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CHAPTER ONE

The bald eagle soared above. Her wings spanned twelve feet, almost double the size of a normal female. The eagle swooped to the ground in the surrounding desert, her magnificent wings cupping to slow her descent. Piercing, razor sharp talons opened. The rabbit didn’t see her coming. Her approach was silent. Deadly.
Cold winter wind whipped my dark red hair around my shoulders. Di and I stood on the deck of our remote Northern Arizona home. Susannah continued to claw the rabbit in the desert, beyond the walled backyard.
Di crossed her arms. “Do you know how long it’s been since she’s transformed, Lena?”
“Over three days.”
A brooding expression grew on Di’s face. “That’s the longest she’s gone yet.”
The air rustled her black locks. She’d cut it the other day, complaining that her hair was getting too long. Those midnight locks now sat perfectly shaped at chin length. The cut framed her oval face, complimenting her olive skin and dark eyes. The bob suited her personality. Sharp, severe and straight.
A shiver struck me. I wrapped my arms around myself. I hadn’t grabbed a jacket when Di and I raced outside to watch Susannah fly overhead. “She’s becoming more animal than human.”
Di sighed heavily. “I know.”
“That could be a problem. If we knew she’d never be spotted by the DNR or an astute bird watcher, we wouldn’t have to worry. But she’s too big. Someone’s bound to notice, and if they choose to investigate, we could have trouble. No other eagle comes close to her size.”
“You’re right.” Di’s gaze didn’t leave our newest family member.
In the distance, Susannah, in her eagle form, tore apart the now-dead rabbit. Her giant beak opened and ripped a chunk out of the animal. I imagined congealing blood dripping from the puncture wounds as she pierced the hide, crimson drops falling into the Arizona desert sand. Susannah let out a sharp cry. With a few flaps, she climbed high into the sky. The rabbit dangled listlessly from her talons. Susannah grew smaller until she disappeared from view.
I didn’t know where Susannah went when she fled to the mountains. Probably some place close to open water, since most eagles preferred dwellings by large lakes or rivers. The dry, open terrain around the house wasn’t exactly eagle friendly. The desert also didn’t give her many good places to perch. And while she’d sometimes return and perch on the home’s deck railing, she was doing it less and less.
The impressive backyard, with its fifteen foot tall perimeter walls and expertly landscaped rock gardens, stretched in front of us. The grounds were huge. We had plenty of space to roam even though twelve of us lived in the house. However, Susannah frequented it less and less. A lot of times, it was just eleven of us.
I shivered again. It was the beginning of December. Each day the high mountain desert sent promises of snow in her chilly breeze and crisp mornings.
“Maybe being exposed is what we need.” My teeth chattered. “If everyone knows about us, what harm can Marcus do?”
Di’s eyes grew hard. “I won’t be studied again. Doctors will want to study us.”
Her tone was so vehement, I took a step back. “I don’t want to be studied either, but in a way, I feel Marcus’ threats are similar to blackmail. He doesn’t want anyone to know what he and Albert Darlington did to us and the other lost children. They’ll go to prison if they’re discovered. But, if we expose ourselves, we take away that leverage and perhaps the repercussions won’t be that bad. We’re exposed, maybe studied, and Marcus is left with no reason to come after us. Everything would be out in the open. What could he do to us then?”
“Revenge.”
I clenched my jaw, stopping my chattering teeth. She was right. A sane person would probably give up if he knew he’d lost the battle.
An image of Marcus confronting me in the warehouse only a week ago swirled in my mind. Those cold eyes. That baleful stare. From what I’d seen, Marcus wasn’t sane. More like Insane, with a capital I. He didn’t seem to find anything wrong with entrapping people and mercilessly studying them.
“But we’re strong together. We can beat him. I know we can.” Somehow my tone wasn’t quite as convincing as it had been the other night. At that time, I’d tried to reassure Flint that we could handle Marcus, but suddenly, I wasn’t so sure.
Di’s lips pursed. She rubbed her arms. “Let’s go back in. It’s getting cold.”
We found everyone else, except for Mica, Jasper and Flint, in the home theater. Scents of popcorn filled the air. I guessed someone had watched a movie not too long ago. However, Father was currently replaying the news clip featuring Marcus. It had aired on TV the other day. He watched it with a frown, his arms crossed. As usual, he wore an expensive sweater and pressed slacks. Outside of the Forbidden Hills, Father never wore hiking gear. And despite looking like an aging grandfather, his mind was sharp.
The sound of Marcus’ voice filled the movie theater room. Goosebumps rose on my arms.
In the news clip, Marcus essentially promised to find us and enact revenge for what we’d done to O’Brien’s research facility. That facility had housed Project Renatus—the project under which we were experimented on as young children. That project gave us our extrasensory abilities.
Father had abandoned the project fifteen years ago in hopes of keeping us safe. He whisked the eight of us to the wilds of Colorado to live in hiding in hopes of avoiding Marcus’ wrath and O’Brien’s sadistic practices. And while most of us weren’t blood related, we considered each other family. It didn’t matter that Father wasn’t actually our biological parent. He was like a father to me.
For the past fifteen years, Father had done everything in his power to keep us safe. Now, our safety was in jeopardy. Choosing to rescue the new three—Susannah, Luke and Edgar—from O’Brien’s subterranean lab in Chicago had opened a door to a long dead world that Father thought we had escaped. Since returning from Chicago, we’d holed up in this house, trying to figure out what to do from here.
“Turn it off, Father,” Jacinda pleaded. “There’s nothing more we can learn.”
My half-sister, my only blood relation in our strange family, sat on the plush couch beside Luke. Jacinda’s long blond hair, supermodel looks and coltish legs would draw anyone’s eye. As always, she was breathtaking. However, she looked tenser than normal. Her eyes weren’t as bright, and worry lined her lips. The stress of everything finally seemed to be catching up with everyone.
Father didn’t seem to hear her, though. He pressed a button on the remote and watched the clip again from the beginning. Marcus’ words and gaze chilled me as he stared at the news camera. He promised to find the perpetrators and hold them accountable for blowing up O’Brien’s warehouse. His eyes were cold and dead looking. They were the eyes of a soulless man.
I remembered Marcus’ cloud, not only from when I was four years old and imprisoned within O’Brien’s cells but also from my encounter with him only a week ago. His aura, or cloud as I called them, was pitch black and scary looking. Marcus’ cloud was as evil as they got. I still shuddered thinking about it.
A subtle wave of air drifted across my cheeks when the theater’s door opened. Flint strode in, his broad shoulders and strong pectorals defined in his fitted t-shirt. His gaze warmed when he saw me. “Lena, there you are.”
He slipped his arms around my waist. Spice, wood and tangerines fluttered to my senses. I’d know that scent anywhere. The anxiety that had been strumming through me abated. The safe feeling that Flint evoked folded over me, enveloping me in its warmth, like a soft cocoon welcoming me home.
“I’ve been looking for you.” He leaned down and kissed my neck.
The intimate affection got an envious look from Amber and an amused one from Jet. The blue eyed, dark haired twin loved to tease me about Flint. Amber however, the youngest in our group, always watched us with longing.
Amber stole a glance at Edgar, her eyes darting toward him from under her pixie haircut.
Edgar sat beside her, his coffee brown skin as dark as chocolate, but he appeared oblivious to her questioning gaze.
“Where were you?” Flint asked.
I curled my fingers around his strong forearms. “Di and I saw Susannah flying overhead. We stepped outside to watch.”
“She’s still an eagle then.” Flint let go after one last kiss on my neck. “Di?” he called. “Can I speak to you?”
Di left Father’s side and followed her brother out of the room.
I watched them go. I couldn’t believe I ever thought they were together. When I’d first re-met everyone in August, four months ago, I thought Di and Flint were dating from the way they secretly spoke and sought the other out.
Now, it was so obvious they were siblings—true blood relations. Both had naturally tanned skin from their Hispanic or Mediterranean heritage, dark eyes, tall builds and steely demeanors. The only real difference between the two was hair color. Di’s hair was midnight black whereas Flint’s was a beautiful chestnut brown. His thick hair curled around the edges. The soft feel of it made me ache to thread my fingers through it.
Of course, if Father hadn’t taken our memories away eight months ago, and sent all of us on a wild chase around the country searching for one another, I would have known Flint only ever wanted one person.
Me.
Flint and I had been close for as long as I could remember. He’d always been my best friend, but in the past three years, that friendship had evolved into a relationship that went deeper than anything I could have imagined.
I liked to think of myself as a woman who could stand on her own two feet. I think I proved I was more than capable of that, not only during my four months of homeless life, but also by dealing with Marcus single handedly at the warehouse last week. Still, if something happened to Flint, if for some reason he was taken from me…
“We have a problem.”
Father’s statement snapped me out of my thoughts. Father sat in front of his laptop at the bar behind the couch. Thankfully, he had turned the TV off while I’d been lost in my daydreams.
“What’s wrong?” Jacinda tensed.
“Marcus,” Father replied. “It seems he’s found my bank accounts.”




CHAPTER TWO

“Bank accounts?” Edgar cocked his head.
“What does that mean?” Luke growled. The new and biggest member in our family eyed my sister every now and then. Luke was huge, over six foot four and built like a two-ton truck. He could also transform into a wolf, and although he wasn’t a werewolf, for simplicity’s sake that’s what we had taken to calling him. Luckily, he didn’t seem to mind.
Father’s brow furrowed. “It means I don’t have access to any money in these accounts, at the moment at least.”
Fear grew in Amber’s gaze. “But why would he do that?”
Jet cocked a dark eyebrow. “Well…I may be completely off here but I’m guessing it has something to do with that little explosion we caused. Nothing like blowing up one’s building to cause a little feud. Or perhaps it’s because we freed his research subjects. Maybe that didn’t sit well with him either.” Jet raised his muscled arms, as if in surrender. “Like I said, only guessing on this one.”
Amber rolled her eyes. “Thank you, Mr. Comedian.”
The rest of us ignored Jet’s sarcastic jabs. This wasn’t a laughing matter.
As a former biomedical researcher for O’Brien Pharmaceuticals, Father had made millions from his chemical creations. However, he’d also been born wealthy. Money was something he’d always had.
My insides stilled at the thought of that safety line cut. We counted so much on Father’s immense wealth. It allowed us to do everything. Hide, travel, buy ridiculously expensive, but secure houses on a moment’s notice. Without those funds, then what?
I joined Father. The computer screen glowed in the dim room. From what I could see, he was right. His accounts were frozen. “Are you sure it’s Marcus behind this? Maybe the bank froze them for another reason.”
“No, it’s him,” Father said grimly. “I wondered if he would try to find my money first, before finding me. Now that he knows we’re all alive and living in hiding, he’d have figured the only way that’s possible is because of my resources. And since money is easier to find than us, he’s going after that first.” He sighed heavily.
At times like this, Father truly looked his age. Gray hair, sharp hazel eyes lined with wrinkles, a bulbous nose and a medium build didn’t exactly scream genius researcher. The only advantage Father had? His looks were deceiving. Having taken the first generation drugs of the eight he had administered to us made him stronger than most men his age. His eyesight and hearing were that of a thirty-year-old, and he had an uncanny intuition to people’s intentions, but he wasn’t immortal.
He was still aging.
“I need to find Diamond.” Father snapped his laptop closed, the sound magnified in the quiet room. “Do you know where she went, Galena?”
I shrugged. “With Flint somewhere.”
Father left.
Everyone else watched him go, all except Mica and Jasper. I had no idea where those two were, but I guessed in one of their rooms doing something similar to what Flint and I had done that afternoon. Since I’d gone on birth control, Flint and I were once again a true couple in every sense of the word. Most of the time, we couldn’t keep our hands off each other.
“What do you think that was all about?” Amber’s large doe eyes grew wider.
“I’m not entirely sure,” I replied.
Luckily, before Amber became really worked up, Edgar sidled closer to her side.
“No worries, love,” he said in his peculiar Cockney accent. “Conroy’ll sort i’ out. Now, I ‘fink we should watch an’oer flick. What you say, love?”
Amber smiled, a dark pink filling her cheeks. “Yeah, that would be fun. Do you want to pick one or should I?”
Edgar murmured something else. I didn’t catch it, but I did hear the strange lilt in a few words. None of us had commented yet on Edgar’s accent. Not even the twins. Considering Edgar had been born in Pittsburgh, not east London, his way of talking made no sense. It was even more bizarre since he’d grown up in O’Brien’s research facility and had never traveled abroad.
However, according to Luke, Edgar had watched Mary Poppins as a child during one particularly brutal drug treatment. Luke explained that Edgar now identified with the British culture, subsequently adopting a hybrid accent. Father believed it was another defense mechanism—a way Edgar distanced himself from the horrors of O’Brien. Mary Poppins was safe and good, and safety and beneficence were something all children craved. Perhaps Edgar had mentally transported himself into the film during that hellacious treatment. A mental transportation he never emerged from.
Luke, Jet, Jacinda and I exited the room while Amber and Edgar surveyed the impressive DVD collection.
Once in the hallway, I closed the door behind us.
Jet crossed his arms, his large biceps bulging. “Is it as bad as it sounds?”
I took a deep breath and shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t really know how it works when a bank freezes your accounts.”
“Don’t you need to go into the bank in person to clear it up?” Jacinda’s brow puckered.
“I’m sure that’s what Marcus is hoping for,” Luke growled. “Why search the country for us when he can make us come to him?”
WE FOUND FATHER, Di and Flint in Father’s study. A gas fire glowed in the fireplace, casting an eerie light in the dim room. Father sat at his desk. Di and Flint flanked his sides. Both looked over Father’s shoulders at the computer screen.
“He’s locked three of my seven accounts.” Father frowned. “Luckily, my overseas banks have not been sabotaged so we’re still all right.”
I bit my lip. “Do we need to stop spending money?”
Father scratched his chin. “Not on everyday items, no, but at the moment, I don’t have enough cash flow to purchase a secure home while also maintaining payments to my outside contacts. Acquiring money from my overseas accounts takes time.”
My throat tightened.
“What are the chances he’ll get to the overseas banks?” Di asked.
“Nearly impossible. Although, I would have said the same for my U.S. accounts last week, but obviously, he’s found a way around that. I can’t guarantee the same won’t happen with the off shore banks as well.”
I studied the screens. “How do you think he froze them?”
“Marcus is similar to me in some ways. He grew up in a wealthy, influential family. Both of us have friends in high places. My guess is, since the warehouse incident, he’s now focused one hundred percent of his time on finding us. He probably made a few calls and cashed in some favors.”
Flint’s eyebrows rose. “So we close those accounts and open new ones?”
“Or will that only guarantee to Marcus that he’s found Father’s money?” I countered. “What if he knows about the other ones and is waiting to see what we do? Then what?”
Father leaned back in his chair, his frown deepening. “I need to make a few calls. If you wouldn’t mind…”
I took the hint. Father always wanted privacy when he called outside contacts. Despite being adults, he still sheltered us from that side of his life. “Right, we’ll clear out.”
Luke, Jacinda and I readily headed toward the door, but Flint had to practically drag Di from Father’s side. Di worked more closely with Father than any of us. She truly was his right-hand man, or rather, woman.
I wrapped my arms around myself as we walked down the hall toward the living room. It felt like an ominous presence followed, like Marcus was right at our heels. I actually had to make myself not look over my shoulder since I knew I was being ridiculous. Still, Marcus had found Father’s money so quickly.
“We should get dinner started.” Flint moved to my side, his hand brushing against my lower back.
Di’s midnight brows drew together. “Food is the last thing I’m concerned about.”
Flint shrugged. “I know, but we still need to eat.”
Luke put an arm around Jacinda’s shoulders, his massive forearm settling on her.
Jacinda jumped.
Luke just grinned. “It’ll be all right, beautiful. I’ll keep you safe. Nobody’s gonna mess with the big, bad wolf.”
Jacinda opened her mouth and then closed it. For a brief moment, my worry left me as I tried not to laugh. A blush actually stained my sister’s cheeks.
Di spun on her heel and retreated, probably to pace outside Father’s study. The woman was truly like a caged lion.
Flint nodded toward the kitchen. “Shall we?”
Flint steered me away while Luke continued wooing Jacinda. For once, my sister had met her match.
In the kitchen, Flint pulled out pans and ingredients from the fridge. We’d grocery shopped yesterday so there was plenty to choose from.
Flint worked calmly, as if the revelation about Father’s money had never happened. I, however, wrung my hands and stared at the stone countertops.
When Flint’s dark gaze met mine, he dropped the food on the counter and crossed the distance between us in one of his lightning fast moves.
The next thing I knew, steel arms were around me, his scent everywhere. I inhaled deeply. The familiar aroma of spice, wood and tangerines worked its magic. A feeling of safety followed. I wrapped my arms tightly around him and buried my face in his chest.
“What are we going to do?”
Flint bent his knees until we were at eye level. His dark irises, chestnut hair and olive complexion were all so familiarly sexy. “We’re going to unfreeze Conroy’s accounts, secure the rest of his money and go after Marcus.”
He said the words so casually, I chuckled.
His eyebrows rose. “What?”
“You act like it’s no big deal. That this is easily fixed.”
“I don’t know if I’d say easily, but we can fix this and we will.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Wasn’t it you the other day who was telling me we could beat Marcus? That together we’re strong?”
“I did say that.”
“Well, you managed to convince me. Where did that confidence go?”
His words helped relax my tense shoulders. We were strong. The rescue mission we initiated a week ago proved it. Together, we were formidable. Flint was right.
I stood up straighter and smoothed the curls from my face. I tucked a thick dark red strand behind my ear.
“Feeling better?”
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“Good, now let’s make supper.”
The rest of the night passed normally. Well, as normally as it could. We ate around the large dining table. But as much as everyone tried to act like everything was fine, a haze hung over us, dimming the mood and threatening to shatter the superficial feeling of safety. A part of me still felt assured. We were strong. We could beat Marcus. But the other part of me felt like that little girl trapped in O’Brien’s cell: alone, helpless and afraid.
It was only as I stared out the window that I realized how vulnerable of a position we were in. If something happened, if Marcus somehow tracked us to this house based off something he found from Father’s bank accounts, we’d have to leave. Immediately.
Yet, Susannah was missing. We couldn’t leave her behind.
My fork clattered to my plate as that implication set in. “We need to find Susannah!”




CHAPTER THREE

Flint’s hand sought mine. The energy around him kicked up a notch. Whenever something scared me, it was like he knew. His energy responded and flowed out of him. Energy only I could feel.
“If something were to happen. If Marcus were to track us to this house, we’d need to leave. Susannah would be left behind.” My voice shook.
“You’re right,” Father said quietly.
Jacinda’s eyes widened while Mica audibly swallowed a large bite of salmon. Her normally cheerful demeanor darkened. “How the heck are we gonna find her?” Mica took a large gulp of water. “She’s been gone, what? A couple of days?”
The floor to ceiling dining room windows created a mirrored effect in the room. Our images stared back.
“I can find her.” Luke’s deep voice rumbled.
“How?” Di asked sharply.
“I’ll track her.”
Amber cocked her head. Of the original eight of us, Amber was the best at tracking, thanks to her enhanced olfactory sense. “Have you tracked her before?”
Luke nodded. “It’s one of the experiments they had me do. They wanted to see how good my tracking abilities were.”
“But how can you track her if she doesn’t leave a scent on the ground?” Mica ripped a bite off her dinner roll. A few crumbs fell on her plate.
“I don’t use just scent.” Luke made a tapping movement on his head. “It’s all up here.”
Mica rolled her brown eyes. “That again?”
It wasn’t the first time Luke had alluded to his extrasensory abilities that bypassed the five senses. When we’d first met him last week, he’d known about Amber’s heightened sense of smell before we told him, as if he saw it inside her. He obviously had abilities like Di. Psychic abilities.
“So how do you track her?” Jasper asked. The twin looked skeptical, his arms crossed.
“I told you, it’s up here.” Luke tapped his head again.
Mica sighed in exasperation. “Yeah, but what does that mean?”
“It means I can see her, if I hone in on her. I get glimpses into what she’s thinking and feeling, and I’m able to see through her eyes for brief periods of time. It’s like she pops up on my radar. I sense where she is.”
Flint raised an eyebrow. “But how does that allow you to find her?”
“The connection is kind of like a magnet. It tells me which direction to go. I just follow it.”
Amber’s head cocked. “So you don’t use scent?”
“I do use scent, but that’s only part of it. If someone’s over fifty miles away, their scent’s too faint. Then, I just use what’s up here.” He tapped his head for the third time.
“I can track up to a hundred miles by scent,” Amber said.
Luke’s eyebrows rose. “That’s impressive.”
I leaned forward in my seat. “But how did you know that Amber could smell things? When we first met?”
“It was a feeling I got off her. It’s like…I knew. I don’t know how else to describe it.”
“Interesting.” Di tapped her chin.
Jacinda leaned forward too. “So is it only Susannah you can track?”
Luke’s caramel-colored hair ruffled his shoulders when he shook his head. “I could track Edgar too. And I’ve been with all of you long enough, I may be able to track you as well.”
Father took a sip of his wine before standing. “Can I leave the ten of you to find her tomorrow? I need to leave for a few days, to clean a few things up.”
My stomach fluttered. Susannah was missing. Father was leaving. Our finances hung in the balance. I sat up straighter. We all knew things wouldn’t be easy after we rescued Luke, Susannah and Edgar. Now, we had to step up to the plate. There was no way to hide from our new lives.
I nodded. “We’ll find her.”
DI’S TALL FORM moved back and forth in front of the floor to ceiling windows, her arms crossed as she paced. The early morning desert sky stared back. It was only six in the morning. A beautiful, pink and orange glow stretched along the horizon.
I’d tossed and turned all night, wondering where Susannah was, wishing we had an easy way to call her back. But we had no way to do that. Our only hope was Luke.
I jumped up from the couch. “Let’s wake Luke up.”
My statement stopped Di’s pacing. She placed her hands on her hips. Black pants and a long-sleeved black sweater covered her tall frame. “I’m giving him five more minutes, then I’ll wake him up.”
Jacinda fiddled with her turtleneck. She stood by the cold, empty fireplace. “Do you really think he can find her?”
Jasper shrugged. “He claims to be able to.”
“Right now, he’s the only chance we have.” Flint’s deep voice carried through the cavernous room.
“But can he, that’s the real question.” Jet raised a skeptical eyebrow.
“Of course I can.” Luke’s voice made Mica and Edgar jump. He appeared from around the corner, looking freshly showered. His massive shoulders filled the hall. A hint of aftershave wafted in the air as he trailed past the couch.
Jet tapped his watch. “About time, wolf. Did you not get the memo we wanted to set out early?”
Luke’s golden eyes flickered to the windows. The night had only just ended. “How early did you mean?”
His serious question got a laugh out of Jet. “Just messin’ with you, bro.”
“Let’s get a move on.” Di pulled her jacket on. “If Susannah’s flown somewhere remote, it may take all day to find her.”
WE ALL STOOD outside, waiting for Luke while he transformed. It was freezing out. Not literally, the temp hovered in the forties, but there was a biting wind that made my eyes water. I pulled my scarf tightly around my face.
Four wheelers and dirt bikes were parked at our sides. More things left behind by the previous celebrity owner. Our plan was to follow Luke if he was able to catch Susannah’s trail. I hoped the vehicles had enough gas to go the distance.
Flint stood beside me. The rest of the group huddled around. Luke had disappeared behind the house after instructing all of us to stay put. A few minutes had passed since then. I shuffled from foot to foot, wishing I’d put on thicker socks. I was about to go back inside to get a new pair when a shriek snapped my head up.
Amber’s hand flew to her mouth. Her eyes bulged.
I followed her gaze and swallowed a yelp.
A huge, tawny colored wolf padded toward us. He was quite simply, the largest wolf I’d ever seen. If I hadn’t known it was Luke, I would have bolted for the house. At his shoulders, he had to be close to four feet tall, and the razor sharp canines that poked out of his mouth looked entirely deadly.
“Whoa,” Jet muttered.
“No shit,” Jasper agreed.
Luke approached as silently as a bat flying at night. He brushed against Jacinda and chuffed.
Of all of us, Jacinda appeared the least apprehensive. She tentatively ran her fingers through his coat.
A low contented growl emitted from Luke.
Amber stepped forward eagerly. “What’s he feel like?”
Jacinda stroked his fur again. “Soft.”
Bundled up in a puffy jacket and knee high winter boots, Amber’s eyes shone brightly with excitement. She looked like a kid experiencing her first Christmas. She threaded her fingers through Luke’s fur. “Wow. He is really soft.”
Luke made another noise, and if I didn’t know better, also rolled his eyes.
The twins put their hands on their hips. Dark, curly hair peeked out from under their hats. Their bright blue eyes looked amused. Twitches, raised eyebrows and a few chuckles followed. Telepathy wasn’t subtle.
“Okay, ladies,” Jet drawled. “As fun as this petting zoo is, we have work to do, remember? Luke said he’s going to find Susannah.”
“Yeah,” Jasper added. “Let’s see if he actually can.”
Luke licked Jacinda’s free hand before he lifted his head. He exhaled forcefully, closed his eyes and then inhaled. He did that a few times before whining and taking off at a trot toward the gate.
We all jumped onto the four wheelers and dirt bikes. Once we exited the massive enclosed backyard, Luke took off at a lope.
We revved our engines. Sand and dirt kicked up around the tires. The twins and Di rode the dirt bikes. The rest of us sat on four wheelers.
It reminded me of Hideaway Hills, when we rounded up cattle. On the easier terrain, Pete and the cowboys rode four wheelers, only using horses for the harder to navigate mountainous region. A brief twinge of nostalgia filled me as I remembered Pete and Val. We hadn’t talked to them since leaving all those weeks ago. An ache formed in my chest every time I thought about them, but we all agreed it was too dangerous to contact them. With Marcus hunting us, the last thing we wanted was to put the ranching couple in jeopardy. If Marcus knew about them, he could use them as leverage. I’d surrender myself to Marcus in a second if I knew it would keep Pete and Val safe.
Thankfully, Luke moved fast which meant I had to concentrate on driving versus reminiscing about our previous home. The werewolf didn’t slow when cacti, rocks and hills got in the way. It was hard to keep up with everyone, since I wasn’t used to driving a four wheeler.
Flint, of course, stayed by my side. At our first particularly rough piece of terrain, he drove ahead and tried to guide me through it. After catching my irritated expression, he chuckled and pulled back.
I grinned and pushed through the terrain until I got the hang of it.
Despite my inexperience, I wanted to laugh as we chased Luke through the desert. Cold, winter air bit into my cheeks. My lungs constricted from the brisk temperature. The feel of the wind against my face, and the comradery of us all whooping and riding together infused adrenaline into my body.
We kept up the pace until we entered the mountains. We were truly miles away from the house and no longer on Father’s property. Nobody was out here. It was too remote. The nearest town was at least fifty miles away.
Luke stopped every now and then, to do his exhaling and inhaling thing. I guessed he was scenting for Susannah, although I had no idea how much he could actually smell given the distance we had covered. I figured part of it triggered his extrasensory ability, whatever that was.
When we reached the tree line, Luke stopped again. This time, he put his nose to the ground, pawed the pine needles and whined. Abruptly, he took off again and raced through the trees.
It was harder to keep up with him in the forest. Luke loped easily through the pines, but the wider four wheelers didn’t move as well.
Edgar got stuck between two trees. Amber, Jacinda, Jet and I stopped to help, but Luke kept going. The four of us waved everyone else away.
“Just keep up with him,” Jet called. “We’ll stay here and try to get him out.”
Flint’s gaze drifted to the area where we’d last seen Luke. “Mica, do you want to ride with me? We need your sight right now.”
Mica jumped off her four-wheeler before climbing on behind Flint.
“Which way?” Flint asked.
Mica raised her arm and pointed. “There.”
Flint gave me a questioning glance.
I shook my head. “I’m going to stay here too. You guys go.”
He nodded curtly and gunned the engine. A brief scent of pine kicked up before they peeled out. Di and Jasper followed on the dirt bikes. The rest of us stayed put.
As the sound of their engines grew fainter and fainter, the sounds of the forest slowly returned. Rock squirrels scampered about, a woodpecker hammered above and wind whistled through the trees.
“Let’s get this thing out.” Jet surveyed Edgar’s four wheeler. He tugged sharply.
It didn’t budge.
“Let me help,” Amber said.
She and Jet both pulled on the machine. It squeaked against the trees but didn’t move.
“Want me to give it a try?” I offered.
“By all means.” Jet bent over in a mocking bow.
I rolled my eyes. “You might want to stand back. Just to be safe.”
Edgar moved behind Jacinda, Amber and Jet.
I harnessed the energy inside me. It strummed to life. In the past few weeks, I’d become more and more competent at controlling my ability. Luckily, I’d had a breakthrough right before we rescued the three newest members in our family. I learned that I had to call upon my own aura before harnessing others. My energy was like a tether, an anchor, that allowed me to control the power from other living things. Without doing that, I had little to no control over other auras.
Pulling up my own power, I molded it into a ball. Another skill I was slowly mastering was doing this without switching my vision. At times, I could feel those energy fields that swirled around every animal and plant.
Similar to the twins and Di, my ability was within my mind. Everything I did was invisible to others.
Using my ball, I pushed at the back of the four wheeler. It didn’t move. Cocking my head, I moved the ball to the front and pushed from that side.
The machine moved an inch.
Edgar’s mouth dropped. He twirled in a circle. “How’d she do that?”
“You haven’t seen the half of it, my friend.” Jet chuckled.
Knowing I needed more power, I called on the energy fields around the trees and forest creatures. My energy ball quadrupled in size. It practically crackled in its intensity. If I’d wanted, I could have called upon the entire forest. There were so many life forces out here.
Sticking with the ball I had, I widened my stance. “This might be messy.”
The four stepped back.
I slammed my ball into the front of Edgar’s four wheeler. The sound of twisting metal and splintering wood filled the forest. The four wheeler popped free as if an invisible hand wrestled it out.
Edgar’s eyes turned to saucers. “Blimey!”
“I told you.” Jet smirked.
Deep grooves cut into the pines where it had been stuck. A moment of remorse for the damage I’d caused stung me. Hopefully, the grooves in the trees would heal.
Jacinda plucked her hands on her hips and surveyed the machine. “Do you think it’ll start?”
I eyed the bent handle bars and dispersed my ball, letting the energy return to its owners. “Only one way to find out.”
Edgar climbed aboard and turned the key. Luckily, it started. “Me finks drivin’ might be funny.” He turned the twisted handlebars.
Amber giggled. “You’ll manage.”
Edgar turned the four wheeler off again and swung his leg over it. He gazed above at the towering trees while sitting on the seat, his legs dangling down one side. “Pretty here, in’ it?”
“Very,” I agreed.
“Does it make you miss home too?” Amber asked.
I thought about the hidden cabin in the Forbidden Hills. The cabin we’d all grown up in. It had been surrounded by forest too. “Yeah.”
She stuffed her hands in her pockets. “Me too.”
The wind wasn’t quite as strong in the dense trees, and as the minutes passed, the anxiety in everyone’s clouds grew.
Jet paced a few times.
Jacinda kept glancing anxiously in the direction the others had gone. A few times, we heard a distant howl. Each time, an eager look formed on Jacinda’s face.
“It could be a coyote,” Jet said, a teasing lilt in his voice. “Not necessarily your werewolf.”
Jacinda glared at him. “He’s not my werewolf.”
“Oh no?” Jet’s eyebrows rose. “From how you two are acting, I’m expecting some wolf pups in a few months.”
Jacinda crossed her arms.
Amber muffled a giggle.
“What you two on about?” From Edgar’s confused expression, I guessed he still didn’t comprehend the twins’ humor. Of course, being locked away in an underground prison for most of one’s life probably didn’t help with one’s social skills.
“Just ignore him,” I said. “That’s what most of us do.”
Jacinda laughed and gave me a wink.
We continued waiting for everyone to come back, and the energy in our group kept growing. I was beginning to wonder if they were ever going to return when the screech of an eagle tore through the sky. A gigantic bald eagle flew directly above the tree line.
“Susannah!” Edgar shouted. “There you are, love!”
I stared in awe at her huge form, but she quickly disappeared from view. Scanning our surroundings, I searched for the others. “Where are they? We can’t let her out of sight!”
Jacinda’s brow puckered. “There’s no sign of them.”
I jumped on my four wheeler. “Come on! This may be our only chance.”
Everyone else climbed aboard their vehicles. Edgar hopped on Mica’s, leaving his twisted four wheeler behind.
I revved my engine. The scent of pine again filled the air as needles kicked up from the dirt. Everyone else followed. I waved Edgar to my side as we raced down the hill. Susannah became visible again, but she was gaining ground quickly.
“Do you think you can convince her to descend?” I yelled.
Edgar ducked his head to avoid a tree branch. “If I get close enough, probably!”
“She’s flying too fast!” Jet pulled his four wheeler to my side. Our engines whined.
I swerved around a large rock. “We need to catch her!”
I dared a glance over my shoulder to see how Amber and Jacinda faired. Amber was only ten feet behind us, but Jacinda was losing ground. Panic covered my sister’s face. Jacinda and excitement did not mix well.
“Go find the others!” I yelled to her.
She shot me a thumbs up, looking relieved, as the rest of us raced onward.
Wind whipped across my face as we barreled down a hill. The bitingly cold sting made my eyes water. Susannah’s flying form grew farther and farther away. “We’re going to have to use our powers! It’s the only way to stop her!” My words carried above the engines.
“I think you’re right!” Jet inched closer to my side. “Edgar, if we get her down, can you help catch her?”
Edgar’s dark gaze brightened. Excitement shone in his eyes. It briefly occurred to me that this was probably the most exciting thing that had ever happened to him.
He nodded. “I ‘tink so.”
Hair whipped in front of my eyes. I hurriedly pushed it away. “I’ll block her with an energy ball!” My yell barely carried about the loud engines. “Jet, can you persuade her to stay calm?”
“I’m too far away!” Jet’s swerved just in time to avoid a cactus. We’d broken out of the trees and were back in the desert. “We need to get closer!”
“Give me a minute!” I welled up the power within me and then called upon the clouds around my family and the surrounding animals. Susannah was at least a half a mile ahead of us. I’d never manipulated a ball that far before, but if we were going to catch her, I’d have to.
“Here goes nothing,” I muttered.
I mentally flung my ball while also driving at full speed. It wasn’t easy, but I kept my gaze on Susannah’s departing form. I didn’t want to hurt her but we needed to get her lower.
However, descending the ball in front of her was harder than I thought it would be. I felt it fall short. “I need to get closer!”
I revved my engine again. The engine whined in protest as sand kicked up with the tires. Jet, Edgar and Amber followed.
“Try again!” Jet yelled.
Calling upon my power, I formed another ball. Keeping my gaze on Susannah, I imagined throwing the ball up in front of her, effectively blocking her path. I switched my vision until the world became a sea of clouds. White clouds bubbled around all of the plants and small desert animals. The colorful clouds surrounding my family’s shoulders pulsed around them. Our adrenaline made them grow. So much energy.
I gathered our clouds in a large, swirling rainbow. I then pulled the clouds from every plant we passed. Sweat trickled down my temple, creating an icy trail as wind blasted against my face.
You can do this, Lena. Call upon it all. Form a huge ball, then you don’t have to be so accurate. Make a huge wall that she can’t pass.
Fatigue grew within me. So much power. So much to control. The sweat on my body grew. It trickled down my back.
When a swirling ball of energy pulsed above me, I flung it as far as I could and then wrenched it up toward the sky at the last minute.
An eagle scream reached my ears. Susannah’s giant form plummeted in the distance, her body falling out of control.
My heart jumped into my throat. “No!”
But a second later, her wings spread. She soared to the left.
“Do it again!” Jet called.
I kept the massive ball in place and manipulated it into her path again. Instead of running into it and falling, this time Susannah seemed to sense it. She turned.
“Again!” Jet commanded.
Darkness grew around the edge of my vision as I again manipulated my energy ball, effectively pushing Susannah closer to us. Dizziness made my hands falter on the four wheeler’s handles. I gritted my teeth. Stay focused!
“She’s flying right toward us!” Amber’s gleeful words penetrated the fog that threatened to swallow me.
Breathing heavily, I gulped in breaths of the winter air as we sailed over the desert. Relief followed when Susannah’s white head grew larger. Amber was right. She flew right at us, only a hundred feet up.
“Is she close enough now?” I slowed my four-wheeler. My body swayed. If I didn’t stop, I feared I’d fall off.
Susannah flew even lower and faster. From her panicked flaps, I knew she was scared.
I stopped, the heavy machine vibrating beneath me. The others halted by my side. Panting heavily, I rested my forearms on the handle bars. “Can you stop her now?”
Jet closed his eyes. “I think so.”
As Jet’s emotional powers strummed in invisible waves from his mind, I watched Susannah slow. Her flapping grew less frantic. Her wings began to cup. I wanted to clap in relief but was worried I’d break Jet’s concentration.
When Susannah hovered above us, she circled a few times, each time descending more and more. Edgar hopped off his four-wheeler and raced to an open area on our left. He called to her.
She screamed in return.
Edgar grinned. “Come on, Suzie love. Land ‘erself, right ‘ere!” With a flourish, he waved at the open patch.
Susannah’s giant wings nearly brushed against my face when she came into land. A rush of air rustled the red curls flying free from under my hat.
She screamed again as her talons opened. With a silent whoosh, she settled in the sand.
“That a girl!” Edgar kneeled down. “We’ve been lookin’ for you, love.”
Susannah ruffled her feathers. She stepped closer to Edgar.
Jet’s breath came out in a rush. His eyes snapped open. “She’s here?”
“Right there.” I hooked a thumb in her direction.
We both grinned. Jet looked as fatigued as I felt.
“Now what?” Amber asked.
Edgar picked up Susannah, awkwardly standing with the giant, docile eagle. “I’ll carry ‘er. Can one of you drive?”




CHAPTER FOUR

Edgar managed to hold Susannah the entire way back to the house. A few times we had to stop so he could rearrange his grip. I could tell that Susannah found his presence comforting. She seemed careful to keep her talons tightly clenched so as not to scratch him.
Beyond that, I wasn’t sure how much she understood about what was going on around her.
As soon as we reached the desert fortress, Edgar carried her inside, telling us to give him a minute. We spent that time parking the four wheelers back in the garage.
A door slammed just as we cut the last engine.
“She’s in the bathroom. She’ll change and ‘ten probably clean up.” Edgar’s brown eyes shone with excitement. He’d seemed to enjoy our excursion more than any of us.
Everyone else showed up an hour later.
Jacinda rode her four wheeler beside Luke, who was still in wolf form. After he transformed back to human, he explained that he’d found Susannah about a mile from where Jet, Amber, Edgar, Jacinda and I had stopped, but he’d approached her too quickly, essentially scaring her back into the air.
“Nice job on getting her back.” He shook out his shaggy mane of caramel colored hair. A few pine needles fell to the floor. I guessed those had been caught in his fur while he’d been running as a wolf.
I didn’t know the specifics of how transforming worked, but I assumed Luke, Edgar and Susannah would be naked once they reverted to human form. I didn’t know how they couldn’t be. As for when Susannah would finally come out of the bathroom, I had no idea about that either. We’d been home for over two hours, and she still hadn’t appeared.
Scents of garlic and roasted chicken floated into the living room as the twins, Mica and Amber cooked an early dinner. Despite the appetizing aromas, I didn’t get up from the couch to investigate. I was too tired.
Jacinda sauntered into the living room. “Is Susannah still in the shower?”
“Yep.”
Jacinda plopped down on the couch beside me, causing the cushion to angle in her direction. The damn sofa was so hard I once again wondered why anyone would buy it. Granted it went with the house’s modern décor, but it was about as comfortable as sitting on a steel plank.
SUSANNAH FINALLY MADE an appearance as we sat down for supper. Her long, black hair cascaded down her back while blazing, blue eyes peered out of a waifish face. She wore an oversized t-shirt and sweatpants. Both hung on her.
I stood up from the table as soon as she entered the room and smiled brightly. A part of me worried about what Susannah would think of Jet and me. We’d used our powers to manipulate her. That was something we never did to one another. Well, except for the twins, but they hadn’t done that since being teenagers in the Forbidden Hills.
I was especially concerned since it was Susannah. Even though she’d been with us for over a week, ever since Chicago, she’d never really talked to or engaged with anybody. Having us use our powers to control her, however necessary it was, wasn’t conducive to growing trust.
Susannah paused beside the table, eyeing all of us. Her head cocked a few times at unnatural speed.
“Hi.” I approached her slowly.
She watched me warily and took a step back.
I stopped and wrung my hands. “I’m sorry about this afternoon. Jet and I didn’t mean to hurt you. We were worried about you and needed you to return here. I hope you understand.”
She merely watched me, her bright blue eyes distrustful.
“Are you hungry?” I waved at the food. “We’ve got a lot. Do you want to join us?”
Her gaze shifted to the table. Everyone sat silently around it.
Susannah assessed the dishes, licking her lips. A large plate held marinated steaks and chicken breasts. Various bowls of side dishes sat around it: mashed potatoes, a garden salad, fresh fruit, rice pilaf and a few other items. Condiments were littered in between.
I stepped toward the empty chair and pulled it out. The scraping sound made her jump. “You must be hungry.”
Susannah darted a look at me before hurriedly searching for Luke and Edgar. I didn’t blame her. I’d used my balls to manipulate her from the sky. Not exactly the best way to build a friendship.
Edgar smiled and waved at the chair. “Sit down, love. Have some tea.”
Edgar’s grinning face seemed to calm her more than mine. I inched back to give her room.
Susannah tentatively sat, her limbs tensed. It looked like she would jump up at any moment and run away.
Luke speared a huge, juicy steak.
My eyes bulged. It had to be at least ten ounces.
“Here ya go.” He dumped it on her plate. “I know how you like your meat.”
Susannah’s pupils dilated. She reached for her fork and knife. Any concerns I had of her leaving, evaporated. Susannah attacked the giant hunk of beef. Attacking was truly how it looked. She cut into it with such ferocity that it looked like she was killing it.
At least she used utensils. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she picked it up with her bare hands and transformed her fingers into talons in order to tear the meat apart.
“Well, then.” Jacinda settled her napkin in her lap. “Would you pass me the salad, Jasper?” Her polite tone and calm manner seemed to help everyone remove their attention from Susannah.
I returned to my seat. Flint pushed my chair out and then pulled it back into the table once I was seated. For a second, my head spun. He’d done it at his speed.
He placed a comforting hand on my thigh. His heat seared through my jeans.
I took helpings of everything, doing my best not to stare as juice ran down Susannah’s chin. It was hard to look away. She chewed greedily on the steak. I wouldn’t have been surprised if at any second an eagle’s scream pierced the dining room.
But there was one thing I did know. I no longer had the worst table manners.
AFTER DINNER WE hung out in the living room. Jasper got a fire going. It was the one thing about the home that wasn’t modern since it actually required wood and matches, not like the gas fireplace in Father’s study. It soon crackled and glowed, sending heat through the room.
It felt good. Despite the home’s advanced HVAC system, it was still cool. Outside, snow flurries danced against the window, the large flakes floating together.
I lounged on the couch snuggled against Flint. His heavy, muscled arm kept me close.
Everyone else lay on the floor or sprawled on the furniture. From the low energy feeling clouds, we were all exhausted.
“Are we getting a Christmas tree this year?” Amber asked as everyone settled in for a lazy night.
“We should!” Mica replied. Jasper had an arm draped over Mica’s shoulders.
I was relieved that Amber didn’t seem bothered. Instead, Amber’s attention was on Edgar as he said something funny in his peculiar accent. Amber giggled.
“I hardly think we have time for a Christmas tree,” Di muttered. “We have too much going on.”
“What’s a Christmas tree?” Susannah asked quietly. She stood at the edge of the living room, as if trying to hide in the shadows. Her voice was soft and pleasant sounding, so different from her eagle scream.
Everyone fell silent after she spoke. It was the first thing she’d said all night.
I smiled brightly at her. “It’s a pine tree decorated for the Christmas holiday. Have you never seen one?”
Susannah hesitated and then shook her head.
“We didn’t celebrate holidays,” Luke explained.
Jet’s eyebrows rose. “But you know what a Christmas tree is?”
Luke shrugged. “More or less. I think I saw one in a movie once.”
Flint and I shared a concerned look. If we had grown up in O’Brien’s research facility, we probably wouldn’t know what a Christmas tree was either.
“Well, we should definitely put one up then.” Amber smiled prettily.
Di sat down on a free chair, her dark clothing in contrast to the light gray fabric. “We’ll see.”
I sneaked a peek at Susannah. She still cowered in the corner, her thin arms wrapped around her knees as she sat on the floor, watching everyone. At least she hadn’t left.
The rest of us talked for a while longer, but when the clock struck nine, we all got up. Despite being early, it seemed everyone was ready for bed.
Ashy smoke curled up the chimney when Flint pulled me down the stairwell. Now that we’d found Susannah, some of the worry had left me, but we still hadn’t heard from Father.
I had no idea if he was safe.




