faces, dark chambers and medical devices. Dreams my subconscious pulled from our pasts that now seemed all too real. 
 
      
 
    THE NEXT WEEK we staked out the warehouse every night. After the first night, we no longer parked the van on the road for fear someone from O’Brien would eventually notice it. Instead, Amber and Jacinda dropped the six of us off and returned when we called them. Sometimes, they’d go to the shooting range and target shoot. Thankfully, both now felt confident and comfortable handling a loaded weapon. 
 
    To appease Father’s worries that someone at O’Brien would spot us in the city, we moved to a new motel every few days. They were all the same. Lonely, drab buildings off highways and interstates. Easy accommodation to hide in as we became one with the masses. We still kept a low profile. For the most part, we didn’t leave our rooms. When we did, it was only in groups of two or three. 
 
    The downtime in between stake outs wasn’t wasted. We practiced our skills over and over. I honestly thought I could form energy balls in my sleep by the time December rolled around. I finally felt confident in my ability. It only made me itch to get on with everything. 
 
    I knew I wasn’t the only one who felt that way. 
 
    The antsy feeling in the group grew as the weather changed. Each night the temperature plummeted to freezing, making it harder to continually spy on O’Brien. Laying on a roof in icy temps wasn’t fun. Neither was climbing up and down a building holding onto frigid ledges and pipes. Even Jet and Jasper’s initial excitement seemed to have worn off. 
 
    Surprisingly, the only one in the group who didn’t seem anxious to break into the warehouse was Di. Her manic energy that had plagued the group since finding the cabin in the Forbidden Hills had vanished. She was back to being the resolute, dependable leader we all knew her to be. Her decisions now were based on cool judgment versus impulsive desire. 
 
    I no longer worried about her. Those days of wanting to storm into O’Brien were gone. All of her decisions seemed to be based on calculated risk. 
 
    Now, we knew who the guards were, their routines, and how the loading schedule worked. We never did find out who drove that SUV the first night we staked out the warehouse. It could have been Marcus. It could have been Albert Darlington. We’d never know. 
 
    Interestingly, we never saw Father’s former associates. Neither Marcus nor Albert ever entered the warehouse at night. Perhaps their visits were restricted to daytime hours only. If they came at all. I had no idea how involved they still were. A part of me was curious to observe the warehouse at daytime. I could tell Di wanted to as well, but she felt it was too risky. The chance of being spotted with the sun streaming on our backs was much higher. Still, I wanted to do something more. 
 
    As per our now normal daily routine, we convened in Di and Jacinda’s room late morning after the previous night’s stake out. 
 
    “Ready for another session?” Flint murmured as we walked to their door. 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    The latest drab motel we occupied had horrible road noise. Heavy traffic from I-55 was so loud at times I was positive a semi-truck was about to barrel through the window. 
 
    “Here we go again,” Flint said. 
 
    We were the last to enter the motel room. Flint closed the door behind us. The twins, Mica and Amber perched on one bed. Father sat on the lone chair, while Jacinda lounged on the other bed. Di paced the room. Flint and I opted to lean against the wall. 
 
    “What’s up?” Jet called to us. 
 
    Flint nodded. “Morning.” 
 
    Jet bent his arms behind his head and stretched his legs out on the bed. “A great morning indeed. Ah, I love living the dream.” 
 
    Jasper snickered while Mica muffled a laugh. 
 
    Di glared at them. “Let’s get serious.” 
 
    Her tone wiped Jet’s smirk off his face. 
 
    “Tonight, we’re going in. A snowstorm is predicted for tomorrow night. We can’t put off entering any longer.” 
 
    Jet bolted upright, his arms falling. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, seriously,” Di replied. 
 
    Everyone eyed those around them with similar expressions: wide eyes, dropped mouths, and either a grin or frown. Nervous energy bubbled up inside of me. 
 
    Finally, the night had come. 
 
    “Remember everything we’ve talked about and the training we’ve done,” Di said. “You all need to act dependably and do exactly as I say.” 
 
    “Will do.” Jet’s joking demeanor was gone. 
 
    Father was the only one who didn’t look excited. A glazed look coated his eyes. 
 
    “Now,” Di said. “Of all the scenarios we’ve talked about, I’ve decided on a plan that I believe has the highest chance of success based on what we’ve observed. However, everyone needs to understand their role backward and forward before we can proceed...” 
 
      
 
    WE SPENT THE rest of the day rehearsing Di’s plan. In a way, it was no different from what we’d practiced for weeks. However, this time it was real. One misstep or wrong move could prove fatal. 
 
    It was an incredibly sobering thought. 
 
    That night, as we drove to the warehouse, nobody said a word. Road noise filled the void. I shifted my vision and focused on everyone’s clouds. Our energy felt tangible, like a rubber band that stretched and grew between my fingers. I mentally spread it wider. Within seconds, I had an energy ball hovering among us. If I threw it at full force, it would probably shatter the van’s door. 
 
    Flint’s hand clenched mine tightly during the drive. It was only when I let the energy ball evaporate, my senses returning to my surroundings, that I felt his grip. His hot, raw energy grew and expanded around him. 
 
    The only times I’d felt his energy this high was either in bed or when he was angry. Now, the cause was neither. I knew it was because of fear. For me. The only benefit of that fear was it gave me greater power to work with. With all of us wound so tightly, that meant greater energy balls. 
 
    I hoped it was power I could control. 
 
    Di drove the van to the industrial park. On day two of our stake outs, when Jacinda almost drove us into a guard rail, it was agreed she would not be the driver. At the time, it had been another thing for the twins to joke about. Now, nobody was laughing. 
 
    Not long later, we reached our parking spot. Di pulled off the street just short of where O’Brien’s camera surveillance started. The sound of her cutting the engine felt like a life support machine being shut off mid-breath. Gone were the familiar hums, rattle of wheels and comforting warm air that flowed through the dash. The next time the engine started, we’d either be fleeing the scene with three new people in tow, or we would be salvaging an operation that had gone desperately wrong. 
 
    “Is everyone ready?” Di asked. 
 
    We all nodded. The silence spoke volumes. 
 
    “Ski masks on,” she instructed. 
 
    Everyone pulled the black, knit caps over their faces. When only our eyes were visible, Di nodded, “Let’s go.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We crept out of the van with small, heavy packs slung over our shoulders. They carried the supplies necessary to destroy this place. 
 
    In the ski masks, our faces blended into the night. The only face not covered was Jacinda’s. Between her looks and charm, the twins’ ability to affect emotions and Amber’s enhanced olfactory abilities, we would know fairly quickly if a non-violent entry was possible. 
 
    Our quiet footsteps barely made a sound as we walked toward the warehouse. The familiar scents of putrid garbage, damp pavement and a lingering chemical smell hovered in the air. 
 
    I found Flint’s hand. His strong fingers gripped mine. I closed my eyes for the briefest second. 
 
    I’m safe. Right now, I’m safe. 
 
    Images of my earliest memories at O’Brien flashed through my mind. A dark square cell, a single bed, desk and chair. The room was devoid of color except for my favorite pink teddy bear and the colorful bedspread that Father had bought me. I opened my eyes and stared ahead. What happened to that bear? I had no memory of him once we reached the cabin. Father must have left him behind. 
 
    I pictured myself entering a cell tonight, searching for one of the captives, but instead spotting that bear. My heart thudded almost painfully against my ribs. It so easily could have been me still locked away, still experimented on, still clutching that ragged stuffed animal. If it wasn’t for Father, I’d still be captive too. 
 
    The irony of it made me chuff. After all, if it wasn’t for Father, I never would have been captive in the first place, but without Father who knows what kind of life I would have led. It was possible Jacinda and I wouldn’t have survived. With a dead mother, non-existent fathers and no means of taking care of ourselves, we may have died if Father hadn’t stolen us. Or perhaps someone would have found us and turned us into the state. I could have grown up in foster homes, separated from my sister, never to have known a true family. 
 
    Flint squeezed my hand. “Be careful tonight,” he whispered. “I love you.” 
 
    I met his gaze in the dark night. His irises were as black as his cap. “I love you too.” 
 
    I barely had time to utter the reply before Di made a motion. That signal meant it was time to split into our designated groups. The camera monitoring was about to begin. 
 
    Stark fear lined Jacinda’s features before she turned. 
 
    “You’ll do fine,” I whispered. 
 
    She nodded tightly. “Stay safe, sis.” 
 
    My heart clenched. I silently prayed she’d be okay. Jacinda was a gentle soul. She wasn’t made for this. And while I wasn’t necessarily either, I wouldn’t think twice about blasting an energy ball at anyone standing in our way, but my sister wasn’t like that. Even though she had a gun, concealed in her clothes, I knew she’d hesitate. That hesitation could get her killed. 
 
    With her head held high, her blond hair shimmering down her back in the moonlight, Jacinda walked quietly away. I tried not to succumb to the worry that it was the last time I’d see her. 
 
    “Move,” Di hissed. 
 
    Jet, Jasper, Amber and I turned right. Di, Flint and Mica turned left. 
 
    In hopes of avoiding detection for as long as possible, everyone stuck to the shadows. Our forms were barely visible in the night. 
 
    As the warehouse came into view, I hunched to the ground. The others did the same. Getting through the perimeter fence wasn’t an issue. A few snips from a bolt cutter, a torn hole and we were in. 
 
    The two regular night guards stood at the entrance. I switched my vision so I could monitor everyone’s positions. Colorful clouds appeared around my family like radiant bubbles. Di, Flint and Mica hovered behind a wall about twenty yards away. It was the only area the cameras didn’t reach. Jacinda waited behind a building for her cue to go ahead, while the twins, Amber and I huddled motionlessly against a wall. At the moment, the shadows covered us, but one misstep and we’d be exposed. 
 
    “Go.” Di’s voice was crystal clear in my ear piece. 
 
    Jacinda walked forward, her footsteps now audible on the pavement. The twins tensed before they closed their eyes and channeled emotions to the guards. I knew their powers were turned on full force, not the subtle manipulations they’d done in our stake outs. 
 
    Amazingly, Jacinda got within ten feet of the guards before they noticed. In the warehouse lighting, her hair trailed down her back in a golden waterfall. One of the guards smiled a suggestive grin. The other stared mutely. It seemed the twins had mastered their powers well. Regardless, I pulled up my energy and formed an energy ball just in case. 
 
    “Hey, fellas,” Jacinda said pleasantly. Any sense of her earlier fear was well masked. 
 
    “Hi, gorgeous,” the grinning one replied. 
 
    The other stared, swaying listlessly. 
 
    “Say you couldn’t give me a hand, could you?” Jacinda flung her hair over her shoulder. “My car broke down a block away, and my cell phone’s dead. I’m new to town and accidentally drove into this area. I’m not sure where to get help.” 
 
    I smiled at her tone. Jacinda played the damsel in distress brilliantly. 
 
    “Oh yeah, of course.” The smiling guard leered. “We could call you a tow truck or I could take a look. I’m pretty good with cars.” The guard didn’t seem fazed that Jacinda had sauntered up to him when a perimeter fence should have kept her out. The twins were obviously doing a good job. 
 
    “I bet you are,” Jacinda replied. “Do you think your friend could help too?” 
 
    The guard who stood docile didn’t respond. He was the one with the white cloud that I was hoping we could get on our side, but considering he seemed too lost in the twins’ spell, I wasn’t sure that was an option. 
 
    “Ethan, let’s go help this lady,” the guard said. 
 
    “Ah,” Ethan replied. “Um…” 
 
    Jacinda waited a moment before turning back to the first guard, apparently giving up on Ethan. “Do you think you could come with me?” She grinned. 
 
    The guard’s mouth dropped. 
 
    Supermodel smile. Works every time. 
 
    “With strong hands like yours, I’m sure you’d be able to fix my car in no time.” 
 
    The guard snickered, his chest puffing up. 
 
    The twins shuffled beside me, and for the first time, I looked at them. Sweat beaded along their eyebrows. Jasper gave a small groan. I tried not to be concerned by the sweat glistening around their eyes, but my stomach flipped. If they were struggling to control the guards, we could be in trouble. 
 
    I nudged Amber. “Do you smell anything concerning?” 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “They’re both feeling happy.” 
 
    Jacinda smiled at the first guard again and tugged Ethan. 
 
    “Oh…um…I suppose we could go.” Ethan seemed to shake himself. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll help you,” the other guard said. 
 
    “Great!” Jacinda beamed. “Follow me.” 
 
    The guards trailed behind her like lost puppies, arms at their sides, docile expressions. Jacinda led them to where Di, Mica and Flint waited. It was the only area where the cameras weren’t able to get a full view. If we’d all been able to hide in that area, that’s where we’d have waited. However, it was a small patch. Fitting three bodies in there was pushing it. 
 
    When the guards rounded the corner to where Flint, Di and Mica waited a slight commotion sounded and then…silence. 
 
    “Done,” Di said a moment later. In other words, Flint had successfully knocked both guards unconscious and hid them in the shadows. 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    Both twins’ eyes opened, gasping exhales escaping them. An aching fifteen seconds passed, and then Di’s voice came on again. “Mica’s ready.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I gathered my energy deep inside of me. It hummed through my veins as I became centered. Using that control, I pulled my cloud off my shoulders and opened my eyes. I mixed my aura with the twins’ and Amber’s. Molding our clouds into a tangible ball, I struggled slightly until it hovered above us. In case some unknown guard appeared from inside, alerted that the outer guards had disappeared, I needed to be prepared. 
 
    “I have one ready,” I said through the communication system. 
 
    Flint and Mica abruptly burst from cover. They moved in a blur, Flint carrying Mica. With how fast Flint moved, the cameras wouldn’t be able to accurately see them. Even in slow motion, their ski-masked faces would probably be distorted. 
 
    They reached the guard’s station before I could blink. A loud smash signified the camera had been destroyed, a single punch from Flint doing the trick. Flint quickly went to work on the guard’s panel. If he was successful, each camera stationed around the warehouse would be shutting down one by one. We didn’t know how long we had before that raised any security flags at other O’Brien locations, but we weren’t foolish enough to think it wouldn’t. We needed to move quickly. 
 
    Mica positioned her eye in front of the retinal scan after swiping the guard’s security badge. Just as Flint’s voice sounded in the earpiece, the door slid open. 
 
    “Done,” he said. 
 
    All of us ran to them. Without working cameras, we no longer had to worry about our movements being detected. I tried to keep my ball together, but it fell apart when I began running. Dammit! 
 
    Di and Jacinda stationed themselves outside. Jacinda acted as the lookout while Di stayed in the guard’s station, continuing to hack into the system as much as she could. I started over with my powers and readied another ball. 
 
    None of us said anything. 
 
    Moving as a team, the twins, Flint, Amber, Mica and I stepped into the warehouse. Mica clutched the security badge as if her life depended on it. My heart pounded as I finally formed another ball. 
 
    Amazingly, nobody greeted us when we stepped inside. The interior station was suspiciously empty. Worrying thoughts sprang into my mind. Have they detected us? Did the guard go for help? Or is this the norm? Is this station no longer manned? 
 
    “Keep moving,” Flint said in clipped tones. 
 
    He was right. We didn’t have time to wonder. 
 
    Flint took the lead. A stale smell permeated the air like fresh air never circulated these halls. Our footsteps tapped on the gray, concrete floors. Tall solid walls lined the hallway. There were no windows anywhere. Closed doors flew past us in our rush. I knew from the blueprint that most of those doors led to labs. The layout was exactly as the blueprint and Father described. 
 
    I took some comfort in seeing an identical layout to what we’d known, but I couldn’t shake my growing sense of dread. Where is everyone? 
 
    At our first turn, we passed another empty guard station. My heart rate increased. Nobody hesitated, however. Our training had been drummed into us. Move! Move! Move! 
 
    When we got to the elevator, I knew my instinct was right. Something was wrong. Other than the two guards outside, we hadn’t encountered anyone else. The twins eyed me with worried gazes. Amber looked like she was going to pass out, while Mica’s heightened energy was almost palpable. 
 
    Flint’s energy rolled off him in seismic waves. “Do you smell anyone, Amber?” 
 
    Amber shook her head. “Nobody’s close.” 
 
    “Mica, switch your retinas.” His voice was tight, his words clipped. 
 
    I used our heightened emotions to grow my energy ball. Just in case. 
 
    Mica stepped closer to let the security device scan her eyes while she swiped the stolen badge. A long minute passed. 
 
    A soft ding sounded that the security information was accepted. Flint pushed the elevator button forcefully. Red digits above the elevator lit up. S3. The elevator had been at the bottom level. That was where we were going. We’d have to wait for it to ascend. 
 
    The hum of the elevator filled the silent void. We all stood staring at the metallic doors. Nobody said a word. It was so quiet that I could hear blood whooshing through my ears. I took a deep breath. The red digits moved slowly. 
 
    Jet and Jasper twitched beside me. One of them tapped a foot. 
 
    “Come on, come on, come on,” Jasper muttered. “What’s taking so long?” 
 
    Another ding sounded and the humming stopped. Amber made a quiet mewling sound and stepped back. “Something’s not right.” She reached for her gun. “Something’s not right! I smell–” 
 
    The door slid open. Two men stood inside the elevator, their guns aimed at our faces.
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    Flint and I reacted before my brain fully assessed the situation. One second, the guards looked ready to pull the triggers, the next, they lay knocked out on the ground. Between my energy ball followed by two, powerful blows to their heads from Flint, each guard fell in milliseconds. 
 
    The guards probably hadn’t known what hit them. 
 
    Amber stared wide-eyed. Flint and I had been so fast, she hadn’t had time to draw her gun. Flint rubbed his fist while I leaned down and felt the guard’s pulses. 
 
    “Both alive.” 
 
    With shaky legs, I stood. My heart raced, yet I summoned another energy ball in case we needed it. At first, I couldn’t. I took another deep breath and tried again, briefly closing my eyes to call upon my energy. It slowly formed. 
 
    “Do you think you can contain them?” Flint asked Amber and Jet. 
 
    Both stared mutely at the fallen men. 
 
    “Amber! Jet!” Flint yelled. 
 
    “Um, yeah…” Amber finally mumbled. She gripped her gun tighter. 
 
    “I’ve got my chloroform.” Jet’s normal joking demeanor was gone, his mouth a tight line. 
 
    “Let’s move.” Flint reached down and snatched the guard’s badges. He moved them out of the elevator to lay in a heap at Jet and Amber’s feet. “Mica, you should match your retinas to one of these guards.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Mica said. 
 
    I hadn’t thought of that either. Luckily, Flint was thinking faster than any of us. Who knew if the outdoor security guards had clearance in the subterranean levels which was obviously where these two guards had come from. 
 
    Flint, Mica, Jasper and I stepped into the elevator after Mica’s eyes shone hazel. 
 
    I stared at the buttons inside. There were three subterranean levels. Father had prepared us for that. We needed to descend to level three. That’s where the lost children were kept. 
 
    I hastily punched in S3. The elevator doors closed. The last things I saw were Jet’s worried blue eyes and Amber’s brown ones. Both stared at us through their ski masks. The image of a panda bear abruptly entered my mind since that’s kind of what they looked like in a weird, morphed way. A surge of hysterical laughter almost followed. I swallowed it down. 
 
    Get a grip, Lena. You need to stay focused! 
 
    The elevator hummed as we began to descend. 
 
    We all stood motionless, our bodies tensed and ready. The ride seemed to take forever. I used the moment to take a few deep breaths until my heart rate slowed. I kept my energy ball in place and made it grow. Thankfully, it was relatively easy since so much energy strummed between the four of us. 
 
    The elevator finally reached S3 and came to a jolting halt. We pressed ourselves against the walls and tensed. The doors slid open. 
 
    I expected more guards. 
 
    None waited. 
 
    The elevator opened to an empty, dimly lit hall. Cautiously, we stepped out. This was our weakest moment. The cells started ten yards to the right, but we still had to pass another guard station and get through one more access door. The station stood at the end of the hall. I didn’t see anyone in it. 
 
    Mica’s head whipped around. “There’s no one here.” 
 
    Jasper nodded toward the empty guard station ahead. “Those two guards must have come from there.” 
 
    “There’s really nobody else?” I said. 
 
    We hurriedly walked to the station. 
 
    Nighttime lighting illuminated dark gray concrete walls. The farther we got from the elevator, the more I noticed the stillness in the air. Nothing lingered in it. It was vacant feeling, empty almost, like the world down here didn’t exist. Like time stood still. 
 
    My heart pounded again despite my efforts to remain calm. I remembered that feeling. A brief memory stirred deep within my mind. It was of me when… 
 
    “Keep it together, everyone,” Flint murmured. 
 
    Hearing his voice jolted me back to the present. The memory vanished. 
 
    When we reached the station, Flint cautiously peeked inside. “It’s empty.” 
 
    Jasper stepped in front of the desk and assessed the screens and computer system. His blue eyes darted around, taking in the array of monitors. A dozen of the screens were fuzzy, probably from the cameras we’d disabled outside and upstairs. I guessed Di also had a hand in it. Some of the screens had descriptions etched into labels beneath them. West loading dock. Rear laboratory, S2. Holding cell, S1. The screens were all fuzzy. My gaze alighted on a working screen. 
 
    Elevator door, main level. 
 
    The screen showed an image of the two unconscious guards laying on the floor. Amber and Jet stood above them. All I could see were Jet and Amber’s darkly clad bodies. Not even their eyes were visible. 
 
    No wonder the guards had known we were coming. They’d seen us. Now, the question was whether or not they’d alerted anyone else. 
 
    My gaze drifted farther along the vast wall of security images. Jasper’s fingers flew across the keyboard. One by one, the screens grew fuzzy. 
 
    Mica fidgeted quietly beside me. When my gaze traveled to the next wall, my breath sucked in. 
 
    The screens that monitored the cells were still lit up. 
 
    I stepped closer, my mouth dropping. For the first time, I got a glimpse of the three individuals we were attempting to rescue. All three lay asleep, each in their own cell. Their bodies were covered in blankets. I had no idea if they were men or women. 
 
    The sight of those chambers brought memories crashing back like an avalanche ripping down a mountain. They were memories I didn’t want to remember. 
 
    Memories I’d worked so hard to forget. 
 
    I felt myself sucked into a void, my grasp on reality slipping from my hands. My vision swam in and out of focus as a memory pummeled me. 
 
    “No, please! I don’t want to go!” I cried. 
 
    Hands reached for me, a sinister voice telling me it was all okay. 
 
    I clenched my teddy bear tightly to my chest. “Please, no!” I cried again. 
 
    “It’s all right, Lena. Be a good girl. This will only hurt for a moment.” 
 
    The man reached for me. A syringe rested in his hand. The sharp needle looked ominous and deadly. 
 
    I shrank against my bed. Tears sprang into my eyes. 
 