CHAPTER FIVE

Flint changed the bed sheets while I showered. He was good about stuff like that. I probably would have left them for another month.
The sound of snapping sheets and fluffing pillows sounded from the bedroom while I towel dried my hair in the bathroom. Flint never seemed to care that I was a messy, impulsive person. Not once had he ever huffed or got annoyed when I lost something or left a dirty pair of jeans at the end of the bed. I tried to be neater. Truly, I did, but that was as easy for me as a dead canary singing in the coal mines. But Flint didn’t seem to mind. He loved me as I was.
I opened the door wider and got a glimpse of his broad shoulders as he stuffed a pillow into a pillowcase. The way his muscles bunched and moved made my breath catch. Desire flowed through my veins. No other man affected me like he did.
An undercurrent of energy poured off him. It was so easy to feel now. I switched my vision. His beautiful blue, pale green and orange cloud appeared. It glowed around him in a sphere. I pulled up the energy within me and then gave his cloud a tug.
With a mental flick, I flung my cloud to join his. Together, our clouds intermingled, my unique bright green, blue and pale green cloud blending with his. They danced and entwined, like a beautiful rainbow swirling together in a soft breeze. If I wanted to, I could have given him a playful shove with the ball, like someone bumping him from behind, but his expression when he turned made me stop.
Shadows in the room dipped and played across his features, making the worry lines more prominent. His chestnut colored hair sat in unruly waves on his head. He’d threaded his fingers through it all evening. I knew why he’d been so agitated. Father. Marcus. We still had no idea what was happening on the outside.
And we still had no idea what came next.
Despite Flint always being the rock for me to lean on, the hard, safe anchor I depended on—he was still human. If I was scared or worried, he put up a brave front, like he did last night while we were making dinner. But here, when he thought he was alone, when he thought I couldn’t see—his true feelings emerged.
I let the energy disperse and snapped my sight back to normal.
I padded into the room. After Flint turned, I let the towel fall. My long, crimson curls draped around me, still damp. They covered my breasts but nothing else.
Even from a distance, I saw his pupils dilate. He tossed the pillow he’d been holding aside and walked to me in slow, purposeful strides. He stopped only inches away.
My breath came fast.
Just his nearness did that. Even after all these years, where we’d been together and in love, he still got my heart pounding with just a look. I thought for sure after we finally began making love again that things would calm, maybe even cool for a while, but the opposite had happened. It was like now that we remembered how amazing our bodies felt joined as one, it was all we wanted.
At times, Flint would turn and his shirt would stretch across his chest, or his jeans would hug his strong thighs, and just like that, I was a mess of desire. I knew it was the same for him. Some days, he’d sneak up behind me and gather me against him, pushing my hair away from my neck before kissing and nipping the sensitive areas of my skin.
More than once, we hadn’t made it back to our bedroom. Instead, we’d pushed into closets, bathrooms, or the nearest deserted bedroom. We’d lock ourselves inside for a few minutes of hurried, almost animalistic mating. Outside, on the rare occasions when we’d been able to go for walks in the desert or get away from the group for even an hour, we’d quickly fall into a tangle of limbs, desperately touching and ripping our clothes to get at one another. It didn’t matter that we were outside, bare to the world.
And right now, it was no different. My breasts grew fuller and heavier under his gaze. My nipples hardened as if coming to attention for him.
He pulled me closer. His mouth descended over mine as I wrapped my arms around his neck. There was a desperation, a rawness to him, that made him almost frenzied. Neither of us said a word. I knew what he needed and willingly gave myself to him completely.
Afterward, we lay entwined on the smooth sheets, a sheen of sweat covering our bodies. I shivered. My hair was still damp and the room cool. Flint pulled me tighter to him, his heat warming my bare skin. With a free hand, he traced a finger up and down my spine. The energy that pulsed around him when he felt a strong emotion grew. I couldn’t always tell what caused it. Sometimes it was obvious, but tonight, I wasn’t sure if it was from desire or fear. They were too closely intermingled.
“You’re shivering,” Flint whispered when another chill hit me. In one of his blurred movements, he threw the clean top sheet and thick, down comforter back on the bed. Before I had a chance to take a breath, he was beside me again, the heavy bedding still not fully settled.
He pulled the covers around us before locking his arm around my waist and pulling me closely to him. Flint hit the light switch beside the bed.
Biting my lip, I drifted off to sleep.
I WAS IN a dream. I knew I was in a dream because I was flying. It was amazingly fun. With a slight push from my feet, I elevated into the air, hanging as if suspended, and then I turned my body and with a mental push, raced through the air.
A noise permeated the dream. It sounded like someone calling me. I shrugged it off. I didn’t want to wake.
Whoever was calling me, however, was pretty persistent.
“Lena!” Something pushed me, rustling my shoulder. “Wake up, Lena!”
The flying dream faded. I opened my eyes, grumbling. “What?”
“Get up. You need to come with us to the wine cellar.”
I blinked a few times and pushed curls out of my face. “Jacinda?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “You and Flint need to get up and come with me.”
Flint was already awake, looking as confused and sleepy as I felt.
I sat up. It was still dark. It had to be the middle of the night. “Why?”
“Just do it.”
Jacinda’s direct tone made my annoyance vanish. I’d never heard her speak like that before.
She left so we could dress. Neither of us had bothered with pajamas before falling asleep.
“Do you know what this is about?” I asked Flint.
He shook his head, but the worry lines were back on his face. After he pulled his jeans on, he waited until I was mostly presentable before clasping my hand and tugging me to the door.
Jacinda waited in the hallway. I reached for the light switch, but she stopped me. “No lights.”
My eyes widened, but I did as she said. With a hurried turn, she walked quickly down the hall. Flint and I followed. Both of us gave one another questioning glances. When we reached the wine cellar, Jacinda opened the massive door. Light peeked out. We hurried in.
What I saw inside made my mouth drop.
Everyone was in the cellar still looking dazed from sleep. I whirled around. “What’s going on?”
Jacinda firmly shut the door and glanced at Di.
“Jacinda heard something, about twenty minutes ago,” Di said. “She turned her hearing on full force. From what she can gather, we’re surrounded. Ten men are staked-out outside the house, about a hundred yards away.”
My stomach plummeted. No, it can’t be true! How did Marcus find us?
“Do they have Father?” I screeched.
Di shook her head firmly. “No. I broke the rules and text him. He’s safe in Houston right now.”
Relief poured through me. Even though Di’s text could be traced, I was glad she’d done it. Usually, we never contacted Father when he went into the outside world. We always waited to hear from him, but I agreed with Di. It was better to know he was safe.
Heat and energy escalated off Flint. “What are the men saying?”
Jacinda wrung her hands. “Last I checked, they were coordinating how to attack.”
Di began pacing. “We came down here because it’s the only room underground that’s fully enclosed. Jacinda thought she heard them talking about a listening device. This is the only safe room for us to talk in.”
“Is Marcus with them?” Flint’s voice grew edgier, energy rolling off him in waves.
“I don’t think so,” Jacinda replied. “There’s been no mention of him.”
Luke growled at the mention of Marcus. The werewolf sat on a stool, his large shoulders dipped forward. His head hung. “I think this is my fault.”
Flint’s gaze narrowed. “What do you mean your fault? Did you contact someone?”
Luke’s head snapped up, his expression incredulous. “What? No! Never!” He paused for a moment, his brow furrowing. “But I’m guessing my tracking device has been activated again.” He smacked himself on the forehead. “Of course! I’m such an idiot! When I transformed yesterday, it probably triggered it. I didn’t consider that possibility, but it’s how they tracked me when I was free in the wild. I should have been more careful.” He angrily raked a hand through his hair.
Flint took a menacing step toward Luke. “What tracking device?”
Luke stood and paced a few times. His muscles rippled in his forearms as he clenched and unclenched his fists. His hair, bronzish gold, glowed every time it hit the light. “They implanted it in me years ago. Dammit!” He pounded his fist into the wall. The wall vibrated. “I should have known!”
Di crossed her arms. “Why didn’t you tell us this sooner?”
Luke stopped pacing and shrugged. “I didn’t think about it. It only occurred to me just now that the tracking device is probably how they found us. Most of the time I forget it’s there.”
Mica cocked her head. “How can you possibly forget it’s there?”
“It’s probably like reality TV shows.” Jacinda defended him. “When a camera’s always there, you forget about it and do something embarrassing.”
“Are you sure that’s how they found us?” Flint asked, ignoring both of them.
Luke nodded his head solemnly. “I’m pretty sure.” He sat back down, his shoulders slumping.
“So we’ll need to get that device out of you.” I placed a hand on Flint’s arm. “But first, we need to figure out how to get out of this situation.”
Everyone else was eerily quiet in the room. Amber stood beside Edgar. She still wore pajamas and her wide, frightened eyes darted between Flint and Luke. The twins were both on edge, apparent in the tense way they stood, as if waiting for someone to burst through the door and attack at any second.
Mica stood beside Jasper, every now and then brushing against him. Only Susannah seemed oblivious. She hovered quietly in the corner, her dark hair tumbling down her back, her bright blue eyes holding a far-away look. I wondered how much she understood about what was happening.
Jet put his hands on his hips. “So what do we do?”
Luke’s hands clenched into fists again. “I can take at least four of them.”
“No,” Di said sharply. “You, Edgar and Susannah are staying out of this. So are Jacinda and Amber.”
“What?” Luke roared. “Are you kidding me? I’m stronger than anyone here!”
His energy increased a hundred fold. I let it wash over me. If I hadn’t, it would have brought me to my knees.
“Luke.” Di’s tone grew lower. “You’re too hot headed. It’s too much of a risk, so you’re staying here.”
He took a menacing step closer to her.
Without considering how wise my actions were, I gathered up the energy inside me and then pulled the aura from around Luke’s shoulders. Using it, I forced him onto his stool.
He sat down with a humph. A bewildered look covered his face. I could feel him try to rise, but I kept him down, concentrating and pulling everyone else’s energy into my ball. Luke was strong. He wasn’t easy to hold.
“I can’t move!” Panic laced Luke’s voice. “What the hell’s happening to me?”
Di glanced my way. “That would be Lena. Now, if you’ll let me explain, you’ll understand why I want you to stay here.”
I felt something else enter my ball. Another energy, almost like a trickle of water, flowing through it. Jet and Jasper both watched Luke, their faces masked in concentration.
Luke’s muscles softened under my grip, and his legs stopped trying to straighten. A drunken smile emerged. “Yeah sure, Di, whatever you say.”
I dispersed the energy, letting the twins work their emotional control over the werewolf. That was twice today we’d manipulated our new family members, and while that didn’t sit well with me, I also knew now wasn’t the time for moral questioning.
Our lives may be at stake. Luke was unpredictable. Ten men surrounded the house, and we were currently trapped in the cellar. Time was of the essence.
Di gave each of us a nod of thanks. “Now, as I was saying…”
WE SPENT THE next few minutes working out a plan to remove everyone from the house safely. Since Di, Flint, the twins, Mica and I had so much experience working together and using our abilities in a coordinated manner, Di felt it was safest for us to take care of the men outside while leaving everyone else safely locked within.
I completely agreed.
Jacinda crept out of the cellar with us. After she worked out where all of the men were located, we could move into action. It was still pitch black outside, so it was probably the middle of the night.
I shuddered, wondering how long those men had been out there. Jacinda said they had a listening device. Had they listened to our late night conversation around the fire in the living room? My eyes widened. Did they hear Flint and I having sex? That thought was oddly creepy.
We crept up to the main floor. Going out the front door wouldn’t exactly be inconspicuous so we decided to exit through the garage side door. It was as secure as the front door but less noticeable. Of course, the ten men would probably have eyes on both, but at least landscaping camouflaged the garage area.
Di made a motion to Jacinda.
Jacinda closed her eyes. None of us moved. The slightest sound could distract her. I also knew when her hearing was turned on full force that sounds could be deafening. She listened silently before opening her eyes. “They haven’t moved. They’re still trying to figure out how to get in. The latest discussion is about using explosives.”
I tensed. “No time to waste then.”
Di nodded. “Exactly. Jet and Jasper?”
The twins closed their eyes. I didn’t know if either had ever manipulated so many people at one time before. Between the two of them, they were trying to influence the moods and thought patterns of ten men, which meant five individuals for each of them simultaneously. I imagined they were projecting happy, calming feelings to the men—similar to what they’d done to the guards at O’Brien’s warehouse in Chicago.
Di disappeared to collect supplies from the garage. Minutes ticked by as we all waited. The tension in the room felt as thick as gelatin, the anxiety among us almost palpable. I took a deep breath. A headache brewed in the back of my mind. So much energy. So much anxiety.
Flint’s energy wasn’t helping. It was so strong it made me nauseous. He’d stayed close to my side since hearing about the men. Rage slithered through his cloud. The men outside threatened us. They threatened me. And if there was one thing that got Flint’s temper roaring, it was someone trying to harm me.
Squeezing Flint’s hand, I tried to reassure him. He gripped my hand tightly in response.
Di finally reappeared with a bag of zipties. “These should work for tying them up,” she whispered, handing the bag to Flint.
He grabbed the bag as we waited for the twins.
It seemed like forever before Jet gave a curt nod. “Go!” Sweat poured from his brow.
Jasper’s was the same. The twins’ arms were tensed, their hands clenched into fists. I knew they were fighting to keep the men under control. We needed to move.
“Flint, Lena, Mica!” Di yelled.
Flint squeezed my hand one last time before all four of us sprinted to the garage. We burst through the door into the massive enclosure before running to the side door.
I punched in the code and the thick, steel door swung silently open. Cold night air flowed across my face when I crouched and slunk through the door and outside. Mica, Flint and Di did the same, following silently behind me.
According to Jacinda, six men surrounded the front of the property. Four hid in the back. We hunkered down, moving from shrub to shrub along the garage wall to stay as covered as possible. If Jet and Jasper were still holding the men, the men probably wouldn’t notice us and if they did, they probably wouldn’t care. If all went to plan, Marcus’ men would be feeling obliviously happy.
Di crouched beside the house and closed her eyes. Seeing the future was never a guarantee, but she had more control now over her powers than she did four months ago. If Di was able to see future actions from these men, she could shout a warning, or at the very least, give us a heads up if something was about to happen.
“Mica, do you see them?” I whispered.
Flint, Mica and I hid in a deep shadow by the house. Nothing seemed unusual. All I saw was a dark desert landscape with tumbleweeds occasionally blowing by. The crisp smell of snow hung in the air.
Mica scanned the perimeter. She pointed. “There, there and over there.”
I switched my vision. Clouds appeared around each man, but at night, it was harder to see them. The grayish colors blended into the dark. Without Mica pointing out where the men were, I wouldn’t have been able to pinpoint their exact locations.
“Do you see them?” she whispered.
I nodded. Closing my eyes, I gathered my energy before pulling fields in the area. I created three separate balls. Wielding the balls through the air, I opened my eyes and carefully lowered them over the three men, pinning them in place. I didn’t feel any resistance. Jet and Jasper’s manipulations were still working.
“Flint?” I said.
With a blur of movement, he took off.
I couldn’t see Flint in the night, but I knew what he was doing. He raced to each man, knocking each unconscious before securing their hands and feet with the zipties. I didn’t feel at all guilty about that. Jacinda had heard that each man carried handcuffs, rope, blindfolds and gags. Those were to be used on us when we were captured. Rage boiled in me at the thought. I’d fight tooth and nail before I let them take me again.
Flint moved quickly. He was back within minutes.
Di continued to crouch by the wall, concentrating on the future. When we asked her if any danger lay ahead, she frowned. “I…don’t think so.”
She bit her lip.
Flint, Mica and I moved systematically around the house. Mica found the men, I created energy balls and held the men in place, while Flint rendered them unconscious before tying them up. One by one, we took them down.
Despite being woken in the middle of the night, power surged through me. My adrenaline had me running full force.
“How many more?” I whispered. The three of us crouched in the backyard. A juniper brushed against me. With it came its subtle scent.
“Two.” Mica’s breath puffed in a cloud in the cold night. “Both are hidden by the rock garden. They’re as relaxed as the others. Those two are actually laying down.”
“Jet and Jasper are doing a good job.” Flint’s deep voice rumbled in the night. “Still, I’d rather we finish this. Lena?”
“Coming right up.” I readied two energy balls just as Di gasped.
“Susannah!” Di’s eyes flashed open.
All three of us turned to Di just as I felt it. The energy around the men increased. Gone were the docile, easy-going clouds. The mens’ auras became filled with confusion, worry and then anger.
“Crap!” I screeched.
Not a second later, the door on the deck above us slid open. In the quiet night, the grating sound seemed as loud as an electric saw.
Flint flew into action. One second he was squatted beside me, the next he stood on the deck, jumping the fifteen feet as if it were nothing.
Shouts came from the backyard. The two men were calling for their team. I didn’t know where to look. Marcus’ men or the deck.
The deck won.
An image of Susannah walking along the boards as Flint and Jet grabbed hold of her was the only thing I saw before a shot fired.
No!
Jet and Flint ducked, pulling Susannah with them. My heart pounded. No one appeared hurt.
The two remaining men were still crouched twenty yards away. They continually shouted for their team. I had no idea if the other eight men were still unconscious. But if Jet stood on the deck, hauling Susannah back inside, that meant Jet’s men may have regained consciousness. If that happened, they’d most likely be struggling against their zipties and possibly pulling free.
Di grabbed my wrist. “We need to get out of here!”
Another shot fired. Flint groaned and grabbed his arm.
He fell.
“No!” the scream ripped from my throat. I bolted for the stairs as fear in its purest form erupted in my core. Di followed.
Another shot fired.
A stair tread exploded into splinters two feet in front of me.
Di careened to a stop and pulled me to the ground. Her hand practically clawed into my arm she held me so hard. “Lena, focus! You need to stop them. I have to get to Flint!”
She stood and sprinted to the stairs just as another yell came from the men. The two were fully standing now and advancing, not even trying to conceal themselves. Both raised their guns, aiming high.
They were trying to hit my family.
Jet, Flint, Di and Susannah were all on the deck. They were exposed in the night. Easy targets.
Rage filled me. If I didn’t stop these men, no one would.
Standing from my hunkered position, the wind picked up as I turned to face the men. I called upon the energy inside me as I raised my arms, palms lifted to the sky. I summoned every living thing around me.
Flint was hurt.
The wind howled. I gathered the life forces.
These men will pay.
Pure, raw energy in its most basic form flew from every direction as I drew upon the plants and animals. The ball I created crackled and shimmered in the night. A ball only I could see. The sound and feel of it called to me. Another shout came before I crashed the ball on top of the men.
A pitiful yelp was all I heard before both lay motionless on the ground. Dead or alive, I didn’t know.
I didn’t care.
Mica was pulling on my shirt sleeve before I realized that I still stood there, staring at the men.
They weren’t moving.
“…come on, Lena. We need to…everyone’s inside…hurt in the shoulder…”
Her words were like jelly. Thick, sluggish. They didn’t penetrate my ears.
It wasn’t until Di stood in front of me, shaking my shoulders that I snapped back to the present. The first thing I felt was the wind. It was cold.
“Lena? Are you okay?” Her words were quiet. Concerned sounding. “Lena?”
I held up a hand. I was trembling. “Flint…” my voice shook. “Is he…”
“He’s fine. He took a hit in the shoulder, but it’s more of a graze. It’ll leave a nasty scar when it heals, but it’s not deep.”
My knees gave out.
Mica caught me before I fell. “Jasper!”
The twin’s footsteps sounded on the stairs. I tried to stand upright but I couldn’t.
Flint was hit.
They’d shot him. My world became a single, finite thought. They shot Flint. They shot Flint.
“Pick her up, Jasper. Let’s all get inside. We need to get moving.”
I barely processed Di’s harsh commands.
They shot Flint.
I HAD NO idea how much time passed between Jasper carrying me into the house and everyone gathering in the living room. It could have been minutes. Or hours. Or days. For a portion of time, I lost all connection to reality.
It wasn’t until I sat beside Flint, smelled his unique scent and knew that he’d be okay that I truly became grounded.
He put his good arm around me. “I’m fine.” His quiet words were like comfort, home and safety wrapped into one.
“I almost lost you,” I whispered.
“Hardly. It’s just a scrape.”
“But it could have been so much worse.”
He didn’t respond for a moment. “But it wasn’t.”
His words were honest but did little to comfort me. Luckily, neither Flint nor I were needed to secure all ten men. Luke was strong enough to do it on his own.
“Luke, can you move all of them?” Di asked.
The werewolf’s mouth tightened. “Only if you guys promise not to use that manipulating crap on me again.”
Di’s eyes softened. “I’m sorry about that. It’s what we needed to do in the little time we had. It’s not something we take lightly.”
Jacinda touched his arm. Guilt lined her face. “We normally never use our powers on each other. It’s against the rules.”
Luke grumbled and shuffled his feet. “All right, fine.”
“So you’ll help move the men?” Di raised an eyebrow.
He grinned, his golden eyes flickering. “I’d be more than happy to.”
LUKE FOUND TWO vans parked half a mile down our drive. We figured that was how Marcus’ men traveled here. Di asked him to break into the vans and put the men inside. When Luke retrieved the two men I’d crushed to the ground, Di checked their pulses. Both were still alive.
I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath until she said that. My earlier nonchalance about hurting them had disappeared. Something else had taken its place.
Since Di wouldn’t let Flint help, the two of us, along with Edgar, stayed in the living room to keep an eye on Susannah. The otter’s presence seemed to comfort her.
Susannah stayed by Edgar’s side while he murmured soft, soothing words. In a way, she was like a trapped animal. Scared, easily spooked and entirely unpredictable.
None of us could trust her.
Apparently, Susannah had left the cellar when no one was looking and wandered upstairs. It was only when she opened the screen door that Jet snapped out of his trance and realized what was happening. He’d lost hold of the remaining men when he sprinted after her. It was a harsh lesson learned.
Next time, we’d need a better plan if Susannah was involved. We obviously couldn’t trust her judgment and would need to ensure she was secured before we did anything else.
“How’s your shoulder?” I peeked at the bandage around Flint’s arm. The bandage was still white. No fresh blood.
“It’ll be fine in a day or two.”
I took a deep breath and tried to calm my pounding heart. Now that my scare of losing Flint was wearing off, a new concern took its place.
I almost killed two men, and I didn’t think twice about it.
Biting my lip, I clasped my hands so Flint wouldn’t see them trembling.
Everyone else returned a short while later, their cheeks rosy from the cold. “The men are all secured in those vans.” Di’s eyes practically glowed with manic energy.
“Were they hard to move?” I asked.
Amber shook her head. She was still in pajamas. “Their bodies were as limp as rag dolls. We laid them in the back of the van.”
“They’re basically in a big pile.” Mica grinned.
In other words, none of them had regained consciousness.
I sat up straighter on the hard, annoyingly uncomfortable sofa. Clearing my throat, I tried to ask as casually as I could, “What about the two I knocked out? How are they doing?”
“They’re still breathing fine.” Di brushed dirt from her pants. “They’ll most likely have severe concussions from the force of your ball.” From her cold words, I knew she didn’t regret my actions. “Now, we need to get moving. This home is no longer safe.”
“Yeah, of course. Let’s get going.” I shoved my hands in my pockets so nobody would see them shaking.
None of us knew how long it would take for Marcus to find his unconscious men, but I guessed it would be less than twenty-four hours. Part of me worried at what the men would tell him. The men would inevitably remember something about our powers manipulating them, and the more Marcus knew about our abilities, the weaker we were. If he could anticipate our actions based off of our abilities, he’d have a distinct advantage.
A memory flashed through my mind. Marcus knew what I could do. He’d flown right off his feet when my energy ball blasted him out of the warehouse only a week ago. I swallowed uneasily. I hadn’t thought twice then either about hurting someone. That was two times now I’d reacted without thinking. Two times I’d hurt other people. I winced when I bit my lip so hard it broke skin.
“Everyone pack one bag of essential belongings.” Di’s voice snapped me back to the present. “Also pack your dark clothing, equipment and gear from Chicago. We’re leaving within the hour.”
Amber’s mouth dropped. “That soon?”
“We have no choice.”
Her eyes stayed wide. “Are we coming back?”
“No.” Di pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “Marcus knows about this house so we can never return. Now everyone get moving.”
Nobody replied. Instead, we all ventured wordlessly to our rooms. Some of us looked dazed, others afraid. Reality was setting in. Marcus had found us. Flint had been shot. Any of us could have easily been killed.
And once again, I hadn’t thought twice before hurting someone who threatened my family.
Heat and energy poured off Flint as we packed. I welcomed the distraction that brought. Despite my attempts to help him, he wouldn’t let me. I took some comfort watching him use his injured arm. He never winced. Maybe Di was right. Maybe it had only been a scrape. I had yet to see the wound.
Within ten minutes, everyone had returned to the living area and was ready to go. Di, however, was missing.
I dropped my bag at my feet. “Has anyone seen her?”
Everyone shook their heads.
I padded down the hallway as the twins, Jacinda and Luke took the bags outside to the vehicles. The others stayed in the living room. They were nervously talking about where we’d go from here. If we could go from here. What if we didn’t have any money? What if Father couldn’t purchase a new, secure home? Then what?
Since I had an idea where Di would be, I stopped outside Father’s study. Sure enough, Di was inside pacing. The screen on her phone lit up, illuminating her face in the dark room. She tapped in a phone number. Lifting it to her ear, the silence ticked by before her voice cut through the night.
“Father? We have a problem.”




CHAPTER SIX

Footsteps sounded behind me. Since the lights were off, I didn’t see who it was. However, the familiar scent and energy that drifted my way told me exactly who followed me.
“What are you doing?” Flint’s tone was curious.
“Listening. I didn’t want to disturb her. She seems stressed.” I bit my lip again. From the sting, I’d definitely broken skin while sitting on the couch earlier.
“Are you okay?”
I stopped nibbling my lip and stood up straighter. “Yeah, fine.”
Flint’s gaze narrowed. The bandage peeked out from under his t-shirt.
The sight of it made me swallow sharply. I hurriedly grabbed his hand as emotions overwhelmed me. “Come on, let’s join the others.”
Everyone stood in the dark living room. Nobody said a thing.
Di finally reappeared a few minutes later, stuffing her phone into her pocket. “All right, let’s go.”
It wasn’t easy to leave the house. I’d grown ridiculously attached to it in the past month. It was silly. It was just an overly expensive, high tech modern home. But still, it had been my home, and home these days seemed precious.
We all piled into the Pathfinder and Suburban. The starting engines broke the quiet night. Flurries still flew in the air. They danced in front of the windshield, like fuzz in a snow globe.
From the front passenger seat, I silently bid goodbye to another home. The glass and steel structure gleamed in the moonlight. After we crested a hill and descended, it disappeared from view.
A lump formed in my throat.
I’d never see it again.
The vans with the unconscious men stood like large, silent coffins when we passed them. All of us assumed tracking devices were in those vehicles so we hadn’t moved them from their original location. We didn’t know if Marcus had been in communication with the men or not while they surrounded the house. If he had, we didn’t have much time. Once Marcus realized his men were no longer responding, he’d investigate. We needed to be long gone before that happened.
I couldn’t help but wonder how the two men were that I’d knocked out. It was possible they’d have more than just concussions. I’d slammed my ball at them so hard. I may have caused permanent injury.
My stomach twisted into knots as my hands shook again.
The van disappeared behind us yet my thoughts didn’t.
The headlights from our vehicles cut through the dark night as we drove down the long, winding driveway to the road. According to the clock on the dash, it was just after four in the morning. Luckily, that meant no other vehicles were on the public highways.
“Where are we going?” Mica sat beside Jasper in the middle row. Amber and Edgar sat in the very back.
Flint glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “The airport.”
“And from there?”
“Not sure.”
Heat grew against my back. It took me a second to realize Flint had turned my seat warmer on. That realization got a moment of disbelief from me. Even after being shot, Flint’s thoughts were still focused on me. A flash of panic again clawed my gut. Flint had been shot. I could have lost him.
I stuffed that emotion down as far as it would go. Feeling that suffocating panic was worse than my guilt over the two men. “Is…uh…Father coming back?” My voice sounded hollow, even to me.
Flint glanced my way before looking back at the road. “He’s meeting us when we land.”
“Do you know where we’re landing?”
He shook his head. “Only Di knows.”
“Well, hopefully the pilot knows too,” Mica muttered.
WE PULLED INTO a small, regional airport an hour later. A private jet was waiting. It wasn’t Father’s plane. Unease again crept into my gut.
Di and Flint parked our vehicles near the hanger. The sound of the jet’s idling engines sounded through the air. Other than our plane, the runway was empty.
The pilot stood on the tarmac, apparently waiting for us. He appeared to be a middle aged, African American man. Di approached him, leaving the rest of us behind.
I couldn’t hear what they said, but I did know he wasn’t our pilot, Greg. My palms dampened with sweat as my stomach again clenched.
We unloaded our bags from the vehicles. Everyone grabbed what was theirs before walking to the jet.
“Can we trust him?” I asked Flint.
“I don’t know. The less he knows, the better. I’m guessing Father rented the plane, which means this pilot was hired last minute. This guy could be anyone.”
“We need to tell everyone that.”
“Di will. Don’t worry.”
Everyone boarded the plane quietly. It seemed the shock of what happened was only just setting in. I eyed Susannah warily. The other time we’d been on a plane, she’d been drugged. I didn’t know how she’d react to the small space.
Once we were all seated and buckled, the pilot secured the door and ducked into the cockpit. The plane was small, only single seats by each window. Flint and I sat across from each other and everyone else either gazed out the windows or stared into space.
Edgar seemed to have similar concerns to me. He had Susannah sit down and buckled her in before sitting across from her. I caught a few words as he chattered. Susannah leaned back in her chair and stared out the window. At least she seemed calm.
Di sat behind me. I turned to face her. “Where are we going?”
“California.” She clicked her seat belt, the noise audible in the quiet. Her short, dark hair bobbed by her chin when she wiggled to adjust her shirt. As always, she wore all black.
“What’s in California?”
“You’ll see.”
Normally, Di’s cryptic reply would have made me groan in frustration, but this time, I merely nodded and turned back around. I bit my lip again. The runway moved slowly by my window as the pilot steered us toward the runway.
“Hey.” Flint’s tone was quiet. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, totally fine. Just tired.”
Once again, he didn’t look convinced.
“We should get some sleep.” I closed my eyes before he could ask another question. It didn’t sit well with me, however, the worry that coated his gaze. I never shut him out. He was who I always turned to, but how could I possibly explain to him that I’d almost killed two men without a moment’s hesitation? And that last week, I’d almost done the same thing to Marcus? Or that tonight, when those two men threatened him, I turned into a person I didn’t recognize?
What kind of person does that make me? If I didn’t have a colored cloud, would my cloud be gray? Even black?
My heart clenched. Maybe I wasn’t as good of a person as I thought I was.
I tried to force those thoughts down as we lifted into the sky.
WE LANDED TWO hours later at San Francisco International Airport. The sun crested the horizon and bathed the sky in red. Planes flew every which way even at this early hour.
Thankfully, Susannah had been fine on the journey. The one time I’d got up to use the bathroom, I passed her seat. She sat serenely, staring out the window, that faraway look in her eyes. It only then struck me that she probably felt safe and at home in the sky.
When we finally disembarked, cool air with patches of fog in the distance greeted us. I spent a second watching the distant ocean. I’d only seen the ocean once before, when I went on my trip with Father to Washington state seven years ago. So much was still so new to me.
A large van and SUV were waiting for us, the doors unlocked and keys in the ignitions. The pilot helped load our bags into the vehicles before wishing us well. He obviously had no idea what our travels entailed, since at the moment, we were on the run from a powerful pharmaceutical company that either wanted us dead or back in their labs. Not exactly your typical vacation.
Regardless, we all waved, smiled and thanked him for his time. To him, we were probably a bunch of rich college kids on a pre-Christmas trip. If only that were true.
We all huddled together and waited for the pilot to climb aboard the plane before we spoke. As I shivered in the morning cold, I realized I’d forgotten my jacket. I grumbled at my usual disorganization and forgetfulness.
Typical.
I inched closer to Flint, absorbing some of his body heat. He shrugged his jacket off and put it around me. When I tried to protest, he just crossed his arms.
Mumbling a thank you, I slipped it on.
I felt his heavy gaze on me. I knew he could tell something was up. The entire flight I’d barely spoken to him, but how could I? What could I say? Hey, guess what. Turns out I may not be such a good person after all. And it just might be that I’m just as bad as Marcus’ men. Apparently, I don’t see anything wrong with hurting people either.
I wasn’t ready to face that reality, and I certainly wasn’t ready to see potential shock on Flint’s face. I’d never been violent growing up. It was a side of me that was as new to me as it would be to him. A side he could very possibly not love.
When the pilot finally left, Mica was the first to speak. “Do you think they could track Luke in the sky?”
Di nodded. “Probably. I’m assuming it’s a GPS.”
“So Marcus knows we’re here,” Jet said.
“Most likely.” Di’s comment got a few uneasy glances among us. Only Susannah didn’t seem worried.
“Look, I don’t want to get anyone else caught.” Luke shuffled his feet, his large bulk towering over Susannah who stood silently beside him. “I’ll take off, lead them in a different direction, and you all go and get out of here.”
Jacinda shook her head. Her honey brown eyes blazed. “Absolutely not!”
Di nodded. “That’s not how we work, Luke. We’re going to take that tracking device out of you, not leave you on your own.”
“But how are you going to do that?” Luke waved at our surroundings. “It’s not like we can do that here.”
“Actually, that’s why we flew here,” Di replied. “I called Father to tell him about the device in you. He suggested we fly here. Father has an outside contact with access to a full medical unit. You’re having surgery this morning.”
“I am?” Luke’s eyes widened. “Who’s my surgeon?”
Di met his gaze. “I am.”




CHAPTER SEVEN

Luke balked. “Don’t take this the wrong way, since I know you’re a very capable woman, but how much practice do you have doing surgery?”
I nudged him, glad for the distraction. “She fixed me.”
Luke’s golden eyes narrowed in my direction.
“After I fell off a horse, I got a bit beat up. Di put me back together, so to speak. It wasn’t surgery, but she knows what she’s doing.”
Di crossed her arms. “Conroy will also be in the operating room, as well as a friend of his who’s a general surgeon. I’ll be predominantly performing the surgery. However, he’ll be there to assist me as needed. You’ll be in good hands.”
Luke still didn’t look convinced. “Aren’t we in a hurry then? If Marcus knows we’re here, and you and I are going to be holed up in surgery, shouldn’t we get moving?”
“At the moment, yes, he knows where we are,” Di replied. “But the other good thing about this lab is that your tracking device won’t work in it. And since we don’t want Marcus to know where the lab is, you’ll be riding in a special box to get there. That should keep everyone safe since once you get in that box, the signal will drop. So Marcus will see that we landed, but he won’t know where we went from here.”
“A special box?” Luke’s eyebrows rose.
Di nodded toward the vehicles. “It’s in the van.”
Luke shook his head. “How the hell do you people think up these things?”
“That’s kind of what she does,” Mica said dryly. “She thinks things up. If Di’s in charge, like she said, you’re in good hands.”
“I hope so,” Luke muttered. “Since those hands will be cutting me open.”
THE BOX LUKE was supposed to climb into was basically a coffin. He hesitated at its edge. “And this came from where?”
“The facility we’re going to.” Di ran her hand along the smooth metal. “It’s normally used to transport radioactive materials. However, it’s also big enough for a person.” She eyed Luke. “Well, most people.”
Everyone studied the box. I shuddered at the thought of being sealed inside.
The werewolf still hesitated at its edge. “So I just…climb in?”
“Yes, and don’t forget your oxygen.” Di handed him a mask and small tank.
Luke’s face paled.
Di turned on the tank. A quiet hiss followed.
“How long until we reach the lab?” Jacinda wrapped her arms around her body. In a turquoise vest, designer jeans and stylish boots, she looked flawless as usual. Only she could pull that look off while running from our home in the early hours of the morning. I briefly glanced at my wrinkled jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt. At least they were clean.
Di put on sunglasses. “It’s about an hour, maybe longer if the traffic’s bad.”
Luke took a deep breath before climbing into the box. It looked to be solid metal with two inch thick sides all around. He lay down, having to wedge his shoulders to fit. The lid sat at the side.
He growled. “Let’s get a move on then.”
Flint bent his knees and lifted the cover. A rip sounded. Flint muttered something and set the lid back down. Rolling his t-shirt sleeve up, he tore off the half ripped bandage.
My eyes widened as nervous energy bubbled up inside me. However, what lay under the bandage immediately put me at ease.
A red, shallow, obviously healing wound flashed before Flint rolled his sleeve back down. His lips tugged up when he caught my expression. “I told you it was fine.”
I let out a sigh of relief.
After getting his body situated, Flint lifted the lid, apparently happier now that the bandage didn’t hinder his movements. The screeching sound the lid made, as it slid across the box’s surface, got a wince out of me. Luke’s widening eyes were the last thing I saw before he disappeared from view.
Di marched to the van’s driver door. “Everyone get in the vehicles and take a seat.”
I glanced one last time at the sealed boxed containing our new friend. Jacinda’s eyes lingered on it even longer.
Di and Flint once again drove. Growing up, we’d learned most of our skills from simulations Father had brought back to our cabin in the Forbidden Hills. I’d only driven an actual car a few times, although I’d driven the simulation car hundreds of times. Still, it wasn’t the same. The computer teaching tool couldn’t recreate everything that went with daily driving. Maybe someday I’d be more competent at handling a car, but that was one more thing I could add to the list of things to do after Marcus was no longer a threat.
In other words, in a distant future life if I ever got that lucky.
The traffic going into San Francisco was busier than any other place we’d been, even Chicago. Di gripped the wheel tightly, her knuckles white. I sat beside my sister since I opted for the van with Di, Jacinda, Luke and Susannah.
Jacinda was a bit of a wreck. She kept looking over her shoulder at the large box holding Luke. We had no way of communicating with him, other than taking the top off, but if we did that, his GPS signal would be picked up. In other words, I hoped he was okay. If his oxygen depleted, we could be opening the box to a dead werewolf. Of course, I didn’t mention that to Jacinda.
“Do you think he’s okay?” she asked for what felt like the hundredth time.
“He’ll be fine.” I patted her hand. “We’re almost there. Now turn around. Looking at that box isn’t helping.”
A few minutes later, Di steered the van off the interstate into a business park. Large warehouses and companies in huge buildings dominated the streets. She followed the directions on her smart phone. The computerized voice told her the destination was on our right three hundred feet ahead. Jacinda, once again, cast an anxious look at the box.
We pulled into an underground parking area. The tires screeched around the sharp turns. My eyes widened when I saw two figures standing by an industrial looking elevator in the lower level.
One of them was Father.
Di maneuvered the van around a turn. She then backed up so we could open the rear doors right in front of the elevator. Flint steered the car he drove into a parking spot. We all stepped out of the vehicles. Scents of exhaust hovered in the air.
Father looked incredibly relieved when he greeted us. He hugged Di first and then everyone else. I loved the feel of his soft shirt and his subtle scent of mint and soap when he pulled me close. Father even hugged Edgar, who blushed. I wondered if Edgar had been hugged before. When Father approached Susannah, however, she took a quick step back and dashed behind the van.
Edgar again kicked into action. He approached her and held out his hand.
Susannah darted to his side.
Father sighed sadly before nodding toward the other man. “This is Dr. Frank Spacey.”
Dr. Spacey looked to be around Father’s age. He still had a full head of hair, and his build was trim. Sharp eyes appraised all of us before he held out his hand for everyone to shake.
“How do they know each other?” Jacinda murmured to me under her breath.
“No idea.” Father’s outside contacts were one of the greatest mysteries to me.
After the introductions were complete, Father waved at an industrial strength cart by the elevator. He didn’t have to ask. We all knew who would lift the box.
Flint pulled the box Luke was still in to the back of the van. Bending down, he awkwardly put his arms around it before lifting it onto the transport cart. He strained, a little, but considering the box probably weighed over a thousand pounds, it was pretty impressive.
Dr. Spacey’s eyes widened considerably when Flint lowered the box. The floor vibrated when he let it fall the last half inch. I had no idea how much Father had told Dr. Spacey about us.
“Let’s get him inside.” There was urgency in Jacinda’s voice.
Di nodded curtly, and Flint pushed the cart into the elevator. We all crammed in beside it. I was surprised by the smell in the confined area. A heavy disinfectant hung in the air, similar to a hospital.
Biting my lip, I wondered what exactly this facility was just as the elevator doors closed.




CHAPTER EIGHT

When the elevator doors finally opened, Jacinda was practically biting her fingernails off.
Di placed a hand on her shoulder. “Relax. He has enough oxygen for six hours.”
Jacinda didn’t look convinced. “I can barely hear anything through that box. I can’t pick up his breathing or heart rate.”
“He’s fine,” Di replied.
The elevator opened to a large hallway. I didn’t know what to expect, but a vacant hall was not it. Dim, nighttime lights illuminated the area. Flint pushed the cart forward and stopped once it was completely out of the elevator. The rest of us crowded around it.
Jacinda eyed the box. “You said his tracking device won’t pick up in here?”
Dr. Spacey shook his head. “No, not in these walls. They’re lined with lead.”
Anxiety grew in Jacinda’s voice. “Can we get him out?”
Flint grasped the two inch thick cover. His muscles bunched and strained, making him look sexy as hell, but he still lifted the massive lid easily. It made a loud clang when it hit the floor. It also left a noticeable dent. I wondered if the entire box was made of solid lead.
Inside, Luke lay as still as stone, his eyes closed, the mask still over his face. His wide shoulders were hunched together, his arms crossed over his chest.
My eyes widened. He looked dead.
“Is he okay?” Jacinda practically screeched.
I gave him a rough shove. “Luke!”
Luke’s eyes flashed open, a bewildered look on his face. He slowly sat up. Pulling the mask off, he rubbed his eyes. “I take it we’re here?”
“Were you sleeping?” Jacinda screeched.
Luke nodded his head and scratched his chin. “Not much else to do in there. It helped that I was tired.”
Jacinda crossed her arms and harrumphed. “And all this time I’ve been worrying about you for nothing?”
He gave her a crooked smile. “You were worried about me, beautiful?”
With an annoyed hair flip, she glanced away.
Luke placed his hands on the box and vaulted over the side. He yawned loudly and stretched. His massive frame looked even bigger with his muscular arms reaching overhead.
Dr. Spacey stared, wide eyed.
“Luke, this is Dr. Spacey.” Father waved the introductions. “He’ll be in the operating room with us.”
The doctor held out his hand for Luke to shake. Luke just stared at it.
Mica leaned over and hissed, “You’re supposed to shake his hand.”
“Oh, right.” Luke grasped the doctor’s palm. “I think I saw that in a movie once.”
The werewolf awkwardly shook the doctor’s hand and pumped it up and down a little more forcefully than necessary. It reminded me how little Edgar, Susannah and Luke knew about social rules. I was by no means an expert in social interaction, but the norms Father had taught us growing up helped immensely. There was still a lot the three newest members in our family hadn’t experienced.
Dr. Spacey dropped Luke’s hand. “We better get moving. Follow me.”
Father followed him first. The rest of us trailed behind. Flint and I naturally gravitated toward one another, like we always did. His hand clasped mine. The feel of his warm, rough palm helped my anxiety. The entire wing of this building felt strange, yet I couldn’t place why. Empty patient rooms lined the hallway. There had to be at least a dozen.
I peered inside one of the rooms. A hospital bed surrounded by monitoring equipment appeared. I looked in a few more rooms, and it finally hit me why something didn’t feel right.
There were no windows.
I eyed the walls. “What’s this placed used for?”
Dr. Spacey glanced over his shoulder but didn’t stop. “Research.”
The tap tap of all of our soles hitting the linoleum floor echoed.
“Research for what?” Mica’s brown hair brushed just below her shoulders as she glanced into rooms.
“Originally, this wing was used to test medical equipment our company’s piloting. We make devices and equipment to fix common medical problems,” Dr. Spacey replied.
“Why no windows?” Jet asked. The twins’ faces were making those strange expressions when they spoke telepathically.
Dr. Spacey reached a hall and turned. “For privacy. Some of our methods aren’t completely conventional.”
I almost stopped mid-stride. Flint paused beside me, his hand going to the small of my back. A chill ran through me. Memories surfaced of my time at O’Brien. For the most part, those memories were fuzzy, although a few were clear. One thing I remembered very clearly?
There were no windows there either.
I shook that thought off. If Father trusted Dr. Spacey, than I did too. I gave Flint what I hoped was a reassuring smile and continued on.
Dr. Spacey stopped outside a room after we turned down another hallway. This one had double doors. “We’ll be doing your operation here, but first we’ll need imaging to locate where the tracking device is implanted.”
“Okay.” Luke stuffed his hands in his pockets and shuffled his feet. “What do you need me to do?”
“Just follow my instructions. We’ll get a series of x-rays. If that doesn’t reveal where it is, we may need a CT.”
Luke just nodded. “Whatever you say.”
“Diamond?” Dr. Spacey turned toward her. “Conroy told me you’d like to perform the operation?”
Di stood up straighter, her expression eager. “Yes.”
“In that case, Luke, Diamond and Conroy, follow me. The rest of you can wait at the end of that hallway.” Dr. Spacey waved back to where we’d come from. “You’ll find beverages and refreshments in that area. Please stay there until we return. It’s imperative that you don’t leave this wing.”
He turned to leave, but Jacinda called out, “Wait! How long will this take?”
Luke gave her a wolfish grin. “Worried again, beautiful?”
She ignored him.
“The imaging won’t take longer than twenty minutes, even if we need a CT,” Dr. Spacey replied. “However, it may take a while to locate the device when I review the results. Once we locate it, the operation could take as little as an hour to several hours. It depends on how deeply it’s implanted and where.”
Jacinda frowned and crossed her arms tightly over her chest.
Luke pulled her to him.
Jacinda’s eyes widened. Luke kissed her on the cheek before whispering something in her ear. She blushed.
I watched the interaction with wide eyes. If there was one thing that was becoming obvious, it was that my sister was head over heels.
“I’ll see you when I’m back.” Luke nodded to everyone after he let Jacinda go.
Father, Di, Dr. Spacey and Luke disappeared through the double doors. I tried to catch a glimpse of what was inside, but the doors shut too quickly.
For a minute, we all just stood there. Jasper inched forward and made a move to open a door, but Flint interjected. “We’re to wait in the room down the hall. Let’s go.”
Jasper rolled his eyes. “You never were any fun.”
Flint’s expression didn’t change, but the energy off him increased. In some ways, we were still the children we’d been ten years ago. The twins liked breaking the rules. Flint insisted on following them. I wondered if that would ever change.
Probably not.
“Come on, J.” Mica pulled Jasper.
He hooked his arm around her shoulders, and they strolled back to where we’d come from. Amber, Edgar, Jacinda and Jet did the same. Only Susannah didn’t move. She stood rooted to the spot, staring at the room Luke had disappeared into.
When I approached her, she didn’t move. It almost seemed like she didn’t know I was there. Her bright blue eyes once again held that faraway look. I tentatively touched her forearm.
When our skin made contact, her pupils dilated. She shrieked and jumped backward. With wide, frightened eyes, she met my gaze while wrapping her arms tightly around herself.
I let go and slowly stepped back. “Flint? Can you get Edgar?”
Before I finished my sentence, Flint raced off in a blur down the hallway. The others had already rounded the corner, their voices carrying faintly.
That left me alone with the eagle. “Susannah? I’m not going to hurt you, and nobody’s going to hurt Luke.”
She continued watching me, a distrustful gleam in her eyes. Her irises flashed yellow.
“My name’s Lena, remember?” I lowered my voice. “We rescued you from O’Brien, and you’ve been living with us ever since. We’re just like you, remember?”
Susannah moved so fast, I didn’t react in time. She had one of the double doors open, about to barrel through. I grabbed her arm.
“Luke!” Her quiet voice turned into a murderous scream. “Luke!”
I grabbed her with both hands and tried to pull her back. She was so strong! I put all of my body weight into it. She didn’t budge.
Her free arm swung as she clawed me.
A sting and flash of blood followed but I barely registered it as footsteps sounded behind me. Flint’s scent came next. Another scent carried in the air. Aftershave and a hint of musk.
Edgar.
“Suzie, love, what you on about?”
Susannah didn’t seem to see him. She was still trying to run through the doors.
Edgar grabbed her and pulled her back. He wrapped both arms around her, pinning her from behind.
She clawed wildly but when Edgar yelled an expletive, she stopped, as if sensing who it was.
“Luke’ll be o’right.” His words were soft and soothing as he continued to hold her. “He’ll be just fine.” He continued to say quiet, comforting words. At least a minute passed before he loosened his grip. “Come on now, love. Me finks you need a nice cuppa and a biscuit.”
She stilled, but her eyes flashed yellow again, her breathing rapid.
Edgar turned her to face him. “He’s fine, Suzie. He’s just fine. No one’s gonna ‘urt ‘im ‘ere. Now, come on, love.”
Her frightened eyes darted to the double doors again. Once again, her head moved at unnatural speed.
Edgar led her slowly away. Thankfully, she didn’t put up a fight. Flint and I stood where we were, letting Edgar put some distance between us. As much as I was trying to befriend Susannah, it didn’t seem she wanted anything to do with me.
I surveyed my hand and winced. A trail of blood ran down my wrist.
“She did that?” Flint’s deep voice seemed to echo in the hall.
“I grabbed her. You can hardly blame her.”
He sighed deeply. “She’s making things a lot harder. We can’t trust her. Ever.”
“Yeah, I know.”
After a trip to the bathroom, my wound stopped bleeding. It wasn’t deep, but it still stung.
“Come on.” Flint guided me away, his large arm settling around my shoulders.
The gesture made the sleeves on his jacket fall below my hands. It was only then I realized I still wore his coat. It had probably saved me from a nastier gash. If I hadn’t been wearing it, Susannah would have probably clawed up my arm.
“What a morning.” I sighed.
His dark eyes glinted when he glanced down at me. “Let’s get something to eat.”
My mouth watered. “Good idea.”
THE DAY PASSED slowly. We all waited on the uncomfortable, vinyl chairs in the small, windowless waiting area. Without the sun, it could have been late afternoon or early evening for all I knew.
“What time is it?” I asked Jacinda.
Only Jacinda and Jet had the foresight to put on their watches before we left that morning. Normally, we all wore watches to hide our tattoos that Father tattooed on us almost eight months ago. None of us knew who Marcus had searching the country for us, and our tattoos were one way to identify us, if he even knew about the symbols.
She glanced at her watch. “Eleven in the morning.”
My eyes widened. “Eleven in the morning?”
“We’ve only been waiting three hours?” Amber exclaimed.
The food and beverages Dr. Spacey provided had disappeared the second we sat down. There were a few bottles of water left, but that was it. There weren’t any magazines, televisions or the usual distracting paraphernalia normally found in waiting areas. This wing obviously hadn’t been used in a long time.
Another hour ticked by. I was lounging against the wall, one ankle crossed over the other, when distant voices sounded outside the room. Flint straightened. Everyone else perked up.
Jacinda bolted out of her chair. “It’s Father.”
Footsteps approached. A moment later, Dr. Spacey and Father appeared. Both wore scrubs. Blue surgical caps covered their heads. Luke was nowhere to be seen.
“Where is he?” Jacinda practically screeched.
“Recovering.” Father pulled his mask off. “Diamond’s still with him, monitoring his vitals and pain levels.”
“So, he’s okay?” Jacinda wrung her hands.
Dr. Spacey nodded. “He’ll be fine. He’ll have a small scar on his abdomen when he fully heals, but other than that, he should return to normal.”
Mica’s curious brown eyes lit up. “Where was the tracking device?”
“Beside his liver.” Father stuffed the scrub cap in his pocket. “It was encapsulated in scar tissue and beside an artery, so it took longer than we anticipated to remove, but Diamond did very well.”
Jacinda’s energy grew stronger with each second. “When can I see him?”
“You can all see him now, if you’d like.” Father turned. “Follow me.”