    “Lena!” a voice shouted. 
 
    Flint hunkered down in front of me. His dark, bottomless eyes searching mine. His hands rested on my shoulders. He shook me slightly. 
 
    “Babe, are you all right?” 
 
    It took a moment for me to realize what happened. The memory had felt so real, so vivid. I slowly nodded as the memory faded. “Yeah. I’m…yeah, I’m fine.” I shook myself internally and took a deep breath. 
 
    Seemingly satisfied, he turned and assessed the screens. The energy rolling off him increased. I stepped closer to him and inhaled deeply. His unique scent flooded me. It was the sweetest smell I’d ever experienced. I inhaled again. 
 
    His scent anchored me to reality. 
 
    Despite seeming calm and focused, I still picked up on the tense way Flint stood and the fearful gleam that coated his gaze. His eyes darted from screen to screen as he assessed our situation. I could only imagine what ran through his head right now. 
 
    “Don’t we need to get moving?” I said. 
 
    Jasper’s fingers shook as he worked on the computer. After a few minutes, the remaining camera screens went blank. 
 
    “Done,” Jasper said. 
 
    Flint nodded curtly. “Let’s move.” 
 
    We hurried to the last access door. Flint swiped the badge he’d grabbed from the guards in the elevator while Mica placed her eyes on the scan. The door opened with a hiss. According to the security camera, the three lost children were kept in the cells closest to the door. I knew we needed to race to them, but after I stepped inside, I faltered. 
 
    The smell here was different from the hallway – sharper, more distinct. The air inside this locked, subterranean prison smelled like metal and had a stale, almost man-made taste to it. I didn’t know how else to describe it. I’d never in my life smelled anything like it except here. It brought back something inside of me that had died when Father had taken us away. 
 
    Fear, in its most basic and primal form, consumed me. 
 
    I felt like cowering to the ground or hiding under a chair. I took a deep, staggering breath as I tried to stay focused and grounded in the present. When Jasper spoke, I jumped. 
 
    “Anyone want to get out of here as much as I do?” he whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Mica squeaked. 
 
    What stood in front of us was too malicious to comprehend. The corridor stretched farther than I could see. It seemed to go forever. Empty cells lined each side of the hall. Door after door stared back at me. 
 
    I knew the warehouse could hold up to ninety kids even though Project Renatus had never grown that big. I squeezed my eyes tightly shut, as another deeply buried memory surfaced. It was of being held down on a metal table while something was injected into my arm. A man stood over me. It wasn’t Father, but the bad man. 
 
    Marcus. 
 
    Flint was the first to take action. Sweat dripped from his face, and from the tensed flexing of his hands into fists over and over, I knew he was reliving memories too. 
 
    “Let’s get them and get out,” he said. 
 
    Flint and I hurried to the first cell while Jasper and Mica went to the second. Luckily, the doors only required the card swipe to unlock. A beep sounded after Flint swiped it. He threw the badge to Jasper. 
 
    Flint and I stepped inside. The cell was dark, only a dim light above the door showed any illumination. I squinted, trying to make out details. The person contained within lay under covers in the bed. He, or she, I couldn’t be sure yet, stirred when Flint and I entered. 
 
    “Hello?” I said. 
 
    “No!” the person abruptly yelled. It was a female voice. 
 
    Wild eyes met ours. Long, dark hair fell in snarls around her. She bolted upright and pulled her covers with her, cowering in the corner of her bed. 
 
    I switched my vision. Her cloud appeared. All concern I had for what had been done to them multiplied by a thousand. 
 
    Dozens and dozens of bright colors shifted above her. More colors than I’d ever seen. More colors than even Father. This woman had been drugged again and again. It was a miracle she was still alive. 
 
    “We’re not here to hurt you.” I stepped forward with my hands up. “We’re here to help. We want to take you away.” My voice shook. 
 
    The woman didn’t seem to hear me. She shouted and clung to her covers, trying to bury herself beneath them. Angry yells and obscenities came from the cell Jasper and Mica had entered. A male voice told Jasper and Mica exactly what he’d do if they came any closer. 
 
    It wasn’t pretty. 
 
    For a moment, I stood rooted to the spot. Of all the scenarios our group had practiced, and of all the obstacles we thought we’d have to overcome, the one we didn’t see happening was exactly what was unfolding. 
 
    Trying to rescue captives who didn’t want rescuing.
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    My gaze whipped to Flint’s. “What do we do?” 
 
    The female cowered in her bed. In the dim lighting, I could barely see her. Blankets bunched around her, hiding her body and face. She was small, I knew that much. She also had long dark hair. Besides that, I had no idea what she looked like. 
 
    “We need to get them out of here. Now,” Flint stated. “We spent too long in the guard station dismantling the cameras.” Flint put his hands on his hips. Sharp power radiated off him. “Jasper! Mica!” he yelled. “What’s your situation like?” 
 
    “Not good!” Mica replied from the room next door. 
 
    A snarl sounded from that direction. Goosebumps rose on my arms. 
 
    “We have no choice.” Flint pulled a cloth rag and bottle of chloroform from his pack. 
 
    The woman watched us, the blanket pulled up to her eyeballs. She tensed when Flint carefully wet the rag. He made sure to keep it at arm’s length. 
 
    “Should we tell her that we’re going to drug–” 
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, Flint was behind the woman with the rag to her mouth. She fought violently. The blanket fell, revealing thin arms and lean legs. She thrashed against him. It was heartbreaking to watch. I could tell she put every ounce of strength she had into escaping, but she didn’t stand a chance against Flint’s grip. 
 
    When she slumped in his arms, he let go. “Tie her up. Just to be safe.” 
 
    He disappeared out the door before I could reply. 
 
    I quickly pulled a rope from my pack as the woman lay unconscious on the bed. My fingers brushed the explosives that laid at the bottom of the backpack. Those would come next. 
 
    Guilt smothered me as I tied quick release knots around her wrists and ankles. Never had I ever expected to bind somebody like this in my lifetime. It was too cruel for me to process right now, but we needed to get them safely out of the warehouse. 
 
    Just do what needs to be done, Lena! 
 
    I finished tying her and rolled her over. She was so thin it was easy to move her. I brushed the hair from her face and glanced at her features as I stuffed the remaining rope in my bag. A frighteningly thin, almost gaunt face stared back at me. Long, dark lashes rested against her cheeks, and matted hair fell almost to her waist. 
 
    A commotion sounded from the hallway. Another snarl reached my ears. I quickly double checked my knots before racing out. My eyes widened when I saw what was happening.  
 
    A huge man, bigger than Flint, fought with Flint, Mica and Jasper in the hall. 
 
    The man’s shoulders had to be three feet wide. Hands that would have spanned a dinner plate were fisted. He swung and fought against Flint and Jasper. Mica had him around the legs, but she couldn’t get his legs to buckle. 
 
    At one point the man, dressed in loose pants and a t-shirt, almost nailed Jasper in the head. Luckily, the twin ducked in time. Flint meanwhile had his arms around the big man’s neck while Jasper tried to wrench the man’s arms behind his back. Neither was succeeding. I could tell Flint was trying to choke the man enough for him to lose consciousness. It wasn’t working. 
 
    “A little help!” Jasper panted. 
 
    Panic rose in me as I saw the man raise his arm to hit Flint. He was aiming for Flint’s head. In that moment, the world around me disappeared. Power welled up inside of me, radiating into my cloud until it crackled. Not Flint! Nobody is allowed to hurt Flint! 
 
    “Get back!” I yelled. 
 
    Flint, Mica and Jasper jumped out of the way. 
 
    Turning, the large man’s gaze met mine. Gold, almost glowing eyes, stared at me with absolute hatred. He took a step forward. I slammed the energy ball down on his shoulders. 
 
    He fell in a heap. 
 
    When the huge man rolled listlessly, Mica hesitantly approached his side. She nudged him with her foot. He didn’t move. Leaning over, she placed her fingers against his pulse. “Still alive.” 
 
    Jasper doubled over, panting, his hands on his knees. “Shit.” He shook his head, still panting. “Just…shit.” 
 
    “He’s stronger than you?” I asked Flint. 
 
    Flint’s chest rose and fell heavily. His ski mask had come off during the fight. Wild chestnut colored hair swirled around his head, sticking out on all ends. It was a good thing we’d dismantled all of the security cameras or O’Brien Pharmaceuticals would have a clear image of his face. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s stronger.” Flint put his mask back on. His hands shook. It was the first time Flint hadn’t been able to overpower someone. 
 
    “Where’s the one from your cell?” Mica asked. 
 
    “I…uh…tied her up.” 
 
    Mica pulled the rope from her pack. “Good. Let’s tie him up too.” 
 
    I stepped closer and kneeled down to help. “Will ropes hold him?” 
 
    “Probably not.” Mica began looping coils of rope around the man’s arms. “Let’s do it anyway. At least it’ll slow him down if he wakes up.” 
 
    We set to work as Jasper and Flint approached the third cell. When they opened the door, I didn’t see anyone but I heard his voice. 
 
    “Me finks, you blokes are trouble,” the voice said. 
 
    The accent caught me off guard. British? 
 
    I didn’t have time to ponder it. Jasper and Flint brought a man out, each of them gripping one of his arms. He was of modest height, maybe around five foot ten. Dark, ebony skin, a shaved head and frightened eyes were the only features I noticed in my hurried glance. He thrashed and yelled against Jasper and Flint, his movements panicked. 
 
    “Are we going to knock him out?” I asked. 
 
    Flint held the man’s arms as he struggled. “It would be safer.” 
 
    With bile rising in my throat, I grabbed the chloroform. The man opened his mouth to scream, which in a way worked to our advantage. I covered his mouth and nose with a soaked rag. I had to fight the nausea that rolled in my stomach over what I was doing. 
 
    The Brit fell in seconds. 
 
    Breathing quickly, I dropped the rag and surveyed our work. One woman and two men. All unconscious. Guilt rose in the back of my throat. “That didn’t exactly go to plan.” 
 
    Mica rearranged her mask. “At least they’re safe.” 
 
    I turned to Flint. “Should we plant the explosives and get out of here?” 
 
    “Yeah, you, Mica and Jasper plant the bombs. I’ll carry these three to the elevator.” Flint lifted the Brit as if he weighed ten pounds. He lifted the woman next. “And be careful.” 
 
    In a flash, he was gone. 
 
    Mica, Jasper and I wasted no time. We’d worked out where to plant the explosives from the blueprint and critical research areas that Father knew about. However, racing down the hall, to seal an explosive at the end of the ninety cells ranked as one of the creepiest things I’d ever done. The void of the place made it feel like a tomb. At the end of the hall, it felt like the walls were closing in on me, that I couldn’t breathe. I fought long-buried memories the entire time. 
 
    By the time the three of us joined Flint at the elevator, I was sweating profusely. So were the others. 
 
    “Is everything okay upstairs?” Flint asked. 
 
    Jasper closed his eyes. His face twitched a few times. “So far, so good.” 
 
    “Then we stop at S1 to plant more bombs,” Flint said curtly. “After that, we’re getting out.” 
 
    The two men and woman lay in a heap on the elevator floor. It was awkward standing with them at our feet. The four of us crowded together in a corner as the elevator ascended. 
 
    When we reached S1, Flint did most of the bomb planting. I stayed with the captives on the off chance any of them woke up. When Flint, Jasper and Mica returned, all were wild-eyed and breathing heavily. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Jasper said. 
 
    Mica jumped into the elevator. “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    I could only imagine what labs and research areas they’d seen in their hurried dash through the S1 level. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 
 
      
 
    JET AND AMBER almost hugged us when we finally returned to the main level. 
 
    “Am I glad to see you guys,” Jet muttered. 
 
    Flint glanced around. “Did anything happen up here?” 
 
    Amber shook her head and nodded at the guards. “They’re both still sound asleep. Neither has made a sound.” 
 
    “There has to be more guards coming,” I said. “We need to hurry.” 
 
    “Mica and Amber, carry the woman,” Flint said. 
 
    Amber and Jet’s eyes widened as they peeked into the elevator. “They’re unconscious?” 
 
    “No time to explain now,” I said. “We’ll tell you later.” 
 
    The dark haired woman appeared to be sleeping peacefully. Amber only hesitated a second before she grabbed her arms. Mica picked up her legs. They lifted her easily. 
 
    “Jet and Jasper, you carry him.” Flint pointed to the bald man. “I’ll carry the big one and come back for the guards. Lena, you plant the explosives up here. Do you remember where?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I grabbed the pack Jet had been carrying and got to work. We were fairly certain nobody else was in the facility. We’d never seen evidence of researchers or O’Brien employees working here at night. It was only the guards, and we were getting all of them out. 
 
    Using the security badge, I ducked into the first room with a structural pillar. It was a lab. Rows of equipment lined the walls. A heavy scent of disinfectant hung in the air. I quickly secured the bomb in the corner before going back into the hall and heading toward the building’s other main structural posts. 
 
    Father had told me where to plant the bombs. I struggled to remember. My brain felt fried, and my heart pounded so hard it hurt. Stay focused. We’re almost done! 
 
    Pulling out my map, I surveyed the three other locations I needed to find. My hands shook before I stuffed the map back in the pack. The next two locations I found easily enough. I kept my eyes glued to the posts and the bombs. My head spun. Sweat poured out of me. 
 
    The last room was in the corner of the building. I faintly heard the others hauling the remaining guard out. Silence followed. They must have all gone outside. Swiping the guard’s security badge, I hastily opened the last door. Before I entered the room, I knew something was off. 
 
    It took me a second to understand what was wrong. Moonlight poured into the room from an open door. Fresh cold air swirled inside. 
 
    My insides chilled. 
 
    A door to the outside was on the far wall. It was open. How come that wasn’t on the blueprint? And why is it open? 
 
    Nobody was in the room. My gaze darted around. Maybe a security guard fled from here when he realized what we were doing. I raced to the last pillar and began strapping the bomb to it. 
 
    A shuffle of steps, and another flow of fresh air over the skin not covered by my mask, almost made me scream. 
 
    “What do we have here?” 
 
    The man’s voice was like icy tentacles crawling down my spine. I stood and turned. 
 
    In the dark, I couldn’t make out his face, only his outline in the moonlight. He stood in the doorway, the cold outdoor air swirling his long coat around his legs. I switched my vision. The ominous black cloud that pulsed around him told me exactly who the newcomer was. The child in me remembered. 
 
    Marcus. 
 
    “I couldn’t believe it when my security team told me we’d been breached.” He stepped forward. “Luckily, I was still at the office, otherwise I wouldn’t have arrived in time to see who it was.” 
 
    I hastily took a step back. My leg brushed a bench. I almost fell. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. His tone was neither fearful nor worried, merely curious. 
 
    My gaze darted to the door I’d entered. 
 
    Marcus’ did too. “An entire security team is on their way. You won’t get away.” 
 
    Hearing his cold words and absolute conviction that our plan was tumbling down around us did something to me. The little girl inside of me, the five-year-old who cringed and cried anytime this man came near me in the past, began to scream. I muffled the sound that wanted to erupt from my throat. 
 
    Focus, Lena! You’re not a little girl anymore. You’re strong and capable. Draw up your power. Now! 
 
    I pulled at my inner cloud, but I was shaking so badly. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “When I remove that mask, I have a feeling I’ll know who’s underneath it. I see a few red curls peeking out the sides.” He smiled. In the dim light, his white even teeth appeared. “I couldn’t believe it when an observer told me he thought he’d spotted Conroy’s children in the Chicago area a few days ago – all grown up now I see. How long have I been searching for you? Fifteen years? Sixteen years? And in all that time, there have been no sightings of you. ‘Where could they be,’ I’d often ask myself. I knew you were out there.” He smiled broader. “I knew it was only a matter of time before I’d find you again.” 
 
    “Stay back!” I yelled. 
 
    His eyebrows rose. “Or what?” He chuckled. “From how scared you sound, I see that you’re still a little girl. Aren’t you…Galena?” 
 
    My heart pounded as he advanced on me. 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused on the swirling fear that wanted to consume me. If I didn’t stop him, my family wouldn’t know what was coming. 
 
    They could all die. 
 
    They could all be captured. 
 
    I’d lose Flint. 
 
    You need to stop him, Lena! 
 
    Using my despair, fear and worry, I drew up the energy inside of me and pushed it out. I called on everything in the area: Marcus’ cloud, the stray animals in the parking lot where Marcus had entered from, my family’s clouds as they moved the captives into the van in front of the building. Everything. I needed all of it. 
 
    I drew it together until a powerful ball hovered above me. Opening my eyes, I didn’t flinch when I saw that Marcus stood only two yards away, a gleam in his eyes. 
 
    I leveled him with an icy stare. “I’m not a little girl anymore!” 
 
    When my energy ball hit him, amazement flashed across his face right before he sailed off his feet. My ball blasted him out the door to land on his back fifty feet into the parking lot. I didn’t wait to see if he stood. 
 
    I turned and ran.
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    I was shaking so badly when I reached the others I almost collapsed. From the feelings emitting from Flint’s cloud, I knew he spotted me. The fear and worry that strummed through his cloud abated. 
 
    For a moment, I just stood there. I felt positive that at any second, the backup security team would careen through the gates. Jacinda hugged me briefly. I barely felt it. Our van idled ahead, parked just outside the gate. It appeared almost everyone was inside, along with the captives. Only one, unconscious guard still lay on the ground near the warehouse. 
 
    I knew I needed to warn everyone, but my mouth wouldn’t move. 
 
    Jacinda pulled me toward the van. “Come on. We need to get going.” 
 
    I numbly ran with her and almost fell inside the van. 
 
    The twins, Mica and Amber were already seated in the back. The three captives lay unconscious in the middle. Jacinda hunkered down at my side. Everyone’s energy poured off them like water blasting from a fire hydrant. It was high enough to make me nauseous. 
 
    “We’ve been here twenty-six minutes.” Di climbed into the driver’s seat and slammed the door. “That’s too long. We need to get out of here. Now. They’re coming.” 
 
    Jacinda tensed. 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell Di that she was right, that we needed to hurry, that Marcus knew. 
 
    Nothing came out. 
 
    “Did you have a vision?” Flint asked. He still stood outside the van. He was the only one not inside. 
 
    Di nodded. “An O’Brien security team is on its way. One of the guards must have alerted them. It’s going to be close, but I think we can beat them.” 
 
    “I have one more guard to dump by the others. I’ll be right back.” Flint disappeared. 
 
    “NO!” A word finally ripped out of me. 
 
    Flint was back before I could blink. He jumped into the van. When our eyes met, he gazed at me questioningly before he slammed the van’s sliding door. 
 
    With a spin of tires, Di stomped on the gas pedal. Flint moved to my side. I grabbed hold of him and pulled him into a hug. 
 
    He held me tightly. I let his feel and scent wash over me. He rubbed my back. “You’re shaking.” 
 
    The dumped sedated guards were barely visible through the back window as we drove down the street. Flint had left them by a building outside of O’Brien’s perimeter fence. It was far enough away that they should be safe from the explosion. 
 
    My mind shifted to Marcus. Will he survive it? 
 
    Cold air blew in through Di’s cracked window. A slight drizzle fell on the windshield. My ski mask felt hot and itchy. I ripped it off before burrowing again into Flint’s embrace. The worry in his cloud grew. 
 
    “Babe, what happened? You’re really shaking.” 
 
    I tried to tell him. Again, nothing came out. Part of me didn’t feel connected to reality. 
 
    Swirling lights lit up the windows. An SUV raced past us, going toward the warehouse. My eyes widened as the O’Brien Pharmaceuticals logo flashed in a streetlight. 
 
    “You better call that number to detonate the explosions, Jasper.” Flint’s voice rumbled in his chest. 
 
    “Gladly.” Jasper tapped in the numbers on his phone. 
 
      
 
    A LOUD EXPLOSION and fiery light filled the sky. The van rumbled and shook. It was that powerful. 
 
    Amber plastered her face to the van’s back window while the twins and Mica watched over her shoulders. The O’Brien SUV careened to a halt a few blocks behind us. Six men jumped out, rifles in their grips, their faces trained on the blast. They disappeared from view when Di swerved around a corner. Only a large billowing black cloud signified the place where our beginnings began. 
 
    I knew within minutes this area would be swarming with more O’Brien employees and first responders. I had no idea if the distance I blasted Marcus into the parking lot would mean he’d survive. While I wanted to be free from him, I didn’t want to murder him. I could only hope he’d live. 
 
    Hopefully, the mess we’d left would keep things complicated. Between O’Brien having to explain the gigantic three-story hole in the earth from a “storage warehouse,” four unconscious security guards piled in an alleyway, and a potential dead body in a parking lot, they’d stay plenty busy. 
 
    I slumped into Flint as Di rocketed onto the interstate. My hands still shook, but at least I seemed to be thinking more clearly. 
 
    “We actually pulled it off!” Mica exclaimed, breaking the silence. “We freakin’ did it!” 
 
    The twins were the next to cheer followed by Amber and Jacinda’s grins. Only Flint seemed unaffected. 
 
    “Something happened. Didn’t it?” His dark eyes appeared solemn while the rest of the van reveled in our victory. 
 
    “Yes,” was all I managed. 
 
    His grip tightened on me. 
 
    I let him support me as some of the shock from encountering Marcus wore off. Our victorious outcome seemed too good to be true. All of us got out alive with the three lost children. 
 
    It was exactly the scenario we’d hoped for. 
 
    However, even though blowing up O’Brien’s warehouse would make continuing Project Renatus nearly impossible, or at least significantly delay it, it didn’t mean we were out of danger. There were now twelve people alive, eleven in this van, that were living proof of what the pharmaceutical company had done. Given what Father told us about Marcus, I’d be surprised if he let this end quietly. 
 
    Flint leaned over and buried his nose in my hair, inhaling deeply. With our ski masks off, we were a sea of white and olive faces sitting atop darkly clad bodies. He clasped my hand into his as the van jostled and dipped on the rough road. 
 
    “Are you ready to tell me what happened?” 
 
    I peered into his dark eyes. “Marcus.” 
 
    He tensed. “Marcus? He was there?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    The cheering in the van died. “Wait, what did you say?” Jasper asked, leaning forward. “You saw Marcus?” 
 
    “Yeah.” My voice shook. I cleared my throat. “He was in the last room where I planted the bomb. There was a door to that parking lot on the north side. He came in through there.” 
 
    “What door?” Jet’s energy strummed into me. 
 
    “It wasn’t on the blueprint. They must have added it after the warehouse was constructed.” 
 
    Flint’s arms tightened around mine. Hot energy poured from him. 
 
    “What did he do?” Jacinda asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Nothing, but he knows who we are. I guess one of his observers, as he called them, spotted us a few days ago. Father was right. All this time, where we didn’t think anybody was actually looking for us, we were wrong. Marcus has been searching for us the entire time.” 
 