CHAPTER NINE

Di stood beside Luke as he lay on a hospital bed. Monitoring equipment surrounded him. The soft beep beep of a machine filled the air. His heartbeat was slow and steady, while an IV dripped something into his vein.
Luke smiled drunkenly when we approached. We all circled around the bed.
“Hey, s’guys,” he slurred. When his eyes found Jacinda’s, he leered. “You’re sure looking beautiful today. Have I’s ever told you that?”
Jacinda glanced worriedly at Di. “What’s wrong with him?”
“It’s the anesthesia. It’ll wear off soon. Don’t worry.”
A machine sounded, a loud hum, and the blood pressure cuff started to swell on Luke’s arm. Luke continued to say nonsensical things that half the time sounded more like gibberish than English.
Jacinda took his hand.
Luke lifted it to his mouth and kissed it. “I’d like to do a lot more than that to’ve you.”
Jacinda’s eyes widened as she snatched her hand back.
Jasper laughed and clapped his brother on the back. “What were you saying about wolf pups the other day, Jet?”
Jacinda glanced sharply his way, but Mica laughed too.
Di, on the other hand, told everyone if they didn’t have anything specific to say to Luke that we could all kindly return to the waiting area.
I eyed the clock. “How much longer is this going to take?”
“At least the rest of the afternoon.” Di didn’t look up from her clipboard while she studied Luke’s vitals and wrote things down. “If he’s able to walk, urinate and tolerate the pain by tonight, we can get back on the road.”
“Where are we going from here?” Amber stood at the foot of the bed, eyeing all of the lines connected to Luke.
Father cleared his throat. “We’ll discuss that later.”
Dr. Spacey stood behind everyone, watching the interactions with a curious glint in his eye. A part of me wanted to ask him how much he knew about us. Considering he was one of Father’s outside contacts and had just assisted in an operation to remove a GPS tracking device from a large werewolf, I guessed he knew plenty.
“Does anyone else have anything to say to Luke?” Di frowned heavily at Jet when the twin lifted a medication off a tray table to read its contents.
Flint crossed his arms. “Where’s the tracking device?”
Dr. Spacey retrieved it from a corner table. He held up a plastic tube. In it was a small, metallic circular device. It was still bloody and looked like a bullet but smoother.
Flint’s gaze narrowed. “What are you going to do with it?”
“Destroy it,” the doctor replied.
Flint shook his head. “Don’t. I have an idea.” He nudged his sister. “Di? Can I speak with you and Conroy?”
Dr. Spacey stepped forward. “I’ll take care of Luke.”
Di, Father and Flint disappeared from the room. The rest of us shuffled around Luke, the twins and Mica joking, Jacinda scolding them, while Amber giggled through it all. Everyone in our original family played their roles so well. Di and Flint had always been the leaders in our group. I’d always been the one trying to include everyone. We all had our place.
But you were never the violent one. You were never the one who so easily and willingly hurt others.
I swallowed tightly and stuffed my hands in my pockets as images of how violently I’d hurt Marcus and his two men once again threatened to suffocate me.
BY EIGHT O’CLOCK that night, the anesthetic had worn off and Luke was up and walking. They’d moved him to one of the patient rooms earlier that afternoon. Despite Luke not wanting to take pain meds, Di insisted, even though Luke growled every time she brought it up.
“I don’t need medication. I’m fine!”
“Take them.” Di held out the pills. “I’m not asking. We need you walking and moving comfortably. You’re not going to be able to do that unless you’re taking pain pills.”
With a growl, he snatched the medications and downed them in one swallow. He refused the water glass she held up.
“Happy?” he asked.
“I suppose,” she replied coolly.
At the moment, all of us crowded inside his room. It was still only our family and Dr. Spacey. Nobody else had visited the wing. The hallway outside was like a tomb. Sounds echoed down it, and the dim nighttime lighting only increased its eeriness.
“So where do we go from here?” Mica stood beside Jasper, their fingers intertwined.
“We’re staying here,” Flint said.
“In this lab?” Jet asked incredulously.
Di shook her head. “No, in San Francisco.”
I put a hand on my hip. “But Marcus knows we’re here.”
“That’s why we’re staying,” Flint replied. “We’re going to use the tracking device they took out of Luke to lure him to us.”
Jasper’s eyebrows shot up. “And why would we want to do that?”
“Yeah,” Jet added. “I thought we were trying to get away from him.”
Di eyed Flint. “We want to learn more about the people working for Marcus and what they’re capable of. The best way to do that is to capture one, if not a few, of Marcus’ men.”
Amber stepped closer to my side, her arms tightly crossed. “And do what with them?”
Flint’s energy increased. “Get information.”
I shuddered. “You mean interrogate them.”
Di nodded. “Yes, we’ll question them.
I shoved my hands in my pockets. “And to think we had ten of them in Arizona.”
Di sighed heavily. “I know, I thought that too, but at that time, we weren’t prepared. Escaping seemed the safest option, but now, we have the upper hand. We can lure them to us. We’re more in control of the situation.”
The room suddenly felt cold. I shivered. “And if they don’t talk?”
“I’ll get them to talk.” Luke’s eyes glowed. Golden liquid swirled in their depths. “I’d love that opportunity.”
WE LEFT THE medical unit just after ten that night. I asked why we couldn’t stay, since the building seemed so safe, but Dr. Spacey said that wasn’t an option. The wing Luke recovered in was to be used on Monday. I assumed from the clandestine way Dr. Spacey spoke that none of his associates knew he was helping Father. And from the way Father insisted we leave well before Monday morning, I guessed I was right.
Father booked rooms at a local hotel. Since Marcus knew we were in San Francisco, he probably had men in the city. Therefore, we were to check-in in groups of two to three, in hopes of drawing less attention to ourselves. There were still a lot of unknowns, a realization that didn’t sit well with me.
Father didn’t know how many contacts Marcus had in the area, or how deep those contacts went. If Marcus had friends in law enforcement, he’d possibly have access to security information. To try and avoid detection, we all put on hats and sunglasses. To wear sunglasses at nighttime was definitely unusual, but not so eccentric that people would stare. However, the hats and sunglasses helped us avoid facial recognition software programs. If Marcus had accessed security cameras in Chicago, it was possible he knew what we looked like. We knew for sure the police had a screen shot of Di from what the news showed. Who knew what else they had.
The bottom line—avoiding detection was key.
“Is this really necessary?” Mica slapped on a baseball cap and aviator sunglasses.
“Hopefully not.” Di smoothed her cap over her head. “But we’re not taking any chances.”
We took the elevator down to the lower parking level. Luke walked gingerly behind us, his demeanor grouchy. He kept grumbling about how hungry he was, but every time Di slowed and tried to give him a hand, he growled and brushed her off.
Di said it would take four to six weeks for his incision to fully heal. That seemed like too long. We couldn’t hole up in a hotel for a month and hoped nobody found us. Luke was going to have to move quickly whether he liked it or not. Hopefully, his sutures wouldn’t burst.
When we reached the parking garage, I automatically walked to the van we’d driven from the airport.
Only, it wasn’t there.
“Galena,” Father called. “Those vehicles have been disposed of.”
I shook my head. “Right. Of course.”
I once again wondered how many people around the country were on Father’s payroll. It was the same after Chicago. When we’d driven to the airport to fly back to Arizona, a man had appeared on the tarmac, as if coming from the shadows. Father had whispered to him before giving him the van’s keys.
That was the last time anyone saw the van. The news clips I’d seen since then indicated the police had no leads, including never having found the escape vehicle. I wouldn’t be surprised if the van we’d driven was currently at the bottom of Lake Michigan.
I returned to Father’s side. “Do you still have the money to pay your…uh…people?”
His hazel eyes appeared tired. “For the time being, yes. My overseas accounts are still secure. If everything goes to plan, my U.S. accounts should be transferred to more secure banks by the end of the week.”
“Did you find out how Marcus accessed them?”
“It was as I expected. He knows several board members in two of the banks I use. They’re behind my frozen accounts.”
I rubbed my hands on my arms, wishing again I hadn’t forgotten a jacket. “Isn’t that illegal?”
“It’s most definitely illegal.”
“But how did Marcus know those accounts belonged to you?” I asked the question with hesitation. Father had always been so reluctant to divulge any information about his outside life. I knew it was to protect us, but I wasn’t a kid anymore. I wanted to know.
“That I can’t tell you, but perhaps I was careless during my last excursion. A security camera may have detected me. I’m not sure, but I do know Marcus is actively engaged in finding us now. That wasn’t the case prior to rescuing Luke, Susannah and Edgar.”
Di tapped her foot. “We should really get going.”
Father threw keys to Di and Flint, effectively ending our conversation. “Four people per car. We’re all to take different routes to reach the hotel. Follow the GPS instructions I’ve programmed into your vehicles. Do not remove your hats.”
Flint, Jacinda, Luke and I slid into one car. It was a new Volvo. The soft, leather seats were smooth and comfortable. Flint took the driver’s seat, I sat on the front passenger’s side, while Jacinda and Luke climbed into the back. Our small bags easily fit in the trunk.
Di, the twins and Mica took the Toyota, while Father, Amber, Edgar and Susannah opened the doors to a Lexus. Susannah stayed close to Edgar’s side. Luckily, the otter seemed to have a calming influence on her.
When Flint turned on the engine, a screen on the dash came to life. Sure enough, a pre-programmed GPS glowed with driving instructions to the hotel. Even though these cars were more modest than what Father usually bought, my guess to not draw attention, they were still extremely nice.
“You guys sure travel in style.” Luke ran his hand along the interior.
“You know a thing or two about cars?” I was surprised that he knew a Volvo was a somewhat expensive vehicle. The only reason I knew that was because of our Transportation class in our homeschooling. If Father hadn’t taught us, I wouldn’t have known the difference between a Kia and a Porsche.
“I’ve seen movies,” Luke said defensively. “I’m not completely ignorant.”
I turned in my seat to face him. “Did you watch a lot of movies in O’Brien?”
Luke fiddled with his seatbelt. “Yeah. They’d let us gather in a lab sometimes, and we’d all watch movies together. There was a projection screen, and we’d bring out our blankets and lay on the floor. One of the techs, she was pretty nice. She’s the one who always brought the movies. Sometimes, when Marcus and Albert weren’t there, she’d snuggle with us and bring snacks and drinks.” Luke’s brow furrowed. “I haven’t seen her in years.”
My throat constricted. I imagined a dozen kids crowded in an underground lab watching movies together and soaking up the love and affection from a single research tech. A part of me was relieved their lives hadn’t been devoid of any love and kindness. The other part felt sick that a simple movie was probably the highlight of their childhood. It was so opposite to how we’d been raised. Father had showered us with love. I tried to picture a life without that.
I couldn’t.
With a squeal of tires, Flint drove out of the garage onto the dark, barren street. Rain fell on the windshield. The dark sky and somber weather seemed fitting considering what we’d just been discussing.
I glanced out the back windshield. Nobody else was on the road. Neither Di nor Father followed. They’d wait at least thirty minutes before leaving. We were all to arrive at the hotel at spaced out times and check-in separately. Flint and I would check-in first.
I turned back around to face Flint. His chestnut hair looked darker in the night. “So where’s the tracking device?”
Flint flipped on the windshield wipers. “Conroy has it.”
My eyes widened.
“Don’t worry. It’s contained in a lead box. We won’t remove it until we want to lure Marcus’ men.”
“And then what?”
“And then, we wait.”
THE HOTEL WE checked into was close to Fisherman’s Wharf. Lights from restaurants and shops filled the streets. People walked on the sidewalks, laughing and talking, their faces partly hidden behind umbrellas and rain gear. Nobody seemed to mind the rain that splattered the ground.
Flint pulled down a side street, looking for a place to temporarily park. Father chose this hotel because it offered self-parking underground in addition to valet parking. He didn’t want us using the valets, and since we didn’t have access to the underground parking lot yet, we needed to find a spot on the street.
We eventually found one as someone backed out of a spot in front of a restaurant. I silently thanked the fact that we weren’t in the van. Parking that thing down here would have been a nightmare.
Jacinda and Luke didn’t say much when we left, just that they’d wait fifteen minutes before following us to the hotel.
Humid, cold air greeted me when I stepped out of the car onto the street. It smelled invigorating and fresh after all of the time in the medical unit. Another pang of sadness filled me when I remembered those children in O’Brien who’d lived daily with stale lab air. Those that had died had never experienced anything different.
I did my best to shake those thoughts off and instead remembered what Frida, a woman I’d befriended during my homeless months, had taught me. Enjoy the moment. Take pleasure in what you have. We’d all learned to enjoy simplicity when growing up in hiding in the mountains, yet my four months of homeless life had driven it into me like nothing else. When one had nothing, simple pleasures were all one could enjoy.
“Ready?” Flint asked.
He pulled his jacket collar up while I lifted the hood on my sweatshirt. At least I hadn’t forgotten a sweatshirt and had the foresight to retrieve it before we left the medical unit. I knew sooner or later, I’d have to buy a jacket, but this would have to do for now.
I clasped Flint’s hand and carried my bag in the other. We walked quickly down the street. I switched my vision. Clouds appeared around those we passed. I had no idea if the men employed by Marcus had ever been experimented on, but if they had, their clouds would have colors. Spotting colored clouds, especially at night, was easy. They flowed around a person’s shoulders, bright and glowing, like a lighthouse penetrating through the night.
“Are you watching?” Flint asked.
“Yes.”
“See anything?”
“Nope, everyone’s normal.”
We were mostly wet by the time we arrived at the hotel. It wasn’t exactly a good look when we walked into the impressive lobby.
Despite our sorry looking appearance, an employee opened the door and greeted us. I smiled brightly from under my cap although Flint didn’t even glance at him. I knew Flint was worried. He’d been tense ever since we left the medical unit, so I wasn’t surprised when he strode straight for the check-in desk in long, purposeful strides.
The woman behind the desk greeted us brightly, but her eyes grew wide when she got a good look at us. I’m sure seeing two soaked individuals in hats and sunglasses at ten at night wasn’t normal.
I took off my glasses.
Flint sucked in a breath. I subtly brushed against him when a wave of power rolled off him. My gesture did little to reassure him, and while I wasn’t sure that I’d made the right move either, I figured my hat would still hide my face from any cameras. Besides, making an impression by appearing too secretive wasn’t a good idea.
Power continued to radiate from Flint’s core. I welled up my energy, creating a protective bubble around me, and shielded myself from the wave after wave that came from Flint.
I rested my forearms on the counter. “Two checking in.”
“Name?” The woman seemed to visibly relax after I took off my glasses.
“Melanie Winters.” I pulled out the fake ID Father had made for me weeks ago, just in case anything like this ever happened. Luckily, Flint remembered our IDs. Otherwise, mine would still be buried in my dresser in Arizona.
As the woman took down my information, I fingered the charm bracelet on my wrist that Flint had given me years ago. It was probably the only thing I kept close track of. I still felt ridiculously proud that I hadn’t lost it, even when I woke up in Rapid City eight months ago having no idea who I was.
When the woman handed me back the fake driver’s license, she asked for my credit card. I handed over the black card. She stood up straighter and smiled brighter. I knew it was superficial, but when one has a hundred thousand dollar limit, one tends to be treated differently.
“Is there room service this late?” I asked while she typed away.
“Of course, Ms. Winters.”
After checking us in, she rattled off the other amenities and waved an employee over to carry our bags.
Flint told her that wasn’t necessary.
She visibly balked and took a step back. Despite Flint’s strikingly handsome face, he tended to have that effect on people, especially when he was in his hide and protect mode. From the energy pouring off him, which felt as strong as radiation waves from the sun, I was surprised he hadn’t thrown me over his shoulder and disappeared upstairs.
I tried to ignore the heavy feel of his swirling energy, but even with my cloud wrapped protectively around me, my hand still slipped when I put my credit card back in my wallet.
By the time we got to our room on the fifth floor, Flint was tenser than a tautly pulled rubber band. I knew the others would be arriving over the next two hours, but at the moment, there was only one thing really dominating my thoughts despite Flint’s worry and despite my newfound anxiety over my moral character. Food. We hadn’t eaten anything since the morning.
I picked up the room service menu and winced when the sharp edge brushed the cut Susannah gave me. “Hungry?”
Flint stood at the window, looking out. Rain trickled down the pane against a dark sky. Strong energy still billowed around him.
“Seafood? Burgers? Italian? Thai?” I studied the vast selection. “What sounds good?”
“Whatever.”
I sighed and picked up the phone. It could be a long night.




CHAPTER TEN

Flint had to move the car, and he wanted to make sure everyone got checked in before he finally relaxed. The fact that he had been shot never fazed him. As always, he put the safety of our family before his own needs.
By the time we fell into bed, it was the early hours of the morning. The last thing I remembered was Flint’s warm body spooning mine. The next time I opened my eyes, it was morning.
Rain greeted me. I blinked a few times, not sure what I was looking at. The clock beside the bed read just after nine. It took me a second to remember we were in a hotel and the window I stared at overlooked San Francisco.
Flint still slept soundly.
I pushed away from his sleeping form and sat up. Bright white sheets surrounded us. Turning, my breath stopped. A slash of red, the graze from the bullet wound, marred his olive skin. The granulating tissue looked like a war flag promising bloodier battles to come. Seeing it made me grow cold.
Flint had been shot.
I so easily could have lost him.
A fluttering sense of panic followed. I hastily looked away. The thought of life without Flint was incomprehensible. We’d always been together. I couldn’t imagine ever not being with him. Yet yesterday, he’d been shot, actually shot. The knowledge of how precarious life was crawled up my throat.
Flint was shot. I almost lost him.
Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and concentrated on calming the panic that wanted to consume me. Flint’s not dead. He’s fine. He’s absolutely fine.
I took at least ten deep breaths before the suffocating fear receded. Flint continued to sleep soundly, completely oblivious to the emotions ripping apart my insides.
With one last breath, I silently lifted the sheets and crept across the floor. The carpet was rough feeling under my bare feet. It was that industrial strength kind with short looped ends. It would probably hold up under a herd of elephants.
I padded into the bathroom and closed the door behind me. The fear still lingered, just on the threshold of my mind. It would only take one little step for the numbing, heart stopping feeling to overpower me.
Cold tiles chilled me underfoot when I ripped open the shower curtain. I turned on the shower and stepped under it before it had a chance to warm. The frigid water vanquished any sense of panic. My teeth chattered as I let the water cascade around me. Any thoughts of losing Flint vanished as I focused on the chilling water.
Eventually, the shower warmed. I lowered myself to the floor and wrapped my arms around my knees. At least the cut on my wrist was healing. I tried to relax, to lose myself in the sheer bliss of a hot shower, but my mind wouldn’t allow it. Flint’s brush with death only highlighted how precarious our situation was. We were fighting to have a normal, peaceful existence. Fighting being the only apt word to describe it.
Another worry filled my mind.
An image of me slamming an energy ball onto the two men who shot at Flint hovered just on the edge of my conscience. Sickening doubts followed.
What kind of person does that make me?
I tried to shake off that disturbing thought, and to reassure myself that Flint would always be fine, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t.
Sometimes, it was hard for me to comprehend my life. Other than Flint and everyone else in our strange family, I’d never encountered others who were constantly hiding or trying to find a way to live like normal people. And I’d certainly never met anybody who had power like we did. Power that could be dangerous.
Our entire existence had been based on secrecy, and given what we could do, I now truly understood why. Sometimes I wished I could be normal. If Father hadn’t stolen us when we were small children, if O’Brien hadn’t experimented on us and permanently changed our brain chemistries—we wouldn’t have these abilities.
And I wouldn’t be able to hurt anyone.
I gripped my knees tighter. Water dripped down my arms. I traced the small tattoo on my left inner wrist. A perfect circle divided into four quarters. The symbol for Earth. The symbol Father had tattooed on me eight months ago when he’d tried to free us from the confines of hiding. When he’d tried to give us normal lives.
I sighed and ran my hands over my wet curls. Ducking my head, I let the water cascade down my back. Rivulets trickled past my toes. Heavy steam filled the room.
The handle squeaked when I turned off the shower. Wrapping a thick, soft towel around myself, I stepped out and tried my best to put my thoughts and worries behind me.
FLINT WAS UP by ten. After he took a quick shower, we ordered room service and sat on the bed in silence while munching toast and eggs. His chestnut colored hair, still damp from his shower, curled at the ends. His deep set dark eyes followed my every move.
I nibbled a piece of toast. Despite having not eaten since last night, I didn’t have an appetite. Too many things still barreled through my mind.
“Want to talk about it?” Flint finished his coffee and set the cup on the tray.
I curled my legs underneath me and glanced his way. “Hmm?”
“Something’s bothering you. A lot. I can tell.”
I hastily rearranged my legs and almost tipped over my coffee in the process. “Why do you say that?” I brushed crumbs from the bedspread. It only spread them across the sheets more.
Flint grabbed my hands, stopping my movements. “Babe, talk to me.”
Tears clouded my vision. I dipped my chin so he wouldn’t see them. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”
“You’re clearly not fine. You’ve been anything but fine. What’s going on?”
An image of those two men shooting at Flint flashed through my mind. Flint was shot, and I almost killed those men and I didn’t think twice about it.
“Babe…you’re shaking.” He pulled me close and wrapped his arms around me. His energy picked up, strumming into me. It was filled with worry. “Talk to me. Please.”
I swallowed tightly. I can’t. I can’t tell him. He may look at me differently. He may know I’m not the person he thought I was.
He sighed heavily. “Lena? Will you please just tell me?”
His frustrated plea finally broke my barrier. With a hesitant whisper, I began but then the words rushed out of me. “I’m not a good person, Flint! I’m not!”
He pushed me back just enough to see my face. Dark eyes, swimming with confusion regarded me. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m not a good person!”
He wiped a tear off my cheek. His eyes softened. “Yes, you are a good person. You’re one of the kindest, most compassionate people I know.”
I shook my head. Tears fell down my face. “But I’m not. I almost killed those men who shot you. I didn’t think twice about it. Rage filled me. Hate filled me when I knew they were trying to hurt you. I wanted them to pay. I wanted them to suffer. I wanted to hurt them because they hurt you. Don’t you see? A good person wouldn’t do something like that, wouldn’t feel something like that!”
His eyebrows drew together. “You think you’re not a good person because you wanted to hurt them?”
I nodded tightly. “And it wasn’t the first time.” More tears streamed down my cheeks. “When I encountered Marcus at the warehouse, it was the same. I blasted him with an energy ball. He flew at least fifty feet. That could have killed him, and I didn’t care. All I could think about was him hurting you and everyone else. I unleashed everything I had on him.”
He thumbed another tear away. His energy increased. “Do you know what I would do if someone threatened you? If someone tried to kill you? If someone tried to hurt you?” His eyes hardened. “I’d take them down without a second thought. I would protect you with my life or I would take their life. I’d do it in a second.”
I tried to smile but only more tears came. “I know.”
“So do you think I’m a bad person?”
“No!” I wiped away more tears. “You’re the most loyal, fiercely devoted man I’ve ever met.”
He cocked his head. “Yet you don’t think I’m bad?”
“Of course not.”
“Then why do you think you are? What you did is what any of us would have done. You protected me. You protected your family. You did what you needed to do.”
“But I almost killed them, and I didn’t care.”
He took a deep breath. “You’re very powerful, it’s true. It’s easier for you to hurt someone than it is for most of us, but you would never hurt someone who wasn’t threatening you. You reacted, you didn’t act. Do you see the difference?”
I wiped my eyes and sniffed. “Well…yeah, I guess so.”
“But you’re still worried, aren’t you? You still think that reacting like that makes you a bad person.”
I shrugged. “I can’t help but think that.”
“What could you have done differently for you to not feel that way?”
Grabbing a tissue, I blotted my eyes and wiped my nose. I sat up straighter. “Well, I guess I would have had more control. That I would have controlled myself enough to incapacitate those men without hurting them.”
“So control would have made you feel less guilty?”
I sniffed again. “Yeah, it would have.”
He took both of my hands in his. His warm palms felt so good. “Then next time you’re in a situation, remember how you’re feeling right now. Remember how important it is to you to learn control and not intentionally hurt someone. I still don’t think you did anything wrong, and I’ll never think you’re a bad person no matter how many men you take down, but if it’s important to you that you don’t kill anyone, practice controlling yourself more.”
“You’d really never think I was a bad person?”
“You’d have to kill a whole lot more than a bunch of Marcus’ men for me to ever think that. I know you better than anyone, babe. You’re good. Nothing you can say will make me think otherwise.”
I took a deep breath. Already, I felt the heavy feeling in my chest lightening. “So you don’t feel differently about me?”
He tipped my chin up so my eyes met his. “Never.”
I continued to think about what he said. Control. Deliberate use of my powers. He was right. If I learned how to control my responses in heightened situations, I wouldn’t intentionally hurt someone. But what if it comes down to killing someone to save Flint or my family?
I frowned as that possibility sank in, but I already knew the answer. If it was a matter of life or death, I’d do it. I’ll kill to protect my family. I’d do the same as Flint.
But am I okay with that?
The only sound was the rain on the window as we sat in silence. I felt Flint watching me. His energy was high, still unsure. “Are you feeling better?”
I nodded. “Yeah, but I think I’m like you. If it came down to it, I’d kill someone to protect you.”
“And you know that doesn’t make you a bad person, right? A lot of people would do that. Most people would do that. It’s a natural instinct to protect those we love.” Flint tenderly fingered a lock of hair from my face. He leaned down and kissed me softly on the lips. It wasn’t a passionate kiss, more of a I-just-want-to-know-you’re-still-here-and-that-I-still-love-you-and-that-you’re-really-okay kind of kiss. The kind of kiss one experiences when the future holds so many unknowns.
I threaded a hand through his hair and cupped the back of his neck. A zing of desire raced through me.
Flint’s energy picked up too. I knew he felt my body respond. Pushing me back, he lay down on top of me and kissed me again. His energy picked up more, growing hot and heavy.
When I wrapped a leg around his waist, our energy exploded.
He pressed me deeper into the bed, his weight sinking us into the mattress. The kiss that had started as gentle and questioning, turned into one full of need.
“I could only ever love you,” he whispered. “And I’ll always love you, no matter what.” He kissed down the side of my neck, tenderly, achingly. Desire pooled in my core as his large palm cupped my breast. “I don’t know what I would do if I ever lost you.”
His words hit so close to home that I closed my eyes and let myself get carried away in our lovemaking.
It felt like hours before our breathing calmed and our bodies cooled. We lay in a tangle of sweaty limbs and damp sheets, both of us staring at one another. For a long time, neither of us said anything. Finally, Flint moved. He inched closer and kissed me softly on the neck. His heart beat strongly in his chest.
“I love you,” he whispered. “No matter what happens. No matter what you do.”
I placed a hand on his cheek, his stubble rough under my palm. “I love you too. Always have. Always will.”
WE DRESSED AND left our room in the early afternoon. Luckily, everyone else had also taken their time getting up. The late start to our day was kind of ironic considering we were still in San Francisco and Marcus was still hunting us. However, Father felt we were relatively safe since we’d taken so many precautions checking into the hotel. He also felt that Luke needed the rest.
Everyone was in Di and Jacinda’s suite by the time we arrived. Luke had three trays of food in front of him. He was inhaling everything in sight.
Jet grinned when Flint closed the door behind us. Jet then waggled his eyebrows. It seemed everybody knew what we’d been doing whenever we were the last to show up.
A blush crept up my neck until my cheeks flushed. Yes, sex was a natural thing to do, but it was still embarrassing when everyone knew that’s how you’d spent your morning.
“Nice of you to join us.” Jasper grinned.
I almost retorted that he was one to talk. From Mica’s mussed hair, it was obvious Flint and I hadn’t been the only ones engaged in amorous activities.
I raised an eyebrow at Luke. “How are you feeling?”
The werewolf finished his last plate of food and winked at me. His back was propped against the headboard while his massive frame stretched out in front of him. Jacinda perched at his side, holding a glass with a straw up to him. Jacinda was nothing if not doting when someone was sick. I still remembered how she’d tried to dress me after my entanglement with Aaron. She gave hovering a whole new meaning.
However, Luke didn’t seem to mind the attention. He obediently took the pills in Jacinda’s outstretched hand and then sipped from the straw. When finished, he gave her a crooked grin. She simply fluffed the pillows behind his head and asked how he felt.
“Just fine, beautiful. You can be my nurse anytime.”
She harrumphed but I still caught her smile when she stood to refill his water.
“I’ll need to check your incision,” Di said as everyone sat down.
Luke’s eyebrows rose. “Now?”
“It seems as good a time as any.”
Luke lifted his shirt. We all leaned forward. None of us had seen what his surgery had done.
Di stood over him and frowned as she leaned down. Touching around the incision, she pushed it a few times. From Luke’s nonchalant expression, he didn’t seem to mind.
“Amazing,” she muttered.
Father joined her. Beside Di’s all black attire, Father looked positively colorful. In pressed khaki trousers, a checked collared dress shirt sporting colors of reds, blues and greens, covered with a V-neck sweater in a beautiful hunter green, he looked like a picture straight out of a Ralph Lauren catalog.
Father’s eyes widened. “You’re almost healed.” Both he and Di inspected the incision more closely.
My eyes widened when I saw the red line running across Luke’s abdomen. It looked like it had been healing for several weeks. It still wasn’t a scar, so it wasn’t completely healed, but it certainly didn’t look like a fresh incision.
Luke scratched his face. Several days worth of stubble lined it. “I’ve always healed fast. Food helps.”
“This fast?” Di asked incredulously.
Luke shrugged. “I guess so.”
Di and Father eyed one another. “Does it have something to do with his lupine DNA?” she asked quietly.
“It could.” Father frowned contemplatively. “Animal saliva is known to contain enzymes that promote healing. Wolves commonly lick wounds to better heal them, but I’m not sure about their blood work. He’s all but bypassed the inflammatory stage of wound healing–”
“Perhaps anti-pathogenic properties or superior perfusion or an advanced cytokine response?” Di countered.
“It’s possible. Perhaps a drug Marcus administered solicits that response.”
Their heads dipped toward one another.
Jet rolled his eyes. “Aren’t we supposed to be figuring out how to use the tracking device to catch one of Marcus’ men?”
Father and Di shrugged sheepishly.
Luke pulled his shirt down and eyed them curiously. “So it won’t take a month for this to heal?”
“Probably not,” Di replied.
I knew Father and Di wanted to continue brainstorming the explanations for Luke’s expedited healing. With regretful looks at one another, they seemed to know this wasn’t the right time.
I smiled. It was hard not to. If O’Brien and Marcus didn’t exist, Father and Di would probably spend all of their days happily locked away in a lab conducting research or doing experiments.
“Right.” Di glanced at Jet. “We’ll get to Marcus in a minute. As for you, Luke. I’d say you’re at a stage we’d expect to see in someone three weeks out from surgery. I think it’s safe to say within the next few days you’ll be as good as healed.”
He grunted. “I kind of figured as much. It’s never taken me long to heal before.”
I eyed Edgar and Susannah. Both still sat away from the group. “Do you also heal this quickly?”
Edgar nodded. “All three of us do.”
I cocked my head. “So one of Marcus’ drugs must cause expedited healing.”
Di’s focus stayed on Luke. “What other injuries have you healed from?”
“A number of nasty gashes, multiple incisions from experiments Marcus did on me, a broken leg when I was running one year–”
“Um, Di?” Jet tapped his watch.
The excited gleam in her eyes cooled. She cleared her throat. “Right, I’d like to hear more about this later, Luke, but Jet’s right. We should be devising a plan right now for how to catch Marcus’ men.” She turned to Father. “All right, would you mind getting the tracking device?”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Since Jacinda and Di had a suite, there was plenty of room for all of us as we moved into the living area. Neutral colored floral wallpaper covered the walls. A gas fireplace, vacant and cold, sat in between two windows. The furniture reminded me of something one would see in an ornate drawing room.
The rain continued outside. All it seemed to do during a San Francisco winter was rain.
Di stood by the fireplace, her tall form dark against the light colored décor. She clasped her hands behind her back and faced us. I vaguely felt like we were in a board meeting, just like in the movies, although instead of a huge table and swiveling chairs, we sat on chaise lounges and wing backed chairs.
“We need to devise a plan to lure Marcus’ men to a specific area.” She paced in front of the fireplace a few times. “That area needs to be away from people so we won’t draw attention. From there, we’ll need to figure out how to transport those men to a new location for questioning.”
“Hold on.” Jasper held his hand up. “Before we get into that, what about the money? Did Father ever get that figured out?”
Father leaned forward. “It’s not entirely sorted out yet. I have a few people working on it, but for the time being, we’re fine. We should have enough funds to do whatever we need and by the end of the week, all of my money should be secure.”
Flint leaned back on the sofa. “Okay, so I guess we don’t need to discuss Conroy’s funds any further. Not at the moment, anyway.”
Di nodded briskly. “As I was saying, we need to do several things. One, find a location to lure the men. Two, devise a way to get the tracking devise there in a safe and believable manner. Three, formulate a plan to capture the men without them catching us. And four, transport them to an area where we can safely interrogate them.”
Jet snickered. “Well, when you put it like that, it should be a piece of cake.”
Ignoring him, Di continued to pace. From her heavy frown and stiff movements, she seemed more stressed than usual.
Father’s phone rang. He frowned. “I need to take this.” He stepped out of the room which left us to plan on our own.
“Is there a park or somewhere away from the city center that doesn’t see much foot traffic?” I suggested.
Di stopped pacing. “Father has been looking into that. We’ve narrowed it down to two areas, both in Marin County which is relatively close to here. Either Mount Tamalpais State Park or an old military base near Marin Headlands.”
“Okay.” Jasper crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “So which one?”
Di pulled out her phone and passed it around. On the screen were maps of the area.
“The state park has excellent tree cover,” Di explained. “Redwoods, oaks and low lying shrub encompass most of the park. There are a number of canyons, however, which could make extracting the men harder.”
I studied the maps. “What are the roads like to get in and out of there?”
“Two lane mostly, and the roads are very curvy. We also won’t be able to jump on an interstate right away. It will take longer to evacuate.”
Flint’s brow furrowed. “What about the other place?”
Di’s dark hair brushed her chin when she turned to him. “The military base in the Headlands is close to the coast. It’s mostly low lying ground cover, but there are more roads so it’ll be easier to access them. And easier to get the men out.”
“That seems like the better option then,” Jacinda said.
Mica strummed her fingers. “But what about places to hide? It won’t be easy to hide in ground cover.”
“Are the military bases abandoned?” I asked.
Di nodded.
Jet cocked his head. “Are there enough places around those buildings to hide?”
“Hopefully,” Di replied.
We bounced thoughts and concerns back and forth. It was nice when we did this kind of stuff, everyone was included, not just Di and Flint.
I glanced at Luke, Edgar and Susannah halfway through it. All sat quietly. Luke’s eyes had turned that golden color as he listened intently, and Edgar leaned forward in his seat, seemingly eager to hear what we decided. Susannah, however, sat on a chair pushed back from the group, her thin arms wrapped around her twig-like legs which were drawn to her chest. She stared out the window.
I sighed. I didn’t know if Susannah would ever fully return to the world around her. For the most part, she seemed lost in a land inside her mind that only she could visit.
“So it’s decided that we’ll use the military base?” Di still stood. She hadn’t sat once during our discussion.
Everyone agreed.
Di put the maps away. “We need to scout that place out. Before we remove the tracking device from the transport box.”
Amber perked up. “Speaking of the tracking device, how are we going to get it there without them finding us first?”
“That brings us to the second part of our plan which will be the trickiest.” Di paced the room twice before continuing. “We need them to see the device moving. If we simply remove it at the base, and it suddenly appears in a secluded location, they may sense a trap.”
“They may sense a trap regardless,” Jet said dryly. “It’s been a full day now where the device hasn’t been picked up. Won’t they think that’s unusual?”
The door opened and Father slipped back inside.
I smiled at him before shifting in my seat. “Maybe they think Luke’s hiding underground right now. That’s believable, right?”
Flint glanced at Luke. “How much do you know about the device they put in you?”
Luke shrugged his massive shoulders. “I know the device is how they tracked me in the wild. I also know they always made me transform into a wolf before they released me, but it didn’t occur to me until the other day, when those men surrounded the house, that the actual transformation could trigger it.”
He lounged on the cream colored sofa, giving no indication his incision bothered him. I wondered how much it had healed in the last hour.
I cocked my head. “Does the device stop working when you transform back to human?”
“No. Otherwise, they would have released me in the wild, and I could have turned back to a human and escaped. I actually tried that a few times. They could still always find me.”
I paused. “But it’s triggered by you transforming to your wolf form? I don’t get it. That doesn’t make any sense.”
Luke scratched his jaw, the sound audible as he rubbed his large fingers over stubble. “I’m pretty sure once it’s activated the only way to turn it off is by someone manually turning it off.”
“Like with some switch?” Mica asked.
Luke nodded. “It was controlled by a remote, from what I could gather. But they had to be in close proximity to me for it to work.”
“So your device automatically turns on when you transform into a wolf,” I summarized, “but the only way to turn it off is to have their remote somewhat close to you, and to manually turn it off.”
Luke shrugged. “I believe that’s how it works.”
“Which would explain why they couldn’t activate it when we took you from Chicago. They weren’t close enough to turn on your tracking device.” Di placed her hands on her hips. “They were probably biding their time since they knew you would transform sooner or later.”
I inched closer to where Edgar and Susannah sat. “Neither of you must have tracking devices? If you did, Susannah’s would have been triggered days ago.”
Edgar nodded. “That’s right. Neither of us do. Only Luke was let loose.”
Susannah didn’t seem aware that we were speaking about her. Her gaze stayed on the window.
Flint’s brow furrowed. “Why not just leave the tracking device on all of the time?”
Father cleared his throat. “The satellite signal wouldn’t have been able to penetrate that far underground. Having his tracking device on continuously would have served no purpose. It only would drain the battery, meaning they’d have to replace it sooner.”
“But in a way, it was a flaw in the system,” Flint countered. “If they had Luke’s GPS activated twenty-four hours a day and never turned it off, they could have found us right away, as soon as we were above ground in Chicago in fact.”
I shuddered. I didn’t think any of us considered that our three newcomers could have tracking devices implanted in their bodies when we rescued them.
“I bet Marcus is kicking himself right now.” Jet grinned, seemingly not bothered that it was only luck that had kept us from getting caught earlier.
A curious glint grew in Di’s eyes. “How old were you when they put it in you?”
Luke frowned. “I don’t know. I have no idea how old I am.”
Father clasped his hands. “You’d be around twenty-four now.”
“I’m twenty-four?” Luke’s voice grew quiet.
The room was silent for a moment. An emotion covered Luke’s face that looked very close to shock. He wasn’t the only one processing what we’d just learned. A notable spike in everyone’s energy fields registered in me, mine included. Luke had gone his entire life without knowing his age.
Anger flashed through me. Couldn’t Marcus share that simple information? What did withholding that possibly gain?
“Do you know how old I am?” Edgar asked eagerly.
“You’re twenty-two.”
Edgar’s expression looked very similar to Luke’s. Amber placed her hand over Edgar’s. He gripped it tightly.
“And Susannah?” I asked quietly. “How old is she?”
Susannah neither tensed nor gave any indication she’d heard me say her name. Her long, dark hair hung around her face, like a veil shrouding her from others. Not once had she glanced at any of us.
“Susannah’s twenty-one. The same age as you, Galena.”
Another moment of silence passed before Di resumed her pacing.
I sank back against Flint. He placed his arm around my shoulders and squeezed. His energy picked up even more when Luke mentioned it was pure luck his tracking device hadn’t been active twenty-four hours a day. If it had, it was very possible all eleven of us would be locked away right now in some secret O’Brien facility.
I shuddered at the thought and hoped our luck held out.
WE CONTINUED WORKING out details well into the evening. It was decided Jacinda, Amber and Mica would watch for any hikers or cars traveling through the Headlands. With their abilities to hear, smell and see for miles, there wasn’t a chance of anyone sneaking through. If they did find someone wandering near the area who wasn’t one of Marcus’ men, they’d alert the twins. The twins would then send out emotions to those people of fear and stress. Hopefully, that would be enough of a deterrent that the hikers would turn around.
Jacinda, Amber and Mica would also work together to alert us when Marcus’ men did arrive. The plan was for all of us to be in place around the military base before we activated the tracking device. Activating the device would be Di’s job.
As for me, Flint and the twins, we’d work similarly to how we had when the men surrounded us in Arizona. Di would concentrate on sensing any danger, the twins and I would placate and hold the men while Flint bound and gagged them. It seemed like a well thought out plan, but there was one potential danger.
If Marcus knew how we had functioned the other night when the ten men surrounded us, we could be in trouble. He could anticipate our moves. It was scary enough that he already knew what I was capable of, from my stunt at the warehouse when I blasted him through the door.
Our vulnerabilities didn’t sit well with me. If the twins and I were incapacitated in any way, our plan fell apart. That kind of weakness was daunting. All we could do was hope that Marcus still didn’t know what all of us were fully capable of.
I thought of those men we’d left bound and gagged outside the Arizona home. Have they guessed what our abilities are?
None of us felt it was a good idea to travel to the Headlands to scout out the area until nighttime. We had no idea where Marcus’ men were or what they were doing, but we did know there was less of a chance of us being spotted at night.
It was also decided that the eight of us would once again be involved in capturing the men while Edgar, Luke and Susannah stayed at the hotel.
Luke growled as soon as that decision was made. “Need I repeat that I’m the strongest one here?”
A dozen pizza boxes sat around us. We’d ordered delivery earlier. Luke ripped off another piece. He ate half a slice in one bite. Alone, he’d eaten five pizzas. He hadn’t been kidding about needing food to heal quickly.
“And need I remind you, that you had surgery yesterday morning and shouldn’t be running after men or possibly getting into fights?” Di said coolly.
“I’m completely healed,” Luke snarled.
“Healing well, yes, completely healed, no.” From Di’s tone, I knew there was no point arguing.
Luke, however, didn’t. He kept coming back with reasons for why he should be allowed to join us, at which Di had a quick, logical response for why he shouldn’t.
At least Edgar was amenable to our plan. He was happy to stay at the hotel to keep an eye on Susannah.
I eventually stopped listening and walked to the window. The rain had stopped. The dark night sky was inky black, but lights from the streets below glowed like an oasis. Clouds still blanketed the sky but the forecast remained dry. At least when we went to the Headlands tonight we wouldn’t be tramping in freezing rain.
Flint appeared behind me, his reflection in the window. He put his arms around my waist and leaned down, planting a soft kiss on my neck before pulling me gently against him. His energy pulsed steadily.
“What’s wrong?”
I felt him shrug. When he didn’t respond, I turned and looked up. His broad shoulders blocked everyone else from view. It felt like it was just me and him. “Tell me.”
A dark expression covered his face. “I hate the thought of you getting in another fight against O’Brien.”
“That again?” I teased. I gathered the energy from everyone in the room. It formed readily into a ball. It was so easy for me now that it was hard to believe only two months ago, I had next to no control over it. I gently pushed the ball against his hip.
He jumped when it hit him.
“I think I can take care of myself.” I smiled and let the ball dissipate.
He chuckled and pulled me back to him. “I know, but I still hate it. Just give me that much, okay?”
I sighed. I knew if it were up to Flint, I’d never leave the safety of a locked and secured room. Probably a padded room too, just in case I tripped, or heaven forbid, got a scrape on my knee or some equally horrendous injury.
“Flint, you really don’t need to worry about me.”
He raised an eyebrow, the chestnut line arched over his dark eye. “You know you’re wasting your breath when you say things like that.”
I shrugged. “I don’t want you to get distracted by me. I’m one of the strongest in our group.”
“I know.”
“Then stop worrying.” I gave him a quick hug before turning. Di and Luke had finally stopped arguing which only meant one thing.
The time had come for us to go.




CHAPTER TWELVE

The eight of us piled into two cars. The other three and Father stayed at the hotel. Father wanted to come with us, but once again, we refused. We’d decided weeks ago that Father must stay safe. No matter what. We relied too heavily on Father’s outside contacts, that only he could summon, and his knowledge of O’Brien. Without Father, we’d be at a severe disadvantage. And even though we were only casing out the area tonight, it was still safer to leave Father at the hotel with the tracking device tucked safely in the lead box.
Staying behind would also give him an opportunity to talk to Susannah, Luke and Edgar. With any luck, Father would be able to get through to Susannah a little more.
It was just after ten at night when we pulled out of the hotel’s parking garage. The streets were still rain soaked, but despite the heavy cloud cover hanging overhead, the windshield stayed dry. For once, it wasn’t raining. It was a nice reprieve.
Mica’s enhanced eyesight was put to work. Di asked her to continually scan the area for any suspicious activity. It wasn’t an easy task. After all, we had no idea what we were looking for.
Vehicles crammed the streets. Pedestrians filled the sidewalks. I cracked the window, and a hint of humid air swirled in. The temperature couldn’t be above fifty.
I’d seen a lot in my four months of hitchhiking, yet I still found new cities fascinating. With Christmas looming, holiday decorations hung everywhere. The buildings were different too. They were narrow and crowded together. It all felt charming, as if the city had stepped out of the nineteenth century, its historic past seemingly preserved in the static neighborhoods.
Driving in the city, however, wasn’t charming. It was terrifying. By the time we got out of the city and onto highway 101, I’d added at least two dozen snarls to my hair. My fingers worked in them constantly as Flint and Di drove on the manic, crowded roads. Cars constantly swerved or cut others off.
A twinge of nostalgia filled me for the quiet county road that we’d driven from Pete and Val’s into Little Raven. The only dangers one encountered there were either ruts in the road or a dashing squirrel.
Crossing the Golden Gate Bridge, though, made the numerous snarls worth it. Fog swirled around the top of the large, orange suspension bridge. Between the ocean crashing in waves a hundred feet below and the distant view of Alcatraz, a little shiver ran through me. When I was a child, I’d dreamed of seeing the world. In the past eight months, I’d seen more than I’d previously experienced in twenty years.
After we got off the bridge, we drove west to Marin Headlands. I spent most of the drive watching the ocean as we snaked through the roads in the foothills. But as much as I loved the scenery, despite the darkness, it didn’t stop my growing sense of dread as the military base grew closer. The more I saw of the landscape, the more I realized Mica was right. There weren’t many places to hide. Most of the hills were covered with low lying brush and ground cover.
When we reached the military base, Di parked on the side of the road ahead of us. Flint pulled up behind her. In the dark, the military base wasn’t visible. When the engine turned off, silence filled our cab.
“So this is it?” Jacinda craned her head to look up the hill.
We stepped out of the Volvo and joined the others. The only sounds were our car doors slamming. Lights from the city hovered to the east. Scents from the sea carried in a strong breeze. My hair whipped around me. I pulled out an elastic band and twirled it into a bun.
For a moment, I relished the touch of the air on my skin. However, it reminded me that I still needed a jacket. I was lucky we were only scoping the area out tonight. I made a mental note to buy one in the morning. If nothing else, shivering could distract me. Even though we’d had plenty of experience laying low in the cold while staking out the warehouse in Chicago a few weeks ago, I didn’t want to take that chance here. My ability to stop people or throw them if necessary could mean the difference between catching one of Marcus’ men or being caught by them. I needed to be able to create energy balls reliably.
“Where do we go?” Jet asked.
Di nodded. “Up this hill.”
Walking in a single file line, we climbed a path to the top. Di and Father had been right. The road would be easily accessible from here. That would hopefully work to our advantage when we wanted to escape.
Once we reached the buildings, it was hard to make out the details in the night. What I did see were graffiti covered walls on numerous concrete structures. Doors were missing on most of the entrances, and almost all of the windows were broken. What appeared to be large puddles of water, even ponds, glittered in the moonlight that filtered through the heavy cloud cover. The base seemed to be a collection of box like structures, a few stairs and railings connecting them. Most weren’t taller than a single story.
Mica stuffed her hands in her pockets. “Is this where we’re going to lure them?”
Jasper scoped out the area. “So where should we hide?”
Di put her hands on her hips. “We’ll have Flint scout the area and then we’ll decide.”
Before she’d finished her sentence, Flint took off. His movements were a blur as he raced around the structures and surrounding hills.
When Flint returned, he was barely winded. “Our weak point will be a valley down the other side. If they escape through there, it’ll be hard to stop them, too many areas of thick brush. There are a few hills that would be good to have Jacinda, Amber and Mica stationed at. It’ll give them the best lookout spots as they’ll be able to see a full three-sixty.” Flint paused. “As for the rest of us, we want to stay high and away from the road. They’ll most likely drive a good portion of the distance before getting out and trying to sneak up on us.”
“What if they come from behind?” I asked.
“Not likely. Unless they want to walk through miles of hills and brush.”
“Okay, so where do we all go?” Jacinda’s energy grew more nervous.
We spent the next few hours thoroughly combing the area until we all felt comfortable with the building layouts. It didn’t sit well with me that we only had one day to plan, but the longer we kept the tracking device in the lead box, the sooner Marcus would sense a trap.
THE NEXT MORNING, Luke’s incision looked even better. I peered over Di’s shoulder as she assessed it. It was now a thin, pink scar.
“Can I join in the fun now?” Luke’s golden eyes flickered.
Di pulled his shirt back down. He lay on their bed, much like he had yesterday. All of us were again in the suite. Breakfast scents hung in the air. Two empty trays from room service sat beside him. Luke’s golden eyes followed Di’s movements.
She went to the sink and washed her hands. “You still need to stay here.”
Luke leaped from the bed, causing Jacinda to gasp. Di merely cocked an eyebrow.
“You need me,” he growled. “They’ll be looking for me. Why not give them what they want? I’m the best way to lure them.”
Nobody said a word. I expected Di to say that Luke wasn’t coming and he needed to stay put. Instead, she crossed her arms. “How do you propose doing that?”
Luke’s eyes lit up. Di had to look up to meet his gaze.
“Give me the tracking device. I’ll take it to the edge of the city and remove it from the box so they pick up the signal. From there, I’ll go straight to the Headlands. You’ll all be there waiting. I’ll lead them right to you.”
“And what if you get caught on the way?” Di asked.
“I won’t.”
“How is this better from what we’d originally planned?” Di countered.
“They’re expecting the tracking device to be in me. If they see you with it, they’ll know we’re up to something, but if they see me and only me, they’ll probably believe you all fled and left me on my own.”
“He has a point.” Jasper stood at the entrance to the living area. Subtle facial expressions flitted across the twins’ faces.
Di eyed Luke skeptically. “But you don’t know where the Headlands are or where we’ll be. You weren’t with us last night when we planned everything.”
“I’m a quick learner. Fill me in and tell me your plan. I won’t let you down.”
Di and Flint shared a silent exchange. Jacinda watched anxiously from the chair she perched on, while Amber and Edgar glanced between everyone, wide eyed. As usual, only Susannah seemed unaffected. She sat by herself in the living area, staring into the cold, empty fireplace.
Di sighed. “Okay, but we’re doing a practice run today. I don’t want anyone else leaving the hotel except for me and Luke. If it goes well, we’ll go with this plan tonight.”
A slow, satisfied smile spread across the werewolf’s face.
DI AND LUKE left shortly after. The rest of us were supposed to stay put until they returned. However, I still didn’t have a jacket. It seemed trivial, but if we were stuck out there tonight in the cold with rain pouring around us, I’d be soaked and freezing in no time.
I approached Father. He sat at the desk in the living area, doing something on his laptop. He looked lost in concentration. I had to call his name several times before he looked up.
“Oh, Galena. I didn’t see you there.”
“Do you think it’d be okay if I left to buy a jacket? I forgot mine in Arizona.”
He sighed and rubbed his eyes. I recognized the telltale frustration. I was always losing things or forgetting something. Father had dealt with this my entire childhood and adolescence.
When he finally opened his eyes, he said, “Doesn’t somebody have one you could wear?”
I shook my head. “Mica only brought one, and while Jacinda brought plenty of clothes, she didn’t bring much for outerwear.”
He sighed again. “Okay, take Flint with you, and both of you keep your hats and sunglasses on.”
I paused. “Do you really think Marcus has access to security cameras?”
“I don’t know. Probably not, but I’m not taking any chances.”
I kissed his cheek. His round cheeks lifted when he smiled, and the minty and soapy smell I associated with him wafted up to greet me.
“We’ll be careful.”
“Bring Flint with you.” Father gave me a stern look.
“Okay, okay.”
He gave my hand a squeeze before turning back to his computer. I turned around swiftly, the movement causing my curls to swish around my arms. I stopped short when my gaze met Susannah’s. She sat on the couch, staring at me.
I tentatively smiled at her. She didn’t return it, but she didn’t look away either. Slowly, I approached the couch. When she didn’t tense or move back, I sat beside her.
She drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. Her gaze glued to something on the floor. Dark circles lined her eyes.
“Do you need anything at the store?”
She didn’t reply.
I frowned as I realized Susannah wore the same baggy sweatpants and shirt she always wore. A few stains soiled the shirt, and the pant hems were darkened with dirt. I wondered if she’d ever washed them. I frowned further. Did she even know how to wash them?
A flash of guilt ran through me that I hadn’t paid more attention. When Luke, Susannah and Edgar joined us, Father had bought all of them clothes, toiletry items, books and whatever else they’d requested. Luke and Edgar seemed to change their clothes every day, sometimes every other day, and neither had known how to use a washing machine, but both had asked to be taught. I smiled, remembering how fascinated Edgar had been as he bent down, watching the front loader wash and soak his clothes. He’d even volunteered to wash everyone’s clothes those first few days.
But Susannah had shown little to no interest in anything. The only time she’d ever appeared happy was when she sat perched on the deck railing back in Arizona. Since we’d left, she’d barely said a word.
I glanced over my shoulder to find Father watching us sadly. I knew he was as worried about Susannah as me.
FLINT AND I stepped out of the hotel with sunglasses and hats in place. I grinned when the fresh air filled my nose. Energy from the bustling pedestrians swirled in the air. This was one thing I liked about cities. The people. I loved meeting new people and talking to others, but while that wasn’t possible now, it was invigorating to simply be around so many.
I could tell Flint felt the complete opposite. He gracefully side stepped some guy who almost bumped into him. The guy’s nose was buried in his cell phone, seemingly oblivious to those around him as he walked down the sidewalk. Flint muttered something under his breath and pulled me close to his side, maneuvering us down the street through the steady flow of pedestrians.
I knew I was supposed to be worried about Marcus, or thinking about tonight, but all I could do was smile and wrap my arm around Flint’s waist. The sky was cloudy and rain once again threatened to fall, but my smile grew even wider.
When had we ever been able to do this? How often had we talked about living in the real world? About doing everyday normal things that everyone else took for granted? This was the first time we’d ever strolled down a busy city street together.
“What are you smiling about?” he asked.
“This. Us.”
He squeezed my shoulders.
“We’ve always talked about doing normal stuff like this but never have.”
“Yeah…it was a common theme in our daydreams.”
I grinned. “This is what normal couples do. Are you hungry?”
He inched his head downward and pulled his sunglasses off just enough for me to see his questioning gaze. Between his dark eyes and masculine hands, he looked sexy as hell. A tingle of desire raced through me.
“I thought we were buying a jacket,” he said.
“We are, but we still haven’t had lunch and it’s after noon. Maybe we could get something to eat.”
His mouth tightened.
A brief surge of disappointment flowed through me. There was a reason Father had wanted Flint to accompany me, and it had nothing to do with the fact that we were together.
“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”
I nodded. “Yeah, of course. We should buy the jacket and get back.” I bit my lip. At least the cut on it had healed. It didn’t sting anymore.
I started looking for a shop that sold outerwear when I was pulled to the left. I stopped short.
Glass windows revealed dining tables and chairs within. All of the tables were covered with white linen tablecloths. Wine glasses and pressed cloth napkins sat beside each one.
I raised an eyebrow at Flint.
He pulled open the door and grinned. “You only live once, right?”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The restaurant was French. I’d never had French food. Scents of freshly baked bread and herbs flowed through the air. A few other diners sat at tables, scrumptious looking bowls of soup and baked dishes in front of them.
I switched my vision. Everyone in the restaurant had normal clouds. Any anxiety I had melted away as I switched my vision back to normal.
The hostess greeted us warmly and showed us to our table. It was in the back, away from the window. Flint nodded in approval at the dim corner.
Our chairs squeaked on the floor when we pulled them back. A candle glowed in the middle of the table, its flame flickering in a slight draft. It was oddly romantic.
A brief sense of nervousness gnawed at me when we sat. Flint and I had never been on a date like this before. We’d gone to restaurants with the group, but never to one this cozy and certainly not just the two of us.
“This is nice,” I said tentatively.
Flint removed his sunglasses and hat.
My eyes widened.
He nodded toward the ceiling. “The first thing I checked when we entered was whether or not they had security cameras. There’s one by the front door and one behind the register, but that’s it. We’re too far away to be in either’s view.”
Smiling, I took off my cap and threaded my fingers through my curls. They hung around me in messy rivulets. Flint reached across the table and brushed one behind my ear.
“I love your hair.”
A blush stained my cheeks. For some reason, I felt like we were back at the cabin about to share our first kiss. Nerves exploded in me like fireworks on the Fourth of July. I took a deep breath and tried not to stare at how strong Flint’s hands looked clasped together, or the way the light glinted off his square jaw, dipping his face into shadows. His dark eyes, flecked with gold regarded me steadily. When he looked at me like that, I became a waterfall of warm honey, ready to coat myself right over him.
Our waitress appeared and broke the spell. She smiled politely and held out the wine list. Luckily, Flint wasn’t a mess of hormones. He picked out a twenty-year-old Bordeaux which the waitress readily supplied. When she finally left, I sipped my wine and picked up the menu. Flint did the same, but he traced a finger along my forearm while reading his.
It was almost like he didn’t know he was doing it. I tried to concentrate on the feel of the menu. It was a single piece of paper delicately tied to a wood board. The wood felt smooth and firm under my grip, but no matter how hard I tried, Flint’s fingers demanded my attention. Shivers ran through me that had nothing to do with the draft flickering the candle.
I cleared my throat, trying to dispel my heady desire. “What should we get?”
Flint smiled. “Whatever you want. Who knows when we’ll be able to do this again.”
Consequently, when the waitress returned, we ordered creamed lobster bisque and clams baked with tomato, white wine and garlic sauce served over a toasted baguette. Following that, we shared meals of beef tenderloin and frog legs sautéed in garlic and butter with a side of creamed spinach. For dessert, we gorged on crème brulée and a warm apple tart with a hefty scoop of vanilla ice cream.
It was all incredibly delicious, even the frog legs which not surprisingly, tasted like chicken. By the time we finished, I was so full I could barely move.
I’d also completely forgotten we were supposed to be shopping for a jacket. The looks Flint gave me throughout the meal made me want to return to the hotel and wrap myself around him. Both of our hats and sunglasses sat forgotten beside us. We’d laughed and talked throughout the entire meal. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d been able to relax and enjoy each other like this. It had easily been weeks if not months.
When the bill arrived, we paid with cash, put our glasses and hats back on and walked out the door. I shivered when the cool air hit me. This time it had nothing to do with desire. It was ridiculously cold compared to the cozy restaurant.
A buzz sounded and Flint reached into his pocket. He scowled at the screen. “Conroy’s wondering where we are.” He typed a few letters in a text before putting it back in his pocket.
Guilt made me pause. We’d been gone much longer than necessary. “What’d you say?”
“That we were fine and would be back shortly.” He looped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me into a walk.
“Should we go back?”
“No, you still need a jacket.”
I did, but if Father was worried, there may be a reason. “Did he say anything else?”
Flint stopped and turned toward me. Someone grumbled and pushed past us. We’d stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.
“I don’t want you to worry, babe. Conroy’s fine and so is everyone else. We’ve taken all of the necessary precautions to avoid detection on the off chance Marcus’ men are around here. They most likely have no idea where we are, so I don’t want you thinking about it.”
I smiled. “Okay.”
Within minutes, that safe feeling that always swam through me in Flint’s presence worked its magic. We spent the next hour meandering into stores, trying things on, looking at various items, and basically acting like tourists. It was completely refreshing and a much needed stress reliever.
On the way back, we picked up coffees at a café. I sipped a caramel latte while Flint drank a peppermint mocha. By the time we returned to the hotel, it was late afternoon and the sun was going down. We walked past the lobby. Our shopping bags brushed against our legs as we stepped into the elevator. An elated high coursed through me. It was easily the best afternoon I could remember in a very long time.
“Jacinda’s going to be so jealous. She’s going to drool with envy when I tell her we spent the afternoon dining and shopping.”
Flint chuckled. “I saw her eyeing the stores this morning when she looked out the window.”
“Good thing Father never gave her a credit card.”
We were both laughing when we walked into Di and Jacinda’s suite. My laughter died when I spotted Di. She paced the room, her manic movements back. When the door closed loudly behind us, she spun in our direction, her dark eyes glittering.
“Where were you both?” she hissed.
I took a step back, but Flint calmly dropped our shopping bags. “We bought Lena a jacket. She didn’t have one.”
“And that took you four hours?” Di seethed. “Have you both forgotten why we’re here and what we’re doing tonight?”
“On the contrary, I was very aware of that.” Flint’s voice grew deadly quiet. A glint shone in his eyes.
They held eye contact for a few more moments. Their energy practically crackled in the air.
Di finally took a deep breath and crossed her arms. Her shoulders relaxed. “You stayed safe?”
“Yes.”
She nodded curtly.
The rest of the group sat in the living room, except for Father and Susannah. I didn’t see them anywhere.
“What’d you buy?” Jacinda’s eyes sparkled as she assessed the bags. She sat beside Luke on the couch. A movie played on the large TV screen hanging on the wall. A romantic comedy from the looks of it.
I pulled out our purchases. “Not too much.” I showed her the Gore-Tex jacket I’d picked out and then pulled out gloves and hats for everyone. I handed them around. “Just in case it’s cold tonight. I wasn’t sure how much everyone packed.”
Jet and Jasper grinned. “Thanks, Lena.”
Both of the dark haired, blue eyed twins stuffed their hair under the wool hats. All of the accessories were identical in color, either dark gray or black. They’d been practical picks since they wouldn’t be easily seen at night.
Edgar and Luke also mumbled a thank you. Both looked surprised that they’d been included. “I know you’re not coming with us, Edgar, but that doesn’t mean you couldn’t use this,” I explained.
Edgar put the hat on his shaved head. “Ta, love. Me loaf of bread ‘ill be much warmer with it.” He left it on and turned his attention back to the movie.
Amber giggled.
Mica’s eyes brightened. “Anything for me in there?”
I threw her matching gloves and a hat. There were only a few things left in the bag. I scanned the room. “Where’s Susannah?”
“She went back to her room,” Jet said.
“Alone?” I didn’t think any of us trusted Susannah to not bolt.
Jacinda shook her head. “Father’s with her.”
I got the room key from Edgar. He barely looked up when I asked. Surprisingly, everyone seemed engrossed in the movie. Normally, rom-coms were not popular in our group, but from the enchanted way Edgar and Luke watched it, I wondered how many movies they’d actually seen.
I left the hotel suite and walked down a flight of stairs to the room Edgar and Susannah shared. Without knocking, I inserted the key. What I saw when I walked into the room made me stop mid-stride.
Susannah and Father sat on the two beds, facing each other. Susannah’s eyes were closed. She looked to be deep in concentration, but what drew my attention wasn’t her tight expression, it was the feathers sprouted on the backs of her forearms. Deadly looking talons had grown on her bare feet and hands.
I gasped.
“Galena!” Father exclaimed.
Susannah’s eyes flashed open. They were eagle eyes, pale yellow and huge. She let out a scream, making me wince. Father hurriedly said something to her, his voice so low and soft I couldn’t hear.
Susannah seemed to calm. I watched, amazed, as her talons slowly disappeared, almost like they were drawing back into her fingers before her nails once again looked human.
It was one thing that perplexed me about Susannah’s change. When she was fully transformed, her hands were the tips of her wings, but when she was mid-change, they were talons, just like her feet. I had no idea why that was.
“Sorry,” I mumbled, backing up. “I should have knocked. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“It’s all right, Galena. Come in and join us. I was just helping Susannah control her transformations better.”
Susannah blinked a few times. The pale yellow irises disappeared and were replaced with human blue. She shook her head, as if not sure of her surroundings. Father murmured a few more quiet words. Her tensed shoulders relaxed even more.
I approached the bed hesitantly. “Um, hi, Susannah.”
She eyed me warily.
I set the bag down. “I bought you something.”
She crossed her arms around her middle and kept her gaze on the floor. Father leaned forward and said something else. I didn’t hear all of it, but I did catch my name a few times.
As before, Susannah visibly relaxed under Father’s gentle tone.
A part of me wondered if Susannah remembered Father from when he’d worked at O’Brien fifteen years ago. For the most part, each group that was experimented on worked solely with their researcher. Father had been ours while Susannah, Luke and Edgar’s had been Marcus. However, a few times, Marcus had done experiments with our group and Father had done things with theirs. Perhaps Susannah had some distant memory of Father, from before she’d been studied and drugged so maliciously. It would explain why she seemed so trusting of him.
“Do you want to see it?”
She merely stared at me with her bright cobalt eyes, but she didn’t look away. I took that as a good sign.
I reached into the bag and pulled out a royal blue, cowl neck sweater. The tags dangled from it. It was cashmere which meant Jacinda would approve. I also withdrew a few pairs of black leggings. I handed everything to her.
“I thought you may like these.”
Her gaze darted to Father. He nodded encouragingly. It didn’t escape my attention that she still wore the same dirty top and sweatpants from yesterday. Susannah tentatively took the clothes. Our fingers touched briefly during the exchange, making her jump.
“Do you want to try it on?” I asked.
Susannah fingered the material. Her midnight hair was loose and tumbled down her back in thick oily waves. Snarls streaked through it.
“Susannah?” Father’s voice grew softer. “Would you like to go to the bathroom and change?”
Susannah abruptly stood. The movement was so fast, I stepped back in surprise.
She bolted past me and locked herself in the bathroom. I sat down on the bed with a sigh. “How’s she doing?”
Father cocked his head, looking thoughtful. “She’s doing better. Although, she’s a long way from feeling comfortable around people. I’m afraid it won’t be quick, but she’s made some progress. She’s so in tune with her eagle that she resorts back to animalistic tendencies when she’s stressed or scared. We’ve been working on her gaining better control over her animal this afternoon. I’m hoping that control will foster her self-esteem, inevitably building her confidence.”
“So you think it’s possible she’ll be able to live in the real world someday?”
“That’s my hope. It will most likely take months, if not years, before she acts like a normal human, but I don’t think that’s an unrealistic goal.”
I was about to ask something else when the bathroom door opened. Susannah emerged. Once again, her head bowed downward, but her shoulders were pulled back and she didn’t shrink in on herself like she usually did. When she reached Father’s side, she looked at him questioningly, ignoring me completely.
“Do you like the new clothes?” he asked.
Susannah nodded.
“They look nice on you,” I said. The sweater fell mid-thigh and the black leggings seemed to be the right length.
Susannah didn’t reply.
Father took her hand gently. I was surprised that she neither jumped nor pulled back. “It’s customary to thank someone when a person buys you something. If you’d like to thank Galena, you should turn to her, look her in the eye and say thank you. It’s up to you if you’d like to do that or not, but those are interactions you’ll commonly see outside.”
Susannah darted a hesitant look at me. Her eyes matched the sweater perfectly.
I smiled encouragingly and looked as friendly as I could. It seemed to help because Susannah actually held eye contact for a few seconds and then smiled shyly.
“Thank you.” Her voice was soft and quiet. It still amazed me that she could have such a quiet speaking voice while her eagle screams sounded like they could break glass.
“You’re welcome.”
She held eye contact for a few more seconds before she sat on the bed beside Father.
I stood to leave. “I’ll let you finish.” As I moved toward the door, I added, “See you later tonight, Susannah.”
She didn’t reply, but she watched me. I smiled brightly before walking out the door.
A buzz grew inside me. It was the familiar buzz that I always got when talking to people, except this time it was different. It was more meaningful, as if the short interaction Susannah and I shared was actually the beginning of something important.
Grinning, I walked up the stairs to join the others. However, as each step passed beneath me, my smile died as I remembered what tonight would bring.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Just after nine at night, Di nodded curtly. “Right. Let’s get a move on.”
The plan was for Luke to wait in the hotel. Once all of us were in place at the Headlands, he’d leave. Luke’s job was to remove the tracking device only when he was near the city’s edge. It seemed that he took his responsibility very seriously. His large, thick fingers gripped the box as if his life depended on it.
The rest of us donned our black gear and communication equipment. Energy strummed through the suite. It was somber and threaded with anxiety.
Once everyone was dressed, we looked like stagehands moving props during intermission. Since we needed to blend in with the public on the walk to the parking garage, we all threw colorful shirts and sweatshirts over our tops and stowed our ski masks and outerwear in a few bags.
Di pulled her backpack on. “We’ll call you when we’re in position at the military base, Luke. That’s when you leave. When you get to the edge of the city, beside that underground facility we found, take the tracking device out. You’ll need to move fast and get to the Headlands as quickly as possible.”
“In other words,” Jet said. “Don’t get caught.”
Di ignored Jet’s comment. “Since we don’t know where Marcus’ men are, it could take hours before they show up, but if they’re still in the city they’ll probably be at the Headlands within an hour.”
Jacinda gripped Luke’s arm. She bit her lip, her face a mask of worry.
Luke smiled, a glint in his golden eyes. “I’ll get there. You can count on that.”
One by one, Flint, Jacinda, Amber and I filed out of the room. It felt like déjà vu. We’d done something very similar to this only weeks ago. How was it that once again, we were in danger of being caught and potentially held as prisoners for the rest of our lives?
I understood now why Father had chosen hiding. Indefinite hiding did not make for a fulfilling life, in the sense that we could never truly live how we wanted, but we had been safe. I hadn’t truly appreciated how precious that sanctity was.
“Are you okay?” Flint asked me quietly.
“I’m fine. You?”
“I’ll be better when this is over with.”
“How’s your shoulder?” His wound this morning had been pale pink, no longer beefy red.
He strode by my side. “Almost completely healed.”
We’d split up from Amber and Jacinda as soon as we exited the room. We’d take the stairs. They’d take the elevator. Mica, Di and the twins were still in the room. They’d wait a few minutes before venturing to the garage. We didn’t want to all be seen exiting the hotel at once.
A man stepped out of a hotel room. He turned to make sure his door closed. I switched my vision and let out a sigh of relief when his cloud billowed white.
“Are you worried?” I asked when we sauntered past the man.
“How could I not be?”
Flint’s tone and expression told me exactly what he meant. Neither of us wanted a life on the run. We wanted to be free to do as we pleased like normal people. This afternoon had been a novelty when we’d had lunch out, walked together on a city street and gone shopping. But the bottom line was that it shouldn’t be. Those were things most people did every day, never once thinking anything of it, and that’s what life was supposed to be. Not this. Not the life we were living filled with secrets, fear and worry.
“This will be over someday,” I said. “Someday we’ll finally get to live how we want.”
“Let’s hope so.”
Our footsteps echoed in the stairwell as we jogged down flight after flight. When we reached the garage, we slid into the Volvo. Jacinda and Amber were already in the backseat. Flint started the car without saying a word.
We pulled onto the street. Lights from the hotel, shops and restaurants lit up the dark road. I gazed longingly at the people who walked along.
They were free.
They probably had no idea how lucky they were.
WE ARRIVED AT the Headlands forty-five minutes later. Di, the twins and Mica showed up fifteen minutes after that. They passed us from where we waited, parked on the road.
We’d arranged to park the cars in separate locations, a mile away from the military base. If we were able to capture some of the men, Father would arrive with a van. We’d load the men in that. After that, we’d retreat to our vehicles and bolt to the airport, once again escaping via Father’s private jet. Who knew where we’d go.
I wondered what Greg would think when we showed up at the airport, for the second time in a month, with unconscious individuals that we had to carry onto the plane.
Cold, ocean air whipped around us when we stepped out of the car. Faint scents of salt traveled in it. The four of us walked quietly into the hills, our black garments blending into the night.
“Put your ski mask on,” Flint told Amber.
She hastily donned it over her short dark hair. Jacinda, Flint and I already had ours on. The only thing I could see were their eyes. Otherwise, it was like they were invisible.
I switched my vision, activating the part of my brain that was dormant in others. The familiar click followed. Everyone’s clouds appeared, a billow of bright, vibrant colors surrounding them. It was beautiful in the night, like colorful, cloudy wisps hugging their shoulders.
Di, Mica and the twins caught up a while later. All four breathed heavily. I could only imagine the pace Di had set. All of us continued hiking through the brush.
“Don’t you need to call Luke?” Amber asked.
“Shh, no talking unless necessary.” Di turned to Mica. “Do you see anyone?”
Mica stopped and turned in a slow circle. “There’s a couple on a hill west of here. They’re just sitting there.”
“Nobody else?” Di asked.
Mica shook her head.
Di turned to the twins. “Jet and Jasper?”
The twins closed their eyes. In their black gear, they looked like dark pillars in the night. We all waited while they worked their powers. Similar to me, the twins’ powers had grown. They could now project their mental control several hundred yards from where they stood.
At least a few minutes passed before Jet opened his eyes. “They’re leaving.”
Amber cocked her head. “What’d you do to them?”
Di gave the youngest member in our group a stern look, but Jet answered anyway. “Made them think a psycho serial killer was combing the area for his next victim.”
Amber’s eyes widened in the moonlight. “You didn’t!”
Jet snickered. “Just kidding. We can’t do anything that specific, but we did make them feel death was coming for them.”
“All right, enough!” Di hissed.
With that, we began walking again. Our legs brushed against the dense shrubs and vegetation. Despite our efforts to be quiet, it made a swishing sound. We reached the military base not long later. All of us stood near the large concrete walls as Di called Luke to let him know he could leave. She warned him to be careful.
I swallowed uneasily when she hung up. Luke seemed like a very capable individual, but we’d never worked with him and we were only getting to know him. However, we were depending on him entirely.
“Get in your places.” Di pointed to various areas around the base. “Mica, Amber and Jacinda—it’s imperative you alert Jet and Jasper if you detect anyone who isn’t one of Marcus’ men.”
They all nodded.
“Has everyone tested their equipment?” I asked.
We all fiddled with our ear pieces and tiny microphones that kept us in communication. When all of the tests checked out, Di nodded. “Okay, split up. You all know where to go.”
Amber, Jacinda and Mica took off in the opposite direction toward the highest hill about a quarter mile away. The rest of us hid around the concrete structures.
At night, the place was oddly eerie. The block like structures looked ominous and cold. I shivered as I huddled beside a wall. The unforgiving concrete felt like ice against my shoulder blades despite my layers and new jacket.
I took a deep breath and gazed skyward. Stars shone faintly above. Only the brightest could permeate the glare from the city’s lights. It was nothing like the sky in Arizona.
How I wished I was looking at this sky right now with Flint somewhere else. We could be laying on a blanket, maybe back at the ranch or outside our cave in the Rockies. Maybe even in our own backyard if we were ever lucky enough to purchase a home and live like everyone else. But at the moment, that wasn’t possible.
I sighed as regret and sadness swirled inside me. I quickly shook myself out of it. I needed to be focused and ready. Marcus’ men could be here at any time.
“WHERE IS HE?” Jacinda whined through the communication device. Her voice crackled in my ear.
“No kidding,” Mica replied. “My feet are falling asleep.”
At least an hour had passed since we reached the military base. From Jacinda’s snappy question, it seemed I wasn’t the only one worrying.
“He’ll get here,” Di replied.
“How do you know?” Jacinda asked.
“I had a vision twenty minutes ago. I saw him coming.” Di said the words so practically through the communication system, as if we should have known that.
Jacinda let out an exasperated sigh. “It would have been nice if you’d passed that information along!”
“No talking, remember?” Jet piped in sarcastically.
“Oh, don’t start,” Jacinda warned.
I did my best to tune them out, but it was hard. Jet loved nothing more than to rile my sister up when she was worried about something. It was comforting to hear their words, however. Waiting alone in my hiding spot, while the rest of my family hid scattered around the base, felt surprisingly lonely.
“Any wolf pups on the way?” Jet taunted.
“Jet if you don’t shut-up…”
“You’ll what? Send the big, bad wolf after me?”
“I’ll do a lot more than that. I’ll–” Jacinda stopped mid-sentence.
“What was that? What were you saying, beautiful?” Jet was apparently trying to impersonate Luke’s voice.
“Shh!” Jacinda hissed. “I hear something. Someone’s coming!”
“Who is it?” I asked sharply.
Jacinda paused before replying, “Not sure.”
A long minute ticked past. The sound of a car broke the quiet. I couldn’t see it. Where I hid didn’t allow me to see the road or much of anything else.
“It sounds like it could be the Toyota,” Jacinda said. “Mica? What do you see?”
A few seconds passed before Mica replied, “It’s Luke!”
I sighed in relief as the sound of an approaching car increased. It abruptly stopped. I strained to hear a car door open. The sound of someone jogging through the brush came a few minutes later and then Luke’s voice sounded in the night.
“Where are you guys?” Luke yelled.
He obviously hadn’t been listening when Di explained we were trying to not draw attention to ourselves. Granted, there was nobody around to draw attention from, but still.
I didn’t hear anyone respond. A few seconds ticked by.
“Where’s Luke?” I finally whispered. Talking through the damned communication system could be so frustrating.
A moment later, Di’s voice sounded through my earpiece. “With me. I grabbed him when he walked by.”
“Is everything okay?” I asked.
“Yes, we’re just… Oh!” she exclaimed.
My breath stopped. “Di?”
She didn’t respond.
My stomach clenched. I knew the sound that Di just made. I hadn’t heard it in awhile, though, not since she’d become better at controlling her visions. The first time I’d heard that sound had been months ago. Then, Di, Flint and I had been driving into Little Raven to use the library. I hadn’t known then how powerful Di’s visions were, but the sound I just heard sounded very similar to the sound Di had made then, when she’d been pummeled with the vision of us in Chicago. I swallowed uneasily.
I waited for someone to say something, anything. Nobody did. “What’d you see? Hello?”
Nobody responded. Why isn’t anyone talking?
“Di?” Amber’s cautious voice broke through.
At least we hadn’t been cut off. “Is she okay?”
Another second passed. Nothing.
“Flint? Talk to us!” I demanded.
“She’s all right,” Flint said. “Just wait a minute, everyone. Please.”
I realized Flint had run from his hiding spot to be with her. It must be bad. He wouldn’t have risked being seen unless he thought she was in trouble. If my hair was free, I’d be pulling and twisting strands with both hands right now. Flint’s voice had been quiet, worried sounding. I wondered if Di really was okay.
“What’s going on?” Mica asked.
“No idea. Flint, should one of us come down there?” Jasper asked.
No reply.
“I hear someone,” Jacinda said uneasily. “Cars…or vans…they sound–”
A shuffle of feet came through the microphone along with a few shaky breaths. Finally, Di spoke, “Marcus’ men…they…they picked up the tracking device. They’re coming, but I saw something else. Lena–”
A squeal of tires sounded from the road below.
They were here.
“Lena!” Di repeated but everyone began talking at once through the system. Her voice became drowned out.
It didn’t matter. There was no time. Marcus’ men were here. We needed to act. Now.
I closed my eyes as adrenaline pumped through me. I welled up my power, creating an anchor for the energy I gathered. I could feel the mens’ auras. There were ten of them. From the feel of their clouds, they were the same ten men who’d been around our Arizona home. And they weren’t far, only at the bottom of the hill.
Using their energy, I created a large ball. Its force crackled and grew. I raised it high over the van. It would render them unconscious as soon as they stepped out.
Everyone was still talking through the communication device. I could feel the anxiety and fear in their clouds.
“They’ve parked on the road,” Mica said.
“I smell ten of them!” Amber added.
“Lena!” Di said again.
Jet’s voice drowned her out. “We’re starting to manipulate them now, cover us.”
I ignored them all. Sweat trickled past my ear as my heart pounded. Any minute now, they’d step out. I needed to concentrate.
“Lena! You’re going to be–”
An explosion of sound crashed around us.
I screamed and slumped to the ground.
Pain throbbed in my head.
Dizziness made my vision swim in and out of focus.
I called out, but I couldn’t hear my own voice. It sounded like everything was underwater and someone had detonated a nuclear device. I was certain my eardrums had burst, or if not, they’d come very close.
The feeling wouldn’t stop.
I cried in agony and gripped my head. A sharp ringing sounded in my skull over and over again. I opened my eyes. Everything was vibrating. It was like someone had banged a tuning fork and the world was shaking out of control.
“What?” I cried. “Does anyone–” I didn’t finish my sentence. I couldn’t.
It took a second before I could stand. When I did, I swayed. The earth moved all around me.
Figures in black appeared. My family. Or are they Marcus’ men? I couldn’t tell.
Another swirl of dizziness hit me, threatening to make my vision go black.
No! Stay awake!
I tried to form an energy ball, but the world was still vibrating. I felt like a top that someone had spun on a table, and nothing would make the vicious spinning stop. I had no idea where I was in relation to the earth, let alone anyone else. Forming a ball right now was impossible.
I continued to grip my head. Seconds passed. Maybe a minute. The horrible ringing slowly subsided and sounds again filtered in.
Grunts. Commotion. Fighting.
Three men in black lunged at one man. It was the first thing I saw when I was able to focus. Moonlight filtered around us, but I barely made out who was who. However, I was certain of one thing. I knew the man the three had lunged at. I’d recognize those shoulders and that stance anywhere.
Flint.
Flint appeared as disoriented as me. Two men grabbed his arms. The other wrapped his arms around his legs. Flint barely fought them.
No!
That thought was followed by gripping fear. Not Flint! They can’t take him.
I won’t let that happen!
I pushed away from the concrete wall just as a pair of arms grabbed me from behind.
I screamed. Instinct took over. I fought as hard as I could. Whoever held me was strong. Large hands gripped my wrists and wrenched them back. I screamed again. Pain ripped through my shoulders.
Rage clouded my head, like a dark cloud descending over the land. I formed an energy ball. It was weak compared to what I normally managed, but it was all I could produce. I hurled it toward my back. A loud bellow of pain sounded behind me. My wrists broke free.
Get Flint. Get to Flint!
Four other figures appeared, staggering around the concrete walls. They had to be the twins, Luke and Di. I swung toward where I’d last seen Flint. The cries and grunts all came from that area.
Five men now surrounded him. Where are the other five?
Another hand grabbed for me. I felt them then. The other five men were closing in on me. They were targeting me and Flint. Deliberately.
They know.
That thought flitted through my mind like a train speeding by at night. They knew Flint and I posed the biggest threat. The thought was there and then gone. It didn’t matter. We had to get away.
The five men’s energy drew closer. They would be upon me any second. I needed to form two balls. One for me and one for Flint.
I summoned the energy, drawing upon it, begging it to form as I demanded. I tried to separate it into two balls. I couldn’t.
I fell to the ground, the strain of it buckling my knees. My head still hurt too much, but I couldn’t let that stop me. Draw the energy, Lena! Draw it together. Now!
Footsteps sounded to my left. The men’s energy was only a yard away, but I felt another energy too. Luke’s. He was staggering toward me, but his energy was weak. I wasn’t sure how much help he’d be.
In that moment I knew I had a choice. One choice.
It’s me or Flint.
I was still too disoriented. My control was all but gone. I could feel that Luke, Di and the twins were the same. We had been rendered useless. In this state, I couldn’t form two balls. Only one.
I love you.
I drew a ball. It was so weak. Standing straighter, I summoned what reserves I had and concentrated on the five men who now held Flint.
Hands grabbed me again. I didn’t fight. I concentrated on what I had to do.
I threw the small, barely usable ball, a guttural cry emitting from my mouth. I concentrated as hard as I could so it would hit the men around Flint and not him. My vision swam in and out of focus.
The five men fell. All five fell.
Elation coursed through me just as someone picked me up and threw me over his shoulder. To my side, Luke fell to the ground. A howl sounded in the night. Clothes ripped off his back. His body convulsed. Hair sprang up along his forearms.
“Move!” someone yelled. “I have the girl!”
Ocean air swirled around my face as blood drained to my hairline. Jostling steps momentarily distracted me. Someone was carrying me over his shoulder and hurrying down the hill.
“Let me go!” I tried to fight. I kicked and screamed, but I still felt so weak.
The man carrying me grunted when my blows connected. Another man’s labored breathing sounded to the side. He cleared the way for the one that carried me.
Another howl sounded back up the hill. It was stronger, more pronounced. The sound of snarls and fists connecting with flesh followed.
Luke and the twins. They’re fighting!
Whoever carried me moved fast. I kicked and punched again. It didn’t help. The ground continued to drift beneath me. Gravity pulled me and whoever held me down the hill.
An instinctual part of my brain kicked into action as I slowly grew stronger. My gloves came off and my ski mask disappeared. I wasn’t sure if I’d pulled them off or if someone else had. All I knew was that someone was trying to force me from my location, and I couldn’t let that happen.
I must have connected a few more blows because someone grunted. I barely registered it. I kicked again, adrenaline coursing through me. Another grunt sounded.
“Damn, she’s stronger than I thought,” a voice said, breathing heavily. He kept running.
Too fast. He’s moving too fast! I need more time!
The jostling and hard push of his shoulder into my abdomen made it hard to concentrate. Form another ball! Calm down. Form another energy ball! Shutting my eyes tightly, I pulled up my power before tapping into the energy surrounding us. It called to me, like an extension of myself, as if beckoning me to use it. The men’s energy slowly crackled. My strength was returning.
Draw it together. Form it into one.
“Get her in the van!”
Van?
“What about the man?” another voice asked.
“He’s too strong. It’s wearing off! They’re barely holding him.”
Other sounds reached my ears. They were distant. Grunting, shouting, vicious snarls, someone’s body part being cracked. The fighting sounded farther away as if I was no longer near my family.
“Should I detonate it again?”
“No. It’ll take too long to recharge. We don’t have time, and we have the woman. That’s the main one he wanted.”
Their words washed over me. I processed it but I didn’t. They want me? More than Flint? Why?
I faintly registered that my hearing had returned to normal.
“Get her in the van now!” someone yelled. “He’s trying to get to her! Open the door!”
That order spurred me into action. Closing my eyes, I drew the energy together. It was stronger this time. Act now, Lena! I mentally threw the ball as hard as I could at the man carrying me.
He doubled over, yelling in agony. I fell from his grip, landing hard on the ground. Something cracked my head. Stars clouded my vision. No! Stay awake. You must stay awake!
I tried to stand, to run, but my hands were behind my back. They’d tied them behind my back! When did they do that? Before I could push to my knees, something grabbed me again. I vaguely registered my surroundings. I lay on the ground at the bottom of the hill.
That wasn’t good. I was already at the bottom of the hill.
The sound of a screeching, metal door being slid open sounded. A van stood a dozen feet away. Its door was open.
Someone picked me up again.
“Flint!” I screamed as loudly as I could.
Hard, unforgiving hands wrenched me up. Rage again clouded my mind. I turned on whoever grabbed me and kicked as hard as I could while gathering the energy from him and everyone else around us. This time, the ball formed instantly, a huge, swirling ball of blackness. It was full of rage, hate and desperation. I imagined pulling the ball back, the way a child would a rock in a slingshot, and was about to hurtle it when something pricked my neck. A cold, slithery feeling slid into my bloodstream, like oil coating my veins.
A drug.
No!
I was being drugged again, except this time, it wasn’t one of Father’s drugs. This was worse. The oily feeling swam inside me. I grunted, fighting it, and tried to fling my energy ball. If I could hit the van, they wouldn’t be able to take me, but when I sought the ball, desperately searching for that magnificent sphere of energy just waiting for me to manipulate—it was gone.
The last thing I saw, as I tried to look up the hill, was a dark figure standing at the top as five men tried to take him down. Chestnut hair ruffled in the moonlight as the men grabbed his arms, trying to wrestle him into submission.
With a fling of incredible power, Flint threw them off. The men flew ten feet in the air, their bodies as limp as rag dolls.
“LENA!” Flint yelled.
I tried to reach out, to call to him, but the drug went to my brain just as my feet left the ground. Someone was carrying me again, but now everything was fuzzy. The world grew in and out of focus. Everything began to disappear. The next thing I heard was the van door slamming closed.
Then everything went black.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Hard, jostling sensations woke me. The pain came next. Everything hurt. I opened my eyes. Darkness surrounded me.
For a moment, I lay there, trying to figure out what the hell was going on but then something bumped into me. It was hard. An abrupt movement made me roll. Another sharp twinge of pain followed. I winced. My shoulder felt on fire.
I tried to roll my shoulders, but my arms wouldn’t move. Panic rose in my chest, my heart rate increasing. My arms are pinned behind my back! Rough zipties cut into my wrists. I tried to pull them free. The ties cut into my flesh. My eyes widened even more. Someone tied me up!
With panic threatening to overwhelm me, my eyes adjusted to the dark. There were shapes. I squinted and tried to decipher what was what. It seemed I lay on a floor in a box. A box? It was a box that moved.
Another jostle rolled me as foggy memories surfaced. I moaned when I bumped into the wall but quickly shut my mouth.
I’d been at the military base with my family. We’d been waiting for Marcus’ men. Memories returned at light speed: Di having a vision, someone carrying me, fighting, an oily drug coating my insides followed by blackness.
My stomach sank. Marcus’ men took me!
Crap. Crap. Crap.
I struggled, trying to sit up. I had to be in the van the men had thrown me in. We were apparently driving. That would explain why my shoulder hurt so badly and why I bounced all over the place. I couldn’t brace myself when the van moved. The jostles, dips and wrenching were from the van driving and turning, perhaps weaving in and out of lanes. I had no idea what time it was. I didn’t know how long I’d been unconscious.
You need to get out of here, but how?
I’d form an energy ball and blast it through the door. No, that could make us veer out of control. I could end up killing myself.
Okay, at least I was thinking somewhat clearly. Whatever drug they’d used to knock me out seemed to have worn off. I pushed against the floor with my legs and tried to sit up. I winced again when my shoulder burned. It didn’t feel broken, but it hurt like crazy.
At least I was alone back here. I knew I’d heard two men when they’d thrown me in the van, but that didn’t mean there weren’t more.
Well, obviously, there are more.
Five men had targeted me, and five men had targeted Flint. Memories again flashed through my mind. A feeling of dread filled my stomach.
Was anyone else caught? Or hurt? Maybe killed? I tried to remember what I’d seen.
Figures had been staggering. That had to have been my family. They’d look dizzy. Whatever that awful sound blast had been affected all of us. But were they caught? The ten men had surrounded Flint and me, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t hurt the others.
Nausea threatened to overwhelm me. My heart clenched at the thought of Flint. He’d called out to me. His voice echoed in my mind. Another gut wrenching feeling engulfed me. Is he okay? Was he caught too?
The van lurched. It pitched me forward but then came to an abrupt halt. I slammed into the metal wall and cried out in pain. Wincing, I tried to get on my knees.
With a screeching sound, the van door opened. A bright light shone in, temporarily blinding me.
“Is this her?” someone asked.
“The small redhead,” another person replied. “That’s who he said to get.”
It was only then I realized that my hair flew everywhere.
I blinked a few times. With a spot light shining at me, I couldn’t see who was talking, but I did see outlines of three figures. It was dark behind them. So, it’s still nighttime. That was good. It meant they hadn’t had me for very long. The longer they had me, the harder it would be for the others to find me. If they could find me. No, I can’t think that way. I’d get away from Marcus one way or another.
I switched my vision, not sure if I’d see their clouds or not in the bright light.
Nothing happened.
Frowning, I closed my eyes as the men started talking quietly. They were talking about some facility, but I didn’t understand. I concentrated on my vision. Normally, when I switched it, it felt like something clicked in my mind. Like a dormant area of my mind that wasn’t normally used became active, and then people’s clouds appeared. I didn’t have to think about it. It just happened when I wanted to see in my altered eyesight.
But now, that click wasn’t working.
My eyes flashed open. I awkwardly pushed to sitting before shimmying back to the wall. If I couldn’t see or feel clouds, then I couldn’t form energy balls. Fear crawled up my neck like quicksand.
“Ah boys, she looks scared,” one of the men crooned. His voice made my skin crawl. “Don’t worry, sugar. We’ll take good care of you.”
He reached forward, bending as if to grab me.
I lashed out, kicking him square in the back of his hand. My heavy boot caused tendon and bone to shift.
He howled in pain and pulled back. “You’ll pay for that, bitch!”
One of the other guys laughed. “Looks like we’ve got a live one, boys.”
The third guy didn’t say anything. I glanced warily in his direction. Since the spot light was still on, I couldn’t see his face, just his outline.
I tried again to switch my vision. Nothing happened.
“What did you give me?” I demanded. I was glad my voice sounded strong and defiant. “Back in Marin, when you injected a drug in my neck, what was it?”
“Oh, just a little cocktail made especially for you.” He was the one whose hand I had smashed. “Are you feeling a little weak? Are things not working quite like they normally do?”
And then I understood.
I knew what they’d given me. Luke said he, Susannah and Edgar had all been drugged when kept in O’Brien’s underground facility, so they couldn’t transform into their animal forms. They’d been given a daily dose. It suppressed their abilities.
I thought quickly.
Susannah had been able to turn into an eagle when she woke in Arizona. I still remembered when Susannah had tried to claw me to death when she’d woken on the couch. Within twenty-four hours, they’d all been able to transform.
If it was the same drug that meant it would be twenty-four hours before I’d be able to form an energy ball. And that was only if they didn’t drug me again. I’d have to find a way to prevent the next dose.
It was my only chance.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“Wouldn’t you like to know.” It was the one who’d commented that I looked like a live one.
“What are your names?”
The man laughed. “What is this? Twenty questions?”
“Nah,” the other one chuckled. “She’s just trying to get to know us. You know how captives all do it. How they show us that they’re people with feelings and dreams. How they try and make us want to help them and let them go.” He laughed again. It was an ugly sound. I knew without a doubt he had a black cloud.
“Well, I suppose I could make names up for you if you won’t tell me yours,” I replied. “What do you prefer? Dumb or Dumber? Oh, wait, that’s perfect. Dumb and Dumber. There we go. I guess I don’t need to know your names after all.”
An arm snaked out and grabbed my ankle. Dumb or Dumber, I wasn’t sure which one, yanked me from the wall and skidded me across the metal floor. I almost yelped in pain but stopped myself.
There was one thing I’d accomplished, however, by baiting them. I was now outside. They’d pulled me out of the van until I fell to the ground. I landed hard on the pavement and gritted my teeth. We were in an industrial part of some city. I didn’t know if it was still San Francisco or not. It depended on how long I’d been unconscious in the van. If it had been less than an hour, I was probably still in the city, but if it was more than that, I could be anywhere.
Dumber clicked off the bright light while Dumb pulled his leg back like he was going to kick me.
Instinctively, I pulled my knees up and protected my abdomen as best I could with my hands tied behind my back, but the blow didn’t come. The third man placed his hand on Dumb’s shoulder.
“Enough. Let’s get her inside.”
His voice was deep and held a ring of authority. Dumb lowered his leg but flashed me a malevolent smile. In the moonlight, I could make out some of their features. Dumb wasn’t tall. He was the shortest of the three. He had short hair, maybe blond since it didn’t look dark in the moonlight. I had no idea about his eye color, but I did see a wide mouth and pug nose. I darted a look at Dumber as the third man reached down and pulled me to my feet. The third man wasn’t gentle, but at least he didn’t seem intent on causing me additional pain.
Standing, I was better able to assess everyone’s builds. Dumb wasn’t much taller than my five foot two, so I guessed he was around five seven. Dumber was tall but thin. Maybe six feet with a lean build. He appeared to have dark hair and what looked like a jagged scar on his cheek. The third man, the one I hadn’t named yet, took a step back once I was steady. He turned so I couldn’t see his face clearly, but I detected something different about him. I didn’t know what it was, but something felt funny.
I wished at that moment, more than anything, that I could form an energy ball. I’d hurl it at all three of them and be running before they knew what hit them.
“What’s your name?” I asked the third guy.
Dumb and Dumber chuckled and made a few lewd comments. None of which were worth hearing or acknowledging.
“Tell me your name,” I said more forcefully to the third guy.
He looked at me then. I almost took a step back, but the van hit my knees and stopped me.
His eyes glowed. They actually flickered and swirled, like glowing embers stirred in his irises.
“Raven,” he replied.
Raven? I didn’t get a chance to ask anything further because Dumber, the one with the scar, pushed me, telling me to walk toward a building. I tried to glance at Raven again, but he fell behind us.
However, the dark, cold looking building they pushed me toward wasn’t what dominated my thoughts. Instead, it was the fire eyed man who walked several steps behind me.
Without a doubt, I knew I’d just met another lost child.
That thought made me grow cold as Dumb and Dumber prodded me along. Luke, Edgar and Susannah hadn’t mentioned anybody else like us in the underground facility they’d been imprisoned in. They’d have told us if there were other survivors.
Father hadn’t known about any more either. So, what does that mean? Is there another project, in addition to Project Renatus? Or is Raven an anomaly? Was he a stolen child that was experimented on completely separately to the original three groups of ten children?
The group I’d been in, with the twins, Di, Flint, Jacinda, Mica and Amber had originally been a group of ten. But a set of twins had died after they’d developed encephalopathy from their drug. The same could be said for the seven other children in Luke, Edgar and Susannah’s group. They’d all died when Marcus continued experimenting on them, pushing their brains further than they could tolerate.
And the third group of ten had all died. That had been Albert Darlington’s research group. Father had said he ran the elemental group.
So where does that leave Raven? Was he in the third group or a secret group Father never knew about? Father never said much about Albert’s group, and Luke said that they’d all died. But did they?
We approached the large building and Dumb reached out and opened a steel door. It made a grating sound in the night.
“Ladies first,” he said sarcastically. He pushed me again.
For a second, I stood rooted to the spot. I knew once I went in that building, the chances of me ever getting out were minimal. Trying as hard as I could, I closed my eyes to form an energy ball.
I couldn’t.
I did the next best thing I could think of. I whirled around faster than he’d been expecting and nailed him in the shin with my boot before taking off at a run. The pavement pounded underneath my feet. A thrilling zing ran through me. I might get away!
A wall of fire suddenly erupted in my path.
Ten foot tall flames licked the ground, almost double my height. Its heat was scorching. Gasping, I careened to a stop. With my hands bound behind my back, Dumber grabbed me and yanked me back to the door.
I looked wide eyed at Raven. He stood calmly by the building, that glowing in his eyes swirling a crimson orange color, even brighter than before. Abruptly, the flames vanished. His eyes returned to the smoldering inferno they’d been initially.
“You can create fire,” I whispered.
Raven just stared at me. His expression gave away nothing.
He is from the elemental group!
Dumb scowled, his leg bent as he rubbed it. He grabbed my upper arm, his fingers digging into my bicep as he pulled me to him.
“You’re really going to pay now,” he said under his breath.
His words chilled me. I had no doubt he meant it.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Dumb shoved me into the building.
Lights flicked on when we stepped inside. It appeared to be a hanger of some sort, but it was empty. Nothing but a huge, vacant room greeted us. The air inside was cold and dry. There weren’t any windows or anything that would tell me where I was.
“Cozy, isn’t it?” Dumb said.
I ignored him.
Dumber poked me in the back. “Move.”
My heavy boots echoed as we walked. With wide eyes, I frantically looked around. Other than the door behind us, there wasn’t an exit to escape from. The only other door was in the back corner. They were prodding me toward it.
Dumb and Dumber continued to make lewd sounds and whispered comments as if sharing private jokes. I didn’t want to know what those jokes were. The farther they pushed me toward that door, the more vulnerable I realized I was.
I took comfort in one thing. Raven. I never heard him join in Dumb and Dumber’s berating comments. He walked steadily, not saying a word.
My hands clenched at my sides. “What are you going to do with me?”
Dumb sighed. “Still asking questions.”
Anger bubbled up. I tamped it down. It wouldn’t help if I kept baiting him. All that would do was get me hurt. Or worse, killed. We were almost to the door, and I didn’t want to know what waited on the other side.
“Raven, how long have you been working with Marcus?” My voice caught.
No response other than a few snickers from the duo.
“We’re the same, you know,” I continued in a hurry. The door was only a few yards away. “You’re no different than me.”
“Is that right, Red?” From the tone, I knew it was Dumber. “You hear that Trevor? They’re no different.”
Trevor. So Dumb’s name is Trevor. Trevor was the short one with blond hair, and…I peeked awkwardly over my shoulder. Blue eyes. When Trevor caught me looking at him, he shoved my shoulder. I grimaced in pain. It was my sore one.
Since my hands were still tied behind my back, I almost tripped, but that wasn’t before I got a better look at Dumber. He was tall and lean with muddy brown hair and that jagged scar. Raven walked just behind them. Like his name, his hair was midnight black. He also had olive skin.
I almost tripped. Dark hair and olive skin.
My heart thundered a hundred miles an hour. Raven had dark hair, olive skin and a build very similar to Flint’s.
It can’t be.
“Here you go, Princess.” Dumber reached around me to open the door. “Your palace awaits.”
With a twist of the handle, the door swung open.
A dim corridor appeared, but I was too consumed with the man that stood behind me to care. Is Raven related to Di and Flint? But how can that be? Father never mentioned anything about them having another sibling. Surely he would have told us if they did.
No, I’m just making connections where there aren’t any.
I was feeling desperate and alone, my mind jumping to conclusions in hopes of making anything about this situation better.
Trevor pushed me as I stood in the door frame. I stumbled into a long, narrow hallway. He flicked a light switch. Light flooded the hall revealing a line of doors on the right. No windows in here either. It was as quiet as a tomb.
Either Trevor or Dumber grabbed my upper arms and propelled me to the second door. Trevor placed a key into a lock. I watched meticulously as blood whooshed through my ears. All thoughts of Raven vanished. It appeared I was going to be locked in a room, and the more I learned about how it was locked, where it was located and how it was accessed, the better chance I had of escaping.
The sound of the key grating on metal as it slid into the lock filled the void. Nobody said anything, but Dumber’s hands tightened on my biceps almost painfully. When the door opened, he cut my wrist restraints with a quick slice, from what felt like a knife, and shoved me inside.
I reached out to steady myself. My arm muscles protested at the sudden uninhibited movement. It was inky dark in the room. I swirled around just as they started to shut the door.
“Wait!” I called. The door kept closing, but I managed to make eye contact with Raven for the merest second. “Raven, you have a brother and sister!”
The desperate words bubbled out of me as the door slammed. The room turned into a sea of inky black.
My panicked breathing sounded in the quiet. Nothing came through the door. Not even the sound of their retreating footsteps. I tried to stay calm, but icy chills ran up my spine. I wasn’t sure if Raven had heard me. Perhaps it wouldn’t matter if he had. Maybe he knew about Flint and Di but didn’t care. Or, most likely, they weren’t related and just happened to look similar.
Stay calm. Don’t panic. Just whatever you do, don’t panic. Already it felt like my heart would burst. The gravity of my situation pummeled me like snow coming down an avalanche. The weight of it threatened to crush the life right out of me. I was currently locked in a room with no lights, no help and no way of knowing if I’d ever get out.
“Hello?” My call didn’t echo. The room couldn’t be that big. “Is anyone else in here?”
No response.
I tentatively reached out. My hand encountered the door I’d just stepped through. It was cold and felt like metal, smooth but also slightly rough. I trailed my hand along it. The metallic feel continued until it turned to a rougher texture. I’d reached the wall beside the door. I flattened my palm and inched it up and down. There were grooves within the wall, both vertical and horizontal. I ran my hands along it, trying to decipher what it was.
I kept that up until I reached the first corner, then the answer hit me.
Concrete block.
I was in a concrete cell. In other words, practically sound proof and most definitely difficult to break through. Even if I formed a huge energy ball, I didn’t know if it would penetrate eight inches of concrete.
Moving along the wall, I carefully felt my way to the second corner. “Two,” I said out loud.
Taking more careful steps, I shuffled to the next corner. “Three.”
So far, it was concrete block the entire way. I continued until I reached the fourth corner and then rounded the corner until I brushed the door texture again. My initial impression had been correct. This room was small. Doing it all again, I felt my way along the wall, except this time, I walked toe to heel to better assess the room’s size.
After going around the room three times, I did the same with the floor, feeling along the smooth concrete but finding nothing. I figured the cell measured roughly eight by ten feet. Not much bigger than a large walk-in closet. I backed up to the first wall, by the door, wrapped my arms around myself and sank to the floor. Pitch blackness still surrounded me. It made this room more terrifying.
The hard, concrete floor was cold and unforgiving. The backs of my legs cooled against it. I drew my knees up and burrowed into a ball.
It was only then the tears came.
My eyes misted over. A feeling of absolute despair settled in my chest, like an elephant sitting on me. A sob constricted my throat as tears poured down my face. I may never be free again. I may never see my family again…never see Flint again. No!
Marcus had caught me, and I was alone.
Worst of all, I had no idea if my family was okay and safe. I had no idea if Flint was all right or what had happened to him. He could be hurt. He could have been captured too. Everyone could have been captured. Perhaps we’d been taken to separate facilities.
I pictured the other doors in this hall. Is this a facility O’Brien created when they kidnapped small children? Was this once a cell for another lost child?
I slumped against the wall, falling on my side in a fetal position. Harsh sobs wracked my body. It was the only sound in the dark room.
HOURS PASSED WITH nothing but blackness and silence. After my tears dried up, I’d tried everything I could think of to open the door, but the lock was impenetrable. And the hinges were on the outside. There was no way to pick those either.
It was awful, being alone in a dark cell. My mind spun in a thousand directions. I kept wondering about my family. Not knowing if they were okay was torture. I also wondered how in the world Marcus’ men had snuck up on us and what that sound machine had been. It was like a weapon. I could only imagine the damage to Jacinda’s ears. My ears still faintly rang, but I didn’t think my eardrums had burst.
At some point, I fell asleep. It had to be the early hours of the morning by now, and as hard as I tried, I couldn’t stay awake. The absolute blackness didn’t help. My brain automatically went into nighttime mode.
The noise of a key sliding into the lock woke me. I immediately straightened, wincing. Between my sore shoulder and the cold, hard floor leaving a crick in my neck, I felt like a train wreck. It didn’t help that when the door opened I bolted to standing. It sent a searing pain down my arm. Taking a step back, I instinctively reached for the switch in my brain to activate my ability. Nothing happened. Trembling, I readied myself for whatever was to come.
Light from the hall seeped inside. I blinked. It was crazy how harsh the light looked after being in a room completely devoid of any illumination.
“Lena?”
Raven. And apparently, he knew my name. I’d never told it to him. That meant Marcus had deliberately sought me out.
“Yeah, I’m here.” A ray of hope bloomed in my chest. Maybe Raven had thought about what I said. Perhaps he was coming back to ask me about Di and Flint.
“I’m here to take you to the bathroom.”
The hope in my chest crumpled like a discarded balled up piece of garbage.
“Turn around. I’m going to cuff you.”
There was no gentleness in his tone, only practicality. I reminded myself Di and Flint were the same. They both got straight to the point and never beat around the bush. The small rationally functioning part of my brain knew I was grasping at straws, but I needed hope right now. Maybe Raven really was their sibling.
Instead of turning around, I faced him and stared directly at him.
For the first time, I got a good look at him. He had deep set, dark eyes, a straight nose, dark unruly hair, and an identical olive skin tone that welled up memories of my love for someone else. My breath sucked in as my gaze wandered over his features. Hope grew even stronger in me. It was like looking at a younger, slightly altered version of Flint.
He’s got to be their brother! “You have a brother and sister.”
His face remained impassive. “Turn around.”
“You look just like them.”
“I said, turn around.” His tone grew hard.
He’s not going to believe you and you need to get out of here.
Now, Lena. Now’s your chance to escape!
I made a move to turn. Raven reached into his back pocket. The jingle of metal came next. Handcuffs. Just as he pulled them free, I shoved him. Hard.
He stumbled back as I pushed past him.
The hall was exactly as I remembered. No windows. Eerily quiet. Fluorescent lights overhead. The closed door waiting at the end. My only way out.
I took off at a sprint. My shoulder burned as my arms pumped.
Get to the door! My lungs protested from the frantic sprint. But the door neared. Only a few feet away!
A wall of fire erupted in my path.
I screamed and fell backward, my butt landing hard on the concrete. The fire grew, growing to the ceiling. It was an impenetrable wall of flames.
Heat from it licked at my face making me scramble back. I bumped into something. Shoes appeared by my thighs.
Raven stared down at me with an annoyed expression. “Do you need help getting up?”
I inched away from him and stood. He merely raised an eyebrow, the annoyed expression now gone.
He looks just like Flint.
Raven lifted the handcuffs. “Turn around.” He sighed. “Please.”
I put my arms behind my back as he instructed. There was no point fighting him. I couldn’t form energy balls, and I couldn’t walk through a wall of fire. As soon as the cold metal handcuffs locked around my wrists the fire disappeared. Only a thin black line remained on the floor. It was the only evidence of Raven’s power.
“Follow me.”
He grabbed my arm and pulled me down the hall. I leaned backward, trying to slow us down.
“Their names are Di and Flint. I grew up with them.” My hair brushed against my cheek when I peered up at him, trying to gauge his reaction.
He gazed straight ahead, his expression blank.
“You look like them. They have dark hair and olive skin too, and your features and build are similar to Flint’s.”
It smelled stale in here, like the building never got fresh air.
“How long have you been with Marcus?”
He remained silent. The only sounds were our footsteps.
“Father…I mean Conroy, never said anything about you.”
His stride faltered for the merest second, but it was such a quick fleeting movement, I could have imagined it.
“I don’t remember you,” I continued when he refused to respond. “Do you know how old you are? Or what group you were in? We thought everyone else in O’Brien’s experiments had died.”
Raven continued walking. His presence felt like a heavy shadow looming above me.
He stopped me at a door at the end of the hallway, gripping my shoulder so I wouldn’t pass the door. It wasn’t a harsh grip, like Dumber’s, but was just enough pressure to let me know I should stop.
We’d passed at least half a dozen doors in the hall, which I could only assume were other concrete cells. I hadn’t heard anything. I wasn’t sure if that meant they were empty, or perhaps their occupants were sleeping. A sick feeling swirled in my stomach. This place was like a prison, only no windows, no bars and no rules. They could do with me as they pleased.
“Bathroom’s right here.” The door he indicated looked the same as all the others: cold, metallic and sinister. Anything could be behind it. “I’ll wait out here,” he added.
Since my arms were behind my back, he opened the door before switching the lights on. A hum sounded when the harsh fluorescents lit up. I stepped into the small, cramped room. It held a simple pedestal sink and toilet. The floor and walls were concrete. There wasn’t a mirror. No windows either. He closed the door behind me, the sound deafening.
The first thing I did was scan the area for something, anything, that I could use as a weapon. I groaned. Nothing. The room was too basic.
With slumped shoulders, I shimmied down my pants. It wasn’t easy. Between my hands tied behind my back and sore shoulder, it took forever to get them down. Getting them back on proved just as challenging. I could have sworn I was in there for triple the amount of time.
When finished, I kicked the door and not just to let him know I was done. Anger flashed through me again.
Raven opened the door. His fire filled eyes met mine. His jet black hair was just like Di’s, but the way it stood up at all angles while slightly curling at the ends, was like Flint’s. His skin tone was the same as theirs, like warm honey. If he had the same heritage as Di and Flint, he’d always look tan, even in the dead of winter. His eyes though, were obviously unique. Their swirling, orange and red hue looked like smoldering embers just waiting to be ignited.
He cocked an eyebrow as I stood there staring at him.
I didn’t bother trying to hide my irritation. “Do you think you could untie my hands next time?”
He actually blushed. “Oh, right. Sorry.”
Huffing, I glanced down the hall. He tensed and stepped in front of me. “Don’t try running again.”
“Or what? You’ll fry me?”
For a brief second, his lips tugged up. Pulling me forward, he propelled me to the end of the hall, deeper into the hanger. Another door waited at the end. Cold dread slithered around me like a coiling snake.
I again pulled back, trying to slow us. It didn’t help. “What are we doing now?”
Raven grasped the door handle before swinging it open. “Now, you’re meeting Marcus.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Those four words made my gut grow cold.
Now I meet Marcus. I’m going to see Marcus again.
The last time I saw Marcus had only been two weeks ago, when my family and I broke into O’Brien’s warehouse to rescue Luke, Susannah and Edgar. Marcus had appeared while I’d been alone planting bombs. The way his outline hovered in the doorway, as cool night air swirled his trench coat around his legs was ingrained in my memory. He’d been so sure we’d be captured. But he’d underestimated me. I’d blasted him out of the warehouse into the parking lot behind it. From there, I’d ran and we’d all escaped.
My cheeks flushed when Raven prodded me inside. With trepidation, I stepped forward.
The room we entered was the exact opposite to the rest of the hanger. For one, it was carpeted. The soft texture muted our footsteps. I stopped at the threshold, staring in surprise.
Thankfully, there was no sign of Marcus.
Similar to the rest of the building, this room held no windows. However, that wasn’t what drew my attention. Instead, it was everything else. Ornate furnishings surrounded a glowing gas fireplace. The fireplace stood in the middle of the room. Glass encompassed all four corners of it, so no matter where you were, you could see the bluish flames.
On the far wall stood built-in bookshelves. Most of the shelves were empty. A few had rows of novels. Music played softly from surround sound speakers. Beethoven’s ninth symphony. A dining table and chairs were set up to the right. Dishes and juice glasses sat on it. A basket of pastries and a bowl of freshly cut up fruit filled the middle of the table. Scents of coffee drifted toward me.
My stomach grumbled. I hadn’t eaten since last night, and I was guessing it was morning now.
A jangle of keys sounded. Raven’s hands brushed mine when he unlocked the handcuffs. I shook my arms when they were loose.
“Have a seat.” Raven gestured toward the table.
My gaze darted to the door.
Raven’s hand clamped around my bicep. His eyes swirled brighter. “Lena, have a seat.” His tone was calm but firm.
I tried to wrench my arm free.
His grip tightened and a small fire erupted a few feet from me, burning in mid-air.
My eyes widened.
“Sit.”
I didn’t want to. I wanted to kick and flail and act like a raving lunatic to show him I wouldn’t be so easily controlled. We both stood staring at one another. Tension oozed between us, like electrically charged particles right before a thunderstorm, as if neither was sure what the other would do next. His grip tightened. A fire erupted inches from my face.
I sighed. “Fine, I’ll sit, but can you tell me what time it is?”
The fire extinguished. “Just after seven in the morning.”
So I’d been missing for around eight hours. Eight hours of Flint having no idea where I was or what was being done to me. And eight hours where I had no idea where he was or what was being done to him. And sixteen hours before I’d have my powers back. I swallowed thickly.
“Are you going to have a seat now?”
The carpet sank under my boots as I walked to the table.
Raven gripped my arm the entire way. I expected him to pull out the chair across from me and join me for breakfast, but he didn’t.
“Aren’t you going to sit too?”
He shook his head and walked to the far bookshelf.
The sound of a door opening made my gaze fly to the corner of the room. A door blended into the wood paneling.
My breath stopped as Marcus appeared. Raven barely glanced up.
Marcus stepped into the room. Cold eyes met mine. He was dressed immaculately in a three piece charcoal gray suit and tie. Dark, leather shoes covered his feet. His hair was expertly styled and as he drew closer, I smelled a hint of expensive cologne.
All hunger rumblings vanished. I straightened in my seat, my legs tensing, ready to jump at any second. Marcus just smiled, his eyes never leaving mine.
He looked exactly as he had on the news segments, minus the scrape on his cheek. Cold, calculating and deadly. Like a shark circling its prey.
“Galena.” He pulled out the chair across from me and sat gracefully.
Everything about him hinted at a privileged upbringing: his clothes, manicured fingernails, expert haircut, everything. I figured he was as rich as Father.
Marcus fluffed the large, linen napkin beside his plate and settled it on his lap. “It’s nice to see you again.”
A memory crashed upon me so suddenly, I gasped. It was of being tied to a metal gurney, while Marcus stood above me, smiling as he filled a syringe. I couldn’t have been older than four. I’d been terrified as I stared at him. Father hadn’t been in the facility that day, and Marcus had taken advantage of that. When I’d peed myself as he poked me maliciously with the needle, he’d simply looked at my urine soaked pants and shook his head. “Really Galena, you’re old enough to know better than that.” The medicine had burned as it crawled up my veins. I’d started crying then, silent tears rolling down my cheeks. I’d wished so badly that Father was there. He’d never hurt me like that. The few times Father had given me a drug, he’d held me on his lap, crooning to me.
But not Marcus. Throughout it all, Marcus had just raised an eyebrow at my trembling figure, continuing with his work as if I were merely an inconsequential pion.
“You look quite pale.” His voice pulled me back to the present. He reached for the pastries. “Hungry?” He held the basket out for me.
His eyes were gray and empty of emotion. I wondered if he ever felt anything. He was completely devoid of empathy—I’d learned that much as a small child. Now, sitting in front of him as an adult, I still felt terrified. I wished I could throw the basket in his face or spit in his orange juice, but all I did was stare. Fear once again coated me, making me incapacitated.
It was exactly how I’d initially felt in the Chicago warehouse two weeks ago. Only then, I’d had my ability to call upon.
Now, I had nothing.
A flushed feeling crept up my cheeks again and more than anything, I wanted to bolt, but I knew that was useless. One, I sat as frozen as a statue, like a scared rabbit, hunted and cornered, unable to move. And two, I had no power. Without being able to form energy balls, and with Raven standing quietly by the bookshelf, thumbing through a book, I had no way of escaping.
My shoulders slumped. Despair swam through me.
Knowing I needed to keep my strength up, as nauseated as I felt at the thought of eating, I hesitantly took a warm roll. It flaked a little in my grip. I sniffed it. It didn’t smell poisoned.
Marcus picked up a pot. “Now, coffee or tea?”
After a few awkward minutes, in which Marcus presented me with food, and I reluctantly took a small helping of everything—we sat facing each other with full plates and steaming cups of coffee. He began eating first. I hesitantly followed. His first question, however, almost make me choke.
“How did you like your time in San Francisco?”
I hastily took a drink of juice to keep from coughing uncontrollably. What is this?
Small talk? My mind raced. He’d said, how did you.
Does that mean I’m no longer in the city? Am I even in California?
“Where are we?”
Marcus cocked his head. “Didn’t Conroy teach you better manners? It’s rude to be so direct.”
“Why did you take me?”
He leaned back in his chair, sighing. “Such manners.”
I balked. “You really think manners apply to this situation? You’ve kidnapped me, drugged me and are holding me prisoner!”
Marcus eyed me coldly. “I hardly think taking back what’s mine is qualified as kidnapping.”
“You think I’m yours?”
“Of course you are, just as the others you grew up with are.”
My mouth dropped. “So what are we to you? Pets?”
He chuckled and dabbed at the corners of his mouth with his napkin. “Hardly. You’re like children to me.”
My blood boiled so hot I felt my cheeks flush red. I shoved my plate away and stood so abruptly my chair tumbled over. It barely made a sound when it hit the thick carpet. “I will never belong to you!”
Marcus raised an eyebrow as Raven raced over from the bookshelf. I’m not entirely sure why. It’s not like I was a threat. Without my ability to see and manipulate clouds, I was a defenseless woman who’s only weapon was her heavy boots. Perhaps I could pull one leg back and nail Marcus squarely in the shin. It would hardly immobilize him, but it would leave a nasty bruise. I smiled inwardly at the thought.
“Galena, please, that’s enough. Calm down.”
Marcus’ unflappable demeanor dampened my anger. Fear crept into its place. He truly didn’t seem to care what he did to me or my family. We were simply pawns to him, in the larger plan he had for O’Brien. Whatever that was.
“Sit down.” Marcus’ gaze never left mine.
Raven righted the chair. I reluctantly sat. Raven returned to the bookshelf. Not once had he met my gaze since Marcus entered the room.
Marcus raised an eyebrow. “It doesn’t have to be like this. I have much to offer you.”
I eyed him skeptically.
“If you cooperate, you’ll find it will work to your advantage.”
“Where’s my family?” The question escaped me before I could stop it. I knew Marcus would most likely lie, tell me he had all of them and would torture them until I did what he wanted. It’s why I hadn’t asked anyone. I wondered if Raven would tell me the truth. I knew Dumber and Trevor certainly wouldn’t.
Marcus leaned back in his chair, his cold gaze assessing me. After a second, he leaned forward and reached for his coffee. “I don’t know.”
My heart pounded. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”
“I mean that I have no idea where they are. They all escaped last night, which is fine, for the time being. You are who I wanted initially.”
Joy burst through me, but at the same time, I told myself to control it. “How do I know I can believe you?”
“You can’t.” He wiped his mouth and put his napkin on the table. His plate was empty. I hadn’t realized he’d kept eating after I’d jumped from my chair.
“What about Raven?” I sensed Marcus was about to stand. For some reason, I felt bad things were coming once that happened.
“What about Raven?” Marcus asked coldly.
“Why haven’t you told him he has a brother and sister?”
Raven had been thumbing through a book, but his movements froze.
Marcus raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think he has a brother and sister?”
“He looks just like Di and Flint, but I don’t understand. Father…I mean Conroy, never said anything about them having another sibling. Did you split them up at birth? Is that why we didn’t know about Raven?”
Marcus’ eyes narrowed. “You’re making assumptions where you shouldn’t.”
“Why? Because then Raven might want to meet them? Maybe learn more about the blood family he has? The brother and sister who would be thrilled to meet him?”
“His blood family is dead.”
“No, they’re not. They’re alive and well, and I’m guessing, at this very moment, looking for me, and if they knew about him, they’d be looking for him too.”
“He’s not related to them!” Veins bulged in Marcus’ neck. He gripped the table tightly. Marcus’ perfectly cool exterior evaporated. His chest rose and fell as his eyes flashed daggers.
Raven watched, his mouth dropping.
I bit my tongue. Sweat erupted on my brow. Once again, the four-year-old inside of me whimpered.
Marcus continued to gaze at me, visibly struggling to compose himself. A few long seconds passed before he reached up and smoothed back his hair.
In a way, it was oddly fascinating to watch him rein in the monster. The rapid breathing and protruding veins disappeared. The manic gleam in his eyes fell back, as if being closed behind a curtain. Once again, those irises were devoid of emotion.
I knew better than to say anything else about Raven. I wouldn’t put it past Marcus to torture me to teach me a lesson, but I had learned one thing. Marcus didn’t want the subject brought up that Raven may be related to Flint and Di.
It only further convinced me they were related.
“Now, since you’re done eating, please come with me. There are a few things we need to do.” His cool words flowed over me before he rose elegantly from the table.
MARCUS TOOK ME through the door in the corner of the room, the one he’d entered through. I tried to resist, but Raven followed, forcing me to move. I tried to make eye contact with Raven before he fell behind me, but he wouldn’t meet my gaze. The more I studied him, however, the more I was convinced he was Di and Flint’s sibling.
There was no way he wasn’t related to them. It would be like saying Jet and Jasper weren’t brothers when it was so obvious they were. In the carpeted room, I’d seen a few of Raven’s mannerisms. The way he’d ran his hand through his hair a few times, while I was talking to Marcus—it was like watching Flint. Or the way Raven eyed me coolly, assessing me like a specimen under a microscope—it was just like Di.
My boots made sounds again, once we left the strange sanctuary. The door in the corner led to another concrete hallway. Marcus stopped at the first door and opened it.
“After you.”
Everything in me screamed not to go.
Marcus’ gaze hardened. “Galena…”
A small flame erupted on the floor behind me. I jumped. Hesitantly, I walked forward since it seemed my options were either entering the room or being burned to death.
A light flicked on when I stepped inside. The room was small with a metal tray, a small cabinet, a chair and what looked like a hospital examination table. Vials of drugs lined a metal tray. A syringe and needle lay beside it. My stomach plummeted.
“Have a seat on the table.” Marcus walked around me and picked up the syringe.
“No,” I whispered. I knew what he was going to do.
“Unfortunately, you don’t have a choice in the matter.” Marcus picked up the vial and plunged the syringe into it. “From that impressive display of your powers the other week, I’m afraid you need to be subdued. It won’t do to have you harming myself or Raven.” He filled the syringe. “I will say that power you conjured piqued my interest. I had no idea you would grow so strong. So many interesting things to study now. However, until I can trust you to not hurt those around you, you need to be kept in line. This drug,” he put the vial back down and flicked the remaining air bubbles to the top of the syringe, “is the only way to guarantee that. Now, you either get on that table willingly or Raven will help you.”
I whirled around, my curls flying with me. “Raven, please! Please, don’t do this! You have a family! I swear! Di and Flint, they’re your siblings! Please, help me and I’ll take you to them! You’re just like us, I swear! And then you’ll be free–”
Something pricked my neck.
I flailed my arms, but it was too late. Marcus pulled his hand back. The syringe was empty.
The oily feeling once again coated my veins. The drug swam through my bloodstream like a swimmer being pulled by a current. I was helpless to stop it.
“Raven…” I begged, but once again, my eyes grew heavy.
“Take her back to her cell. Leave her there until I call for her again.”
The voice sounded fuzzy and strange. My vision swam in and out of focus before blackness once again descended.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