    Silence followed. 
 
    Mica leaned forward. “How did you get away?” 
 
    “I blasted him with an energy ball. He shot right out of the door.” 
 
    Flint’s energy kicked up another notch. “I should have been there.” 
 
    “We’re almost to the airport,” Di cut in. “Right now our main concern needs to be getting out of Chicago. We can talk about Marcus later.” 
 
    Police sirens and fire trucks sounded in the distance. The burning warehouse was now miles away, but the flashing lights came from all directions and were heading that way. 
 
    Random security cameras in the general area of O’Brien’s warehouse would inevitably catch glimpses of our van leaving. We knew that. Once the police ran through the tapes, they’d know our van had been in the area for weeks. After that, they’d inevitably trace the van back to the used car dealership. I hoped the disguise Father used meant he’d never be identified. 
 
    I leaned into Flint as Di exited the interstate. 
 
    As for the van, it would need to be destroyed. I had no idea how that would happen, but Father said he’d arrange it. Not for the first time, I wondered how many people around the country were on Father’s payroll. Since one of those contacts had supplied us with explosives, I knew most of the people on Father’s payroll walked on the wrong side of the law. 
 
    A sign for the airport flashed by the front window. Thankfully, the people we’d rescued showed no signs of rousing. I used the moment to study them. It was the first time I’d really looked at them, and it was a much needed distraction. 
 
    They had to be around our age since all of the lost children were collected within a few years of one another, but from the gaunt face and sunken eyes of the small female, she appeared older than early twenties. The men were in better shape, physically at least. The largest male was heavily muscled. I knew his eyes were a strange golden color from that brief moment he’d tried to attack me. His hair drew my attention. It was shaggy and the color of dark caramel. He had beautiful hair. The other male, the smaller one, had a shaved head, dark skin and a musky scent. 
 
    I switched my vision. 
 
    My throat tightened as I studied the vast array of bright colors in their clouds. Similar to the female, both males had dozens of colors. These three had been experimented on and drugged again and again. Their clouds couldn’t lie. It was a miracle they’d survived. 
 
    My chest tightened. I’d been so lucky. The woman laying at my feet, breathing deeply and evenly in her drugged state, could very well have been me, Jacinda, Amber, Di or Mica. And the smaller man laying beside Jasper, with his shaved head and scarred arms, could have been Flint or one of the twins. 
 
    I wanted to cry. 
 
    Father said he’d hoped to make better lives for all of the lost children stolen from their families, not just us. However, judging from the adults that lay at our feet, I realized that was completely opposite to what actually happened. 
 
      
 
    WE ARRIVED AT the airport and loaded the three unconscious individuals onto Father’s plane. Greg helped. Considering our pilot assisted us, didn’t ask any questions, and didn’t bat an eye – made me understand how Father had drugged and deposited all of us in various cities almost eight months ago. 
 
    Jet grunted as he, Jasper and Greg loaded the larger man onto the plane. 
 
    “Jeez, what is he made of? Lead?” Jet murmured after they’d strapped him into his seat. 
 
    “Could be,” Mica said with a shrug. 
 
    Jacinda eyed the large male, a curious glint in her gaze. 
 
    Di and I had no problems carrying the woman. We sat her beside the large male and clicked her seat belt in place. She was so tiny, I could have handled her on my own. 
 
    Flint sat the last man onto a free seat. After that, he and Greg loaded our minimal luggage. When finished, Father ushered everyone aboard the plane. 
 
    “Let’s get going. What happened is all over the news.” 
 
    Greg gave a curt nod. “I’ll get the engines started.” 
 
    None of us had mentioned Marcus. Di was right. We needed to escape from Chicago first. 
 
    After everyone was on the plane, Father departed briefly. I watched out the window as he hurried to a man standing on the tarmac. The man seemed to have come from the shadows as if materializing out of nowhere. Goosebumps rose on my arms. I had a feeling he was a man used to dark places. 
 
    I couldn’t see the man’s features, but he appeared of normal height and build. He and Father spoke for a few seconds, their heads dipped toward one another. Father handed him something. Moonlight glinted off it. Startled, I realized he’d given the man the van keys. After Father said something else, the man turned, climbed into the van and drove away. I had no idea how that man would get rid of the van, but I felt fairly certain that vehicle would never be seen by anyone again. 
 
    With Father back aboard and the cabin door closed, Greg told us to ready for departure. “Headwind looks minimal. We should be back in four hours.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Amber asked. 
 
    Father smiled. His hazel eyes looked tired, but I sensed a flicker of relief in them too. “Back to Arizona. That home is still safe.” 
 
    “Really?” I pushed up in my seat. 
 
    “Yes, Galena.” 
 
    A surge of happiness coursed through me that we’d return to our desert home. Having something familiar and stable was what I craved before we dug into our new job: helping the new three in whatever way we could. 
 
    “Hungry?” Flint pulled an energy bar from his pocket as we taxied to the runway. 
 
    My mouth watered at the sight. “Now that you ask, yes.” I hadn’t realized I was starving until my stomach churned. I couldn’t believe it had only been seven hours since supper. 
 
    As Greg maneuvered the plane toward the runway, Jet jumped out of his seat to raid the minibar and small kitchen area. He returned with candy bars, sandwiches, bags of nuts and pretzels, and bottles of alcohol and soda. When Jet popped the top to a beer, even Di grinned. 
 
    I sat back and drank a fizzy Cola, loving the sweet taste and bubbly texture. 
 
    “Everyone get seated and buckled,” Greg called. “We’re next to takeoff.” 
 
    Moments later, we sailed into the sky. Excited chatter filled the cab as everyone ate chips and snacks, drank and laughed. We did it. We actually did it! 
 
    The brief moment with Marcus faded behind me like the lights from Chicago. He couldn’t hurt me now. I was safe. 
 
    Flint and I clasped one another’s hands as the moon shone brightly through my window. He kissed me on the mouth, his lips lingering. “We’re safe now, babe. Whatever Marcus does from here, we can handle it.” 
 
    I nodded even though I knew neither of us could guarantee that, but he was right about one thing. When we worked together, when our family functioned as one, we were formidable. And one thing I knew for certain: I was no longer a little girl trapped in that lab. I was strong and capable. When faced with my greatest fear, I overcame it. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” I whispered. 
 
    It was only as we reached cruising altitude that the large man stirred. A golden eye flickered open before he sat straight up in his chair. 
 
    His loud growl filled the cabin.
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    Flint jumped out of his seat and pinned the man’s arms from behind, effectively restraining him in his seat. 
 
    It didn’t stop him. 
 
    “Grab his legs!” Flint yelled. 
 
    The plane dipped as Jet shot out of his chair. He almost fell as the man growled and snarled. The man’s legs thrashed as the twin tried to grab hold of him. 
 
    “Get the chloroform!” Di yelled. 
 
    Jasper also dove for the man’s legs as Father pulled another bottle of chloroform from his bag. Di grabbed it and soaked a rag. 
 
    “Careful,” Father said. “We can’t let those fumes affect any of us!” 
 
    Di slowed her movements and kept the rag away from everyone before handing the bottle back to Father. He carefully screwed the top on. 
 
    “Hold him!” Di advanced on the large man. 
 
    Wild, golden colored eyes flickered around the cabin. His mouth opened, almost like he was going to bite Di when she slapped the chloroformed rag over his mouth. A few seconds passed. He slumped back into his seat. 
 
    “Good one, Di,” Jasper murmured shakily. 
 
    Amber let out a squeak as Jacinda looked ready to faint. I took a deep breath as Greg’s words carried from the cockpit. “Is everything okay back there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Father replied. “It is now.” 
 
    I eyed the small woman and the Brit. Both still slumbered quietly. 
 
    Di placed her hands on her hips. “That last dose should have kept him sedated for another few hours.” 
 
    Father felt the large man’s pulse and counted his respirations. “He’s under now. We’ll have to keep a close eye on him. He may be metabolizing the drug faster.” 
 
    The earlier laughter and high floating through the cabin completely disappeared. The twins sat back in their seats, their beers forgotten. Jacinda, Amber and Mica watched with blank expressions as Father and Di checked the other two. 
 
    It became real again what we’d done. Essentially, we’d kidnapped three individuals. When we’d planned it, we’d referred to it as a rescue, but we’d taken them unwillingly. In other words, not a rescue but a felony. I wasn’t going to think about the explosion we’d caused. That would rocket our charges to an entirely new level if we were ever caught. 
 
    “Do you think we did the right thing?” I asked Flint. He collapsed back into the seat beside me. 
 
    “Do you really need to ask? Of course, we did the right thing.” 
 
    I let his absolute conviction settle over me. If Flint wasn’t worried that we’d broken laws, then I wouldn’t be either. Flint was a rule follower. He always had been, but when we’d been in desperate situations, he’d broken rules if needed. I remembered that first morning I woke following my encounter with Aaron. Flint had stolen narcotics to keep my pain under control. He hadn’t been proud of that, but he hadn’t felt guilty either. It was what we’d needed to do to survive. If I really thought about it, our entire lives were based on broken rules. Father kidnapping us as babies was just the beginning. 
 
    I let out a sigh as my thoughts straightened themselves out. I no longer doubted what we had done. 
 
    “I guess now is as good a time as any to talk to Father.” 
 
    Flint stood to let me pass. 
 
    Since Di still hunkered next to the three captives, I sat in her seat. Father turned tired eyes on me. “How are you doing, Galena?” 
 
    “I’m okay. A bit shook up, but I’m sure you’ll understand why when I tell you what happened.” 
 
    He frowned. “What happened?” 
 
    I summarized my encounter with Marcus and how I’d blasted him through the door with my energy ball. “I’m not sure if I killed him or not.” 
 
    Father’s expression didn’t falter. “If you did, we’ll know soon enough. His death would make national news. He comes from a very influential family.” Father tapped his chin. “So we were spotted a few days ago?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “That’s what Marcus said. That one of his observers thought he saw a few of us.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Father’s expression grew grim. “We’ll need to lay low. No leaving home until I can learn more.” 
 
    The rest of the flight passed uneventfully. Di and Father continually monitored the new three, keeping a close eye on their respirations and oxygen levels using hand held pulse oximeters. Luckily, none of them stirred. 
 
    I could tell from their tense expressions that neither Di nor Father liked that the three were under anesthetic for so long, but there wasn’t another option. If any of them woke and became unruly, it could spell disaster. Images of the huge man waking and ripping the cabin door open, causing the jet to spiral out of control, flashed through my mind. 
 
    Yeah, better to keep them all unconscious. 
 
    I fell into an exhausted sleep somewhere over Missouri. Flint woke me a few minutes before landing. He leaned down and kissed me softly until I nuzzled into him. 
 
    “Wake up,” he said quietly. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    I stirred and stretched. A groan escaped me. My entire body hurt. Between the adrenaline rush from rescuing the new lost children, the strain of carrying unconscious bodies, the terrifying dreams of Marcus that had plagued my few hours rest, and the uncomfortable crick in my neck from sleeping in an upright seat, I felt like a train wreck. 
 
    I glanced up to find Flint staring out the window. A haunted, tight expression covered his features. I squeezed his hand, getting a brief, strained smile from him. I could tell that our night had taken its toll on him too. I had a feeling we’d all be waking up from nightmares for many nights to come. 
 
    After another painful stretch, I stood to use the bathroom. We were scheduled to land in a few minutes so I made it quick. 
 
    On the way back to my seat, I passed the captives. They still slept in their seats, slumped forward at unnatural angles. Jacinda would occasionally reach over and rearrange one of their heads or arms, while Father did checks on them every few minutes. A pensive gaze filled Jacinda’s eyes. I wondered if she’d been watching them the entire flight. 
 
    I watched her briefly as I stumbled back to my row. Jacinda’s eyes seemed drawn to the large male, the freakishly strong one with the golden eyes, again and again. 
 
    Since the man was sitting it was hard to tell, but from what I remembered in the warehouse, I guessed he stood around six four. Maybe taller. The width of his shoulders surpassed his seat back on both sides. Large hands rested on his thighs. They were as large as dinner plates. An image of him fighting Flint, Jasper and Mica flashed through my mind. 
 
    I shuddered and hurried back to my seat. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we were taxiing from the runway to our awaiting vehicles. The sun peeked above the horizon. It was the dawn of a new day. A day filled with so many unknowns of what these three would reveal. 
 
    The Suburban and Pathfinder waited exactly where we’d left them. It was hard to believe only a little over a week had passed since the day we’d left the desert fortress. So much had happened in that time. 
 
    The captives never stirred as we loaded them into the vehicles. Relief hung in our clouds. I could tell none of us liked drugging people against their will. All of us had experienced too much of that in our short lifetimes. 
 
    An hour later, we pulled through the security gates into the desert home. Bright morning sunshine streamed down and my stomach growled, protesting again at being neglected so much in the past twenty-four hours. The fizzy coke and bag of chips had long metabolized. 
 
    When I stepped out of the Suburban, the feel of the sun on my face and scents from the dry desert helped calm my nerves. All of us looked, and I’m sure felt, exhausted. More than anything, I wished for that month long trip with Flint. I knew now what people referred to when they said they needed a vacation. 
 
    Greg had flown away as soon as we’d disembarked from the airplane. It was once again me and my family. We all carried luggage in while Flint carried the new three. He deposited them on the couches in the living room. Di and Father quickly went to work, assessing them again, except doing it more thoroughly this time since they could actually inspect them more easily here. 
 
    “Do you know who they are?” I asked Father. I had a feeling he and Di already had this conversation, but I hadn’t been privy to it. 
 
    Father frowned, studying them carefully. “No.” 
 
    The three slept soundly through their exams. There were numerous scars and recent puncture wounds, probably from injections, but that was it. 
 
    The real damage, it appeared, was confined to their minds. Now the question was, how in the world did we help them?
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    It wasn’t until late morning that one of them stirred. 
 
    By that time, all of us had showered and changed. We’d taken turns watching them while chugging coffee to stay awake. Amber was the first to notice that the chloroform was wearing off. She called Flint and the twins since it was the big one, the large man with the caramel colored unruly mane who was waking up. We had him in restraints, but nobody was confident they’d hold him. 
 
    None of us knew how he would react to what we’d done, and if he got angry, it could get ugly. Fast. Flint and the twins tensed. 
 
    Flint clenched his hands into fists. “If need be, I’ll grab him first. I’ll take him from behind. Each of you grab a leg. Channel relaxing feelings to him if he gets aggressive.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Jet replied. 
 
    Jasper fidgeted on the balls of his feet. “He’s strong, Jet, stronger than Flint.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Jet muttered. 
 
    “Babe?” Flint said as the large man moaned. “Can you be on standby?” 
 
    I readied an energy ball. It was hard since I was so tired. A small one formed after my third attempt, but it was strong enough to do what I needed. “I’ll knock him out again if I have to, but I’m only going to as a last resort.” 
 
    Flint nodded curtly. “Good.” 
 
    Everyone else gathered behind us. Di, Jacinda, Amber and Mica stood back. Father waited in the corner, his eyes worried. Bright sunlight streamed into the room. The smaller man and long haired woman still slumbered on the other couches. Thankfully. If all three woke at once, we’d probably have to chloroform one of them again. 
 
    Amber lifted her nose. “He’s awake!” 
 
    The man abruptly bolted upright, his eyes bright, clear, and that strange golden color. Something in his gaze flickered. Something that didn’t look entirely human. With a deft turn of his head, his gaze narrowed. 
 
    “Who the hell are you people?” he growled. His gaze swiveled around, but he made no move to stand. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief that he hadn’t lunged at anyone. Both twins fixed their gazes on him, a concentrated sheen in their eyes. Ah, so that’s why he’s calm. I kept my energy ball ready, just in case. 
 
    “Who are you people?” the man asked again. 
 
    I was the first to respond. 
 
    “We’re all like you.” I still stood a safe distance away. “You probably don’t remember us, but fifteen years ago, this man,” I nodded toward Father, “took us out of O’Brien’s research facilities and hid us deep in the Colorado wilds. All of us were experimented on, like you were until Conroy got us out.” 
 
    At the mention of experiments, the man growled. Actually growled. Definitely not human. Mica’s eyes widened, and Amber stepped back. Jacinda cocked her head, that pensive expression on her face again. 
 
    The man tensed and eyed his restraints. He lifted his head and sniffed the air. Another guttural sound emerged from him. “Someone’s breeding.” 
 
    He turned and met Jacinda’s gaze. 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    A slow, suggestive smile grew on his face while Jacinda flushed as red as a tomato. I guessed by breeding, he meant that one of us was ovulating. Apparently, Jacinda. 
 
    “You can smell that?” Amber asked. 
 
    His face whipped toward her. She muffled a squeak and took a step back. The man studied her for a moment. The silence was deafening. 
 
    He sniffed the air again, this time in Amber’s direction. “Can’t you smell it? You can smell things, right?” 
 
    Amber’s eyes widened as did the rest of ours. “You know that too?” 
 
    The man’s gaze flickered across us before he nodded. 
 
    “But how?” Amber asked. 
 
    The man again looked around the room, as if sizing all of us up. That realization made me squirm.  
 
    Finally, he reached a hand for his head, or tried to. The restraint stopped him. With a violent wrench, he ripped his arm free. 
 
    So much for that holding him. 
 
    The man tapped his head, the restraint dangling from his wrist. “I can see it. Up here.” 
 
    Up here? From the looks of it, none of us knew how to interpret that. 
 
    “So you believe me when I say we’re all like you?” I said. “Because you can see that we’re different?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The man leaned back on the couch. He ripped his other arm free and then stretched his arms behind him and rested them on the couch’s frame. The ropes continued to dangle from his wrists like a hangman’s noose gone wrong. His arms were so long, they extended the length of the sofa. His gaze flickered between us again, that predatory gleam still there, although his body seemed entirely relaxed. 
 
    The twins’ features had returned to normal. Both had crossed their arms. Their faces twitched. It was obvious they were no longer manipulating the man’s emotions, although they appeared to be discussing him telepathically. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. At least the man wasn’t violent. Of all the ways I thought this guy would act upon waking in a strange house, out of a lab, over a thousand miles from the facility he grew up in, especially after how violent he’d been initially – this was not it. 
 
    “But don’t you have questions or something?” Mica blurted. “I mean, seriously, dude. We just broke you out of a subterranean research facility that you spent your entire life in. Isn’t this the first time you’ve seen daylight?” She waved toward the floor to ceiling windows and the beautiful mountain desert. 
 
    The man glanced at the view. “No.” 
 
    “So you weren’t always kept in that cell?” I asked. 
 
    The man shook his head. “They let us out sometimes, on experimental excursions. I spent several months a year outside running.” 
 
    “Running?” Mica raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “With the wolves,” the man replied. 
 
    Wolves? Um sure, why not. “You’re saying they let you go free?” I said. 
 
    The man’s gaze hardened. “Not really. They tracked me so they could watch and study me.” 
 
    “Why did they want to watch you with wolves?” Amber asked. 
 
    “I can turn into one.” 
 
    For a moment, everyone was speechless. Then Mica said incredulously. “You’re a werewolf?” 
 
    “No, there’s no such thing as werewolves.” 
 
    “But you said you can turn into one,” Mica persisted. 
 
    The man shrugged. “You can call me a werewolf if you want, but that’s not technically what I am.” 
 
    None of us said anything for at least ten seconds. The silence was so thick it felt like solidified pudding. Father was the first to speak. 
 
    “Your drug was manufactured with lupus DNA.” Father’s eyes widened as recognition filled his face. “You’re Luke!” 
 
    The man nodded. “So they say.” 
 
    Amazement filled Father’s face. “You were around eight years old the last time I saw you.” 
 
    Luke’s head cocked. He studied Father and then all of us. “So you really did take your entire group when you escaped?” 
 
    Father nodded. His cloud once again grew heavy with guilt. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t take all of you. There were too many.” 
 
    Luke took a deep breath. “I thought about you all for a long time after we heard some escaped. I wondered where you went and what happened to you.” 
 
    “If I could have come back for you, I would have,” Father said. 
 
    “I know you would have,” Luke replied. “You were the nice one.” 
 
    Everyone grew quiet again. It wasn’t until Amber spoke that the silence broke. “How did you know I could smell things?” 
 
    Luke shook himself, his sad expression disappearing. “I told you. It’s up here.” He tapped his head again. 
 
    Amber let out an exasperated sigh. “But what does that mean?” 
 
    “I can read into people, see things about them. I can see that you’re all different, like me.” 
 
    “Like mind reading or something?” Jasper asked. 
 
    “Kind of like that,” Luke replied. 
 
    I shifted my vision. Luke’s brightly colorful cloud appeared. I wondered which color represented the drug that gave him his psychic abilities. Perhaps several of them did. I snapped my gaze back to normal. 
 
    Jet crossed his arms. “But what does that have to do with you being a wolf?” 
 
    “It doesn’t. It’s another alteration they made on me when I got older. The others they gave that drug to died.” 
 
    Uneasy expressions sprouted on everyone’s faces. Once again, I was reminded of how horribly cruel Project Renatus was. 
 
    “If you could see into us, why did you fight us when we tried to get you out of O’Brien?” Jasper asked. “Couldn’t you see we were there to help you?” Jasper held up his arm, displaying the ugly bruise that had formed from where Luke grabbed him. 
 
    “You woke me out of a sound sleep. Haven’t you heard that saying, Never poke a sleeping wolf?” 
 
    “I think that’s a sleeping bear,” Mica replied tartly. 
 
    Luke shrugged. “Same thing.” 
 
    I nodded toward the other two who were still sleeping. “Do you know them?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’re all that’s left.” 
 
    Di crossed her arms. “What are their names?” 
 
    “Edgar and Susannah.” 
 
    “Can you tell us anything about them, so we can help them when they wake up?” Di asked. 
 
    “That one,” Luke pointed at the Brit, “he’s part otter, and she’s part eagle.” 
 
    Jet’s head snapped back. “Eagle?” 
 
    The woman sleeping on the couch was so waifish and benign looking. If I hadn’t seen her in action, I’d have assumed she was completely docile. 
 
    “Yeah,” Luke said. “Don’t piss her off. Her fingers can turn into talons and she knows how to use them.” 
 
    I cocked my head. “Then why didn’t she claw us when we tried to take her from the warehouse?” 
 
    “Drugs. They drugged all of us every day so we couldn’t Change, but those drugs are wearing off now.” Luke grinned. “See?” 
 
    We all turned. The woman’s eyes were open. Cobalt blue irises blazed from her thin face. She bolted upright. A sharp scream emitted from her mouth. It was ear piercing, like the scream of an eagle. She lunged from the couch, her hands up, fingers growing into talons as I jumped back. 
 