A heavy, pounding filled my skull. I moaned. My head ached in the worst way. Slowly, I opened my eyes. Blackness was everywhere. I groaned in disgust. Why am I always waking up in the dark? The damned headache only made it worse.
Whatever I lay on was cold, hard and incredibly uncomfortable. The anger slowly vanished as panic set in. I reached out, hurriedly feeling everywhere. Nothing but a cold, hard surface greeted me. Where am I?
“Hello?” I said.
“Shh,” a voice replied.
I bolted upright. “Who’s there?” I stared into the inky darkness.
“It’s me. Raven.”
The voice sounded like it came from a few feet away. “Raven?”
It all came crashing back then. Marcus had drugged me. I’d passed out again. I must be back in my concrete cell, and Raven is in here with me.
A small flame erupted in the corner of the room. It illuminated the walls and the figure huddled beside it. His midnight locks were shadowed in the flame, but his eyes glowed a fiery orange.
Being able to see made my heart rate slow, at least a little. “What are you doing here?” I inched back and pulled my knees up.
“Waiting for you to wake up.”
“Why?”
He shrugged.
“What time is it? How long did I sleep?” I rubbed my eyes. It was so hard to know what time it was in this perpetual darkness.
A screen lit up. He had a smart phone. “Just after noon.” He put the phone back in his pocket.
I eyed him. Since Raven was in here, that must mean he stayed with me after Marcus drugged me.
“Why are you here, Raven?” It was strange. I didn’t feel scared or weirded out that he’d sat beside me while I slept, but I was curious why he’d spend four hours sitting in a dark cell waiting for me to wake up.
His eyes glowed that swirling orange. I wondered how he went out in public. Eyes like that would garner attention in a hurry.
“Did Marcus tell you to stay with me? Did he want to know when I woke up?”
“No.”
“Then are you going to tell me why you’re here?” I couldn’t keep the irritation from my voice. I was cold, scared and damned angry about being continually drugged against my will.
Raven still wouldn’t meet my gaze. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he looked embarrassed.
I leaned back against the wall. If he wasn’t here for Marcus, I could only think of one other reason for why he’d hide in here, waiting for me to wake up.
“Do you want to know about Di and Flint?”
A few seconds passed. He gave the barest hint of a nod.
My heart pounded. I abruptly felt wide awake, headache or not. I had no idea how long we had and there was so much we needed to discuss.
“I’ll tell you everything you want to know, but I first need to know more about where you came from. How is it that we didn’t know about you? There wasn’t anybody else in the warehouse when we blew it up, so you obviously weren’t there. Right?”
He shook his head. “No. I never went there. I didn’t know about it until a month ago.”
“Then where have you been living?”
“With my dad, Marcus.”
My eyes bulged. “Your dad?”
“Yeah, I mean, he’s not my biological father, but my adopted one. He adopted me when I was an infant.”
“And you believe that?”
He glanced down, his shoulders hunching forward. “He’d never tell me where I came from or who my parents were, but I always knew…” The silence stretched.
“You knew what?”
“That he was lying about something.”
I breathed shallowly. “You’re right. He’s been lying to you your entire life if he didn’t tell you about us—Di, Flint, Jacinda, Jet, Jasper, Mica, Amber, Savannah, Luke, Edgar and all of the other lost children that were killed over the years in O’Brien’s experiments. They’re all like us. You’re one of us.”
His eyebrows drew together. “What do you mean?”
I sighed in frustration and waved at the flame. “That’s what I mean.”
“So all of you really can do strange things too?”
I nodded. An aching five seconds passed with nothing but silence stretching between us.
“Okay, tell me,” he finally said.
I let out the breath I was holding. “I think you need to know the truth and understand the things that Marcus has done.”
He frowned warily. “What kinds of things?”
I summarized my origins and everyone else’s as quickly as possible: how we’d been born on the streets, how our parents hadn’t cared about us and abused us horribly, how Conroy, Marcus and Albert Darlington stole us from our abusive homes to be subjects in Project Renatus. And from there, how they’d forced drugs into us which created our abilities. Lastly, about all of the lost children over the years who’d been killed because of those drugs. I then told him what part Conroy, Marcus and Albert had played in that. “But it all started with Marcus. Marcus was the instigator of Project Renatus.”
“How do you know that?”
“My father, Conroy, told me.”
“Your father?”
“I suppose you could say he’s my adopted father. He’s obviously not my biological one.”
Raven crossed his arms. “How do you know he’s not lying?”
I pictured the rainbow cloud that swirled around Father’s shoulders. Then I thought about Marcus’ black one. “I just know.”
“But you could be wrong. It’s his word against my dad’s.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. I see auras around people. That’s the ability I got from the drugs. It tells me how good a person’s soul is. Marcus’ cloud is black. Conroy’s isn’t. Trust me, your dad killed those kids without a second thought.”
“No, he wouldn’t do that!”
I held up my hands. “I’m not making this up.”
“But you could be wrong.”
“But I’m not.” I told him about my earliest memories of Marcus, about the way he drugged me and was so cruel. “His cloud is black, Raven. That’s as bad as they get. I know it’s hard to believe all of this, but it’s true.”
“Cloud?” he replied. “Is that what you call the things you see?”
I nodded. “Marcus has a black cloud—his aura is black. His soul is evil.”
Raven frowned and gritted his teeth. A few minutes passed. I let him take the time to process what I’d said, not trying to push him.
He shook his head, his jaw set. “But he’s never done anything like that to me!”
“How do you know that? He might have when you were younger. You may not remember it.”
“He didn’t.”
I didn’t know how to argue with that one.
“And he is still my dad,” Raven added.
I frowned contemplatively. I now understood why Raven had been helping Marcus keep me prisoner. He felt loyal to Marcus. “Is he a good father?” I couldn’t imagine Marcus being a good anything, but Raven obviously didn’t hate him.
Raven shrugged. “I guess. I mean, he’s never been loving or affectionate, and half the time he doesn’t seem to care that I exist, but he’s never hurt me.”
“Even when he drugged you?”
Raven’s eyes flashed brighter. “He’s never drugged me.”
“Yes, he has. How do you think you got your fire starting ability?”
“I don’t know. I’ve always had it. My dad said I have a genetic fluke, that I was born this way.”
I snorted. Genetic fluke? Born that way? That was the lie of all lies. We’d all been born normal children without these abilities. I’d buy that Raven didn’t remember being drugged. None of us remembered it. We’d all been too young for that, but I did remember the drugs that came after it, the ones that didn’t create our gifts but were additional drugs that Marcus was testing to see their effects. Luckily, the ones he’d given me weren’t mind altering, but I’d been a lucky one. Some of those drugs had killed other lost children.
“So you’ve lived with Marcus your entire life and never knew what he really did?”
“If he did those things,” Raven growled.
“And you never knew about any of us, until recently?”
“Yeah. After that explosion last month, he sat me down and told me there were other people like me, people who could do special things. He said he wanted to help you all.”
I almost choked. I couldn’t imagine Marcus helping anyone. “Why would he tell you about us now?” It seemed like it would make more sense to keep lying to Raven.
Raven ducked his chin. “He said he may need my help.”
“Your help in what?”
He looked embarrassed again. “Uh, in capturing you guys.”
My eyes went so wide they felt like saucers. “And you didn’t see anything unusual about that?”
“He said you’d been brainwashed by a guy named Conroy. He wanted to help you and said the only way he could do that was to take you by force.”
Anger strummed through me again. The only one who’d been brain washed was Raven, but he obviously didn’t know that.
“What other details did he tell you about us?”
“That he’d known you once, before Conroy took you and brainwashed you. My dad said he’s been looking for you ever since.”
“And you didn’t find anything strange about that? That he’d lied to you your entire life about not being alone? And that we’d all been taken, from him?”
Raven’s irises glowed brightly again. The fire that still burned in the corner abruptly grew a foot. “But why would he experiment on all of you and not me?”
“I’m not sure why Marcus hasn’t done to you what he’s done to us, or why he raised you in secret, and I have no idea why he raised you as his son.”
“See? You could be wrong.”
I groaned. “Will you at least consider what I’ve told you?”
He stared at me, his face unreadable.
I shifted on the cold floor. My bottom was numb. “Were you there last night? At Marin Headlands?”
“Yeah, I was there.”
My heart leaped. “Do you know what happened to everyone?”
Raven frowned. He looked regretful. “No.”
“So you don’t know if they’re okay? Or if they all got away? Or what happened during the fight?”
“I saw one guy turn into a wolf. That must be, what did you say his name was? Luke?”
I nodded. “Yeah, he’s one of the three we rescued the other week.”
“Right.” He frowned.
The delay in information almost killed me. “What about everyone else?”
“Another one, he seemed unstoppable. No matter how many men jumped on him, he flung them off like annoying flies. He went crazy when he realized we took you. We left shortly after that, as soon as we knew we couldn’t stop him or catch anyone else.”
I stopped breathing. “That was Flint.”
“The guy you claim is my brother?”
“Yes.”
“And the others? What happened to them?”
Raven shook his head. “I don’t know, but I do know we didn’t kill anyone if that’s what you’re worried about. We left as soon as we had you. It became apparent, with the wolf and how strong uh…Flint was, we wouldn’t be able to capture anyone else. One person ran, and two people in ski masks, I think they were guys from their builds, were fighting like normal humans.”
“That would be Jet and Jasper.” And Di ran. Good, she got away. “What about three other women? Mica, Jacinda and Amber? Did you see them?”
Raven shook his head. “It was hard to tell since it was nighttime and all of you were dressed in black and most wearing ski masks, but if I remember right, there were just four guys and one woman, but the woman fled before I could see her.”
“That was Di, your sister. She was probably going to Jacinda, Mica and Amber. They were at a different location.”
Raven gave me a curious look. “Aren’t you worried I’ll tell my dad all of this?”
My eyes widened again. I wanted to kick myself. How could I have been so stupid?
“I won’t tell him,” Raven said quietly.
“You won’t?”
“No. I, uh, need to think about all of this before I say anything.”
“Please don’t tell him.”
A long, heavy silence followed. I could tell from his brooding expression that he was trying to process everything. I glanced at the fire in the corner of the room. It had returned to a small ball. It flickered a few inches above the floor. I could feel its warmth, but what amazed me most of all was that it burned when it wasn’t burning anything. Usually, a fire burned wood or was supplied by gas or something that fed it, but Raven’s fires seemed to appear out of thin air. And unlike the rest of us, he didn’t seem to get tired or struggle to use his power.
“How do you do that?” I pointed to the flames. “Make a fire from nothing?”
His contemplative expression evaporated. “Oh…um, I don’t know. I’ve been making fires like that since I was a kid.”
“How big can you make them?”
The fire abruptly shot to the ceiling and quadrupled in diameter. I yelped and pulled back. The flames receded to the previous tiny fire. It supplied just enough light for us to see each other.
“It’s that easy for you?”
He nodded. “It’s like breathing. I don’t have to think about it.”
“Wow.”
“What about you?” he asked hesitantly. “You said you see auras, or clouds or whatever, but you can do more than just that?”
I nodded and tried to switch my vision. Once again, it didn’t click. Whatever drug Marcus gave me was blocking the receptors I needed to access the dormant part of my brain.
“Normally, I can see clouds around people, when I’m not being drugged.” Since Marcus already knew about my ability, I figured it didn’t matter if I told Raven. “Clouds are like a fog that hangs around a person’s shoulders and ranges in colors from pure white to pitch black. The whiter a cloud, the more kind or good a person is, the darker, the eviler.”
“So your gift is in your mind?”
I nodded and explained my ability more. “Yeah, but it’s more than that. In the past few months, I’ve learned how to harness those clouds and turn them into energy balls. They can be quite powerful.”
“So that’s what he was talking about,” Raven muttered.
I gave him a questioning look.
“I overheard my dad talking to someone on speaker phone a week ago. He was talking about those security guys in that warehouse you blew up. The security guys had told him some unseen force had pushed them. And then my dad said something blasted him off his feet. My dad told that guy that the force must have come from you.”
“Yeah, that was me.”
Raven cocked his head. “How powerful can you make those balls?”
I gave him a few examples.
“Seriously? So that’s why my dad wanted you. He said something about wanting to study you more.”
A chill ran through me. So Marcus did intend to experiment on me. Now the question is, what kind of experiments?
“What are they like?” Raven asked abruptly.
“What are who like?”
“Um…Di and Flint.”
I tried to shrug off the thought of Marcus studying me. “Ah…well, they’re like you, in the little I’ve gotten to know you. They look just like you. You all have the same skin tone and similar facial features. All three of you are tall and from what I’ve seen, your mannerisms are similar. Marcus may deny you’re related to them, but I’d bet my life that you are.”
Raven didn’t say anything. His face was expressionless. He finally said in a quiet voice, “Do you know who their parents were?”
I thought back to my childhood when Father had told us what he’d known about our parents. “They’re dead now, I do know that, and if I remember right, your mother was a prostitute and drug addict, and your father was also an addict. Di was around eighteen months old and Flint was two and a half when they were taken.” I frowned. “Do you think it’s possible your mother had you later? And Marcus went back for you?”
Raven shrugged. From his expression, I could tell he still didn’t believe Marcus had done the things I claimed. “How old are Di and Flint?”
“Di’s twenty-three and Flint’s twenty-four.”
“I’m twenty-one,” Raven said. “At least, if the birth date my dad told me is right.”
“So you could have been born after they were taken, and that would make you and Di two years apart. But how does that make sense?” I tried to think about all of the possibilities that would explain how Father never knew about Raven and how Raven never knew about us. Raven would have been born around the same time as me. We were the same age. Yet, he should have been in the warehouse with us if he was part of Project Renatus. It didn’t add up.
A grating sound at the door interrupted everything. I leaped up. Raven extinguished the fire. The cell plunged into darkness.
“Good afternoon, Princess,” a voice called as the lock turned. Dumber.
“Heath, I’m in here,” Raven said when the door cracked.
Heath? The door opened wider and Dumber peered in. In the hallway lights, the jagged scar that slashed across his cheek looked even bigger than I remembered.
“What the hell are you doing in here?” Heath placed his hands on his hips and glared at Raven.
“My dad told me to get some information out of her.”
My insides chilled. Was I just set up? Did Raven only pretend to want to know about his siblings?
“Oh.” Heath shuffled his feet. “Are you done? I’m supposed to take her to the bathroom.”
“I can do it.”
Heath’s eager expression disappeared. “But Marcus told me to do it.”
A sick feeling ran through me. I wondered if by taking me to the bathroom, Heath would be joining me in there too.
Raven walked to the door. “I said, I’ll do it.”
Heath backed away, but I still caught the angry look he gave Raven before he turned and stalked down the hall.
Distrust oozed through me. “So all of this was a setup? Your dad sent you to talk to me?”
Raven’s eyes widened. “What? No!” He shook his head. “Oh, I see, you think I set you up. No, my dad has no idea I’m here. I didn’t lie to you, Lena. I had to tell Heath something to make him leave. If my dad knows I’m here, I could get in trouble.”
I cursed inwardly that I couldn’t see his cloud. I was so used to being able to gauge people’s intentions and sincerity with my ability. Without it, I felt lost.
“Trust me, Lena. Please.” His eyes swirled bright orange again. His pleading look seemed sincere.
But is it?
“Who the hell are those two?” I nodded in the direction Heath had gone.
Raven shrugged. “Just two guys my dad has on his security team. They normally guard our house, but when my dad goes off on work excursions, they go with him.”
“Where are the rest of them?” I’d distinctly felt ten clouds yesterday at the Headlands.
“They’re looking for, um, you know, Flint and Di and everyone else.”
My stomach clenched.
“Don’t worry. They haven’t found them.”
I met his gaze. “If you’re lying to me…”
“I’m not.” His tone softened, and he looked down, shuffling his feet. “I’m nothing like who you claim my dad is. I would never hurt anybody intentionally.”
His words and look were like something Flint would say. Honor ran so deeply through Flint. It was embedded in his core. Perhaps Raven was the same.
Raven’s look turned apologetic. “I need to handcuff you. If Heath or Trevor see me walking you around here without cuffs, they’ll tell my dad.”
I turned and let him cuff me. I briefly wondered how anyone could believe their dad wasn’t evil when he operated a building to hold kidnapped people and required handcuffing those people when moving them. The power of denial was apparently quite…well, powerful.
Once I was restrained, Raven prodded me gently ahead of him. My stomach tightened when I saw Trevor and Heath standing at the end of the hall, beside the bathroom.
“Hi, Red.” Trevor leered.
When they blocked the door to the bathroom, Raven stepped in front of me. “Do you two need something?”
“Marcus said she needs to bathe after the bathroom and we’re supposed to give her some clean clothes. Heath and I were talking about how hard it would be to shower with her hands tied behind her back, so we were thinking we’d help her.” Trevor waggled his eyebrows.
The sick feeling inside me grew.
“You two aren’t needed.” Raven put his hands on his hips. “If I stay with her, she won’t need to be handcuffed, and she can shower on her own.”
Trevor’s mouth dropped, his blue eyes narrowing. “What the hell, man? It’s our job to watch her.”
A small fire erupted at Trevor’s feet. He yelped and jumped back. The fire went out.
“Pretty sure I can handle her just fine on my own.”
“I told you,” Heath muttered under his breath to Trevor.
Trevor gave Raven a murderous look. “Let’s go.” The two of them stalked away. When they disappeared, I slumped in relief.
“Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet. Once my dad finds out I’ve been giving you special treatment, he’s going to have a lot of questions.”
I thought about Marcus’ reaction to what I was saying this morning about Di and Flint being related to Raven. Once he found out I’d been talking to Raven in private, I’d be surprised if I ever saw the fire-starter again.
LUCKILY, RAVEN WAS able to help me use everything in private. After I finished in the bathroom, he led me to a locker room. It was entirely concrete as was everything in the hanger. There were no private shower stalls. Instead, there was a wall of shower heads in a large open space. Raven, however, kept his back turned the entire time and took the restraints off my wrists which allowed me to move freely.
With frenzied movements, I searched the shower stalls as discreetly as possible for something, anything, that I could use as a weapon. Similar to every other room in this hanger, there was nothing. Slumping in defeat, I finished and grabbed the clothes he’d brought in.
The new clothes fit surprisingly well. They were simple jeans and a sweater. Both had generic labels and felt a bit scratchy. I’d bet money they were picked up at the closest Walmart or Kmart. In a way, I would have preferred to put my own clothes back on, even though I’d been wearing them for two days, but at least they were mine and were comfortable. There was something sinister about having been here long enough that Marcus felt I warranted bathing and clean clothes.
As I pushed the sleeves of the sweater up my forearms, my tattoo flashed in the light. A sudden feeling of despair hit me. It had been almost sixteen hours since I’d left Flint and there was no sign of me getting out of here. If my family had been able to track me, wouldn’t they have rescued me by now?
I thought about how long it took me to wake up this morning after Marcus drugged me. Four hours. If that was the same drug I’d been given last night, that meant I’d spent almost four hours traveling in that van. My heart sank even further. I was most likely hundreds of miles from San Francisco.
Under the clothes was a pair of soft canvas slip-ons. I pulled on a pair of cotton socks and frowned at the canvas shoes. “Where’d my boots go?” When Raven didn’t respond, I added. “I’m dressed. You can turn around now.”
He turned slowly, his look apologetic. “Trevor was pretty pissed off when you kicked him. He told my dad about it, so my dad said we were to remove your boots.”
“What’d you do with them?”
“I threw them away.”
It was silly, but I wanted to cry. Without being able to form energy balls, the only defense I had was those boots. If Trevor or Heath came for me, I didn’t stand a chance defending myself now.
“I’m sorry, but you won’t need to worry about Trevor or Heath.”
It was like he read my mind. “Why not?”
He held up his phone. “Because I got a message from my dad when you were showering. We’re leaving tonight.”
“You’re moving me?” My despair grew. If I moved to another location, the chances of Luke or Amber tracking me all but disappeared. Any chance or hope I had of being rescued would be gone. “Where are you taking me?”
“Back to Chicago. We’ll leave after supper. The jet should be here by then.”




CHAPTER NINETEEN

The rest of the afternoon I lay in my cell, waiting for the inevitable. Once I was back in Chicago, who knew what fortress Marcus would lock me in. Any chance I had of seeing my family would disappear like snow on a hot July day.
Raven had been nice enough to leave a fire burning in my cell. It provided light and warmth. Once again I marveled at his ability. His fires literally burned. I’d learned that by getting a little too close when I’d been curious. My fingertip was still red. As for how long his fire would burn, I had no idea. Perhaps indefinitely unless he stopped it.
A part of me wondered if Raven started an entire city on fire and didn’t put it out, would that mean that area of land would burn eternally? Or perhaps his fires could be extinguished with water. I wasn’t sure about that either since they weren’t normal fires. After all, they didn’t burn anything. He started them from thin air. If Raven was back with us in Arizona or at the cabin in the Rockies, we could test all sorts of things with his ability.
That thought made my heart clench. I squeezed my eyes shut and leaned against the cold wall drawing my knees to my chest. The cabin. My family. Home.
Flint.
I missed him so much it actually hurt. It was hard to believe not even forty-eight hours ago, we’d been dining and shopping, strolling hand in hand along the streets of San Francisco. Now, that felt like years ago.
I’d tried not to think about him. Every time I did, an aching pain formed in my chest. I could only imagine how he felt right now. If roles were reversed, and he was taken by Marcus and I had no idea where he was or what was being done to him, I’d probably die from worry. Given Flint’s obsessive worry over me, I hoped Di had something on hand to keep him subdued.
I took a deep breath and tried to push everything from my mind. I’d make myself sick if I kept thinking about it.
Getting up, I paced a few widths of the small area. I had no idea when they’d come for me. Since I didn’t have a watch or any windows to gauge the sun, I’d completely lost track of time. Raven had put me back in here after my shower and lunch. He said he’d come back tonight. As for how long it had been since then, I had no idea. It felt like days. With nothing but the fire to stare at, and my thoughts for company, time became an undefinable dimension.
I closed my eyes and sank against the wall again.
HOURS LATER, A key slid into the lock. I tensed. The fire died as soon as the door opened. Raven stood alone in the hall.
I shakily pushed to standing. “I wondered when that fire would go out.”
“That’s why I’m here. If Trevor or Heath saw that, it would be one more thing they’d tell my dad.”
“So he doesn’t know that you and I were talking this morning?”
Raven shook his head. “Not yet.”
“Oh…well, thanks for leaving the fire.”
He shuffled his feet. “Sure. No problem.”
In the hall lights, with that solemn look and his hair curling at the ends, he looked so much like Flint, an ache once again pained my chest. Will I ever see Flint again?
“Are you ready?” Raven asked.
I cleared my throat, thick with emotion, and tried to smile. “Is that a rhetorical question?”
With a shrug, he held up the handcuffs. His fire-lit eyes spoke volumes. They almost pleaded with me to not be mad at him.
“Is that really necessary?”
“I have to. Sorry.”
I debated trying to push past him. He seemed to sense my intentions, though. A small fire erupted behind him.
Sighing, I turned.
Raven cuffed my wrists and led me down the hall. He stopped at the bathroom. “We won’t get to Chicago till after midnight. This is probably your only chance to go between now and then.” He took off the handcuffs.
I stared blankly at him and rubbed my wrists. This is really happening. I’m really going to Chicago, and I don’t know if I’ll ever see my family again.
“What’s your dad going to do with me?”
“I don’t know, but I’m sure it won’t be bad. You really don’t need to worry.”
Won’t be bad. Raven still didn’t believe me about Marcus. But I knew better. I knew whatever Marcus wanted me for—it wasn’t good. I had to escape. It was now or never.
“What if you let me go?” I took a step closer to him. Desperation made me want to grasp his shirt and shake sense into him. “You could tell your dad that I broke free somehow. Say that I got my powers back and that I knocked you out!”
Unease settled on his face. “I really don’t think he’ll hurt you… Whatever his plan is, he really does want the best for you and your family.”
I groaned in frustration. “Didn’t you listen to anything I told you?”
His expression didn’t falter. Not even a flash of doubt.
“Please, Raven. Please! If you don’t help me, no one will.”
“I…uh…” He took a step back.
My eyes darted to the end of the hall.
Before he said another word, I took off at a sprint. His shout followed. I didn’t stop. My canvas shoes slapped against the pavement as the end of the hallway neared. My world became that door.
I need to get through it! Get outside. Flag someone down. Draw attention to yourself.
The door neared.
Four yards.
I grinned.
Three yards!
My smile grew.
A wall of fire erupted inches from my escape route.
I skidded to a stop as heat licked my face. Footsteps pounded behind me. Other voices reached my ears. Snickers and a chuckle.
“Where ya going, Red?”
The voice was closing in. I frantically assessed the fire. I could run through it. I might get seriously burned, but I may survive. This may be my only chance!
I bent my knees, ready to jump when a hand clamped around my bicep. Fingers dug into me. “Need a hand with her, Raven? Looks like she almost got away.” Trevor’s taunt filled the hall.
I screamed and pulled my hand back to rake my fingernails across his face. Heath grabbed my other arm as I flailed and kicked.
“Where are those handcuffs, Raven?” Heath’s thick hot fingers clamped tightly around my wrist.
Raven stood a yard away. His jaw clenched. “Let her go.”
“And what? Let her escape? Give her a chance to use those little cat claws on me?” Trevor chuckled. “No thanks. Give me the cuffs.”
Raven reluctantly handed them over. His eyes pleaded with me. “My dad’s not going to hurt you, Lena. You’ll see.”
I blinked back tears. Heath and Trevor both had laughter in their eyes.
Raven gritted his teeth. “Go easy on her.”
Trevor and Heath chuckled as they tightened the cuffs painfully around my wrists. When finished, Raven shoved them aside and gently pulled me forward.
“You should use the bathroom,” he said quietly. “It’s a long plane ride.”
When I finished in the restroom, I followed Raven through the carpeted oasis. Trevor and Heath trailed us. It didn’t stop me from assessing everything as I desperately sought another way out.
There was nothing.
We exited through the door by the bookshelf again, and on the way to the end of the next concrete hallway, we passed the room where Marcus had drugged me this morning. If only I could form energy balls!
I tried for the hundredth time to switch my vision.
Nothing happened.
I counted the hours since my last dose. It was right after breakfast this morning, so around twelve hours. Twelve more hours before it left my system. As another door loomed at the end of the hall, I knew the only chance I had was getting my ability back.
Without it, I didn’t stand a chance.
As Raven led me through the last door, I was so caught up in brainstorming ways to prevent my next dose, that it wasn’t until a blast of cold air hit me that I realized we’d gone outside. Startled, I looked up. It was nighttime. A dark limousine waited. I quickly scanned my surroundings and tried to figure out where we were.
The rear exit of the hanger opened to a dark alleyway. A large fence lined the back of it. The alleyway seemed to travel forever. Rows and rows of industrial buildings stretched down the narrow street. On the other side of the fence, towering trees swayed menacingly above. There were no street signs or landmarks. It could be any alleyway in the United States.
Wherever it was, it was deserted. Not a soul to be seen.
I stiffened when the limousine door opened. Marcus peered up at me from within. “Good evening, Galena. Please, get in.”
Raven’s hands tightened on my biceps.
Trevor and Heath brushed up against me. Heath’s hand drifted to my hip. Raven pulled me away from them. His swirling eyes gave Heath and Trevor hard looks.
I stiffened, my eyes darting around, desperately seeking some way to escape.
“Don’t,” Raven whispered. “You know you can’t get away. You’re just making it worse. Please, it’ll be all right.”
Hearing those words made the fight go out of me. My shoulders sank so low, it felt like I’d fall through the pavement. Despite what I’d told Raven, he was still loyal to Marcus. Did you really think it would be any other way? He met me twenty-four hours ago. It was foolish to think he’d let me escape.
Raven ducked my head as I sank into the limo before he, Trevor and Heath climbed in after me.
THE RIDE TO the airport was long. Marcus kept me blindfolded. I didn’t know why. It’s not like I was in communication with anyone and could tell them where I was. The only reason I could fathom for why he’d blindfolded me was so I couldn’t identify where the hanger was located. If I’d been able to watch through the window as we left, I might have caught a glimpse of a street sign or a memorable building. Perhaps he was worried that I’d eventually get away and relay that information to Father or the police. Knowing that was probably his concern helped me feel a little better. If he thought I could escape then maybe I could.
Marcus removed the blindfold when we turned onto a smooth road. I anxiously looked around. We were at a large airport but away from the commercial section.
“You’re certainly quiet tonight,” Marcus said when the limo pulled up to a jet waiting at the landing strip. He opened the door, stepped out and actually held his hand out to me.
I ignored it and stepped onto the tarmac. Cold wind blew around us. I shivered and wished I could wrap my arms around myself. I figured we’d gone inland from San Francisco. Without the ocean to moderate the temperature, it was colder here. The sweater they’d given me did little to stop the biting wind.
My heart lodged in my throat. The last time I’d been cold from not having a jacket, Flint and I had strolled hand in hand down a San Francisco street—talking, laughing, holding hands as love strummed between us.
Marcus still looked at me as if waiting for a reply.
I cleared my throat. “And what would you be like in my situation?” Curls blew around my face.
Marcus’ cold gaze assessed me. In the night, he reminded me of Count Dracula. Tall and sinister looking, he had a dead look to his gaze, as if his soul had died long ago.
“Touché,” he replied dryly.
Raven hung back a few feet as Marcus gripped my arm and pulled me to the jet. I dragged my feet. His grip tightened painfully.
Distant sounds of planes taking off came from the runway. I desperately looked around for someone to help me. I didn’t see anybody, but I opened my mouth to scream anyway.
Something plunged into my neck before my scream came out. No! The drug swept through my system so fast I fell to the ground before taking another step.
I DIDN’T REMEMBER much of the plane ride or landing in Chicago. The entire journey was one hazy blur.
I also didn’t know what Marcus drugged me with. It felt like a sedative of some kind but didn’t knock me out completely. I’d briefly wake to hear voices and see foggy images of Heath, Trevor, Marcus and Raven sitting in the plane, but then everything would go black again. The few times my brain worked enough to understand what was happening, I fought to stay awake. Each time, I fell under again, drifting off to a deep, dreamless sleep.
It wasn’t until sometime the next day, or so I assumed from the bright sunlight that pierced my eyelids, that the sedative wore off completely. When I woke enough to understand actual sunlight was visible, I bolted upright. My head spun.
The first thing I noticed after my head stopped spinning was the feel of satiny soft sheets. I was in a king sized bed surrounded by pillows in a huge bedroom. Sunlight streamed in through several large windows. Gauzy curtains framed the impressive panes.
“What the hell?” Nobody else was in the room.
I sprang out of bed despite my pounding head and raced to a window. A wave of nausea swept through me. I almost doubled over on my sprint across the carpet. I stared down at my bare feet as I gripped my knees. Wait, bare feet?
I still wore the same pants and t-shirt from the hanger, but the scratchy sweater was nowhere to be seen. I spotted the canvas shoes by the door just as bile rose in my throat. Instead of continuing to the window, I scanned the room for a bathroom. An open door stood in the corner. I spied a sink. Racing toward it, I barely made it to the toilet before I threw up the pitiful amount of frothy stomach contents. My head pounded even harder.
What the hell did they do to me?
I sank to the bathroom floor. Cold tiles made goosebumps rise along my thighs. Between my rolling stomach and pounding head, I didn’t know which was worse. That someone had transported me across the country while I was unconscious, or that they’d drugged me so much that the side effects were making me feel at death’s door.
After a few minutes, I finally felt like I could stand without retching again. Pulling myself up to the sink basin, I stared in disbelief at the mirror. My face was so white, I looked like a ghost. Hollowed cheeks, bloodshot eyes, and pale lips stared back at me. Even my hair looked sick.
I turned on the tap. My mouth and throat were so dry. It felt like my throat cracked when I gulped down mouthful after mouthful of cold water. I drank for so long, a kink formed in my neck from the awkward position.
I finally turned the faucet off and listened for sounds.
Nothing but a slight hum from the HVAC reached my ears.
Creeping out of the bathroom, I scanned the room, looking for cameras. I didn’t see any. That meant this was either a normal bedroom or they were hidden somewhere. I raced to the door and wrenched the handle.
It was locked.
I tried it again and again and screamed in frustration. When it became apparent no amount of raging would work, I raced across the thick carpet to the window, wincing again when my head pounded.
This room was high up, at least two, maybe three stories. It appeared I was in a mansion. The window revealed an impressive backyard. Acres of grass butted up to a thick forest. The grass was brown, obviously dormant for the winter, and the trees were bare. I didn’t see any other houses or people. It was beautiful, but no signs of life were anywhere.
I ran my fingers along the window, searching for a way to open it. There were no locks. They were solid panes, not meant to open. Surveying the rest of the room, I barely registered the elegant fireplace and couches around it. A large wardrobe stood in the corner. Expensive looking artwork hung on the walls.
I needed something heavy. Something I could lift. The wardrobe and couches were obviously out.
Two, dark wood nightstands stood beside the large bed. I raced to one. With more effort than it normally would have taken, I awkwardly lifted it. My stomach rolled again, but I swallowed down the bile.
I carried the table to the window and gripped it tightly before hurling it at the glass with as much force as I could muster. I expected it to crash through the window, or at the very least, crack it.
All it did was bounce off and land with a thud on the floor. To show for my efforts, there was now a crack in the wood baseboard.
“I wouldn’t bother trying that again.”
I whirled around. Raven stood by the door. He quickly closed it before I could see where it led.
“They’re bulletproof,” he explained. “No way in, and no way out.”
Murderous rage boiled through me. I flew at him.
He caught me in his arms but let me pummel his chest anyway. Snarls came from me that didn’t sound human. “How could you!” I screamed. “How could you let him do this to me!”
Raven stood silently, letting me hit him. I screamed at him and took my rage out on his chest. He didn’t try to stop me. When I realized he had no intention of defending himself, the fight went out of me. I slumped to the floor.
Raven didn’t do this to me. Marcus did.
Tears poured down my face as bone-deep desperation took hold of me. It felt like it would swallow me whole. This was real. I was truly a prisoner, and there was no chance of me escaping.
Raven lowered himself to sit beside me. He awkwardly patted my shoulder. His sad, ember filled eyes and lack of words spoke volumes. He liked me, but he wasn’t going to help me.
“Why?” I looked up at him. He was blurred through my tears. “Why won’t you help me?”
“He’s my dad, Lena. I can’t betray him.”
“If you had a dad, and you knew he was a serial killer, would you really turn the other cheek and let him go on killing?”
“It’s not like that, he wouldn’t–”
“Yes, he would! He already has!”
Raven flinched.
The silence stretched again, but I could tell Raven’s mind was made up. He was Marcus’ son, end of story. “Where are we?”
“Um…our house. This is where I grew up.” Raven raked a hand through his hair, his movements so familiar an ache formed in my chest.
I smiled humorously. “Flint runs his hands through his hair too, when he’s worried.”
“What?” He looked startled.
I pointed at his head. His hair stood up on all ends like he’d been running his hands through it repeatedly. “Flint does the same thing when he’s stressed.”
“Oh.” He glanced down. “Right.”
Another long moment of silence passed.
“Don’t you want to meet them? You have a brother and sister.”
“Um, well…my dad said that’s not true. He said it’s just a coincidence that they look like me.”
My eyes bulged. “You told him what I said? You promised you wouldn’t!”
“No, I didn’t tell him, not really. Just that you said they were my brother and sister and I was curious about it. But it wasn’t anything you hadn’t said to him already, at breakfast yesterday.”
“And you believe him over me.”
“It all could be a coincidence, Lena. A lot of people look the same.”
“And have the same mannerisms? Similar personalities? And a link to a genetic researcher? The same researcher that took all of us from our birth parents when we were babies? Yeah, you’re right, definitely a coincidence. Makes complete sense. There’s no way you’re related to them.”
His face clouded over.
“They’re your brother and sister, Raven.” I sighed. “Whether you want to accept it or not, they are.”
He took a deep breath and stood. “Are you hungry?”
“Does it matter if I am?”
“I’ll bring up a tray for you.” With that, he turned and walked out the door. The key turned in the lock.
I buried my head in my hands.
Nothing had changed, except instead of being kept in a cold, concrete cell, I’d been moved to a gilded cage. The room was beautiful, the furniture and decorations immaculate, the view breathtaking, but it was still a cage, and I was forever its prisoner.
THREE FULL DAYS passed with nobody coming into my room except for Raven, and of course Marcus when he administered my daily drug. I spent most of my time trying to find a way out. I’d emptied every drawer in the desk and wardrobe, rummaged through every cabinet in the bathroom, and tried everything short of pulling the bed apart to find something that would help me breakout. But it didn’t matter. Regardless of how much I tried, I couldn’t find a tool or piece of metal to pick the door’s lock. I knew the lock wasn’t foolproof. I simply didn’t have the means necessary to breakout.
Knowing that made me want to scream.
Each day when Marcus visited, I expected him to wheel me away to some secretive basement lab and begin his Frankenstein experiments on me. But each day, he smiled, asked me mundane, small talk questions, and then administered my daily dose before leaving.
I couldn’t understand Marcus’ angle. Perhaps he was buttering me up for something. He’d said when we first met that he had much to offer me. Does he actually expect me to believe that? If I knew one thing, it was that Marcus only served one person: himself.
I’d asked Raven on that first day, after my meltdown when he’d returned with lunch, why Marcus still allowed him to see me. Apparently, his “dad” felt confident his only son would never betray him. It almost seemed like Marcus nominated Raven as my caretaker because Marcus knew that trusting Raven would solidify his adopted son’s loyalty. Just like Flint, a sense of honor ran deep in Raven’s core.
It seemed Marcus knew that too.
With each hour and day that passed, I became more and more convinced that I’d never see my family again. I spent most of my time pacing the room. There was a TV, but it did little to help me feel connected with anyone. I only turned it on when I wanted to know what time it was. Beyond that, all it did was remind me it was my only connection to the outside world.
As day five began, I knew that a rescue was never coming. Since no one in my family had attempted to rescue me at Marcus’ hanger in California that meant they hadn’t known where I was. I had hoped Amber and Luke’s tracking abilities would have been able to find me, but either we left too quickly from the hanger, or their skills didn’t extend to wherever Marcus held me. And now that we were in Chicago, or somewhere close to it, the chances of them finding me were next to none.
That only left two options since the option of Raven helping me was no longer a possibility.
One, I either acquiesced and accepted Marcus was my captor for the rest of my life, or two, I found a way to get out on my own.
Raven had just brought me lunch. I sat on the couch, picking at it. My appetite had all but disappeared.
I eyed the designer jeans I wore in disgust. They were a symbol of Marcus’ immense wealth and control. In the humongous wardrobe, hung an array of clothes, all in my size. Marcus had obviously planned for my capture. I wondered if there were other rooms in his mansion that were set up for my brothers and sisters. Perhaps there was a room somewhere with jeans and sweatshirts in Flint’s size, just waiting for him to occupy it.
A fierce determination bloomed in me. I wouldn’t let him capture anyone else in my family. I’d find a way out.
Now, it was just a matter of how.




CHAPTER TWENTY

The next time Marcus administered my drug, I watched him meticulously. I needed my power back to stand any chance of escape, which meant I needed to find a way to avoid a dose. Just one dose and I’d be able to breakout.
Each time Marcus gave me his drug, he used a small vein in my arm. Raven would hold me down so I couldn’t fight. To make it worse, Marcus always waited for a blood return before he injected the dose. That guaranteed he got the drug in my system. The oily feeling swam through my circulation shortly afterward, and I’d pass out within a minute.
I knew Marcus had a lot of practice giving this drug. He’d kept Susannah, Edgar and Luke subdued for years with it. Granted, he obviously didn’t administer it himself every day, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d had extensive training in phlebotomy. His technique was flawless.
So what can I do to avoid one dose?
I knew enough about medicine, from years of listening to Father and Di, that the drug needed to be injected into my bloodstream for it to work. If the needle slipped from the vein and the drug went into the surrounding tissues, the drug wouldn’t be in circulation. Therefore, it wouldn’t work.
In other words, I needed to find a way to have the needle come out of my vein while Marcus was injecting the drug without Marcus realizing it.
I began to plan.
THE NEXT MORNING, just after I showered and dressed, Marcus and Raven knocked on my bedroom door. Such manners. I once said I was busy, just to see what they’d do. They entered anyway.
The key in the lock always sounded before they both walked in. With them came a draft from the hall. I tried to peek over their shoulders each time, but as always, all I was awarded with was a glimpse of windows and a carpeted hallway. Not much for details.
Nobody but them ever entered my room. I wondered if anyone else knew I was here. I had no idea if Marcus had staff. Perhaps he had a housekeeper who questioned why this bedroom door was always locked and closed. Or perhaps not.
No one cleaned that I knew of. I never heard voices in the hall, sounds of vacuums being run or radios being played. Wherever I was kept in this mansion was most likely off limits to anyone else.
I watched Marcus warily as he stepped into the room.
“Good morning, Galena.” He smiled. Those gray eyes were cold, as they always were. His hair was expertly styled, his face clean shaven. A hint of expensive cologne wafted around him. Utter perfection oozed from his persona, yet that pristine beauty contained a heart of evil.
He wore pressed slacks, a dress shirt and tie. I’d never seen him without a tie. I had no idea if that dress decorum was required at O’Brien Pharmaceuticals. Or perhaps he was merely corporate now—no longer delving into the labs like Father still did.
“Did you sleep well?”
“Never better,” I replied sarcastically. I hoped my sarcasm hid my nerves. My palms sweat so badly at what I needed to do this morning.
Marcus either chose to ignore my sarcasm or didn’t pick up on it.
Raven entered behind his dad. He kept his eyes averted. He always did. It was like if Raven didn’t look at me and didn’t see the pain on my face, then he wasn’t really doing anything wrong.
“Come, have a seat.” Marcus sat on the sofa by the fire.
“I’m fine here.” I stood rooted by the bed.
Marcus reached into the small bag he always carried. From it, he withdrew a syringe and vial. Without looking at me, he began to draw up the medication. “Tomorrow, we’ll be going to the lab.”
My heart stopped. “What?”
“I’ve given you enough time to adjust to your new life. It’s time to continue with our studies. If you cooperate, it’ll work to your advantage.”
I whipped my gaze to Raven, but he was half turned and seemed to be studying a very fascinating speck of lint on a pillow.
“What are you going to do to me?”
“Nothing you need to be concerned about.”
Anger bubbled up in me. Right, of course not. It’s only my life and my body, nothing for me to worry about. I wanted to scream at him and tear that satisfied smile off his face, but I was powerless. Raven would stop me before I got within a foot of his dad.
“Now, have a seat.” Marcus patted the couch cushion beside him.
I swallowed tightly. This was it. It was now or never. If Marcus transported me to his lab, I’d be locked behind walls of concrete, perhaps underground. My energy balls couldn’t penetrate that regardless of whether or not I got off his drug.
It would truly be the end.
With stiff movements, I walked to the couch and sat. Raven seated himself beside me and hooked a leg over both of mine before gripping my wrists. The action held me immobile. The first time he’d done that, I’d fought, but then he’d formed a ring of fire around my head, inches from my face. That was enough to make me stop. The skin on my fingertip, that I’d burned back in the concrete cell after being curious about his power, had finally healed. Another thing I’d learned about Raven’s fire was that they burned deeper than a normal fire even if the burn seemed superficial. Skin didn’t heal quickly, and although I wasn’t vain, I preferred keeping my face intact.
My heart pounded harder as Marcus swabbed my skin with an alcohol wipe. The pungent smell filled my nose. He next wrapped an elastic band around my bicep. Taking the needle, Marcus flicked my skin a few times until he found a good vein.
I stopped breathing.
This was it.
If I couldn’t avoid this dose, I’d never be free.
The prick of the needle stung. I watched the metal slide under my skin. Marcus drew back. Crimson blood flushed into the syringe. He always found a vein on his first try. My eyes widened as he slowly began injecting the drug.
Now, Lena! Now!
“I think I might be pregnant!”
Marcus’ head whipped up, and Raven’s grip loosened. I moved my arm a fraction of an inch. I felt the needle move, but I didn’t know if it had pierced through the vein and gone into the surrounding tissues. I could only hope it had. If it hadn’t, the drug would continue being pushed into my circulation system.
“What?” Marcus hurriedly pushed the rest of the drug through before withdrawing the needle and slapping on a bandage. “You’re pregnant?” A hopeful gleam filled his eyes.
I tensed, pulling back. “Or not. I’ve lost track of my periods. I thought I should take a pregnancy test.”
Marcus nodded. “I’ll get you one.”
I waited for the oily feeling and unconsciousness that always came within seconds of the drug being administered. All I felt was a burning sensation in my arm. My heart pounded with hope, before a voice of reason spoke in my head. You need to pass out!
“S’okay,” I slurred. I closed my eyes and slumped against Raven. He gripped me tighter. If he hadn’t, I would have fallen to the floor.
A few sounds of the needle being thrown away and supplies being put back in Marcus’ bag filled the room. “Move her to the bed.”
I tried to keep my breathing deep and even. Staying limp was harder. I had to concentrate to not stiffen when Raven stood. His chest was hard against me. His heart pounded. It sounded like a galloping beast beside my ear. I had no idea if his anxiety was from worry, or perhaps his heart always pounded when he helped his dad.
Raven’s voice rumbled in his chest. “If she’s pregnant, shouldn’t you stop giving her the drug? Wouldn’t that be bad for the baby?”
A long silence passed as Raven stood there, holding me. I could only guess that he was staring at his father, waiting for a reply.
“I can never stop giving her this drug. The baby will be fine. If there’s a baby.” The excited tone in Marcus’ voice sickened me. He wants me to be pregnant?
“How do you know the baby will be fine?”
“I just do.”
Raven began walking. My dangling arm brushed against his rough jeans. He deposited me on the bed. The feel of a blanket brushed against my skin. He’d actually covered me so I wouldn’t be cold.
I wanted to sigh in frustration. Raven had a good soul. I knew his cloud would be white if he were a normal human. If only I could convince him to leave his dad.
Another moment of silence passed. I lay deathly still, yet my heart pounded. What I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall so I could see the facial expressions between the two.
“But you’ve never experimented on a pregnant woman, right?” Raven’s voice was pleading, almost like he hoped his dad would never do something like that, but he wasn’t so sure anymore.
“Of course not, Raven,” Marcus said soothingly. “I told you. Lena and all of the others were born with horrible defects. I cured them. I would never hurt a pregnant woman.”
“Okay.” A hint of doubt shadowed Raven’s words.
If I didn’t have to pretend I was sleeping, I’d have told Marcus exactly what I thought about his ridiculous lies. We were never born with birth defects. We’d been normal children, in every sense of the word, just children born into horribly abusive families.
Was that the latest lie Marcus was telling Raven? That he’d cured us? Did he have to concoct lies every day to keep his son in line? Hope grew in me. Maybe Raven’s beginning to have doubts about what his dad’s doing.
They left shortly after that. I heard the door close and the lock sound. I continued to lay there. More than anything I wanted to jump up and dance in glee. The impulsive side of me itched to do it, but every other morning after they’d administered the drug, I’d been unconscious for three to four hours, usually waking just before lunch. That meant I had to lay here until then. I still didn’t know if there were hidden cameras in this room, and I wasn’t taking the chance.
I tamped my impulsiveness down. Glee still bubbled up in me, however. From the horrible burning in my arm, I knew the drug had settled into the interstitial tissues. I’d probably have reddened skin and burning for a while, maybe even some tissue damage, but I didn’t care. One way or another, I was breaking out of here tonight.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

I waited until Raven entered with my lunch before I got up. Talk about a long four hours. Not once did I open my eyes throughout the morning. I was too scared I’d give myself away. This was the last opportunity to take control of my life. No way was I going to blow it.
When Raven entered, I sat up in bed, rubbing my eyes. I did my best to act groggy. I could only hope he didn’t hear my galloping heart or feel my barely controlled excitement.
Balancing the tray on his hand, Raven turned to close the door.
It’s now or never. I closed my eyes and switched my vision.
It clicked.
I could almost feel the neurons firing as the dormant part of my brain once again activated. When I opened my eyes, my vision was altered.
A beautiful, glittery cloud surrounded Raven’s shoulders. I stared in amazement. It was royal purple in color, but the glitter that shimmered in it was something I hadn’t seen before. Trying to contain my curiosity, I studied it.
If I’d learned one thing about lost children’s clouds, it was that they pulled me into a person’s inner being, like a storyteller weaving a story. When I saw the average white, gray or black cloud, it told me how good a person’s soul was, but when I saw colors, I knew I found a fragmented soul that had been broken and put back together.
Seeing the glittery quality in Raven’s cloud only meant one thing.
Raven was unique.
Something had been done to him that hadn’t been done to the rest of us.
All of my brothers and sisters had colored clouds. Each color represented a specific drug given to us that altered our brain chemistries, but those clouds were solid in color. It was the same for Luke, Edgar and Susannah. Those three had a multitude of colors, like Father, since so many drugs had been given to them, but none of them glittered.
Raven set my lunch tray beside the couch and gave me a worried look. His fire filled eyes always glowed a little brighter when he felt a strong emotion. I’d learned that the second day. Right now, his eyes practically glowed.
“How are you feeling?” Guilt laced his tone.
I swung my legs over the side of the bed. “Fine. I think.”
I padded to his side and sat on the couch. The tray held a steaming bowl of chicken noodle soup, freshly cut up fruit and a sandwich. Simple but nutritious food. Comfort food.
“If you’re more hungry than usual, I can bring you something else. Or if certain things make you nauseous, I can make something else entirely. Just let me know.”
I raised my eyebrows.
“I did a little research while you were sleeping. It said pregnant women can find certain foods nauseating or unappealing. It also said it’s not uncommon for women to lose weight in the first trimester if they feel particularly sick. So, if there’s anything you need to feel more comfortable, just let me know.”
I was so shocked that for a moment I didn’t say anything. Right. I said I was pregnant. Or rather, that I thought I was as a distraction to get the needle out of my vein. I didn’t actually believe I was pregnant, but they didn’t know that. Tucking my hair behind my ears, I picked up the sandwich.
“Um, I’m okay right now, but thanks.”
“I also brought you these.” He handed me several foiled tube looking packets. “Dad said to use them next time you go to the bathroom and to give them back to me.”
Two pregnancy tests sat in his palm. I hastily grabbed them and shoved them in my jean pocket. “Right, ah, thanks.”
As I ate lunch, Raven’s concern was a bit overwhelming. He hovered around me, plumping pillows to make sure I was comfortable, and quite frankly, acted like a doting mother hen. Once again, he reminded me so much of Flint that I wanted to cry. His older brother had acted the exact same way after Aaron attacked me back at Hideaway Hills ranch.
“Raven, it’s okay.” He tried to lift my cup for me to drink. “I’m not incapacitated. I might not even be pregnant.”
He nodded and ran a hand harshly through his hair. “I hope you’re not.”
The anguish in his tone made me stiffen. I set the soup down. “Why? Did Marcus say what he’d do if I was pregnant?”
Raven wouldn’t meet my gaze.
Switching my vision, I felt comforted when his glittery, purple cloud appeared again. My ability was back in full force. Drawing up the energy inside me, I concentrated on joining my cloud with his. It happened readily. The power hummed within me, tethering Raven’s cloud to mine. Our swirling energies pulsed and grew. Looking out the window, I summoned the energy in the vast forest. It called to me. Its sheer power and greatness brought a humbling sense of relief. My weeks of practice in which I became more in-tuned to my ability and the clouds around others hadn’t disappeared. If anything, it had grown.
Within seconds, a powerful ball swirled within our midst.
I could almost taste it. Triumph made me grin. I was no longer helpless. I was no longer a mere, small woman who couldn’t take care of herself. Come nighttime, I’d be blasting a hole through Marcus’ house and wreaking as much destruction as needed to escape.
Raven raked a hand through his hair again. He stood and paced the room a few times.
I let the energy ball dissipate. “Is everything okay?” I pushed the tray away. Scents of the soup still lingered in the room.
“It’s just…” His movements became more agitated. His eyes glowed like fire, swirling and pulsing a reddish, orange color. “I’m starting to wonder if my dad’s telling me the truth about everything.”
I sat up straighter. “You are?”
“He told me he’d began the Project, um Project Renatus or whatever, to help children all over the world. He wanted to create a drug that would cure disabilities and birth defects, and I wanted to believe him. I did believe him when he told me that the other day, after I asked him why he wouldn’t let you go.” He ran a hand through his hair again. “But then I overheard him this morning. Talking to someone on the phone. He said…”
The silence stretched.
“He said what?”
“He said that he may ‘have another subject’ that they could study. He was talking about you, Lena. He was saying that you may be pregnant. He sounded so excited, and I heard something in his tone I haven’t heard before. It, uh, well to be honest, it scared me.”
I leaned forward. “And now you believe me about him?”
Raven stopped pacing and put his hands on his hips. With his mussed hair, olive skin and distraught expression, he once again reminded me of his brother. I could only imagine Flint’s disbelief if he ever met Raven. The two were practically cookie cutter replicas in personality and looks. Although, Flint’s hair was chestnut not black, and his personality was more guarded. I imagined spending his first eight years of life in O’Brien’s warehouse could be blamed for that.
“Yeah, I guess you could say that.” Raven glanced toward the window, a haunted expression in his swirling eyes. “This whole week, I’ve been trying to forget what you told me. My whole life I’ve grown up in this house with my dad. It’s been just me, him and Cecile, our housekeeper. I’ve never gone to a normal school or had friends. My dad said, because of how I was born, that I’d never fit into the outside world. He said he needed to keep me hidden to protect me, but now I’m starting to wonder if it was to protect him.”
He sank into the chair across from me and placed his head in his hands.
More than anything, I wanted to jump for joy and beg him to leave with me, but I knew he needed to come to his own conclusions. If he didn’t make his decisions for himself, he may have regrets. Or worse, he may blame me.
“So what are you going to do?”
“I don’t know.” Raven shrugged. “But I don’t feel good about what he and I are doing. I feel like I can’t let him take you to that lab tomorrow. I’ve got a gut feeling that I may never see you again if he does.”
I held my breath. I didn’t dare tell him about tricking them into not giving me my dose this morning. I wanted to trust Raven, and in some ways I did, but I couldn’t tell him I was breaking out tonight. He was only starting to doubt Marcus’ sincerity. He still wasn’t promising to help me and join the others.
“You’ll always be welcome in our family, Raven. No matter what happens. No matter what decision you make, I want you to know that. Di, Flint, Conroy and everyone else, will welcome you with open arms. Even if I disappear tomorrow to your father’s lab, you can still go to them.”
I walked to the desk. From it, I withdrew a piece of paper and a pen. I wrote down Flint’s telephone number. I knew I was taking a risk by doing this. It was possible, if Raven had second thoughts or went back into denial, that he’d give this number to his dad, but I couldn’t leave tonight without giving him some way to contact us. If I didn’t, he’d have no one to help him.
“Here.” I handed it to him.
“What’s this?”
“That’s Flint’s cell phone number. I’m trusting you. You can never let your dad have that. If he were to find a way to track that phone, my entire family would be at risk, but I think you deserve a chance to meet them if you decide you want to.”
He took the paper and stared at it. His eyes glowed brighter. “I want to help you,” he finally whispered. “I just don’t know how. My dad has this place guarded so heavily. He’d catch me if I tried to help you escape.”
My heart warmed. Just knowing he wanted to help was enough.
“Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.”
His expression said he didn’t believe that.
“I’ve managed to handle myself just fine until now,” I added. “No matter what happens, don’t worry about me, but please consider calling Flint.” I paused, trying to figure out a way to articulate my next words in a way that wouldn’t put him off contacting his brother. “And Raven, if you call Flint, um…just know that he can be a bit gruff at times, especially where I’m concerned. But he has a good heart and he’ll come around. Okay?”
His confused look made me add, “If he starts yelling, just ask for Di. She’s the more reasonable one.”
He nodded, his face wary. “Okay.” He stood to leave. “I guess I better go. I’ll be back tonight with your supper tray. I’ll try talking to my dad again and will see if I can convince him to not move you to the lab.”
“Thanks.”
Before he turned, he pulled me into an awkward hug. “Thanks for everything, Lena. You’re the first friend I’ve had.”
A lump formed in my throat. “I’ll always be your friend. Remember that. I don’t blame you for what your dad’s done.”
He nodded but a blush stained his cheeks. He wouldn’t meet my gaze. “See you later.”
I watched him walk to the door. When he left, I noticed a strand of his dark hair on my shoulder. I held it up and studied it. After tonight, it was possible I’d never see him again.
I hoped more than anything that I was wrong.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I waited until nighttime. The darker and later it was, the less chance I’d have of being caught, or so I hoped. Given I had no idea where I was in Illinois, or how far it was to the nearest town, it was possible I’d be walking for miles before finding a way to contact anyone in my family. And of course, that was only if I managed to breakout without being caught in the process.
Since there wasn’t a clock in the room, I waited until the sky was completely black. After I’d been in bed for what I could only assume was a few hours, I got up and crept silently to the wardrobe.
I dressed in thick dark jeans, wool socks and a fitted long-sleeved shirt, then another long-sleeved shirt, a sweater over that and then a hooded sweatshirt. The sweatshirt was dark gray, not black as I would have preferred, but at least it wouldn’t be easily spotted.
There wasn’t a jacket, mittens, or a hat. The only shoes I had were the flimsy canvas ones from California. I cursed again that my boots had been taken. It was quite possible I’d freeze to death if I managed to escape. However, I knew layers were key. Growing up in the mountains had taught me that. The bulky attire made agile movements difficult, but I needed the warmth if I’d be walking or hiking all night.
I briefly thought about my homeless days. I’d spent so many nights freezing by the side of a road with nothing but my hope and determination for company.
If I could survive that, I could survive this.
Throughout the day, I’d contemplated the best way to get out of the mansion. There was the obvious one. I could blast a hole through the wall, jump on the roof and climb my way down. From there, I would run like a fire lit my tail until I reached some form of civilization. The downfall of that plan was that it drew attention. If this place was as heavily guarded as Raven said it was, Marcus’ men would be in hot pursuit.
Because of that, I opted for a more evasive plan. It would require subtle use of my energy balls and more stealth, but my hope was no one would notice me missing until the morning.
When I was ready to go, I gave the room one last look around. The pregnancy tests sat unopened on the desk. A part of me had been curious to take one. After all, when Marcus captured me I hadn’t had my birth control on me. I didn’t know if that meant I could get pregnant or not since Flint and I had sex the night before my capture. Regardless, if I was pregnant, that information was not something I’d share with Marcus.
With a swift movement, I swept the pregnancy tests into the garbage can.
I crept toward the door, my feet sinking silently into the carpet. When I reached it, I listened for any sounds. Nothing. The entire house was eerily silent.
I summoned the energy within me. It hummed to life. Using that control, I pulled my cloud forward and off my body, disconnecting it from my shoulders. Concentrating, I formed my mixed green and blue cloud into a narrow strip, like a long piece of beautiful ribbon. Its colors danced together and glowed in the night. Keeping my vision firmly on the door handle, I pushed the tip of my ribbon into the lock. Inside it, I could almost feel the mechanism. My ribbon, lining the lock, felt like my fingers. I concentrated on the feel of the lock and molded my energy tightly against it. With a firm push, the lock disengaged. I opened my eyes and grasped the door handle.
It opened.
I waited at the threshold. Nobody came running. My heart pounded as I peered around. The door must not be wired to anything. Sneaking out, I looked both ways before hurrying down the hall. The first turn I made brought me to an impressive view. Through huge windows, the front yard was visible. Moonlight and pale security lights shone outside. A huge, pebbled drive formed a circle around a large fountain. From there, the drive disappeared into a swamp of trees. I couldn’t see a road or tell how far it was to the property line.
Moving quickly, I darted down another hall until I found a set of stairs. They were narrow and curved downward, solid walls on both sides. I didn’t stop to assess anything.
I took them down at a run. It seemed to take forever. When I reached the bottom, there was a door. It wasn’t locked.
I opened it cautiously. The door creaked softly. Smells of lingering cooked food greeted me. A dim light shone above a sink. It seemed I was in a small kitchen or butler’s pantry. I closed the door quietly.
Blood whooshed through my ears as I waited, listening. Once again, I didn’t hear anything.
I figured Cecile, or whoever else Marcus had for household staff, must only be in attendance during daylight hours. Either that or she’d retired to her quarters for the night.
The security team that Raven hinted at had yet to be seen. Walking quietly across the floor, my heart stopped when I saw the first security camera. It hung in the corner of the kitchen, its lens like an all seeing eye. A moment of panic consumed me. I stood rooted to the spot. An image of Marcus’ men tackling me and pinning me to the ground flashed in my mind.
Move, Lena!
I raced out of the room, knowing if anyone was watching I’d have been spotted. The small kitchen opened to a larger one, making my initial guess that the previous one had been a butler’s pantry, accurate. I didn’t bother to assess any more details. I raced to the next room and then the next. My heart pounded. Sweat dripped into my eyes. I hadn’t accounted for how warm I’d be in the bulky attire on my race out of the house.
A hallway appeared at the end of the room as I dashed through it. Soft light washed across its floor. My eyes widened. Is someone already looking for me?
I heard voices speaking. I stopped and plastered myself to the wall, listening. My heart was beating so hard it felt like it would explode out of my chest.
No, not voices, a voice. I crept closer to the hall and paused. I was in a sitting room of some kind. Large portraits hung on the walls. The occupants stared down at me as if sharing in my secret escape. If I were Harry Potter, they’d probably wink at me.
The voice sounded louder.
Marcus.
It seemed he was talking on the phone to someone. I caught my name a few times. My blood grew cold. Looking for a way out, I almost groaned when more bulletproof, inaccessible windows stared back at me. I needed to find an exit. The windows certainly weren’t an option unless I wanted to make a scene.
Creeping into the hallway, I checked to make sure Marcus wasn’t standing in the hall talking on the phone.
It was empty.
I tiptoed along the empty hall. His voice seemed to be coming from another room. Light peeked out from a partially opened door ahead. A chair and a full bookcase were visible. A swiveling sound from a chair being turned penetrated the conversation. The back of Marcus’ head appeared. My heart stopped. He was in a home office, sitting in that chair.
Holding my breath, I crept quietly past the room. Sweat trickled down my temple. His next words stopped me short.
“I had Raven give her the pregnancy tests. He said she hadn’t taken them when he went in with her supper. If she hasn’t taken them by morning, I’ll draw a blood sample and process it myself.” He paused, then chuckled softly. “Yes, that’s what I was thinking too. How long have we wanted another pregnant subject? We haven’t had one since Raven’s mother. There are so many things I want to try with her. The possibilities for her baby are extraordinary.”
More silence.
“I know. I know. We can’t let corporate get wind of this. They’ll shut us down for good if they know.”
Marcus continued talking, but the blood pounded in my ears so loudly, I couldn’t hear any more. Another pregnant subject? Raven’s mother?
A few seconds ticked by before I realized I stood like a statue in the middle of the large hall. All Marcus had to do was turn and he’d spot me.
I bolted down the hall, not thinking about how much noise I made. I passed through a few more rooms before a large arched, double wooden door appeared. The front door!
When I reached it, I paused long enough to listen. I still didn’t hear anybody. Marcus’ office was far enough away that I no longer heard him. For a brief second, I processed what he’d said.
Marcus experimented on Raven’s mother when she was pregnant.
I shook my head. Those thoughts would have to wait for later.
Sliding the lock on the door, I opened it cautiously. A light flashed in the corner of the foyer, just above the front door. Crap! I’d been in such a hurry, I hadn’t bothered to check the security. Knowing it was only a matter of time before a guard arrived, I sprinted through the door.
The nighttime air hit me like a wall of ice. The blast of it against my sweaty face almost took my breath away. Lights lit up the exterior, throwing the pebble drive into a brightly lit oasis. A dog barked in the distance, followed by more barking.
Double crap! He has dogs!
There was no way I could outrun or hide my scent from a dog, but I’d have to try. I took off down the drive.
My feet made slapping crunches in the gravel. I jumped over a line of hedges and took off into the yard. At least it was darker this way, not that it would matter if there were dogs.
Shouting sounded from behind me. I kept running, darting through the trees surrounding the property. Low hanging branches scratched my face. I didn’t care. If I didn’t get out tonight, this was it. I’d be buried in an underground facility somewhere, mercilessly studied until Marcus deemed me no longer research worthy.
A solid wall appeared in the distance. The property was lined with a huge fence. It was at least twelve feet tall. My stomach sank, and I almost tripped. How am I supposed to scale that?
More barking sounded.
I heard them before I saw them. Thundering paws disturbed the gravel drive to my left, barking and growling grew closer to my right. The dogs’ labored breathing came next.
I turned just in time to see four Rottweilers closing in. A moment of panic engulfed me. For a moment, I didn’t do anything. It was only as a dog snarled and flew at me that I spurred into action. Welling up my power, I pulled it from me while simultaneously drawing energy from every living thing around me. I formed four, large balls and hurled them at the dogs.
The dogs went down like a stack of dominos. My mouth dropped at how quickly it happened. A momentary flash of guilt followed. Did I kill them?
A whine reached my ears. No, didn’t kill them just hurt them. A wave of relief followed.
I was about to turn when a hand clamped over my arm. A chuckle came next. “Going somewhere, Red?”
In the dim moonlight, Trevor smiled down at me.
My eyes widened. Where did he come from?
He wore military apparel. A gun was nestled in his palm. It was pointed directly at me as a radio clipped onto his shoulder crackled. A voice asked if I’d been located. Trevor’s grip tightened. With his other hand, he reached up to press something on the radio.
Memories of that awful sound machine they’d used on us at Marin Headlands surfaced. Once more men came, they might use that machine. Then the chance of my escape disappeared.
Raising my foot, I stomped onto the arch of Trevor’s foot with everything I had. He howled. His free hand dropped from the radio and reached for me. Power surged up around me. It formed almost instantly. For a brief moment, I remembered Flint’s words.
Control yourself. No regrets.
I meticulously hurled a ball at Trevor just as his hand touched my bicep.
He shot twenty feet into the trees and caught on a branch. Considering he dangled listlessly from it, I knew I’d knocked him out, but I’d been careful. I knew I hadn’t killed him.
My breath came out in harsh pants. I turned and ran.
Cold, night air flew across my face. A few tree branches snarled in my hair. More shouting sounded in the distance.
Men.
They’re coming.
I ran along the perimeter wall in the direction of the gravel drive. A huge gate appeared. I formed the largest ball I’d ever managed and flung it at the imposing bars.
With a loud crack, the ball smashed through the metal. I simultaneously ran through it.
I kept running and didn’t look back.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