    I tripped over the coffee table, falling to the ground. 
 
    She leaped right at me.
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    I blasted her with an energy ball before she landed on me. I didn’t think about it. The ball formed the second I knew I needed one. That had never happened before. 
 
    The woman shot across the room and smacked into the wall before crumpling into a heap on the floor. 
 
    My mouth dropped. What have I done? 
 
    In a flash, Flint stood in front of me, blocking me from the woman. Protecting me. Always protecting me. 
 
    Energy poured off Flint. It was so hot, I could almost taste it. It was crazy how in tuned I was becoming to the energy fields around everyone. Lately, I didn’t need to switch my vision to harness the fields. I could feel them. When we first met in August, it was no wonder nobody had ever noticed the energy off Flint. I hadn’t known at the time that it was my ability that allowed me to feel it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Flint asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” I got to my feet. 
 
    The woman still lay on the floor. I cringed. I hoped I hadn’t hurt her. 
 
    “That was impressive.” Luke no longer sat on the couch but stood over me. 
 
    I had to crane my head up to see him. He was taller than Flint. Huge shoulders lifted when he put his hands on his hips. I could only imagine how big of a wolf he made. 
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” I muttered. 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Luke walked over to Susannah and picked her up. She was small and emaciated, reminding me of how I’d looked during my homeless days. She didn’t appear healthy and apparently didn’t weigh much either, or perhaps it was simply Luke’s immense strength. Luke looped an arm around her waist and carried her back to the couch. 
 
    Father hurried to her side. He checked her head and back. She didn’t appear to be bleeding. 
 
    “Is she okay?” I asked. 
 
    Luke shrugged. “Probably. She gets knocked out a lot. She’s used to it.” 
 
    I didn’t know if he was being serious or sarcastic. Luke grinned, wolfishly. Smiling like that, I could tell he was part lupine. 
 
    Father frowned at Luke’s words. “I can’t find any obvious injuries. We’ll have to see how she feels when she wakes.” 
 
    Di crossed her arms. “Any suggestions to keep her calm when she wakes again?” 
 
    “Nope,” Luke replied. “You’ll probably have to restrain her. That’s what they did in the lab.” 
 
    He spoke of everything at O’Brien so candidly and calmly. I couldn’t tell if it was a coping mechanism or if the way they’d grown up wasn’t as traumatic as we’d all feared. He did say he ran in the wild several months a year. Granted, he was monitored the entire time, but still, he’d been outside and free. Surely, that helped, at least a little. 
 
    “Do we need to worry about him?” Jet pointed at the other guy. 
 
    Edgar was the smallest male in the house, which didn’t mean he was small, by any means, since the twins were built like wrestlers and Flint and Luke like Mack trucks, but he was the shortest. His ebony skin was clean and smooth, however. He seemed much healthier than Susannah. 
 
    “No, he’s usually pretty calm,” Luke replied. “Especially if you get him in water. That settles him right down if he’s riled up.” 
 
    We all sat back down, everyone on the edge of their seats, bodies tensed. Jacinda kept eyeing Luke. She’d been strangely quiet since he woke. 
 
    A little while later, Edgar and Susannah roused again. This time, however, we had the woman restrained. Edgar merely glanced around warily, pushing back into the sofa as he groggily opened his eyes. His gaze grew narrow and confused as he scanned the room. When he saw Luke, his tense shoulders relaxed, at least a little. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Are you gonna hurt me?” he asked warily, his words lilted in a strange accent. 
 
    Di’s face softened. “No. We’re here to help.” 
 
      
 
    FIVE WHOLE DAYS passed with all of us living together. Since Father didn’t want us leaving the house, it gave the twelve of us plenty of time to get to know one another. 
 
    Each day we scanned the Chicago news for details on O’Brien. Since nothing was reported on Marcus on any channel, we knew that he lived. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. While I didn’t want murder on my conscience, I also knew that Marcus would never let us live in peace. 
 
    The official report hadn’t been released on the explosion. It would probably be months before that happened, but so far, there was no mention of our names or pictures of us. I could only hope it stayed that way. 
 
    As for us adjusting to Luke, Susannah and Edgar – in a way, it was like living in a different country. Some of the behaviors and customs of our newest family members were completely foreign. Regardless, we slowly adjusted to the addition of them. It was strange, living with people who were part animal. 
 
    I’d often watch Susannah. She seemed to like spending her time on the balcony, perched on the railing. Literally. She’d hop onto it, her toes lengthening into talons as they curled around the railing to keep her in place. She’d sit like that for hours, smelling the breeze, cocking her head at unnatural speed when she seemed to detect movement below. Even though she’d sit like that with only her toes transformed, her behavior was clearly anything but human. 
 
    A few times she transitioned into a bald eagle. I never saw the actual transformation, but she was hard to miss once she was flying. For one, she was huge. Her wingspan had to be at least twelve feet. She dominated the skies. Smaller birds and vultures disappeared when she soared above. She was breathtaking to watch. 
 
    Luckily, her aggressive anger when she’d woken initially in the living room was short lived. Once Luke explained to her what happened and who we were, she calmed right down. She wasn’t exactly loquacious, however. For the most part, she kept to herself and would spend hours outside listening to sounds and smelling the fresh desert air. Sometimes I’d catch a smile on her face. She seemed content, like all she ever wanted was to be free. 
 
    It made me wonder how much human was left in her and how she would ever live in society. Given how she acted right now, it didn’t seem likely she would ever fit into the normal world. But that was a problem we would have to solve another day. 
 
    Edgar on the other hand, seemed more human than otter. Luke was right about the water. Edgar took baths a couple times a day, spending hours at a time in the tub. Apparently, he wasn’t allowed to do that in the warehouse, but since he could do as he pleased now, that was where he chose to spend a lot of his time. He said it made him feel calm and happy. 
 
    “Like a ‘lil kid a’ a candy store,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Another strange thing about him? He spoke with a cockney accent. None of us knew why. Luke would shrug, saying Edgar had always been a bit peculiar. Apparently, being British was the nationality Edgar decided he identified with after watching Mary Poppins as a little kid. 
 
    As for Luke, he had asserted himself into our group like he had been with us from the beginning. Of the three we had rescued, he seemed the most normal and our only hope of learning anything about O’Brien. Neither Susannah nor Edgar would talk about Marcus, Albert or the pharmaceutical company. The few times we tried to talk to them about it, they had shut down like virus infected computers, their faces blank and quiet. Father instructed us to not ask them again. He felt their psyches were fragile. I had to agree. Too much added pressure and one of them could crack. 
 
    Thankfully, Luke was not fragile. When we asked him about Marcus, he got growly and his eyes flickered, but he still answered all of our questions. From what he told us, Marcus was still actively involved in Project Renatus. However, there was no talk of kidnapping new children. Apparently, the new CEO of O’Brien Pharmaceuticals didn’t share the beliefs of his father, the man who’d been CEO when Father, Marcus and Albert began the project. The current CEO forbid any further progression of Project Renatus. It was the only reason Marcus and Albert hadn’t continued kidnapping and experimenting on more children over the years. 
 
    “So it was just Marcus visiting you for the past few years?” Di asked one night. 
 
    It was dark out. I craned my head to look out the dining room window. Susannah was on the balcony again while Edgar was down the hall with Amber watching a movie. The rest of us sat around the dining table, getting more info out of the werewolf. Even though he wasn’t a werewolf, that’s what all of us had taken to calling him since he didn’t seem to mind. It was certainly easier than calling him a genetically enhanced lupine male or whatever Father had said Luke’s file was labeled. 
 
    Luke nodded. “The other ones, three guys and a woman, stopped coming to the lab years ago.” 
 
    Father rattled off who those people were. “They were all in Marcus’ group. They were his assistants. So as Project Renatus became dormant, fewer and fewer researchers were allowed into the warehouse?” Father asked Luke. 
 
    “Yeah, at least from what I could gather. For the past few months, there were only two guards with us. There used to be more. It seemed with each passing week, fewer people came in.” 
 
    “What about Albert Darlington?” Father asked. 
 
    “Albert who?” 
 
    “The man in charge of the elemental group?” 
 
    “Oh, that guy. He disappeared years ago after his entire group died. Those kids were given more drugs than any of us. None of them could hold up to them.” 
 
    Father paled. With shaky fingers, he pinched the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Since I barely remembered anyone from the other groups, I didn’t actually know who had died. Father, however, did. For all I knew, he had helped find those ten kids that Albert had experimented on. 
 
    “When…” Father cleared his throat. “When did the last…child die in that group?” 
 
    Luke scratched his chin. A few days’ worth of stubble coated it. It sounded like scratching sandpaper as he rubbed his cheeks. “Hmm…had to have been at least ten years by now. Weren’t there only seven or eight kids left in Albert’s group when you disappeared with your group?” 
 
    Father nodded. “Two died in one month after Albert gave them all the same drug. That’s when I knew I needed to get everyone out.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes flickered. “The rest died within a year or two after you left. Albert kept drugging them.” 
 
    For a brief moment, a memory came crashing back. It was of Flint and me watching Breaking Bad in the barn behind our cabin in the Forbidden Hills. It was a recent memory. I’d been nineteen, Flint twenty-three. Father had bought all five seasons of the show for us to watch. Scratchy hay rubbed against our limbs on a warm summer night as we cuddled in front of the laptop. We had been on season two, and the episode was about the little redhead boy, living with his drug addicted parents in their filthy home. His parents would leave him for days at a time as they combed the streets for their next hit. 
 
    Images of that filthy boy swirled through my mind. Perhaps that was how we lived before Father kidnapped us from our neglectful, abusive parents. 
 
    I hated the word, kidnapped. It made what Father did sound so vile and evil. Father was anything but that, although Marcus and Albert seemed to represent those words quite well. But still, who knew how any of us would have ended up – living in circumstances like the ones we were born into. I often thought about it. What kind of adults would we have been? Drug addicts too? Inflicted with horrible mental illness from all of the horrific abuse we’d have suffered? Perhaps brain damaged or heavily scarred from the physical blows our parents had dealt us? 
 
    It didn’t justify what Father, Marcus and Albert had done. They had stolen us and drugged us. There was nothing noble about that. In a way, it was simply exchanging one form of abuse for another. I shivered as I remembered those cold underground rooms in the subterranean level. Our deplorable homes above ground had only been exchanged for cold ones underneath. 
 
    However, it had been Father’s hope that we would all have better lives. All thirty of us. Not just those of us in his experimental group. If Marcus and Albert had not been so bent on forming the perfect drug, if they had been more interested in helping the children under their care flourish into healthy, capable adults with enhanced abilities, it could have turned out so much better. 
 
    All of them could have turned out like us. Healthy. Happy. Whole. 
 
    My heart clenched at the thought of those children dying in that place. It was wrong. So, very, very wrong. Albert and Marcus needed to pay. We needed to stop them from hurting anyone ever again. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a minute.” Father stood and walked out of the room, his arm trailing along the wall as if to steady himself. Grief made his cloud flow heavily behind him. 
 
    I watched him go as another thought struck me. Perhaps Project Renatus was never intended to give us better lives as the project’s pioneers. Perhaps that had only been Father being naïve and foolish. Originally, the entire purpose of Project Renatus had been to derive drugs that made humans better…more. Those drugs were intended to be sold privately, marketed to the rich and elite. Only, that goal was unattainable. Ultimately, adults could not survive the drug’s demands. With that downward descent, the project grew out of hand. Marcus and Albert had basically turned into mad scientists. Desperate to create the perfect human, they’d become drunk on their own ambition, experimenting on children at any cost. Only Father’s intentions stayed pure. 
 