It seemed Marcus’ property was far enough away from Chicago that no signs of the city or lights were visible. I stuck to the ditches and surrounding trees. Whenever I heard a vehicle, I ducked for cover or lay flat on my stomach in the woods, pulling my hood up. Each time the vehicle slowly passed me by, a bright spot light shining out the front window.
Marcus’ men.
I could feel their clouds—searching, wanting, trying desperately to find me. Their clouds had an appetite to them, like blood thirsty lions on the hunt for weaker prey. They pulled at me like a torrent river threatening to pull me under. Every time they drove by, I barely breathed. My heart beat so loudly I feared they’d hear it even though I knew that was impossible.
I didn’t know how long they searched for me. The entire night became a blur. Fear and cold were my constant companions. Each time I stumbled over the uneven ground in the forest, I felt certain the noise would alert them. Or that more dogs would come, following my scent, tracking me until I couldn’t run anymore.
It felt like I walked and intermittently hid forever. The only comfort I took was from the forest. Forests felt like home. I crept through the trees just off the county highway. Cloudy puffs of panicked breathing billowed around me as I stayed in the shadows, moving parallel to the road. I could only hope this stretch of highway would eventually lead me to civilization.
Images of life in a subterranean prison, mercilessly studied, never to see my loved ones again, kept me going. Besides, I’d been through worse. For weeks on end, I’d been hungry, thirsty, cold or burning hot during my homeless days. I’d survived that.
I could survive this too.
The sun lit the horizon when a town finally appeared. A few buildings, a church and a gas station were visible. Only a few streets made up the town center. Considering the dark windows, it appeared the town’s residents were still asleep.
I carefully assessed my surroundings. A sedan was parked by a church. Outlines of two men were visible. I felt their clouds. Searching. Yearning. Hungry to find me. Marcus’ men.
Across from where they parked the gas station waited. It was the only thing open. My only chance at finding help.
You’ll need to run. If I wasn’t fast enough, those men could capture me before I made it through the doors.
I burst from the trees’ canopy and raced across the road to the gas station. I must have caught Marcus’ men by surprise. I was already sprinting past the pumps when one opened the sedan’s door.
When I pushed through the gas station’s double doors, the sleepy looking clerk stood up straighter. Scents of stale coffee and old donuts coated the air. I never thought I’d be so happy to smell anything so bad in my life.
With unsteady movements, I stumbled to the counter and sank against it, my forearms supporting me on the counter. “Do you have a phone I can use?”
Another shiver struck me. At least it was warm in here.
The clerk’s half asleep expression vanished. His eyes wandered over my frame. I could only imagine what I looked like.
“Are you okay?” His protruding belly pushed against the counter.
I nodded. “Yeah. I just need a phone.”
He pushed the landline at me with a shaky hand. I thanked him and punched in Flint’s number.
Flint answered on the second ring. “Hello?”
My heart lodged in my throat. “Flint?”
A second of silence passed. Breathing increased on the other end. “Lena? Is that you?”
Tears pricked my eyes. “Yes. I’m in…”  I paused and blinked the tears back. I had no idea where I was.
“Lena! Where? I’m coming right now. Just tell me where, babe!”
I looked at the clerk. “What town am I in?”
He rattled off some town I’d never heard of. I relayed it to Flint.
“Are you safe there?” Flint practically shouted. If I could feel energy through phones, I’m pretty sure his would have knocked me out.
“Um…” I looked around. Will I be safe if Marcus’ men come in? I didn’t think even Marcus would be daring enough to kidnap me with witnesses standing around. “I think so.”
“Don’t move. I’m on my way.”
I SPENT THE entire morning and early afternoon in the gas station. It was a surreal experience. The night clerk went home, after repeatedly asking me if he should phone the police. Each time I told him no, that I’d simply become lost after my car broke down and my family was on their way. Apparently, I was a bad liar. I could tell from his sideways glances and puckered brow that he didn’t believe me.
The day shift clerk was less suspicious and helped pass the time. She was bubbly, talkative and seemed happy to have someone to chat with throughout the morning. She gave me a free hot dog off the warmer and a soda from the machine. I nervously ate it. The dark sedan by the church was still parked across the street. The two men in it hadn’t moved.
I’d already decided what I’d do if they tried to kidnap me from the gas station. I’d use my energy balls. It would expose what I could do to the gas station clerk and anyone watching, but I’d have to.
I’d fight with whatever means necessary. I would not be imprisoned again.
I stayed close to the clerk but still jumped every time the bell sounded at the door. Each time I expected Trevor, Heath or another one of Marcus’ security men to barrel through the door. However, nobody ever emerged from that car.
Nervous energy strummed along my limbs regardless. By the time afternoon rolled around, I had a pounding headache.
When Flint and Father finally arrived, I felt them before they pulled into the parking lot. The energy pouring off Flint pulsed a half block in all directions. It rolled through me, washing over my senses. I’d never felt anything like it. My heart swelled when they peeled around a corner and careened to a stop.
Flint leaped out of the car and sprinted to the gas station. He didn’t bother to close his car door. Even in his hurried state, which he seemed to barely keep in check from morphing into an inhuman blur, I noticed the unshaved beard and dark circles under his eyes. It looked like he’d lost weight.
When he crashed through the door, the little bell swung right off its hook. “Lena!”
I ran to him.
He caught me mid-stride and wrapped his arms so tightly around me I couldn’t breathe.
“Lena, Lena…” he murmured over and over. “Oh, Lena…” His arms clenched me so tightly it felt like my ribs would crack. He buried his face in my hair. I could feel his tears. They poured down his cheeks in uncontrolled rivers. I’d never seen him cry before—not like this.
“I’m okay. I’m okay.” I threaded my fingers through his hair. They were oily and dirty. His hair stuck up on all ends. “I’m okay,” I whispered for the tenth time.
I could feel everyone in the gas station watching us. I knew we were making a scene. I also knew that the depth of our emotions were on display.
Closing my eyes, I let the safe, comforting feeling that only Flint could evoke wash over me. I’m safe. I’m with Flint. I’m okay. Marcus no longer had me.
It was all that mattered.
“I thought I lost you,” Flint whispered. His entire body trembled. This close, his energy felt like a magnet pulling me toward him. I was helpless to resist, but I didn’t want to. I was with him. We were finally together. This is how it was always supposed to be. I inhaled deeply. Spice, wood and tangerines. Safe. I’m safe.
It was then that I started to cry. The past six days poured out of me. The rage, helplessness and despair were like a dam being released. It wasn’t until that moment that I truly understood how precarious of a situation I’d been in. I was lucky I got away.
“Shh, you’re okay now.” He ran his hands down my back, in my hair, his lips on my neck and face.
The feathery soft feel grounded me.
“I’ll never let him near you again.”
His aching tone was like an ocean current pulling me home. Finally, he was here holding me. Marcus couldn’t hurt me.
I didn’t know how long we stood like that. It wasn’t until Father approached and laid a hand on my shoulder that I pulled back.
“Galena,” he said hoarsely.
I unwrapped my arms from around Flint and hugged Father. Flint barely let go.
Father hugged me fiercely.
“Where’s everyone else?” I asked after I finally pulled back. Snot ran down my nose. My cheeks felt red and wet from tears. Neither Father nor Flint seemed to care. Both still held onto me.
Father discreetly dabbed his eyes. “A new location.”
I didn’t ask where. I knew he wouldn’t tell me here. “Are they all safe?”
“Yes.”
I sank in relief. That was all I needed to hear.
Flint gripped my hand tightly. “Let’s get out of here.” Before Father could turn, Flint awkwardly touched Father’s shoulder. “Thank you, Conroy. For…”
Father’s eyes softened. “No need to thank me, Flint.”
I eyed Flint questioningly. I’d never known him to thank Father for anything.
When we finally left, the clerk’s gaping mouth and wide eyes followed us. I knew we’d made a scene. I waved goodbye to her and mouthed thank you.
She merely nodded mutely.
The winter sun greeted us in the gas station’s parking lot. I scanned the street. The dark sedan was still parked by the church across the road. Black tinted windows shielded the interior. I could feel them watching.
Goosebumps rose along my arms. “Do you see them?”
“Yes.” Father’s mouth tightened. “I’ve been keeping an eye on them.”
I gave the sedan one last look when we pulled out of the parking lot. Outlines of two men were still evident. I wondered if one of them was Raven.
BY THE TIME the next day rolled around, we’d been flying for over ten hours. Of course, the men in that car had followed us to the airport. Because of that, Father changed flight plans. Twice. Paranoia had returned full force and for good reason.
During our never-ending time in the sky, Flint either gripped me tightly to him or held my hand. His energy hadn’t abated one bit. I didn’t make light of it, however, like I normally did when I wanted to calm him. I felt just as desperately as he did. Now, more than ever, it was very real how dangerous our situation was.
“It was stupid,” he muttered, somewhere thirty thousand feet over Montana. It had to be one or two in the morning.
I’d been dozing on and off, the lack of sleep catching up with me. I sleepily opened my eyes.
“What was?” Dim cabin lighting glowed around us. Father slept in his chair a row ahead.
“Trying to lure Marcus to us in San Francisco. I never should have done it.” Flint hung his head.
I’d completely forgotten it was Flint’s idea to try and capture one of Marcus’ men by using the tracking device. “You can’t blame yourself.”
“Then who can I blame?” Guilt hung heavily in his cloud.
“No one. You don’t blame anyone. We all make mistakes.”
“A mistake that almost got you killed.” He gripped my hand tighter.
I didn’t tell him that it felt like my bones were about to break or that my fingertips grew numb. The dark shadow cast over his face worried me more than my pinched circulation.
“Flint?” With my free hand, I stroked his hair. It was still coated in grease. I wondered if he’d showered once since I went missing. “Flint?”
He glanced at me, a haunted look in his eyes.
“I’m here now, and I’m safe. Okay?”
He pulled me closer to him. His normal scent was mixed with sweat and fear. I could only imagine the nightmares that had haunted him. The not knowing had to have been unbearable.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“Canada.”
“We’ve gone international?”
“It’ll be harder for Marcus to get so many men across the border, not to mention, smuggling firearms isn’t easy.”
“How long have you been there?”
“The others moved up there two days after you went missing. Conroy didn’t feel it was safe for us to stay in California.”
“The others moved? And where did you go?”
“I stayed in San Francisco, looking for you.”
“And Father?”
“He stayed with me. I don’t think he trusted me on my own. I was…” his voice caught. “Not kind to him. I lashed out repeatedly and called him names I’m not proud of. I blamed Conroy for what happened to you even though it was my fault.”
I opened my mouth to argue but he continued.
“Conroy never once raised his voice to me or said that I’m to blame, not him.” His voice caught again. “How come he didn’t blame me?”
Flint’s eyes were so anguished that tears clouded my vision. I blinked them back. Flint often saw things in black and white. I knew since he believed he failed me that he assumed Father would too, but Father wasn’t like that. Yet Flint refused to see that.
Our entire lives, Flint held Father at arm’s length. As the oldest in our group, Flint remembered more about O’Brien than any of us. He knew that Father had willingly subjected us to his drugs when we were young. He never forgave Father for that. Ever. As a teenager, it had grown worse. Flint at times barely treated Father decently.
Flint was the only one in our family who felt such animosity toward him, but Father never held it against him. Our entire lives, Father had shouldered the brunt of Flint’s anger, almost as if he felt he deserved it. But now, something in Flint’s tone was different. It was the first time I’d ever heard him talk about Father without derision.
“What did you and Father do?” I gently pushed a greasy strand of hair from his forehead. “After everyone moved to Canada?”
He clasped my hand and brought it to his lips. “We scoured the city for you since we had no trace to follow. Initially, Luke and Amber were able to track your scent, but they lost it over the Bay Bridge. And Luke used his psychic thing, but he said the signal was muddled like you fell off his radar or something. So Father called every contact he had. He barely slept, and not once did he say a word against me. Not once.”
“He loves you, Flint. He always will even though you push him away.”
Flint’s eyes swam with deeply buried emotions. His jaw clenched.
“He’ll never blame you, Flint, and he’ll forgive you readily for all of the years where you hated him. You’ll see.”
“I don’t deserve to be forgiven.”
“Yes, you do.”
He sighed heavily, his breath catching. “It didn’t matter that Conroy didn’t blame me. We still couldn’t find you.”
I touched his forearm. “They drugged me. That’s probably why I fell off Luke’s radar.”
Flint turned so quickly I fell against the seat. He pulled me up, his eyes searching mine. “What did they drug you with? Are you injured? Are you experiencing side effects? Conroy!” he yelled.
His bellow made me wince. “Flint, I’m fine.”
Father appeared at our sides, rubbing his eyes. “Yes, Flint? What’s wrong?”
“They drugged Lena.”
Father’s eyes widened. “They did? Do you know what they gave you?”
I shrugged helplessly. “Some drug that made my ability disappear. It was like it blocked something in my brain so I couldn’t use my power. It was the same thing he gave Susannah, Luke and Edgar so they couldn’t transform in the warehouse.”
“Tell me more.” Father sat across from me. “I want to know the details.”
After I finished explaining the drug’s color, how much was given to me, where it was administered, the side effects and feel, he leaned back.
“It sounds identical to the drug Edgar described to me. You’re right. It has to be the same one. I also think it’s the same drug Marcus was beginning to experiment with when I took all of you away, but that was fifteen years ago. He’s probably altered it since then to be more effective.” He steepled his hands. “And you say it worked? That your ability vanished within minutes?”
I nodded.
“That’s fast,” he murmured.
“There’s more.” Raven’s face flashed through my mind.
Flint’s energy doubled. “What more?”
I explained how excited Marcus had been when I told him I might be pregnant. Flint’s eyes turned into saucers, but I quickly reassured him it was just an escape tactic. “But he’s experimented on a pregnant woman before.”
Father’s head cocked, his brow furrowing. “He has?”
I squirmed and wrung my hands together. “Yes, he did, twenty-two years ago on your mother.” I peeked up at Flint.
Flint’s head snapped back. “My mother?”
“She was pregnant at the time with your brother.”
“My brother?”
I nodded again. “Did you know anything about this, Father?”
Father was silent a moment before shaking his head. “What do you mean, Flint’s mother? She died shortly after we took Flint and Di.”
“What makes you think that?”
“Marcus told me they found her dead, of an overdose a week after…” Father’s voice trailed off.
“She didn’t die, not then at least. Marcus took her. I think.” The conversation I heard outside his study drifted through my mind. “I overheard him talking to someone, about how he found another pregnant subject. And there’s one last thing.” I glanced at Flint again. “Your brother? The one that your mother carried in utero when Marcus experimented on her? He’s still alive.”
Both Flint and Father’s mouths dropped. The plane dipped, jostling us in our seats.
“He’s still alive?” Father finally said, his voice hoarse.
“Yes. His name’s Raven. He’s two years younger than Di. He’s lived with Marcus in secret his entire life. From what he told me, Marcus basically locked him away in his home, keeping him from friends, family and the outside world in general. And he’s different, like us.” I clasped Flint’s hand. “He’s another lost child. He can create fire, just by thinking it.”
“The elemental group!” Father whispered. “They were the group of ten who all died, originally Albert’s group. The drugs given to them were the harshest. Marcus and Albert were obsessed with the concept of creating a group of people that could control the elements, such as controlling the wind, manipulating water or the earth, creating fire, that sort of thing.”
I turned to Flint. “They gave your mother some drug when she carried Raven that seems to have created his ability. And Raven survived it, but your mom didn’t.”
Flint’s expression gave away nothing.
“Were there any other children he did this to?” Father asked urgently. “Was there anyone besides Raven that was born following those drugs?”
“No, I don’t think so. It was only him. He never mentioned anyone else.”
Father leaned back, his face contemplative.
“What are you thinking?” I asked.
He shook himself. “I’m wondering if Marcus has other hidden lost children. If this problem goes deeper than I thought.”
My insides went cold. “If he does, Raven doesn’t know anything about them. He thought he was the only person like him. One thing I am certain of is that Marcus lied to him his entire life. Marcus told Raven that he adopted him as an infant and that his ability was a genetic fluke. It was only yesterday that Raven began questioning everything Marcus told him. I’ve been talking to Raven all week, trying to get him to understand that his life has been a lie.”
Flint’s face paled. “Do you really think he’s my brother?”
“I’m sure of it.” I told both of them about Raven’s skin tone, mannerisms, facial features, personality, and everything else I could think of that made me believe they were related. “And then there’s this…” I reached into my pocket where I’d tucked away the tissue with a strand of Raven’s hair. “I figured you could do genetic testing, Father. Then we’ll know for sure if Raven’s their sibling or not.”
The tiny, black hair sat on the white tissue. I quickly covered it and put it back in my pocket before any disturbance in the cabin air blew it away.
“He gave you his hair?” The circles under Flint’s bloodshot eyes looked even darker.
“No. When he gave me a hug goodbye, it fell on my shoulder.”
“He knew you were going to escape?” A new light shone in Flint’s eyes.
“Not exactly. He thought Marcus was going to take me to a secret lab and he’d never see me again. That was Marcus’ plan, which is why I knew I needed to get out of there.”
A glacial expression settled over Flint’s face. “You mean Raven knew Marcus was going to lock you up and experiment on you, and he didn’t help you escape?”
I placed a hand on Flint’s forearm as his energy grew even more. “Don’t judge him. Marcus was his father. In the week we spent together, he was already starting to turn against him, but you can’t expect someone to turn on their family, even if their family is evil, overnight. Try putting yourself in his shoes.”
From Flint’s expression, I knew he wouldn’t be doing that anytime soon. Flint’s loyalty laid with me, just as Raven’s loyalty laid with Marcus. I sighed. The two were more alike than Flint realized.
“He’s kind, Flint. Please believe me. He’s not like Marcus, if anything, he’s like you.”
A look of disbelief crossed Flint’s features. “Me?”
I nodded. “That’s what struck me the most when I was around him, how much he reminded me of you.”
Flint grunted. Father, however, still looked speechless.
“And there’s one more thing I need to tell you.”
“There’s more?” Flint’s eyes widened.
“Yes, I gave Raven your phone number. I told him to call you if he decides to join us.”
“You gave him my personal phone number?” Flint’s expression hardened. “After he was going to let Marcus take you away, lock you up and experiment on you for the rest of your life.” Veins stood out in Flint’s neck. This was going worse than I thought it would. “And you gave him a number to a cell phone that can be tracked.”
Father leaned forward. “That’s easy to fix.” The shocked expression on Father’s face had turned to a thoughtful one. “Do you think he’ll call?”
“I hope so,” I replied.
The plane dipped. We started to descend. Greg came on the overhead speaker asking all of us to return to our seats and fasten our seatbelts.
I clicked my seatbelt on. “Did all your accounts get safely transferred? Is your money safe now?”
“Yes. Everything’s been moved, and I have access to it all. Marcus won’t be able to find it.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. At least there was one less thing to worry about.
A brooding expression covered Flint’s face as he stared out the dark window. He still clasped my hand, although not as tightly. His thumb roamed over the backs of my fingers. The feeling sent tingles up my arms.
I sighed. Hopefully, Di wouldn’t be as hard on Raven.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The landing strip was nestled in a Canadian valley. Large mountains surrounded it, like cupped hands holding the runway. All of the mountains were covered in snow. Giant pines and evergreens dotted their bases. Through a distant valley, the dawn sun crested the horizon.
My heart swelled at the familiar look and feel. It felt like home. “Which mountain range is this?”
“The Canadian Rockies.” Flint gestured toward the peaks. “We’re north of Jasper National Park. No one will find us up here, not for a while at least.”
After we landed, Greg stepped out of the cockpit. Considering he’d just flown for over twelve hours, I expected him to look tired. However, he was bright eyed and alert. When he saw me, he smiled.
“Hi, Lena. Staying out of trouble?” He winked.
I laughed. “Hopefully, I will now.”
Greg grinned and opened the plane’s door. Fresh air swirled inside. It smelled like snow.
Since we didn’t have any luggage to retrieve, Flint, Father and I stood on the tarmac while Greg did a few safety checks on the plane’s exterior. I wrapped my arms around myself, shivering. I’d removed most of my layers during the flight and, in typical fashion, forgot them on the plane. I debated retrieving them, but I didn’t know if I wanted to. Those clothes had belonged to Marcus. They were the clothes he’d purchased in anticipation of my capture. Burning them seemed a more appropriate option.
Flint pulled me close. “Sorry, I didn’t bring a jacket. Otherwise, I’d give it to you.”
I snuggled into his warm embrace. “That’s okay, this will do.”
He chuckled softly.
Large, fluffy snowflakes fell around us. It wasn’t snowing. It was more that the wind picked up the coarse flakes from the ground and fluttered them through the air. I straightened when a rumble reached my ears.
I pushed away from Flint and listened. I knew that sound. I’d know it anywhere. During my homeless months, that sound had caused me to straighten, hope blooming in my chest as my eyes eagerly scanned the horizon.
“Is someone coming here?” I asked.
“That would be the twins.” Father checked his watch. “I called them at our last fuel stop and told them when to pick us up.”
At the end of the runway, a single lane, snow covered road snaked into the mountains. A pickup truck appeared around a bend.
“I’ll be on my way then.” Greg closed a small door on the jet. “Call when you need me.”
Father nodded. “Thank you again, Greg. Fly safely.”
I murmured a similar comment.
Greg dipped his head and climbed aboard the plane. The rumbling of the incoming truck was soon drowned out by the jet’s engines. Greg had already taxied to the end of the runway and was taking off when the twins reached the tarmac.
I watched Greg disappear into the sky. A sting of worry filled my belly. Who knew why we’d have to contact him again. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be to flee.
The twins’ outlines in the truck cab grew as they approached. I switched my vision. Their colorful clouds appeared. The reddish hue in the driver’s seat told me that Jet was driving, while the yellowish hue indicated Jasper was in the passenger’s seat. Both leaped out when the truck careened to a stop.
“Lena!” the twins shouted.
Running toward them, I jumped into their arms. Both hugged me fiercely. I felt like lunch meat squished between a sandwich.
“Ah man, Lena.” Tears streamed down Jet’s face. “We thought we’d never see you again.”
Jasper cried too, which only made me cry harder. It was a different feeling from the deep aching love I’d felt when Flint and I embraced, but it was still full of love. Jet and Jasper were my brothers, bloodlines be damned.
“Where’s everyone else?” I wiped the tears off my cheeks. They were freezing into icy trails.
Jasper hooked a thumb at the mountain behind us. “At a cabin, our latest home.”
“For the moment, at least,” Jet said bitterly. “Until that bastard finds us and tries to take us again.”
“So what the hell happened?” Cloudy breaths puffed from Jasper’s mouth when he spoke. “How’d you get away?”
“Let’s get in the truck.” Father opened the door. “Lena can explain everything back at the cabin.”
The truck’s large cab sat three in the back and two in the front. The twins rode up front again, while Father, Flint and I sat behind them. I settled in the middle seat and closed my eyes. The familiarity of everyone’s presence washed over me. I sank in relief.
THE WELCOME I received at the cabin was very similar to Jet and Jasper’s. Lots of hugs, tears, more hugs and more tears. Jacinda hugged me longer than anybody. I choked up again as fresh tears poured down my cheeks.
“Oh, Little L!” Mascara smudges darkened her lower eyes. “Never, ever do anything like that again! I couldn’t bear it if I never saw you again!”
I just nodded.
Even Di looked emotional when I embraced her. “We’re so happy you’re back.”
I was passed around to everyone, like a serving platter at the dinner table. Everybody hugged me and told me how happy they were that I was back and okay. Even Luke and Edgar got a little teary, but when I finished hugging them, I realized one person was missing.
“Where’s Susannah?”
“Out flying.” Luke waved at the window. “She loves it up here.”
I could only imagine. Between the hundreds of miles of forested land, soaring mountains and numerous streams, it was an eagle’s paradise. “So she’s okay?”
Luke nodded, his golden eyes bright.
“Right,” Di said briskly. “Let’s show Lena her room. She probably wants to shower and clean up. And perhaps she’ll be able to convince somebody else to do the same.” She gave her brother a pointed look.
Flint stepped behind me. His palm settled against my lower back. “I’ll show you around.”
I hadn’t seen much of our new home, since as soon as I entered, I was accosted in the hallway. Now that everyone had calmed down, I was finally able to see it.
The cabin sat nestled in the trees, in the valley between two mountains. It seemed to be the only home out here. My first thought when I saw it, was that an avalanche could destroy it at any moment, but Father said the location was chosen based off the unlikeliness of that happening. Apparently, a contractor from Calgary had a number of homes in this general region that he’d built as specs and then marketed to the rich and famous as being rustic, indestructible and reclusive. The latter, of course, was what piqued Father’s interest.
Father had bought this property over two years ago. However, it was the first time he’d visited it.
“I’ll show you to our room.” Flint led me to the stairs.
I followed Flint from the entryway up a wide staircase. Everyone else stood huddled, watching us go. It felt like we were at an airshow, and I was the plane. Their faces looked up, following me with smiles of wonder. I waved. The twins and Mica laughed.
When they disappeared from view, Flint grasped my hand. “They’re happy you’re back.” The heat from his warm palm was wonderfully searing.
We passed a number of bedrooms. Clothes and suitcases were strewn on the floor. It didn’t appear anyone had fully moved in.
“Which room is ours?”
“It’s at the end.”
Sunlight poured in through huge windows at the end of the hall. When we reached it, a railing stopped us. I peeked over the ledge. It overlooked a large living area below. A fire crackled in the hearth, and the windows on the main floor traveled all the way to the top of the second floor. It was literally a wall of windows.
“This home is beautiful.”
“Isn’t everything Conroy buys?” Flint’s tone was minus its usual derision. He tugged me into our room and closed the door behind us.
Before I could respond, he pulled me into his arms. His lips found mine. I let out a gasp before twining my arms around his neck. He groaned and pulled me closer.
We kissed for so long, I had to stop to take a breath. Flint didn’t slow down. He picked me up and had me on the bed before I could think two words. Once again, his hands and mouth were everywhere.
I met him every step of the way. A wild uninhibited need grew in me. The days of fear and longing poured into our lovemaking.
“I thought I lost you,” he murmured. His teeth grated down my neck, nibbling on my sensitive spot.
I raked my hands through his hair. “I’m still here.”
He plunged into me the second our clothes were off. I gasped at the intensity and feel of him. His energy was hot and heavy as it pulsed around us. I let it work its magic and pull me under its spell. Closing my eyes, I gave myself over to the sensations washing from him into me.
When we finished, we lay in a tangle of sweaty limbs and sheets. Flint continued to grip me tightly to his chest, the coarse hairs peppered on his pectorals tickling my cheek.
“I almost lost you,” he said again. His energy still strummed heavily in the air.
I switched my vision while simultaneously pulling upon my own power. I grabbed a hold of Flint’s cloud. The ball pulsed. It was so powerful and raw. I snapped my gaze back to normal and let it dissipate.
“But you didn’t,” I reminded him. “I got away.”
“With no help from me. I should have been the one to help you, but instead, you were left on your own. None of us could find you. It didn’t matter that we have all these powers and abilities. What good did it do?”
I pushed up onto his chest so I could look into his eyes. They were filled with pain. “It’s not your fault, Flint. If I’m not mad at you then you shouldn’t be either.”
“How can you not be mad at me? I failed you.”
My mouth fell open. “Is that really how you view this? That you failed me?” I moved closer to him and cupped his cheek in my hand. “You are not responsible for me. You have to stop thinking that every time something goes wrong that it’s your fault because it’s not!”
He stared at me, not saying anything.
“We’re not kids anymore. Haven’t I proven that I can take care of myself?”
His jaw clenched. Pain still filled his eyes.
I softened my tone. “Let me take care of myself. You don’t need to always put me first. And the day will come, someday, where I’ll need to take care of you. If we’re going to grow old together, you need to let me do that. We’re equal partners, remember?”
He tucked a thick strand of curls behind my ear. “It’s not easy for me, giving up control and letting you be the strong one.”
“I know. That’s why I usually let you take charge, but sometimes you’re going to have to let that go. This is one of those times. Yes, we made a mistake. Maybe we shouldn’t have tried to lure Marcus’ men. But it turned out okay, and I actually learned a lot about Marcus and found Raven in the process. Maybe it was meant to be.”
His eyes darkened when I mentioned Raven. “He still hasn’t called.” The tone of his voice made me wonder if Flint wanted him to call.
“I hope he does.” My heart broke for the boy who had spent his life alone and isolated from everyone else. “He’s your brother, Flint. I’m sure of it.”
“Do you still have that piece of hair?”
“As long as I didn’t lose it.”
His lips tugged up. “There’s always that possibility.”
I pinched him playfully in the arm. “I haven’t lost anything in a while. I’m doing better.”
“Says the girl who loses her phone every time she sets it down.”
“That’s what ringers are for. You just call it when you can’t find it.”
He laughed and hauled me into his arms. “I missed you.”
I gripped him tightly. “I missed you too.”
A few yells sounded from outside our door. It sounded like the twins.
I cocked my head. “What did they say?”
“I think it was something along the lines of, wondered if we were done yet or not.”
Heat flushed my cheeks. “Why is it that everybody always knows what we’re doing?”
“Funny how living in close quarters does that. We still haven’t got that month alone in a hotel.”
“That’s the first thing we’re doing once Marcus is taken care of.”
WE GOT UP and showered. I was right about Flint. He hadn’t showered or shaved since I went missing. We soaped each other up, which of course made one thing lead to another. By the time we got out, thick steam coated the mirror.
It was only as we were toweling off that I realized something. My hand flew to my mouth, my eyes widening.
“What?” Flint wrapped a towel around his middle, his hard toned abs peeking out.
“My birth control. I haven’t taken it in a week!”
His eyes widened.
I had to admit, that for so many years where he’d been the responsible one and so conscious of the possibility of that happening, it was a little ironic that a mere kidnapping had thrown all of his concerns out the window.
Flint took a deep breath before his jaw tightened. “We’ll worry about that if it happens, but right now, that’s not something we can focus on.”
I knew he was right.
With Marcus still hunting us, Raven out there on his own, and us flying around the continent from hiding spot to hiding spot—unprotected sex wasn’t high on the list. However, a pregnancy could change everything.
The blood drained from my face.
Flint hauled me into his arms. I knew he was trying to be supportive and strong but considering his energy just increased tenfold, I wasn’t entirely convinced.
“It’s going to be fine.” He pulled me to the bedroom and picked up my suitcase. Inside were my clothes from San Francisco.
I lifted my favorite shirt. Seeing my own things helped. I felt more grounded, more like myself and not quite so panicked.
“What do we do with these?” Flint held up the clothes Marcus had given me.
“I heard a crackling fire in the living room.”
Flint chuckled, shoved the clothes under his arm and pulled me downstairs to join the others.
ALL OF US settled in the living room after lunch. Father and Jacinda had made a huge feast. I felt pleasantly full as I sat beside Flint. It was hard to keep my eyes open. Besides dozing on the plane, I hadn’t slept in over thirty-six hours.
We moved the furniture to form a half circle around the fire. The twins, Mica and Di squeezed together on one sofa. Jacinda, Luke, Edgar and Amber were on the other. Flint and I took the love seat. Susannah was still nowhere to be found.
It had started legitimately snowing, not just the wind blowing it. Fat snowflakes danced outside, getting caught in the numerous pines dotting the property. The ones that stayed free accumulated on the ground. It reminded me so much of our Colorado home that a wave of nostalgia hit me.
Father sat in the chair closest to the fire. The fire’s warmth and crackling filled the room. With worry in his eyes, Father leaned forward and clasped his hands. “Since it’s obvious Marcus has no intention of letting us live in peace, we must decide what we want to do. We have two options: continue hiding or confront him.”
The nervous chatter disappeared. Everyone fell silent.
“That’s a no-brainer.” Jet sneered. “That sorry son-of-a-bitch isn’t going to control my life.”
Di glanced between Jet and Father. “Easier said than done.”
“But is that what you want?” Jet retorted. “To run from place to place every time he finds us? That’s not living, that’s surviving.”
Edgar shrugged. “Maybe we can find a place Marcus will never locate.”
“Like here in Canada,” Amber agreed. “Or we could go to another country.”
“We’re here on visitor visas.” Mica rolled her eyes. “I’m not sure even Father has the power to make us legal.”
“It would require time and money.” Father drummed his fingers on his knee. “But it would be possible if that’s what you all want.”
Jet shook his head. “It’s still hiding. I don’t want to hide anymore.”
“What about going to the police?” Amber suggested. “He kidnapped Lena. He could go to jail for that. Wouldn’t that take care of him?”
I bit my lip. “If we tell the police, Marcus could indict Father too. He was just as involved in Project Renatus.”
Jacinda nodded. “Marcus probably wouldn’t go down quietly. If he were to be jailed, he’d bring everyone down with him.”
“And once it was out what we can do, scientists or doctors may want to study us,” Jasper added. “No thanks. I’ll pass.”
Amber shrugged.
Edgar smiled encouragingly and put his arm around her shoulders. She snuggled closer to him.
Di stood and paced. “So confront him or keep hiding? Those essentially are our two options.”
“It sounds like the twins aren’t willing to hide.” Flint laid a muscular arm around my shoulders.
Jet sighed and gave Jasper a questioning look. Their faces twitched a few times before Jasper turned back to the group. “We’ll do what everyone wants, but we prefer to fight.”
“Do you know how many men are working for him?” Flint turned to me. “Confronting him wouldn’t be so easy if they outnumber us. They also have advanced weapons, as we learned in San Francisco.”
I remembered that sound machine. I never did find out what it was or who invented it. Just thinking of it made me cringe. One blast of that and I’d be useless again.
“Any idea, Lena?” Di asked. “You were closest to them. Did you overhear anything or see anything?”
I nodded. “He has ten men. Raven told me about them. They travel with Marcus when needed and guard his house. The ten men who surrounded us in the Headlands are the same men.” I described in more detail where I was kept and what I’d seen.
“Marcus has always had criminal contacts.” Father adjusted his glasses. “He has a huge underground network of them. Just because he routinely uses the same ten men doesn’t mean there won’t be more.”
Jacinda cocked her head. “Who’s Raven?”
My eyes widened when I realized I hadn’t told them. “I think he’s Di and Flint’s brother. He’s been living with Marcus since he was born. Marcus hid him from everyone, even Father, and he’s like us. He has abilities too.”
Shocked expressions filled the room before everyone erupted in a roar.
“No shit!” Jet exclaimed. “Are you serious?”
“What makes you think they’re related?” Mica beamed.
“There’s more of them?” Amber’s mouth dropped.
I waited until everyone calmed down. When it was quiet enough for me to speak, I relayed the same information that I’d told Flint and Father on the plane.
“Marcus raised him as his own son. Raven knew nothing about Project Renatus until a month ago.” I remembered that brief conversation I’d overheard outside Marcus’ study on the night I escaped. “From what I overheard, Marcus and some other guy, most likely Albert, experimented on Di and Flint’s mother when she was pregnant with Raven.”
“So he’s from the elemental group if he’s one of Albert’s.” Luke growled. “He’s like those kids that died.”
“And you think he’s Di and Flint’s brother?” Mica grabbed a handful of mints from a bowl on the coffee table. “From how he looks and acts?” She popped a few in her mouth.
I nodded. “Yes.”
“Father said you have a strand of his hair.” Di’s face was unreadable, but her hands clasped together so tightly they were white.
“It’s upstairs,” I said.
“Don’t lose it.”
I rolled my eyes. “How about I give it to you for safe keeping?”
“Good idea.”
Di didn’t seem to pick up on my sarcasm.
“I also think Albert’s still involved in Project Renatus, even though you haven’t seen him in years.” I eyed Luke and Edgar. “Marcus was talking to somebody on the phone the night I escaped. It seemed he and Marcus are working together, and their plan was to experiment on me after I told them I was pregnant.”
A few gaped mouths followed that statement.
“Which I’m not,” I replied. “Never mind. It’s a long story.”
“Unless Marcus has recruited someone else, which I doubt, then that most likely was Albert,” Father said. “When I spoke with my O’Brien contact, he said Project Renatus was all but dead. The current CEO does not share his father’s interest in the project—he’s prohibited any further progression. Most likely, it’s only Marcus and Albert left.” Father frowned. “If Raven’s powers were created in utero, then it would be logical for Marcus to be interested in experimenting on another pregnant woman.”
“At what expense to the mother?” Flint muttered darkly. His arm tightened around me.
Everyone fell quiet. It was possible Flint and Di’s mother had been killed in the process. Or perhaps she’d survived it, and Marcus murdered her after she had Raven, or perhaps she survived just long enough to give birth to him and then died of the drug’s side effects. Or maybe, just maybe, she was still alive somewhere. Most likely, we’d never know.
“So what are we going to do?” Luke’s caramel colored eyes had flitted from person to person, like a predator assessing his prey. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but as nice as these places are we keep moving to, I don’t want to be in hiding forever.”
Mica shook her head vigorously. “Me neither.”
“Neither do I.” I glanced at my tattoo. A perfect circle divided into quarters. “We haven’t gone through so much in the last year for it to all be for nothing.” Every day my tattoo served as a reminder of how Father tried to forge a safe life for us and how that plan had failed. Now, we were back in hiding, only it was worse. Marcus was using every resource he had to find us.
Di stopped pacing long enough to face everyone. “It’s a vote then. All in favor of confronting Marcus?” Most of us raised our hands. Amber and Edgar didn’t.
Di coolly assessed them. Reluctantly, Amber raised her arm. Edgar followed.
Father sighed heavily. “It’s decided then.”
I nodded. “Now we need to figure out how to confront Marcus without getting killed.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

We spent the rest of the afternoon hashing out plans and throwing ideas back and forth. I drank three cups of coffee which helped me stay awake for it.
We knew it was only a matter of time before Marcus got a tip on where we’d gone. Whether it be from workers at the airport, an attendant at the car rental company, or someone in the real estate agency who Father had purchased the cabin from, it didn’t matter. Sooner or later, Marcus would have a lead.
Susannah showed up in the midst of our discussion. She crept in through the back door, her movements silent. The only reason I knew she was there was from the energy shift. Her cloud grew and pulled at me.
She stood quietly, watching us. She stayed like that for the next few hours. Since she didn’t seem to want anyone knowing she was there, I didn’t say anything. I made a mental note to fill her in later on what we discussed. Most likely she’d ignore me or stare at me blankly, but it was worth a try.
Di finally put an end to our conversation in the evening. It was obvious we weren’t coming up with a concrete plan today. Too many of us argued or disagreed on what should be done. As always, we had to reach a unanimous decision or we didn’t move forward.
When we stood, I stretched and glanced out the dark windows. The sun had disappeared by four in the afternoon. My reflection stared back. I padded to the windows and cupped my hands against the cold panes. Outside, white glowed on the ground. The trees towered skyward in dark lines.
I felt Susannah’s presence behind me. Her energy strummed softly into my back. She stayed silent. I pretended that I didn’t know she was there.
“It’s colder up here than anywhere I’ve flown before.” Her tone was soft.
I turned around and smiled. She stood still, her hands clasped together. “Do you like it?”
She nodded, her eyes dipping down. “Yes. It’s beautiful.”
It was the most she’d ever said to me. Heck, I think it was the most she’d said to anybody other than Father. “What’s it like when you fly?”
Susannah cocked her head. Her eyes got that faraway look. “Peaceful.”
“Sounds nice.”
The wistful look vanished. Her gaze darted to the others, as if worried they were listening, but nobody paid us any attention. Her shoulders relaxed. “It is. I love flying.”
“I felt you when you came in. Your energy is very strong.”
“It is?” She cocked her head again at unnatural speed.
I nodded. “So…do you have a preference for how we deal with Marcus?”
Her tranquil expression vanished. Her irises flashed yellow before shifting back to blue. “I know what I’d like to do to Marcus.” She abruptly turned and slipped away.
I watched her go, wanting to kick myself for bringing the subject up. Wrapping my arms around my middle, I shivered. A chill hovered in the air this close to the windows.
Flint approached. “What’d she say?”
I shrugged. “Nothing really.”
“It’s good to see her talking. You’re the first person she’s spoken to all day.”
“And then I had to blow it.”
I felt his questioning glance but didn’t explain.
Sounds of pans being pulled from cupboards and slicing on a chopping board sounded from the kitchen. Mica and Jasper were hard at work.
“Do you want to help with dinner?” Flint brushed a curl from my eye.
“Sure.”
We spent the next hour preparing supper. The normalcy of the everyday routine grounded me. It was so good to be back with my family. The ease, love and laughter that filled our homes easily transported into this one too. It made me realize more than anything that it didn’t matter where we were as long as we were together.
But try as I might to let the tranquil feeling of family and togetherness slide into me, I couldn’t completely get swept away. That shift in Susannah’s gaze stayed with me. Susannah always seemed like a timid, scared woman, but that look I saw in her eyes told me she was anything but. And Raven’s face kept drifting through my mind. Every few hours, I asked Flint if he’d had any calls or texts from an unknown number.
Nothing yet.
I sighed. It was possible I’d never see Raven again.
THE NEXT DAY, I felt a hundred times better. After twelve hours of sleep, a shower and a large cup of coffee, I felt ready for what lay ahead. A part of me still shuddered every time I thought about Marcus or remembered how close I’d come to a life of imprisonment. But each time as I sank into a bottomless chasm of fear, Flint would brush a finger across my cheek or drape an arm around my shoulders, and once again, I’d feel safe, those fears pushed to the background.
It was only as we all sat down in the living room to resume our discussion that I noticed a calendar in the kitchen. It was two days before Christmas. Normally, this was my favorite time of the year. I had hoped so much we’d be able to enjoy a normal Christmas, that everything would be behind us by now, but given our current situation, that seemed impossible.
Piled in the living room, the arguments resumed. Until we figured out what we were doing, we were at a stalemate.
The twins and Mica were hell bent on causing a war. Di wanted a stealthy approach. Jacinda, Luke, Edgar and Amber were caught in the middle. None of them had a firm direction or idea on what they wanted to do. Susannah was nowhere to be seen. And as usual, Father let us make the decisions. He gave us key information when we needed it, but he knew that we were no longer children. We could forge our own paths.
“We need to act now!” Jet pounded his fist into his palm. “Marcus is probably looking for us at this very moment. Don’t you think it’s best if we find him before he finds us?”
“And what?” Di retorted. “Run up to him yelling and screaming like children, demanding he leave us alone?”
“At the very least we can show him we’re not afraid,” Jasper countered. “Hiding and running only tells him we’re weak.”
“Or smart,” I interjected. Just the thought of that sound machine made me shiver.
And so the morning and afternoon went. If it wasn’t one of us yelling and disagreeing, it was another. By the time late afternoon rolled around, I had a pounding headache and a silent plea for an avalanche to end it all.
The twins wouldn’t back down. They wanted to act now, whereas everyone else agreed it was foolish. It was only when Luke stormed through the back door, cold air billowing through the room that the arguments finally stopped.
“Has anyone seen Susannah?”
The conversation stilled mid-sentence.
“No.” Jet glanced at the door. “Didn’t she go flying this morning?”
Jacinda turned in her chair. “Yes, I saw her leave. That’s what she’s done the last few mornings. She’s probably still out.”
“She’s usually back by now.” Di’s brow pinched together when she glanced at the clock.
“I can’t sense her anymore.” Luke’s eyes flickered to gold.
Dead silence followed that statement.
Mica finally broke the quiet. “What do you mean, you can’t sense her?”
“You know…” Luke tapped his head. “With my tracking thing.”
Jet rolled his eyes. “Care to translate?”
“She’s gone,” Luke replied, as if that answer should have been obvious.
“Gone?” Flint’s energy picked up. “What do you mean, gone?”
“If my senses are right, she’s no longer in the area.”
My blood ran cold. “Does that mean Marcus has her?” I couldn’t possibly fathom how Marcus could have found us this quickly. I’d only come here twenty-four hours ago.
“I don’t think so.” Luke frowned. “I never picked up fear from her, just the usual peacefulness she has when flying, and she didn’t drop off my radar like you did, Lena. It was more like she faded away.”
What does that mean?
“How far away does she have to travel for you to lose her signal?” Di sat forward in her seat, her dark eyes sharp.
“Over a hundred miles. I can usually pick up people until then.”
“So she’s flown out of the area?” Jasper raised his eyebrows.
Luke nodded. “That’s what I’m guessing.”
Father stood from his chair. “We need to find her. Now.”
“You don’t think she’ll come back?” Di asked.
“I asked her to stay close.” Father pulled his coat on. “If she’s left the area, that concerns me.”
Luke’s eyes glowed. “Let’s go.”
We all jumped from our couches and chairs, our discussion on what to do with Marcus forgotten. Everyone had their jackets and boots on and were out the door within a minute. We piled into the three trucks Father had bought in Calgary. Di, Flint and Jet drove. Apparently, Jet and Jasper had been practicing their driving skills while I’d been held captive. Given how Jet almost slid off the end of the driveway, though, I wasn’t overly sure he was ready for actual highways.
“Is he going to be okay?” Jacinda leaned forward, watching the sliding pickup. She and Luke sat in the back of the truck. Flint and I occupied the front. In the truck behind us were Di, Father, Amber and Edgar. The twins and Mica were in the fishtailing truck ahead.
“I’m thinking we should lead.” Luke’s deep voice rumbled in the cab. “I’ll tell you where to go when I pick up Susannah’s trail.”
Flint flashed his lights at Jet while I called Mica’s phone. It took a few minutes, but we finally got situated. Flint took the lead, Jet came next and Di pulled up the rear.
“Which way do you think we should go?” Flint asked Luke. “North or south?”
Luke closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. I wanted to turn around and watch but figured that would be weird. Luke did a few of his inhaling and exhaling things. It obviously wasn’t to pick up a scent. I figured the breathing must somehow clear his head or activate his psychic tracking ability.
After a moment, Luke opened his eyes and looked left. “Go south, I think. That’s the direction she was heading when she dropped off.”
Flint turned south at the highway junction which headed toward the nearest town. It took almost thirty minutes to get there. When we finally arrived, he stopped at another intersection. The road stretched in all directions.
“Keep going south?” Flint eyed the werewolf in the rearview mirror.
This time, I turned to watch.
Luke frowned and closed his eyes again, inhaling deeply. His large shoulders tensed before his eyes flashed open. “Southeast, I think.” He didn’t look entirely sure of himself.
Flint turned, almost reluctantly, to the eastern road. The others followed.
We continued like that into the night. At every new intersection, Luke would close his eyes, inhale and exhale, before telling us which way to go. I was beginning to drift off in my seat, the dark night sky and warm cab begging me to sleep, when ringing from my bag jolted me awake.
I pulled out my phone. It was Amber calling.
I tapped the screen and brought the phone to my ear. “Hi.”
“Stop!” Amber yelled. “Tell Flint to stop driving! Di just had a vision. Susannah’s flying to Chicago! She’s going to confront Marcus!”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The next few hours were a manic blur. We all stopped to convene and figure out a plan. Father called Greg and arranged for him to pick us up in Edmonton. It was a two-hour drive to get there, but it wouldn’t be any faster to head back to Grande Prairie. We drove as fast as we dared. The last thing we wanted was to get pulled over.
“What is she thinking?” Jacinda shook her head, her words filled with disbelief. “There’s no way she can defeat Marcus on her own.”
On the dark highway, the only thing visible was the road illuminated by the headlights. Dim lights from the dash lit up the cab, casting everyone’s faces into shadows. The others followed, probably having similar conversations in their vehicles.
“She hates Marcus.” Luke put an arm around Jacinda’s shoulders. “I know she doesn’t say much, but over the years she tried to kill him a few times. That never worked obviously. It only got her punished which only made her hate him more.”
“How’d she try to kill him?” Jacinda asked hesitantly.
“A few times she tried to strangle him when he was about to administer a new drug. After the second time she tried that, he kept her restrained. Another time, she got a hold of a syringe and plunged it into his neck. It didn’t hit anything, just left a bloody puncture site. That stunt got her locked up in isolation for a month. And there was another time…”
I stopped listening after hearing she got locked in isolation for a month. If I hadn’t escaped, that could have been me. Not to mention, how desperate had Susannah felt to attempt those things? Anger burned in my gut. Damn Marcus!
“If only we knew she was going to leave.” Jacinda wrung her hands. “Maybe we could have talked her out of it.”
An image of Susannah flashed through my mind—that look in her eyes last night. That look personified how much she hated Marcus. I never dreamed she’d act on it. Not when we were safe from him and so far away.
“We’re almost there.” Hot energy rolled off Flint. Lights from Edmonton lit up the sky. The city grew in size as we approached.
It was well past midnight by the time we arrived at the airport. Our familiar pilot greeted us with tired eyes outside of the terminal. I figured Father woke him with his call.
I smiled. “Thanks for coming, Greg.”
“Wouldn’t miss it.”
“Don’t we need our passports?” Amber stepped closer to Edgar and hugged her arms around herself. It was freezing.
My eyes widened. I hadn’t considered that.
“I’ve got them.” Father waved for us to follow before saying over his shoulder, “Di and I collected them before we left.” He began walking to Customs.
Mica rolled her eyes. “Always thinking ahead.”
Di tightly clutched her purse, her short dark hair brushing against her jaw. “Come on, let’s get a move on.”
THE FLIGHT TO Chicago was dark and quiet. I fell asleep soon after take-off. The thought of going back to Chicago, or being near Marcus and getting captured again, haunted my dreams. At one point, I woke up in a cold sweat, a scream caught in my throat. Flint bolted awake beside me. It was like he knew what I’d been dreaming. He pulled me closer, his hard arms going around me.
We landed shortly after that. It was four in the morning when we went through U.S. Customs. When finished, we returned to the tarmac. The scream of planes and bright lights from O’Hare filled the night sky. While we waited for our ride, Father ushered us to the nearest hanger. A large wreath hung on the outside. The tacky, red bow was as vibrant as a fire engine.
“It’s Christmas Eve today.” That realization made me stop short.
A few sleepy glances met mine.
“It is?” Mica yawned.
“It’s technically the twenty-fourth even though it’s still nighttime.”
“Well Merry freakin’ Christmas,” Mica said glumly.
Flint hugged me to his side. “Next year’s Christmas will be better.”
Luke stepped away from the group, a raised eyebrow at the downcast mood. Since he had no idea how much the holiday meant to us, he probably didn’t understand why this was the most depressing Christmas ever.
While Luke did his tracking thing, the rest of us huddled in a group. Our breaths puffed in cloudy plumes around us. Jacinda began humming, Joy To The World. Amber and I sang the lyrics. The small Christmas cheer made me smile despite our dire circumstances.
Luke joined us a few minutes later and shook his head. “I can’t pick her up.”
Jacinda stopped humming. My voice trailed off. The brief moment where things hadn’t seemed so bad, disappeared.
Di gave Luke a hard look. “She’s heading this way. I’m sure of it.”
Luke held up his hands. “I’m not saying you’re wrong.”
“How long will it take her to get here?” Jet yawned loudly.
“A normal bald eagle will fly high when migrating, catching updrafts,” Mica piped in. “They can usually go around fifty to seventy-five miles per hour, and considering it’s around eighteen hundred miles from where we were in Canada to Chicago, and she left twelve hours ago, she should be here within the next twelve hours.”
We all stared at her.
She grinned. “I Googled it.”
I smiled, shaking my head. “We should probably remember that Susannah’s not a normal eagle.”
Flint nodded. “She’s twice as big, so she can probably fly faster.”
“She’ll be here at some point today.” Di seemed annoyed that we were questioning Susannah’s arrival. “I saw it.”
“Ah,” Father said. “Our ride’s here.” A black limousine pulled up.
I jumped back. It looked just like the limo I’d ridden in with Marcus.
“Are you okay?” Flint’s hand settled on my waist.
I brushed off my fear and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.” I forced my wooden-like legs to bend and move forward. One by one, we piled into the limo.
“Do you know where she’ll go when she gets here?” Jasper inspected the minibar as we drove out of the airport.
Di shook her head. “She lands in a forest, so that doesn’t give me much to go on for location. The only glimpse I’ve seen of her surroundings is a fountain.”
Fountain? My blood ran cold. I leaned forward. My voice shook when I spoke. “What kind of fountain?”
Di closed her eyes as if summoning the image. “It’s tall, maybe fifteen feet, with two children at the top clasping hands while water sprays out of their mouths.”
The blood drained from my face. “Does it sit on a pebble drive?”
Di frowned. “Yes, how did you know that?”
“Because I know exactly where that fountain is. That’s the fountain on Marcus’ property, just outside his house, and his home is surrounded by a forest.”
KNOWING WE WERE returning to Marcus’ mansion, the property I’d tried so desperately to escape from, made me sick. I never wanted to go back there again. Thinking of that bedroom, the gilded cage where he’d held me prisoner, made both nausea and rage boil inside me. The only solace I took from any of it was thinking about Raven.
It was possible we’d meet again. Maybe this time, with his brother and sister at my side, he’d be more open to joining us. Flint still hadn’t received a call from him, and with each day that passed, I knew it was less and less likely we’d hear from him, but still, I hoped.
The motel we pulled into was about thirty miles from Marcus’ home, near the Wisconsin and Illinois border. Father, Di, Flint, Jacinda and the twins booked rooms using our fake IDs. As usual, we all acted like we didn’t know one another. Pretending we were normal people, just needing a room for the night, while traveling for the holidays was such an easy role to fall into. It once again reminded me that our lives were essentially built on a lie.
When Flint and I finally stepped into our room, we both fell onto the bed, barely getting our shoes off before falling asleep. It wasn’t until bright sunlight peeked through the curtains and the sound of a ringing phone sounded, that either of us woke.
I peeked outside the window while Flint searched for my cell. Outside was a blow-up Santa Claus. His giant hand waved to passing vehicles on the highway.
Flint finally found my phone and answered. “Yeah?” He put it on speaker.
“Di just had another vision.” It was Father. “Susannah’s outside Marcus’ house, perched on a tree at this very moment.”
I dropped onto the mattress, the springs squeaking while fear clawed my throat. “What are we going to do?”
A moment of silence passed. I could practically feel Father’s trepidation.
Father cleared his throat. “We’ll join her. I think the twins may be right. I think it’s time we confront Marcus and end this once and for all.”
For a moment, I sat there dumbstruck. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Father was saying this? Our secretive, fearful, always hiding Father, was saying this?
“Are you sure?”
He sighed heavily. “Yes.” He hung up.
I sat as still as a stone.
Flint touched my arm. “Are you okay?”
I forced a smile as images of Marcus, drugs and black cells swirled through my mind. “Yeah.” But fear made me tremble.
SINCE NONE OF us had anything other than the clothes on our backs and whatever we’d grabbed on our way out the door last night, nobody bothered to shower or change. Susannah at this very moment was perched on a tree outside of Marcus’ home. The longer she sat there, the more likely she’d be spotted. Given her size, there was no way she’d be mistaken for a normal eagle. Marcus was bound to capture her, or worse, kill her, the longer she was on her own.
“We need vehicles.” Father surveyed the busy highway outside our motel window. The limo we’d hired was long gone. “Flint and Di? There’s a car dealership down the road. We can buy two there. Would you like to join me?”
Father’s authoritative tone and brisk manner set me on edge. Normally, he was prone to hashing things out as a group and letting us decide our own fates. Today there was none of that. Father was in charge.
Watching the three of them disappear out the door only made my anxiety grow. With the remaining eight of us in the motel room, it felt crowded and claustrophobic.
It didn’t help that Luke paced, low growls emitting from his throat like deep rumbles from the passing semis. Jacinda kept wringing her hands. Amber and Edgar huddled in the corner. Only Mica and the twins seemed ready for what was to come. Nervous yet excited energy emitted from the three of them.
But this was different from our previous encounters with Marcus and his men. For one, we had no time to plan, and two, we’d be on Marcus’ turf. He’d have a distinct advantage.
“I need some air.” I bounded out of the room.
I stood in the parking lot and took in huge gulps of cold winter wind. The huge blow-up Santa swayed in the breeze. If only I felt as happy as he looked.
A few cars drove by on the frontage road. Slushy snow sprayed in their wakes every time one passed.
A door opened and closed behind me. A moment later, Jacinda’s energy reached me. It pulsed against my back in soft waves. She laid a hand on my shoulder.
“Are you okay?”
I didn’t turn, but I nodded. Tears threatened to spill down my cheeks. I didn’t know where these emotions came from. Maybe it was from the hellish experience I’d just escaped from. Maybe it was from lack of sleep. Heck, maybe I was pregnant and experiencing new hormones. Whatever its cause, it didn’t matter, because what I did know was that we were returning to the one place I’d so desperately sought to escape.
“I’m scared,” I replied honestly.
Her grip loosened on my shoulder and then long slender fingers closed over mine. She squeezed my hand tightly. “Me too.”
We stayed outside, holding hands, as the giant Santa grinned and waved to passerbys. Neither of us said anything until Father, Di and Flint returned with the vehicles. Both were American SUV’s with Ford logos blazing in their grills. Their large tires kicked up snow and slush when they parked in the lot. Di stepped out of the vehicle and called for everyone to get in.
Taking a deep breath, Jacinda and I collected the others before setting out into a future that suddenly seemed more precarious than any we’d faced before.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