    Flint watched Father leave. Flint’s expression was hard, his cloud unforgiving. It still saddened me that his opinion of Father hadn’t changed. I thought maybe, just maybe, he’d start to view Father differently, but if there was one thing Flint was good at – it was not forgiving those who’d hurt him. 
 
    Nobody said anything after Father disappeared. Luke’s eyes would flicker every now and then as he drummed his fingers against the table. Faint noise from the movie Amber and Edgar watched occasionally drifted into the room. Everyone else sat quietly, staring out the windows or looking lost in thought. 
 
    Mica finally broke the silence when she stood. “I’m gonna get a drink. Anybody want one?” 
 
    Jet’s eyes lit up. “Is it alcoholic?” 
 
    “It can be,” Mica said. 
 
    “Count me in,” Jet replied. 
 
    Jasper stood. “Let’s see what else the cellar holds.” The three of them left the kitchen, their footsteps trailing down the stairs as they descended to the basement. 
 
    That left me, Flint, Di, Jacinda and Luke in the dining room. Jacinda watched the latest newcomer with sideways glances. If I didn’t know her so well, I wouldn’t have noticed her curious stares at Luke. However, I wasn’t the only one who picked up on it. 
 
    “Something you’d like to know?” Luke asked in a deep voice. A small smile tugged on his lips. He turned his golden eyes on Jacinda. 
 
    My sister visibly jumped. 
 
    “Oh, um, I…” she stammered. 
 
    Luke turned his upper body toward her and draped an arm over his chair. His massive chest and shoulders were practically the width of two chairs. His voice dropped. “Yes?” 
 
    Jacinda clasped her hands. A rosy pink filled her cheeks. “I was, ah…wondering how it is that you’re so…normal?” 
 
    “Normal?” Luke’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    Flint smiled. He put an arm around my shoulders as he, Di and I watched the exchange. 
 
    “You know,” Jacinda said. “You’re not like Edgar or Susannah.” 
 
    Susannah still perched on the railing, the cold winter breeze ruffling her long, black hair. 
 
    Jacinda pursed her lips. “They both seem rather…different from you. You know, quieter and less…well…less confident.” Her cheeks were now bright red. 
 
    Luke grinned, a glint coming into his golden eyes. “Well, beautiful, I was his favorite. Marcus treated me better than he did the others. Not nearly as much torture. Maybe that’s why I’m so normal.” 
 
    Jacinda blushed when he called her beautiful. Actually blushed. I’d never in my life seen Jacinda rattled by any man. It wasn’t until a second later, that I processed what he said. 
 
    My head snapped back. “Torture?” 
 
    Luke leaned back in his chair. “Albert especially, from what I remember. When the kids in his group started dying, he seemed to believe they were doing it on purpose. That they were dying to defy him.” He snorted. “What a crock. That guy was as bad as Marcus. Neither seemed to care when kids died, but Marcus did seem to like me for some reason. I never did find out why.” 
 
    I shuddered. The kids in Marcus and Albert’s group would have definitely been better off left on the streets. 
 
    “So I guess that’s why I’m normal. Four months or so every year, I got out to run. I think that’s why I’m not so whack-a-do. The others,” he nodded to where Susannah perched. “They only got out a few days here and there.” 
 
    “How cruel,” Jacinda frowned. 
 
    A noise sounded on the stairs. Mica, Jet and Jasper returned. Jasper carried a six pack of beer. So did Jet. They popped the tops off the beers and returned to their seats. 
 
    “What are you guys talking about?” Jet asked after taking a long swallow. 
 
    “Yeah, what’d we miss?” Mica’s fingers curled around some German beer with a name I couldn’t pronounce. 
 
    “Luke was telling us how Albert and Marcus tortured some of the kids in their groups.” Flint’s energy picked up, but his expression gave away nothing. 
 
    “Tortured?” Mica visibly flinched. 
 
    “But Luke got to run for a few months a year, outside,” I said. “He was free from O’Brien during that time. That’s why he’s normal.” 
 
    Luke met Jacinda’s gaze again. “If I’d known all I had to do was run to Colorado to find someone as gorgeous as you, I would have found you years ago.” 
 
    Jacinda swallowed audibly, a flush staining her cheeks. 
 
    Mica’s earlier horror seemed to die away as she laughed. She snorted a few times. “Luke, how can a wolf, who’s been held captive most of his life, be a womanizer?” 
 
    Luke’s eyebrows rose. “What’s a womanizer?” 
 
    Mica and the twins almost fell over laughing. I found myself smiling too, despite the horrors Luke so casually spoke of. The twins and Mica always had a way of lightening the mood. 
 
    “You’ve got some serious moves, bro.” Jet clapped Luke on the back. 
 
    Luke simply shrugged, as if he had no idea what they were talking about. 
 
    Footsteps sounded in the hallway. Amber burst into the kitchen. 
 
    “Guys!” Amber shrieked. “Quick! Come see this!” She turned on her heel and sprinted out of the room. 
 
    Our laughter and smiles died. We all rushed after her. She ran down the hall back into the theater. Edgar still sat on the couch, a bowl of popcorn sitting hap hazardously in his lap. It looked about to spill at any second. Father appeared in the doorway too. 
 
    “What?” Father asked. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Look!” Amber pointed at the large screen on the wall. An image on the TV showed the burning warehouse in Chicago. 
 
    “Turn it back up,” Amber said to Edgar. 
 
    He fumbled with the remote. When it became obvious he had no idea how to use it, Di whisked it from his hands. A second later, the sound came on. 
 
    The images on the screen flipped back and forth to footage of the burning warehouse and O’Brien’s headquarters. It was a news segment. A newscaster’s voice talked in the background, highlighting the explosion. 
 
    Amber trembled in her seat. “I flipped the news on after our movie ended. This was on.” 
 
    The image on the screen shifted back to the newsroom. An anchorwoman shuffled papers before saying, “Authorities are still looking for the group responsible for the explosion at O’Brien Pharmaceuticals last week. Video surveillance cameras showed this van–” 
 
    The screen flipped to a still image of the van we’d driven. A fuzzy picture of Di at the driver’s seat was visible. My stomach sank. 
 
    “The woman driving has not been identified, but authorities believe as many as eight people were involved in the explosion and are asking the public to come forward with any information.” 
 
    The camera shifted again, this time to a man in an expensive suit and tie. A scuffed bruise marred his cheek. Other than that, no one would ever guess he’d been thrown fifty feet from a building only six days ago. 
 
    I shuddered. Luke growled. Father’s sharp intake of breath made me turn. My eyes widened when I saw Father’s face. All color had drained from it. 
 
    Marcus stood in front of a building. A sign behind him read O’Brien Pharmaceuticals. Steel gray hair was expertly cut around his head, but his eyes were the same as they’d been six days ago. Cold and dead looking. 
 
    Marcus looked directly at the camera when the newscaster asked him what the company’s reaction had been to the explosion. 
 
    He spoke in a cold voice. “Our company is working with authorities to track down the perpetrators. I have no doubt we’ll find them, and when we do, justice will be served.” 
 
    The cold way he uttered the words and the direct way he stared at the camera made me feel as if he was speaking directly to us. 
 
    His determined gaze and cold smile said one thing. 
 
    He was coming for us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A cold winter breeze rolled across my cheeks. The pitch black sky stretched above with its dazzling array of stars. Flint’s warm side pressed against mine as we gazed upward. 
 
    The fountain had finally turned off. With its silent winter hibernation came a feeling of death and isolation. It was quiet now in the backyard. The only sounds were the wind, our breathing and the occasional shifting of pebbles beneath our blanket. Flint held me closely to his side. Ever since that news segment earlier this evening, a general feeling of anxiety had strummed in his cloud. 
 
    “He’s not going to stop, is he?” I said quietly. 
 
    Flint took a deep breath. In that sound, I heard the weight of the world. “No.” 
 
    I pushed up on my elbow and settled my chin on Flint’s chest. Marcus’ image kept swirling through my mind. First, the outline of him in the warehouse, his long trench coat swaying around his legs. Then, the image of him on TV when he promised to enact revenge. And last, a distant memory of him when I was a little girl. He’d held me down on a metal gurney before plunging a needle into my arm. His black menacing cloud had pulsed around him. 
 
    I shivered. 
 
    Flint wrapped his arms around me. I lay my cheek on his chest and listened to his strong heartbeat within. “We’re strong, though. We can beat him. I’m not a little girl anymore and none of us are weak.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I pushed up so I could see him again. “So why are you so worried? We rescued Luke, Susannah and Edgar. All of us escaped alive and well. And, every day we become more in tuned to our abilities. We can beat him, Flint. I know we can.” 
 
    He smiled and tenderly brushed a strand of hair from my face. “You’re fearless and brave. I love that about you.” 
 
    I snorted. “Fearless, not really, and brave…well, I’m still scared but I know we can do this.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He sighed heavily again. 
 
    “Have faith in us,” I said quietly. “Have faith in me. I can take care of myself. I finally know that. And while I may still lose things all of the time and want to do impulsive acts, I’m getting better. I don’t rush quite so headfirst into things, and I still know exactly where my birth control is. I think.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Are you saying that you didn’t leave it under your jeans on the bed this morning?” 
 
    “Is that where it is? I thought I left it on the bathroom sink by my toothbrush?” 
 
    “Just kidding. It’s still there.” 
 
    I smiled and playfully pinched his shoulder. “But in all seriousness, babe. We’re going to be okay. I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, but if we work together and function as a family – we can do this. And then…we’ll finally have what we’ve always wanted. A life, a real life, in the world where we act and live like everyone else.” 
 
    “I’d love to have that with you.” 
 
    “We will. Now, we just have to find a way to beat Marcus so that dream can come true.” 
 
    “Come here.” He pulled me back to his side. Some of the anxiety left his cloud. Love and hope now filled it too. 
 
    I settled against him as an eagle scream filled the air. Susannah soared above, her outline flashing across the moon. So many changes had happened within our family and so many challenges waited ahead, yet if there was one thing I learned – it was that as a family we were strong, and together we could do anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CONTINUE THE STORY 
 
    REBORN – Book 3 in The Lost Children Trilogy is available on Amazon.com! 
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 AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you’re reading this, you probably just finished the second book in The Lost Children Trilogy. Only one book to go! :) 
 
    Thank you so much for reading my work. As you may already know, I’m an indie author. As for what that means… I don’t have a publishing house backing me. In other words, the only people I communicate with about my books are those that I hire to do my artwork and editing, and of course you, my reader. If you’d like to contact me, feel free! You can message me via social media on the below links. And nope, I don’t have an assistant – I respond to all emails personally. 
 
    Lastly, I’d really, really appreciate it if you’d leave a review. Goodreads is great, but a review on Amazon is even better. Amazon has a ranking system for its authors – the higher you rank, the more visibility you get. And guess what helps ranking? Reviews! So if you enjoyed Remembered, please consider swiping to the end of this book and filling out Amazon’s review form. It’ll only take a minute or two of your time to delegate a star rating and write a sentence or two about what you thought. Remember what I said about not having a publishing house? Leaving a review is the best way to help me keep writing books. 
 
    I’ll end my note here. Thank you again for reading my work. I hope you enjoyed it. Take care and happy reading! K- xx 
 
      
 
    Facebook: www.facebook.com/authorkristastreet 
 
      
 
    Twitter: https://twitter.com/Author_K_Street 
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