When we drove to Marcus’ estate, we didn’t take back roads. Nor did we conceal our identities behind sunglasses and large hats. We were done hiding. If Marcus wanted us, he’d have to fight to get us.
Nervous, heightened energy permeated the cab—the way smoke consumes a burning house. At times, it made it hard to breathe. Now more than ever, I needed to call upon my ability to protect us. My foot tapped repeatedly against the floor. If Marcus still had that sound machine, we’d again be rendered useless.
But we didn’t have a choice.
We couldn’t wait to prepare. We needed to act now. Susannah’s life may be in danger, and come what may, all of us were willing to fight to protect her.
Forest surrounded the sleepy, county road that bordered Marcus’ property. Di stopped the vehicle twenty yards from the main gates. Father stopped the second vehicle just behind us.
Large, towering trees rose like unfolding umbrellas above, their bare skeleton branches naked in winter. Only a few days ago this very forest had hid me while Marcus’ men combed the woods. Vivid images of flattening to the cold, dead earth while a spot light from a security vehicle shone from the road, filtered through my mind. A zing of terror ran down my spine.
The gates I’d blasted through just three days ago were already replaced. Shiny, new metal gleamed. Swiveling cameras at the top turned toward us. Two men flanked the gates, watching us suspiciously. One had a broken arm.
I cocked my head. That was new. There hadn’t been security there when I busted out.
Flint tensed beside me, his energy increasing. Luke straightened too, growling as his eyes flickered to gold.
My gaze returned to the guy’s broken arm. “Did you do that?” I asked Flint.
“Yeah, that bastard tried to take me down when they hauled you away.”
“Everyone stay together when we get out.” Di unclicked her seatbelt. “Without a rehearsed plan, we have nothing to fall back on other than our instincts. If something doesn’t seem right—react. And remember, our main priority is beating Marcus, then we can rescue Susannah.”
When we opened our doors and stepped onto the county road, one of the men reached for a walkie-talkie. Crackling static could be heard from the distance. Our slamming doors cut off the sound.
Di glanced my way. “Lena?”
I quickly gathered the energy inside of me. The fear swirling in my core made my energy grow. I then gathered the energy around us. Between our heightened states and the abundance of trees and wildlife, there was plenty to feed on.
The ball I formed was large and powerful. With careful precision, I descended it over the men. The one holding his walkie-talkie shrieked. Both were pushed flat to the ground. When that happened, the one with the broken arm screamed in pain.
Di raised an eyebrow. “Flint and Luke?”
They raced to the security men. A blow to each head and both men were unconscious.
“Tie them up.” Di pulled a bag of zipties from her back pocket and tossed the bag to them.
I shook my head. Always prepared.
A few minutes later, both men were passed out with ankles tied and arms bound behind their backs. Flint and Luke stowed them in the ditch, out of view. On the off chance anyone drove by, they’d have no idea that two men lay unconscious in the dead grass.
The twelve of us marched to the gates. Everyone’s energy was so high a headache threatened. I pulled up my reserves and created a protective bubble around me. I needed to stay focused.
The gates stood tall and menacing. Di eyed me again. “Lena?”
I gathered my energy and then called upon others. The trees responded, as if standing to attention that someone within their vicinity could feel their power. I summoned the giant oaks and evergreens, harnessing their great age and strength. Using their power, I manipulated my cloud subtly, winding it into the locking mechanism on the gate.
Similar to how I escaped, I molded my cloud to the lock. With a strong push, the bolt disengaged.
The gates swung open.
“Let’s go.” Di strode forward.
We fanned out, all of us assessing the yard and trees for movement. While speed was imperative, running blindly to Marcus’ home only meant we’d be oblivious to an attack.
Mica spotted the first guard. “He’s about eighty feet away and armed. He’s trying to hide behind trees while approaching us. He has a gun.”
Just then, he appeared around a distant oak, legs spread, arms raised.
Mica’s breath sucked in. “He’s got a tranquilizing gun!”
Everyone ducked behind landscaping or flattened to the ground. A swish of air sounded above. A tranquilizing dart impaled a tree on the other side of the road.
A shout sounded in the distance. More men came from scattered areas on the property. Each carried a similar weapon to the first guard. Stomping footsteps running through gravel sounded next.
“They’re going to try to capture us!” Jacinda shrieked.
My gaze frantically scanned our surroundings. Flint squatted three yards away behind a tree. Our eyes met a second before he disappeared. A moment later, Flint materialized at the first guard’s side. The guard screamed and dropped simultaneously, his scream caught in his throat when Flint knocked him out. I had no idea if the guard was dead, but I knew Flint would kill him to defend himself or our family.
And you’d do the same. Just remember to think before you act. Control yourself.
No regrets.
I closed my eyes just as Jasper and Jet closed theirs. Blood whooshed through my ears. My heart galloped in my chest.
I called upon the forest’s energy. Whizzing darts flew past me overhead.
Mentally, I reached out. The mens’ auras were closing in. There were five more of them. Each man’s cloud pulsed with rage, hate and glee. They were enjoying this.
Not today. Today, is not the day we get captured!
My teeth gritted together as I gathered their clouds but already I could feel the mens’ energy diminishing. The twins were manipulating them full force.
I descended balls upon them, squashing each man to the ground. Flint’s blurred figure suddenly appeared by the first one. He knocked him out. Luke growled and pushed up. He reached the second man just as Flint appeared beside the third. Together, they took down four and five.
When each was unconscious, I shakily stood. My brothers, sisters and Father did the same. Cloudy puffs of breath hovered around us. Everyone panted.
“That was close,” Amber whispered.
Mica’s brown eyes grew wide. “Too close.”
“Where are the rest?” Di’s sharp gaze darted around.
“Seven…or eight men are in the distance.” Amber lifted her nose and sniffed. “I keep catching their scents on the breeze. They’re still far away.”
Luke joined our side. His eyes glowed golden. “They’re on the other side of the property.”
“They know we’re here.” Edgar’s voice shook with fear. “The buggers are preparin’ right now.”
“How do you know that?” Amber inched closer to him.
“Luke in’it the only one with other traits, love.”
I did a double take at Edgar. It was the first time he’d alluded to having more abilities, but of course, he had to. From the dozens and dozens of colors in his cloud it was impossible he didn’t have enhanced characteristics. He simply never talked about them. Father had guessed it was another defense mechanism. It seemed Edgar wished to be a normal human.
Di nodded briskly. “Let’s get a move on. It’s only a matter of time before they find us.”
When we reached the fountain in Marcus’ drive, we stopped and faced the front door. We didn’t have to wait long. The door opened. But instead of Marcus peeking out, it was Raven.
My breath stopped.
Flint and Di stiffened beside me.
I knew Raven could burn us alive if he wanted to. I hated to do it, but I readied an energy ball just in case.
“Lena!” Surprise was evident in Raven’s voice.
“Hi, Raven.”
He stepped onto the drive, leaving the door open behind him. He was barefoot. Di and Flint’s energy picked up even more.
Raven’s hair stood out on all ends, like he’d been raking his hands through it all afternoon. His olive toned skin looked like he’d just been on a Caribbean cruise as if tanned from days in the sun. His eyes, though, were uniquely him. They were visible even from the distance. They glowed brighter.
“I thought I was seeing things on the security camera.” He shuffled from foot to foot.
I stiffened. “Is your dad here?”
He nodded. “He’s calling extra security right now.”
The energy in our group picked up even more. I diffused it around me. “How many men are coming?”
Raven’s eyes darted from mine to Di and then Flint. Those fire filled irises glowed even brighter. “Um, there’s twenty-five total on the property right now. He boosted security after you escaped.”
“Seventeen more,” I murmured. Hopefully those eight that had been knocked out behind us were still unconscious. Fear clawed my throat, making the next words stumble out. “Do they have that sound machine?”
Raven shook his head. “That was borrowed from a guy my dad knew in California. It’s not here.”
I breathed a sigh of relief.
However, Di and Flint’s energy grew the more Raven and I spoke. Di shifted, the pebbles crunching under her shoes. “You’re Raven?”
Raven nodded. “You must be Di.” He glanced between her and Flint. “You do look like me.”
Flint’s energy quadrupled.
“Will you please tell your father to step outside to speak with us?” Father’s diplomatic question seemed to break the spell.
“Um…” Raven murmured. He kept darting glances at Flint and Di.
“I have a better idea.” Jet placed his feet wider apart and nudged Jasper. “How about we make him come out?” The twins closed their eyes.
I did the same and reached out with my mental arms, gathering and drawing the energy around us.
I found Susannah about two hundred yards away. She was still in eagle form and was watching everything that was going on. I wasn’t sure if she was aware of me or not. Her eyes stayed focused on the house. I moved my reach beyond her, to the surrounding roads and terrain where men could be coming from.
I sensed the seventeen other men. They were drawing closer. From their heightened energy, I knew they were coming to fight.
Marcus abruptly appeared behind Raven.
Raven’s mouth dropped when his dad joined him on the gravel drive. A glazed look filled Marcus’ eyes. The twins’ ability strummed full force.
When Marcus stood only ten feet away, his eyes cleared before widening. The twins had released him.
Now, the negotiations begin.
Marcus glanced hurriedly around and seemed about to run, when Flint disappeared from my side, only to reappear behind Marcus. He grasped Marcus’ arms and wrenched them behind his back.
Marcus howled in pain.
Raven took a step forward.
I gave Raven a desperate look, begging him to not interfere. Even though none of us wanted to hurt Raven, we’d be left with no choice if he intervened.
The shuffle of Marcus’ feet on the pebbles slowly stilled as Flint held him in a steel like grip. However, what I heard next was not what I expected.
Marcus laughed.
“So here they all are.” His gaze traveled to each of us, one by one. When he settled on Father, something evil shone through Marcus’ irises.
I switched my vision. Marcus’ cloud appeared around him. It was worse than I remembered. Billowing like a pitch black menacing storm cloud, it pulsed and throbbed. It grew in diameter as he watched Father. That sight triggered a memory of me in O’Brien’s warehouse. Marcus stood above me, his eyes filled with a sadistic gleam as he plunged a needle into my arm.
I snapped my vision back to normal. My heart pounded. I glanced away as my chest rose and fell.
Marcus’ glacial words brought me back to the present. “Conroy, dear friend, it’s been too long.”
Father stiffened but met Marcus’ gaze. “Enough is enough, Marcus. We’re not going to hide anymore. We’ve come to negotiate with you.”
“Negotiate?” Marcus’ breath puffed in clouds each time he spoke. In his perfectly tailored dress shirt, he must be freezing, but he didn’t seem to care. “What makes you think I’m going to negotiate?”
“I’m not sure you have a choice,” Father replied. “It seems we have the upper hand.”
Marcus laughed again. “Or you’ll do what? Kill me, Conroy? Please. We all know you don’t have it in you.”
Flint’s energy increased as he leaned down. “No, he may not, but I do.”
The threat didn’t seem to faze Marcus. “I’ve got my men on the way. As strong as you all think you are, your pathetic attempt at fighting last time showed me otherwise. They’ll be here any minute.”
“That may be a minute too late,” I replied.
Marcus’ head whipped toward me. His eyes narrowed. “Little, Galena. I wasn’t very happy with what you did the other night.”
“I’m sure you weren’t.”
A scream filled the air. Susannah circled above, her soaring form dominating the skies.
“Susannah.” Marcus’ teeth grated. A look of fury covered his face.
I darted a glance at Raven. He was staring at his dad with a shocked expression. It was like Marcus had forgotten his son was there. The words coming out of Marcus’ mouth were ugly and filled with hate. I could only hope that Raven was finally starting to see the man his father truly was.
The sound of tires on the drive broke the quiet. Three vehicles raced toward us.
“Ah, here they are.” Marcus smiled smugly.
His smug look made my breath catch in my throat. The vehicles skidded to a stop. They blocked our escape. Men jumped out with guns aimed at our faces. Fear coated every particle in my body. None of us could withstand a bullet or tranquilizing dart.
“Now,” Marcus said. “What were you saying about negotiating?”
My heart still lodged in my throat until some of the men lowered their weapons, wistful expressions on their faces.
The twins!
“Keep your weapons–” but Marcus didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence. Flint whipped him around so fast, a crunching sound filled the air. Marcus howled in pain.
I winced. I felt fairly certain Flint just broke his arm.
“Now would be the time to choose which side you’re on, brother!” Flint’s dark eyes bore into Raven’s.
Raven backed up to the door, a horrified expression on his face.
Another scream filled the sky. Susannah still circled above.
The twins’ gazes whipped up. One of Marcus’ men shook his head, as if shaking himself out of a trance. Wide eyed, the man looked around, a jagged scar on his cheek. Heath.
Heath lifted his weapon, aiming at Susannah.
“No!” I yelled. I ran toward him, lunging for his gun.
Heath’s gun went off. The loud boom echoed. Jacinda screamed. Another shot fired.
All at once, chaos ensued.
I launched a huge energy ball at the men. Heath was knocked off his feet.
A laugh caught my attention just as Marcus threw something on the gravel drive. During the chaos, Flint’s grip on him must have loosened.
Whatever Marcus threw hit the ground. A puff of vapor shot up from it. The cloud grew until it encircled all of us.
Coughing, I waved my hand, trying to get away from it, but I couldn’t. It was everywhere.
The guards coughed too, and then I felt it. The oily, awful drug swimming through my circulation. It started differently this time. Instead of the drug coating my veins, it started in my lungs.
My lungs burned. My chest ached.
With widening eyes, panic flooded my heart. I mentally reached for the area in my brain to flick the dormant switch that activated my ability.
Please, no, please don’t let it be the same drug!
I flicked the switch.
Nothing happened.
NO!
The word ripped through my conscience. We were human. Like anybody else. Our extrasensory abilities were gone. It was just like when I’d been captive. It was starting all over again.
I waited for unconsciousness to come. The dark, creeping blackness to close in on me.
It didn’t. I stayed upright, fully alert.
It’s different yet the same. In the vaporized version, perhaps it doesn’t cause unconsciousness.
As soon as the vaporized drug cleared, one of the guards lifted his gun. The loud boom as it went off cracked the sky.
Jacinda screamed before she fell. A tranquilizing dart stuck out of her arm. Her eyes widened before they turned glassy. Unseeing.
My heart exploded.
My brain refused to comprehend what just happened. My sister lay on the ground. Unmoving. Possibly not breathing.
Luke’s roar filled the air. He flew at the man who shot her. His fist connected with the man’s jaw before the guard knew what hit him.
The guard went down cold, his head hitting the ground.
Marcus laughed. His gleeful wrath filled the sky. The rest of my family moved blindly, flailing—confused expressions on their faces as the rest of the guards raised their weapons.
No one knows. No one knows but me what Marcus has done.
“We’ve lost our powers!” I screamed. I ran to my sister.
Another guard raised his gun, aiming at Luke.
Edgar whipped into action. He jumped as the gun went off. A tranquilizing dart hit Edgar square in the chest. Edgar was unconscious before he hit the ground.
I briefly saw Flint wrench Marcus’ arm back again, except this time, a scream didn’t follow. Flint stopped, looking bewildered. He tried again.
Marcus fought.
Flint grunted when Marcus nailed him in the shin with the back of his heel.
Shock again coated Flint’s face.
I barely registered it as Marcus broke free. I need to get to my sister.
The rest of the guards kicked into action as if sensing the tides had turned.
They know. They know we’re now twelve defenseless humans. We have no power. We have no extrasensory or animalistic abilities. We’re like everyone else. Normal.
Human.
Chaos again broke out. The guards ran for Luke and Flint. They targeted the men first. The physically stronger ones.
I reached Jacinda’s side and dove for her, skidding to a halt on my knees. Gravel cut through my jeans. Pain coursed up my legs. I grabbed her head. Thick blond hair threaded through my fingers.
“Sister!” I shook her.
Her eyes were glassy, unseeing.
“Jacinda! Wake up!” She lay limp in my arms. A sob choked me. I couldn’t breathe.
Commotion and fighting sounded everywhere. It was like a fog. Thick. Oppressive. Heavy. It became like background noise. There, but I didn’t hear it. My vision focused on my sister. I couldn’t lose her yet I had no idea what they drugged her with. It was possibly a sedative or it could be worse.
It could be poison.
Tears streamed down my cheeks as rage boiled in my veins.
Another body fell to my side. Father.
He lay on the ground, not moving. Blood pooled by his head.
No!
I didn’t realize Marcus had broken free and was running until I saw his retreating form. Marcus sprinted to the back of the house, toward the woods. His broken arm dangled at his side.
Everyone else was fighting.
Three men surrounded Flint. One on each arm while the third punched him in the face.
Raven stood only feet away. Horror had rendered him immobile.
“Raven!” I screamed the words as tears poured down my cheeks. “Raven, stop them!”
I staggered to my feet, going to Flint. A flower pot stood by the front door. A heavy, ceramic pot. Adrenaline infused strength into me. I lifted it as if it weighed nothing. The guard pulled back his fist. Flint fainted his head to the left just in time.
The guard howled in fury at his missed target.
And in that moment, I knew. I knew Flint was right. I wasn’t a bad person. I wasn’t evil. If my cloud wasn’t colorful, it wouldn’t be gray or black. It would be white.
I loved my family. I loved them enough to protect them. Even if meant hurting others to do that.
Lifting the flower pot, I ran at the guard as he pulled his fist back.
The two men holding Flint tried to shout a warning. They didn’t do it in time.
With a guttural cry, I slammed the pot down on the guard’s head.
He staggered and fell. Blood poured from a huge gash beside his ear. It trickled into the gravel, but I didn’t stop.
With wild movements, I flung the pot at another guard holding Flint. He let go of Flint just as the pot connected with his stomach. He doubled over, gasping.
More fighting sounded behind me. We were falling. One by one, but we weren’t giving up.
We wouldn’t go quietly.
Our entire lives we’d been pawns. Pawns in the game of O’Brien. Nobody more so than the three we rescued only weeks ago. They’d been subjected to more cruelty and inhumane treatment than any of us.
And I’d be damned if we died quietly.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Flint punched the remaining guard as another tranquilizing dart flew past. It landed just to the left of Raven and wedged into the brick wall.
I turned to assess the situation. Hair flew in front of my face. Father, Edgar, Jacinda and Amber all lay motionless on the ground.
Luke was fighting like a champion. He didn’t seem as affected by Marcus’ vaporized drug as the rest of us. It must not be as strong. It would explain why none of us were unconscious, but Luke didn’t move as fast and he made no attempts to transform. He probably can’t.
I whirled back around and raced to Flint. He caught me and pulled me to the ground as another dart flew past. It lodged into a bush only inches from my face.
“We need to get out of here!” Flint yelled.
“How?” I clung to his forearms.
Blood gushed down the side of Flint’s face. One of his eyes was swollen shut. I’d never seen him hurt. Not like this. He’d always been so strong. So invincible.
“I…I can help…”
Raven’s words carried to us in a breeze. For a moment, I hadn’t known who’d said them.
Raven appeared at our side, hunkering down as we crouched in the gravel. He put a hand on my arm. His fingers shook.
“I can stop them.”
I grabbed hold of his hand, my fingers turned white I gripped him so hard. “If you can stop them, Raven, then do it. Please, Raven! Please! They’re going to kill us. They’re going to kill my entire family!”
Sobs shook my chest. Dizziness made my vision swim. I knew I was going into shock. I took several deep breaths, holding Raven in a death grip.
Raven’s eyes swirled, an orange, crimson red. An emotion so deep it seemed to sink to his toes swam in them. He glanced at Flint. Something in his eyes flickered brighter. An awareness. A knowing.
The brothers stared at one another. Flint’s hand tightened on my thigh.
“Stop them,” Flint said. “Please.”
Raven stood just as a mocking chuckle reached my ears. “Looks like you didn’t win after all, Red.”
Heath stood only feet way. He held a gun. He didn’t bother to raise it. The rest of my family was surrounded. My eyes widened when I saw the twins, Mica and Di all huddled together, the remaining guards surrounding them with their guns raised and pointed.
Heath laughed again. Trevor joined in. He stood near Mica, grinning.
“No.” Raven stood straighter. “They do win.”
Heath’s head cocked in confusion just as a fire erupted at his feet. Heath staggered back.
The fire grew.
My eyes widened as flames erupted at all of the guards’ feet. Howls of pain and fear followed.
My breathing increased as comprehension sank in. Raven’s immune to the drug. He didn’t lose his powers. He’s not like us. He’s different. Stronger.
Di, Mica and the twins jumped away from the burning men. Marcus’ men flailed. Raven’s flames only grew. All of them were burning alive. Raven watched everything happening, his body frozen, his expression resolute.
I didn’t have time to assess anything else. Mica ran to me and yanked me in the direction Marcus had run. The twins had already begun chasing him. Flint still stood by Raven, watching his brother, his face unreadable.
“Go!” Di screamed. “Get Marcus. I’ll help everyone else!” Already Di was leaning over Father, rapidly assessing the damage done. She next moved to Jacinda.
“We can’t let him get away!” Mica yelled. “Come on, you guys!”
I finally kicked into action. Mica and I sprinted after Marcus. Flint followed a second later.
Marcus was almost to the woods by the time we rounded the corner. He wasn’t moving fast across the acres of lawn. His broken arm dangled at his side. His other arm cradled it.
The twins were in hot pursuit, already halfway to him.
Marcus turned and raised his good arm to fight just as the twins reached him.
Jasper or Jet, I couldn’t be sure which one, ducked when Marcus swung. The other twin locked both arms around Marcus’ waist, tackling him to the ground.
A scream ripped from Marcus’ mouth when his shoulder hit the hard earth.
We all reached him seconds later. The five of us circled him, panting from the long sprint. Screams from the burning men still filled the air, but the sounds were dying one by one.
In the distance, the security team was falling to the ground. With a gagging realization, I realized they were dying. Trevor and Heath were among them.
When I turned back around, I expected to see fear in Marcus’ eyes, or at the very least, acceptance that this was over. Instead, he grinned and laughed. The sound was demented. My skin crawled.
“Do you really think this is the end of everything?” he yelled. He looked around our circle, eyeing all of us. “This isn’t the end! You don’t have the guts to end this!”
None of us responded.
Marcus laughed again, the sick sound filling the sky. “Do you know what I’m going to do to all of you?” he cried. “I’m going–”
Marcus’ eyes widened, his words seemed to catch in his throat. Another scream filled the air, deafening me since it was so loud.
An eagle scream.
Susannah appeared directly above us, her giant wings cupped as she descended. She screamed again. The sound was so loud it practically burst my ear drums.
The loud whoosh of Susannah’s wings breezed across my face as she landed on top of Marcus.
We all stepped back.
Marcus tried to fight. He raised his good arm and punched her in the chest.
It was no use.
Susannah had him where she wanted him, where she’d wanted him all along.
The last thing I saw was Marcus’ eyes widening in fear as Susannah’s enormous beak opened. She leaned down and with one giant rip—she tore his throat out.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

We all stood speechless as Susannah gave a giant flap of her wings. She ascended into the sky, her scream piercing the air as she climbed higher and higher.
What was left of Marcus lay in a bloody pile on the ground. His throat was torn open to the spinal column. She hadn’t stopped there.
Both of Marcus’ eyes were missing, and his face was clawed beyond recognition. Susannah had ripped his broken arm off after she’d finished with his neck and face. Following that, she’d torn open his belly until his still warm intestines spilled on the ground. Perforated bowel and its contents mixed with the tang of blood. Bile rose in my throat as I stared at the horrific display.
I knew the way Susannah had savagely ripped Marcus to pieces would stay with me until I died. All of Susannah’s hate and rage at the man who’d controlled and abused her, throughout her entire life, lay in evidence on the ground. The blood, gore and smell that came with it were not something I’d easily forget. I could only hope this memory would fade.
The twins finally said something, after we all stared at Marcus’ remains for a full minute or two.
“How the hell do we clean this up?” Jet’s chest rose and fell heavily.
“I think I’m gonna be sick.” Jasper turned and vomited in the grass.
I looked back in the sky. Susannah had vanished.
Flint took a deep breath as Jasper straightened. “Let’s make sure everyone else is okay and then we’ll figure out what to do.”
We all turned silently, leaving the carnage behind. The air felt heavy as if ozone had descended from above.
It was surprisingly quiet as we walked back to the group, given what just transpired. Marcus obviously didn’t have close neighbors. If anybody had heard the screams, they’d probably be wondering what was happening on the Christenson property. Perhaps those neighbors would call the police, but no sirens sounded. If anything, it was ironically peaceful. Wind blew through the trees. Crunching frozen grass sounded under our feet. That was it. The screams and chaos were gone.
The smell of burnt flesh filled the air back at the house. Marcus’ men all lay dead on the ground. Father sat upright beside Di, rubbing his head. Dried blood matted his face and hair. Jacinda, Amber and Edgar still lay unmoving.
A sob squeezed my chest. “Are they…”
“They’re alive.” Di stood from where she crouched beside Father. “Unconscious but alive.”
The breath rushed out of me. I nearly fell but Flint caught me.
Father rubbed his head. A goose egg had formed on it. It appeared he’d been knocked out, not tranquilized. “They’ll be fine.” His calm words helped slow my breathing even more.
I clung to Flint with a desperation I’d never felt before. I thought I’d lost my sister. I thought she’d died. Tears poured down my cheeks when I realized she hadn’t.
Father shakily stood. “It will probably be a few hours before they wake, but they’ll be okay.”
Luke hunkered by Jacinda, his golden eyes rimmed with an emotion I’d never seen in them before. He picked her up, Jacinda’s limp form lying in his arms. “Let’s take them inside.”
Raven stood silently, hovering away from the group. He stared at the men’s remains on the ground.
Di approached him before I could kick myself into action. “Did you know any of them?”
Raven didn’t respond. His face was expressionless, his eyes glazed.
She stepped closer and had to ask the question again before he looked up.
“Oh, um yeah, a few of them.”
Di and Raven almost stood at eye level, although Raven was an inch or two taller.
“You did the right thing.” She placed her hand on his arm.
Raven’s irises blazed. “I killed them, all of them.” His words came out choked.
“And if you hadn’t, we could all be dead.” Di clasped Raven’s hand. She squeezed it tightly.
The twins and Flint picked up Edgar and Amber. A cold winter breeze whipped around us. All of us followed Raven inside, Di leading him.
“What happened to Marcus?” Luke asked when the door closed behind us. His light brown hair looked windblown while his eyes flickered that golden color. He still held my sister. It didn’t seem he had any intention of letting her go.
“Susannah killed him.” I didn’t go into the gory details.
Father took a deep, unsteady breath and glanced around the impressive foyer. “How many people are in the house right now, Raven?”
Di nudged him when he didn’t respond. “How many people are on the property, Raven?”
Raven finally seemed to hear them. “Um, one, our housekeeper, Cecile.” He shook his head. “No, wait. She went grocery shopping. She needed a few more things for our Christmas Eve dinner tonight.”
Father nodded. “So she’s not in the house? And nobody else is either?”
“No, nobody else is here. The rest of the people who work on our estate are all…” He took a deep unsteady breath, his eyes flicking to the window, showing the scene on the pebbled driveway.
“You’re sure?” Father grimaced in pain. He rubbed his head.
Raven nodded. Shock still coated his face but at least he seemed more coherent. “Yes, the cleaners come on Mondays only. During the rest of the week, it’s just Cecile. She works morning till evening from Monday through Friday and leaves after she prepares the supper meal each night.”
“Do you know how to reach her?” Father asked.
“I could call her cell phone.”
“You need to call her and tell her to not come back today.” Father stepped closer to him. “Do whatever you need to do to stop her. We need to clean this up and wipe any trace of our being here before she returns.”
The blood drained from Raven’s face. The dazed look returned.
“Come on.” Di tugged him. “I’ll help you.”
THE REST OF the day passed in a blur. Cleaning up dead bodies, destroying all security footage that contained images of us, and raiding Marcus’ home office to eliminate all of the notes containing any trace of our existence wasn’t easy.
It was hard. Freakin’ hard.
A number of times I gagged or swallowed bile that wanted to rise. I kept remembering Susannah ripping into Marcus’ flesh. The memories of bone crunching, flesh tearing and the smells that came along with it kept haunting me.
Flint stayed by my side as we worked together. The two of us cleaned up Marcus. Putting bloody remains into garbage bags was almost surreal. After that, we burned the ground where Susannah had killed him. Flint felt confident the fire would destroy any evidence. However, it would obviously still draw attention. If anyone ventured to that part of the lawn, they’d see a charred spot, but if the police never found Marcus’ body and had no evidence he’d been killed, it wouldn’t be easy to declare him deceased. Snow would hopefully cover the bald patch soon.
Thankfully, since it was winter, the gardeners who frequented the property during the summer months were all off until spring. Raven said at this time of year, it was only Cecile who worked regular hours. With any luck, nobody would see anything remiss for months.
When we returned to the ditch to retrieve the first two security men, my mouth dropped. I expected to find two unconscious guards. However, only charred human remains greeted us. The stench made me want to vomit.
“No freakin’ way,” Jet breathed.
The twins, Flint and I stared at the ashy substance. Mica had stayed behind to monitor Amber, Jacinda and Edgar. None of them had woken up yet.
I covered my mouth. “Apparently when Raven started the men in the drive on fire, he started these guys on fire too.”
Jasper nodded, his face stricken. “It’s like his fires knew who his mind targeted.”
We hurriedly rushed to the other six men we’d left unconscious in zipties—the ones we’d encountered when we’d first entered the property. All of them had burned.
I shuddered. Raven was incredibly powerful.
Since Raven’s fires burned so intensely, only ash remained of the entire security team. With shaking hands, we shoveled the ash into bags. My stomach churned the entire time.
When finished, we took what remained of the men to the woods. Flint did most of the carrying. His strength was slowly returning, convincing me the vaporized version of Marcus’ drug wasn’t nearly as powerful as the injectable kind. Within thirty minutes, Flint had a huge hole dug in the forest. He zoomed back to the house to retrieve Raven. On shaky limbs, Raven stumbled into the woods with Flint at his side.
“You need to burn that bag. Completely.” Flint pointed to the bag with Marcus’ remains. We’d thrown it into the bottom of the hole.
We didn’t tell Raven what was in it, but I guessed Raven figured it out from the haunted expression that coated his gaze.
After Marcus’ body was thoroughly burned, Raven returned to the house while the rest of us piled the remaining garbage bags with the ashy cremated guards into the hole. We all picked up the shovels we’d found in the gardener’s shed and began to cover them with dirt.
Only forest sounds filled the air while we worked. None of us said anything, our movements mechanical. With one last shovel of dirt, the hole was filled. All of us stared at the mounded soil.
The twins took their hats off. Flint murmured a prayer. All of us paid our respects to a grave that would never be marked. It didn’t matter that these men were evil. It didn’t matter that they’d tried to capture us. They were still people who deserved better than what we’d done.
I knew no trace of Marcus or any of his security team would ever be found. Guilt pummeled me as we walked back to the mansion. Even if all of those men were as evil as Trevor and Heath, was that really how they deserved to die? Did any of those men have families? Children? Would anyone miss them?
I could only hope the answer was no, but deep down, I knew it wasn’t. Each of those men had been a son, maybe a brother, father or uncle. Someone would grieve for them. Someone would miss them. Somewhere a person would go on existing with a hole in their heart, always wondering what happened to the loved one they’d lost. That realization left a deep aching sadness in my chest.
Back at the house, the four of us fell onto the couches while Di and Father continued to handle the security footage since they were the most meticulous. Just one screen shot of us, and we’d be suspects. We knew the police already had screen shots of us from the warehouse incident in Chicago. They’d no doubt put the pieces together and realize that event and this one were connected. It was bad enough we’d spent our lives on the run from Marcus. The last thing we wanted was to run from the police too.
I watched Raven a few times throughout the afternoon and evening. He worked alongside Di and Father. Since Raven had grown up in this house, he knew it inside and out, including the hiding places where Marcus stored things. He showed Di and Father everything. But while he answered all of their questions, the dazed look remained.
It hadn’t improved by the time the sun set. His movements stayed mechanical, and his eyes perpetually blazed, but he kept going.
It wasn’t until Father uncovered some computer files that contained research data from twenty years ago that Raven fell to the floor. It was like until that moment, he was able to tell himself that everything that had transpired was all a bad dream, that he hadn’t killed twenty-five men, that his dad wasn’t a murderer, that Marcus hadn’t done all of those things I’d claimed before.
After that, it was like Raven slowly put the pieces of the puzzle that was his life together. When Raven randomly declared that Marcus would sometimes disappear for weeks or occasionally months at a time, he suggested it might have been related to Project Renatus. We all agreed. Raven next said that those times when Marcus had left without telling him how long he’d be gone, were most likely to study the lost children. We agreed with that too.
In a way, those disappearances worked to our advantage. If it wasn’t unusual for Marcus to disappear, then it wouldn’t be unreasonable to tell Cecile that she wasn’t needed for a few months. She was our last loose end. If she returned to the mansion and nobody was here, eventually she’d call the police, inevitably filing a missing person report.
Raven’s hands shook when he picked up his phone to call the housekeeper for a second time.
Di grasped his shaky palm, her dark eyes intense. “We’re here. You’re not alone.”
Raven swallowed audibly before forcing a greeting when Cecile picked up his call.
I listened to the conversation, Flint at my side. Raven managed to sound normal enough, but we all knew better. Cecile wouldn’t see his shaking palms or the sweat beaded on his forehead. She wouldn’t know that he had to sit down when explaining she wouldn’t be needed until spring.
“We’ll still pay you. Consider it a Christmas bonus.” Raven’s eyes blazed.
Di squeezed his hand again. She crouched at his side, her hand on his thigh, nodding encouragingly every time he seemed about to falter.
Raven’s eyes glowed brighter as he listened to the housekeeper. “I know, yeah, it’s great that you can finally take that trip to see your family.” He paused again. “Yeah, Merry Christmas to you too, Cecile. I’ll call you…or my dad will…when we get back.”
Di squeezed his hand again when he hung up.
Raven’s head dropped. His phone clattered to the floor.
He didn’t seem relieved that not having Cecile on the property nearly guaranteed that nobody would know what happened here. Even if she returned early, snow would still cover the ground, hiding any evidence of what we’d done.
“It’s going to be okay.” Di put an arm around his shoulders. “You’ll see.” She helped him stand and led him away. Seeing Di act so caring and compassionate tugged at my heart. It was like she knew that Raven was hers. That he was the baby brother she’d never had.
As for the security men that now lay buried in the forest, Raven didn’t know any of them well enough to truly know their identities. They were just the security guys—the men employed by Marcus who worked on the estate and traveled to do what Marcus expected of them. We had no idea if they had families or people who would look for them. Only time would tell.
We worked well into the night. By the time we finished with everything, it was the early hours of Christmas morning. I was bone tired. The last week had carried more fears and adrenaline rushes than I ever wanted to experience in the rest of my life. The only solace I took was knowing that Marcus was finally finished. He couldn’t hurt me or my family again.
However, there was still one person out there who knew about us. Albert Darlington—the third Project Renatus researcher. And we had no idea what he would do.




CHAPTER THIRTY

We flew back to Canada on Christmas Day. Jacinda, Amber and Edgar had finally woken up in the early hours of Christmas morning. All complained of pounding headaches, but other than that, they all seemed fine.
Father didn’t stay with us when we landed in Edmonton. He took off again as soon as we stepped onto the tarmac, telling us he’d find Albert and wouldn’t return until everything was resolved.
I hugged him tightly. “What are you going to tell him?”
“I’m going to use one of the oldest tricks in the book. Blackmail. I’ve been steadily collecting information on Albert and Marcus for the past fifteen years. I knew a day like this may come, and while I don’t think blackmail would have effectively worked on Marcus, on Albert, it’s a different story. I’m fairly certain he’d rather negotiate and quietly end this now.”
His familiar scent of soap and mint filled my nose. I didn’t want to think of never smelling that again. “Then why did you think we could negotiate with Marcus when we confronted him in his driveway?”
“I didn’t.” Father shrugged sadly. “But I was willing to try.”
I gripped him again in a tight hug. Tears formed in my eyes. “Be careful and come home safe.”
He hugged me back. “I will.”
Di and he spoke quietly while the rest of us drifted through Customs. From there, we walked to the parking lot and waited. Di joined us a while later and we all got in the trucks. It was hard to believe barely a day had passed since we parked them. Who would have thought that our search for Susannah would have ended like it did.
My heart clenched again as I thought about our missing family member. Nobody had seen her. We had no idea where Susannah was. I could only hope she was safe.
When Flint slid into the driver’s seat of one truck, Raven climbed into the passenger’s side. I watched from the backseat. Every now and then, the brothers would look at each other, as if still unsure of what to do or say to the other. Each had a hand rested on a thigh.
I stared at them. Their hands were identical.
We returned to the Canadian mountain home as the sun was setting. I was so tired, I didn’t care that my stomach rumbled or that it had been two days since I’d showered and that ashy human remains still clung to my clothes. Amber and Edgar volunteered to make a quick supper of sandwiches and canned soup. Someone turned on the radio. Christmas tunes filled the air.
We all ate in silence before retreating to our individual rooms. It definitely wasn’t a joyful Christmas, but it would be the most memorable one we’d ever had.
I led Raven to the last open bedroom. He’d brought a few bags of clothes and things with him. When he sat down on the bed and let the bags fall at his sides, his eyes filled with tears.
“He’s dead, Lena. He’s really dead.” A sob shook his chest.
It was the first time he’d spoken so openly about all that transpired. I knew sooner or later this would come. Even though we all thought Marcus was a demented mad man, which in reality he was, he was still Raven’s father. He had been the only person Raven had ever known as family.
I sat beside him, the mattress sinking under my weight. “I’m sorry.” I clasped his hand.
He squeezed it back before falling against my shoulder. I moved my arm around his shoulders and held him as he cried.
My heart broke for him as rivers of tormented energy rolled off him. It was so heavy, it threatened to crush the breath right out of me.
“I’m sorry, Raven,” I said over and over again. “I’m so sorry it ended like that.”
We sat together for a long time. I felt Flint’s energy in the hall. It was questioning and concerned, but when he cracked the door open and saw Raven crying in my arms, he gave a silent nod and backed out.
I held Raven until his tears ran dry. When he finally pulled back, he sniffed and wiped his eyes. The contacts he’d worn through Customs were still in. With the brown lenses, he looked even more like Flint. I thought briefly about the strand of his hair that I’d put in the dresser, or at least, I think it was the dresser.
We’d intended to DNA check it against Flint and Di. Now, that wasn’t necessary. Raven was here. He was part of our family now. None of us needed a DNA check. We knew. He was their sibling, whether it be by blood or by choice, he was now a brother to all of us.
I’d heard once that family was simply who you said they were. That it didn’t matter how long you knew one another. That it didn’t matter if you were related or not. All that mattered was that if you declared it so—it was.
That was us.
The eleven of us shared something nobody else could ever understand. Locked together from sinister beginnings that had stolen us from horrific homes, we were as bonded as siblings could be. Nobody else would ever know what we’d been through. No one else had ever experienced the horrors of experimental drugs or imprisonment, but we’d come out of it alive, stronger and as one.
I knew we’d be a family until the day we died.
A tapping sound came from the window as Raven and I sat together. He wiped his eyes and reached for a tissue. The tapping increased. I figured it was a tree brushing against the window, but when Raven’s breath sucked in, my eyes flew to the glass.
Susannah’s giant form perched on a branch, just outside the window. She cocked her head. In the moonlight, her shadowy figure looked huge and menacing.
I raced to her. The double hung protested against the cold. It’d almost frozen shut. I pushed until it opened. Cold air blew in.
“Hey, Susannah.” I grinned. I couldn’t help it. I was so relieved that she was okay.
She watched me with those large, yellow eagle eyes.
“Are you going to come in?”
She screamed. The sound pierced the nighttime quiet.
I winced.
Footsteps sounded in the hallway. I knew the others had heard too.
Raven joined me at the window. When he hunkered beside me, Susannah gave an unsettled movement, her wings rising and falling as she inched back on the branch.
“You don’t need to be scared of him. He’s one of us now.”
She stopped moving backward just as everyone else barreled through the door. The twins and women grinned, while Edgar and Luke joined us at the window.
“Suzie, love!” Edgar exclaimed. “What you fink ‘ur doin’ out there? Come on in for a cuppa. It’s bloody cold, love.”
Susannah cocked her head between Edgar and Raven. I didn’t know eagle body language, but she still seemed unsure.
“Please come inside.” I reached out. I couldn’t be sure, but I got the feeling it was Raven that was holding her back. She kept eyeing him, her movements uneasy.
I opened the window fully and held out my hand. “Come on, Susannah. Come in.”
Luke jumped to my side and threw a blanket over his forearm. “She’ll shred your arm, Lena. Here, let me help her in.”
I moved to the side as Luke extended a huge, muscled arm covered in a blanket out to the tree. He crooned calming, nonsensical things.
Susannah hesitantly reached one sharply taloned foot out, then the other.
With a bit of finagling, we got her inside. It wasn’t easy to maneuver her huge form through the window, but Luke somehow managed. He took her straight to the adjoining bathroom, but not before I saw the blood stained feathers surrounding her head and beak. Marcus’ blood. Luke deposited her on the bathroom floor before coming back in the bedroom and closing the door behind him.
“She’ll take a minute.”
A few grunts, cracking bone and fleshy ripples ensued from the bathroom. I swallowed uneasily, but sure enough, just as Luke promised, the door to the bathroom opened a minute later.
The movement was slow and hesitant. When Susannah peeked out, we all waved her forward. She emerged wrapped in a towel, her skin as white as snow while her black hair tumbled in snarly waves down her back. Her blue eyes were wide and wary. The blood had vanished. Her face shone clean. I wondered if she’d washed her face, or if the blood went to wherever her feathers had retreated.
I knew the crowd scared her, and even though we were in Raven’s room, I shooed everyone out, including him. “Just give us a minute.”
Luke and Edgar seemed to understand more than anyone that Susannah was spooked. They both made a comment about everyone going back to their rooms or downstairs. Edgar said they’d go to the kitchen to fix Susannah something to eat.
I nodded. “Good idea.”
Susannah looked even thinner than before. Bones protruded from her knees and elbows. Her collarbones jutted out prominently. It seemed the cross country flight, two days in a row, had taken a toll on her. I wondered if she’d eaten at all in the past forty-eight hours.
When it was just me and her in the room, I sat on the bed. “Are you okay?”
She still stood by the bathroom, looking wary.
I patted the bed beside me. “Want to sit with me?”
With hesitant steps, she walked forward and sat over two feet away, just on the edge of the bed. The mattress barely dipped under her weight.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
I guessed what she’d done to Marcus was still fresh in her mind. Or maybe it wasn’t. Maybe she didn’t remember anything she did in eagle form.
“Is he mad at me?” she finally asked.
I frowned. “Is who mad at you?”
“That guy. The one who lived at the house with Marcus.” Her eyes flashed yellow when she said Marcus’ name before morphing back to blue.
“Oh.” Understanding dawned on me. “Um, I don’t know.”
“I don’t regret killing him. I’d do it again.”
I guessed that answered my question about whether or not she remembered things. “I don’t regret it either.”
She looked up sharply, hope filling her wide eyes. “You don’t?”
“No. He needed to die. It was the only way. We’d never be safe as long as he was alive.”
She licked her lips. Her tongue looked incredibly dry. “So nobody’s mad at me? None of you?”
I shook my head. “I think I can speak for everyone when I say that we’re glad it’s over. Marcus can’t hurt us again.”
“And that guy?”
“Raven?”
“So he’s not mad at me either?”
“I’m not sure about him, but I don’t think he blames you.”
A bit of color returned to her cheeks, and a small smile emerged. “So I can still stay here? When I’m not flying?”
“Of course you can.” It hit me that Susannah thought she may no longer be welcome. “You’ll always be part of our family, Susannah. Nothing will change that.”
“I won’t be punished?”
My heart sank at her surprised tone. Her entire life she’d been punished for acting violently toward the one man who’d caused her more harm and pain than any other. Even now, miles away from Marcus’ remains, she still thought there’d be repercussions. “No, Susannah. You won’t be punished for what you did. Just don’t hurt anyone else now that Marcus is dead.”
Her eyes widened. She frantically shook her head. “I would never hurt anyone else. Only him.” Her lips thinned, her eyes flashing yellow again. “I’ve only ever wanted to hurt him.”
Ultimately, I didn’t regret his death either. Marcus had hurt and killed so many people over the years. The world was truly a better place without him. And I knew now that thinking that didn’t make me a bad person. I would have never sought Marcus out to kill him, but I agreed with Flint. Defending my family came first. I knew that now.
“You must be hungry.”
She nodded.
“Come on, let’s get you some clothes and then go downstairs and see what Edgar and Luke made for you.”
She stood and we walked to the door. As I reached for the handle, I felt cool fingers brush against my free hand. I looked down. Her small hand clasped mine. My chest tightened with emotion.
I looked up and met her gaze. A questioning uncertainty swirled in her blue irises. Smiling, I gripped her hand tightly, and together we walked from the room.
THE NEXT DAY we all slept in and lounged around the house. Now that the ordeal with Marcus was finally over, it was like everyone crashed. The energy levels in the house were subdued. It helped that it was Boxing Day. With the crazy shopping that went on during this day, none of us wanted to venture out. It made spending all day on the couch even easier.
The huge wall of windows in the main living area made it feel like we were living in a snow globe. It was hard to not stop and stare. The snow falling outside pulled at my soul, begging me to relax. I spent most of the day on the couch.
Father called early afternoon to let us know he was back in Chicago and okay. Apparently, he and Albert were in “negotiations.” Whatever that meant. I tried not to think about it since Albert was the last person who could make our lives a living hell. One thing I did know was that nothing had sprouted up on the news about what we’d done to Marcus and his security team. I could only hope it stayed that way.
Flint lounged on the couch beside me as we gazed outside. The sun was hidden under a dense cloud cover as snow swirled in the air. I laid my head against his shoulder and smiled. The dark stubble and tired look in his eyes were gone. A long night of holding each other close had made both of us sleep well.
“Do you know where Susannah is?” He stretched.
“She went out flying again.”
“But she’s coming back?”
“Yeah. I think she’s going to be fine.” I summed up what she’d told me last night. “She’s still going to need help from Father, or me, or Luke or Edgar, or someone, but she’s doing better. I think the biggest thing she was afraid of was whether or not we’d still accept her after what she did.”
Flint grunted. “Accept her? Hell, I want to thank her.”
“I know. I’m glad he’s dead too.”
“We all are.”
We sat together quietly on the couch, the fire crackling in the hearth. Noise came from the second floor. A few of the others were watching a movie in the upstairs living area.
“Did Susannah talk to you again this morning?” Flint threaded his hand through my hair.
“Yeah. She let me know she was going out to fly before she left.”
“That’s an improvement since she normally just disappears.”
“I think she’s starting to trust me.”
He chuckled. “She obviously has good sense.”
We were sitting like that, just aimlessly chatting and watching the snow when Raven walked in the room. I sensed the shift in energy. Both men’s clouds doubled in size.
“Hi.” Raven shoved his hands in his pockets.
I smiled warmly. “Hey, how are you? Come sit with us.” I sat up straighter to make room.
Flint tensed. I knew his jury was still out on Raven. The fact that his younger brother hadn’t helped me escape from Marcus’ home, and that Raven had allowed me to remain captive, wasn’t leaving Flint’s memory anytime soon.
Raven sat stiffly beside me. He hovered on the edge of the couch, looking as if he’d jump up and disappear at any second.
“Did you get settled in?” I asked.
“Yeah.” Raven spoke hesitantly. “Only having two bags to unpack doesn’t take long.”
“But you’re feeling more comfortable? With everyone else?” I knew his childhood had been the exact opposite of ours. Whereas we’d grown up in the clutter of a constantly crowded household, he’d grown up wandering around a mansion with only himself for company.
“Yeah.” He cleared his throat. His eyes glowed.
I knew he was dealing with a lot right now: leaving his home, his father dying, him being the one who killed twenty-five men, and now being thrust into a strange country in the middle of nowhere while living with a group of people he barely knew. It couldn’t be easy.
“Do you want to go for a walk outside?” I asked.
A look a huge relief crossed his face. “Yes.”
I nudged Flint. “Do you want to join us?”
Flint tensed and eyed Raven. A moment of silence passed. I could practically cut the tension. “Okay,” he finally said.
The three of us pulled on winter coats and boots. Since I once again was without a jacket, I borrowed Amber’s. I made a mental note to go into town the next day to buy another one.
“Ready?” I pulled on Jacinda’s mittens.
We closed the door behind us and tramped through the snow. Cool mountain air enveloped us. I closed my eyes, savoring it. The quietness and feel reminded me so much of our home in the Forbidden Hills that a sense of peace settled in my chest.
“Which way should we go?” Raven tugged at his hat nervously.
“There’s a stream down that way.” Flint pointed downhill. “It’s easy walking beside it. The snow isn’t as deep.”
I raised an eyebrow at him. “And you know this how?”
“The twins. They explored the area the first few days after they got here, when you were still imprisoned.”
We set off down the hill with Flint in the lead. Every now and then, he’d glance over his shoulder to make sure we kept up. I knew he was always conscious of keeping his speed in check, but at times like this, when nobody was watching and there were no prying eyes, he’d sometimes forget and before I knew it, I was practically running to keep up.
Raven breathed heavily from behind me. The mountainous region was much higher in altitude than where he’d grown up outside Chicago. He kept up with the firm pace Flint set, however, not once complaining when we traversed through deep snow.
The sound of trickling water reached my ears. A small stream, no more than a few feet in width, greeted us at the bottom on an incline.
Frozen sections lined the water’s edge, icicles dripping from the banks. “How pretty.” I spotted a few boulders a little ways up the stream. “Do you guys want to sit over there?”
Raven shrugged. “Sure.”
Flint just eyed Raven again, the wary look still there, before he turned and walked toward the boulders.
Once we were all seated, a moment of awkward silence passed. Flint was in his “ignore” state, which I knew all too well from our summertime meeting at Hideaway Hills, before we’d known who we were. Raven, on the other hand, looked about as comfortable as someone being told the IRS would be auditing their taxes.
I plucked my hands under my thighs and tried to warm them. It was ridiculously cold sitting on the frigid rock but neither guy seemed to mind. Raven, however, noticed my shivering.
“Cold?”
I nodded.
Before I could say anything else, a huge fire appeared in front of us. I jumped and then smiled sheepishly. Once again, his fire didn’t burn anything but it still poured out heat. I took off my mittens before holding my hands up.
“Thanks.”
Flint’s energy lessened a bit. I knew my smiling at Raven and not feeling any angst toward him helped. It was my hope that if Flint saw that I didn’t hold Raven responsible for my capture and imprisonment, then hopefully he wouldn’t either.
“So what was it like, growing up in Chicago?” I rubbed my hands a few times. My fingertips warmed.
Raven shrugged. His eyes glowed again. “I didn’t go into the city very much. I never had contact lenses, so I always had to wear sunglasses. At nighttime that looks a little weird, and my dad, um, I mean Marcus, didn’t like when I left the house.”
Flint shifted in his seat. His eyes stayed on the fire. “You didn’t go to school?”
Raven shook his head. “I was home schooled.”
I grinned. “So were we.”
“By Conroy?” Raven’s breath puffed in a cloud.
I nodded and explained our schooling system, how it involved actual courses and Real Life classes.
“So you spent your entire childhood in that cabin in Colorado?” His eyes widened.
“Yep.”
“I can’t imagine what that’d be like.” Raven shook his head. “And I thought my upbringing was isolated.”
“See, we’re not that different.” If I’d been closer, I would have nudged him.
A slow smile spread across Raven’s face.
We all kept talking, and I asked Raven more and more questions. He slowly seemed more comfortable and began to open up. When Flint also seemed curious and initiated a few questions of his own, I got up and told them I was going back to the house to use the bathroom. I knew Flint was getting more curious about his brother when he didn’t insist on accompanying me.
I followed our tracks back to the house. I had no intention of returning to the stream, but neither Flint nor Raven knew that.
“Hey.” Jacinda glanced up when I walked into the living room. She and Luke sat on the couch. It didn’t escape my notice that Jacinda was practically sitting in his lap. She inched off Luke’s thighs when I walked to the kitchen counter to make a late lunch.
Luke glanced in my direction. “Where have you been?”
“Flint, Raven and I went for a walk.”
Luke looked down the hall. “Didn’t they come back with you?”
I tucked a long strand of red hair behind my ear. “They’re still at the stream, talking.”
Jacinda raised an eyebrow. “Flint’s talking to Raven?”
Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who’d picked up on Flint’s accusatory feelings toward our newest member. “Yep.” I unscrewed the mayo and put a huge dollop on a slice of bread before adding lunch meat and cheese.
Jacinda leaned back against the couch. “That’s good to hear.”
I grinned. “Yes, it is.”
FLINT AND RAVEN returned to the cabin three hours later. I watched them through the window. They walked side by side through the snow as the setting sun glowed against their backs.
I couldn’t hear what they were talking about. I simply watched them as they got closer. They walked slowly, almost reluctantly to the door. When they stepped inside and stomped their boots, I poked my head into the entryway.
“Have a nice time?”
Flint’s head shot up. His chestnut hair was ruffled from his hat. He looked incredibly sexy. “I thought you only had to go to the bathroom.”
I shrugged. “I got hungry and it was warm in here.”
Raven smiled. I was happy to see he looked relaxed. His eyes were a muted orange, no fiery blazes. “I could have cranked the heat up for you.”
“You can change the temps on your fires?”
He nodded.
“I’ll keep that in mind for next time.”
Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Black yoga pants came into view. Di was smiling when she bounded into the foyer. My eyes widened. Di was smiling and bounding. Each of those things was cause for question. Something was definitely up.
“Are you okay?”
She grinned. “Yes! I just had a vision. Everything’s going to be fine. We’re not hiding or running anymore! We’re just normal people, like everyone else!”
She turned to Flint and stopped short when she saw Raven. The three siblings, standing beside one another, looked like they could be triplets. I couldn’t believe I’d ever thought Di and Flint were dating when I first “met” them a few months ago. It was so obvious they were related.
“That’s good.” Raven stood between Di and Flint. He shuffled his feet, his head dipped.
Di glanced his way. “You and I were living together, Raven. Like a real family.”
I knew she meant blood family. My heart warmed when I watched Raven swallow, his fire-lit eyes misting over. “Together?”
She nodded.
I walked to Flint and put my arm around him. He squeezed me tightly. And in that moment, I knew everything was going to be okay.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

I buried my toes in the sand. Waves from the ocean lapped the shore while the sun warmed my skin. I’d never seen water so clear. The tropical waters were warm and translucent aqua. Farther out, they morphed into dark blue. It was hard to believe it was only a week after Christmas. This was completely opposite to the snowy, cold Canadian province we’d left three days ago.
Flint and I went snorkeling yesterday. That was a first for both of us. We held hands, our bodies floating in the warm Caribbean water while we stared at the real life aquarium swimming beneath us. I’d never seen so many colorful fish and sea life in such a concentrated area.
Clinking from ice in a glass sounded as Flint sat down in the sand beside me. A long, tanned forearm reached out. “Here you go.”
I took the pink and yellow drink from him. It was in a tall glass with a skewer of oranges and cherries impaled by a turquoise umbrella.
I laughed. “Where’d you get the umbrella?”
Flint shrugged. “The bar in our bungalow has everything you could ever need.”
I sipped from the straw. The fruity sweet beverage tasted crisp and fresh. It was the perfect beach drink.
Flint leaned back in the sand on his elbows. His unbuttoned shirt spread open. Sand dotted his pectorals which were deeply tanned and incredibly sexy in the tropical sun. He caught me watching him. “Like what you see?”
I grinned. “You know it.”
Just before Greg flew us to the island, I got my period. It was a bittersweet ending to all that had unfolded. Flint and I had both felt relieved that a pregnancy never happened. As much as we loved each other and planned to stay together for the rest of our lives, neither of us was ready to start a family. We were too young. We had too much we wanted to do. There was time for that in the future, but for right now, we both wanted many childless years to come.
He took the drink out of my hand and placed it on the small table at my side before crushing me beneath him. I spread my legs, allowing him better access.
The private beach and villa we’d rented sat on a small island in the Caribbean. We were only three days into our month long vacation, just the two of us. Finally, we were taking the trip we’d been talking about for weeks.
When he pulled back, I was breathless. “How long have we waited for this?”
“Too long,” he growled.
“I can’t believe I said only a month. I should have said a year.”
He chuckled and then in a lightning fast move he was walking back to the villa with me in his arms. He carried me from the beach up the walkway to the huge king sized bed. Fresh sea air whipped through the interior. The glass wall of accordion style windows, that made up one wall in the villa, was entirely open. Salty, fresh ocean air whipped through the bedroom. It felt like the room was outside.
Flint splayed me across the bed before landing on top of me. I laughed when the mattress made us both bounce. His eyes darkened. Reaching a finger up, he pushed hair out of my face.
“I’ve waited for so long to have you like this.”
I thought of the months and years we’d dreamed of being normal, of not having to hide, of having a life of our own, of traveling. Now, we were finally living it.
His deep voice rumbled. “I love you. More than life itself.” His dark gaze filled with emotion.
My heart clenched. I tenderly ran a finger along his cheek. His eyes darkened even more. Heat filled my core. “I’ll love you forever,” I breathed. The bracelet he’d given me on my eighteenth birthday slid down my arm when I wrapped my hand around his neck.
“It’s funny.” He moved down to kiss the side of my neck.
“What’s funny?” I could barely concentrate. His tongue did amazing things.
“In a way, I feel like we’ve been given a new life. That this is the life we were always meant to have. Free, together, our family safe.”
I nodded as he pushed up. I tried to pull him closer, but he stayed on his forearms. Deep emotion blazed in his irises. “It’s like we’ve been reborn. Like we’ve got a chance to start anew.”
I shimmied out of my top and pulled him onto my naked breasts. “And there’s only one person I want to start that new life with.”




EPILOGUE

One Year Later
I handed another string of Christmas lights to Luke. He stood on top of a small ladder. The tree we’d picked out that morning was almost ten feet tall. All twelve of us had set out just after breakfast, in search of the perfect tree. It only took an hour of tramping through the snow around our Canadian property to find it.
“Don’t you think those are enough?” Jet looked at the array of lights that wrapped around the tree. There were so many, they practically blinded me.
“I saw a tree in a movie once. It was almost completely covered in lights.” Luke scratched his head. “Isn’t that how they’re supposed to be?”
“It can be however you want it.” Jacinda kneeled beside him, plucking glass ornaments from where they were carefully wrapped in tissue paper. They were all new. She’d bought them at Tiffany’s when she’d been on a trip to New York the week prior. During the past three months, Jacinda had visited the Big Apple on a monthly basis.
“There are no rules on how to do this?” Luke untwisted another string of lights.
“Nope.” Jacinda held up an ornament. “You can make the tree however you want it.”
“I fink we should string some popcorn together.” Edgar sat cross legged on the floor. “That’s what people do sometimes, in’it?”
Jet snickered. “If you’re five years old maybe.”
Amber glared at Jet. “I think that’s a great idea. Let’s go pop some.”
Amber and Edgar trailed off to the kitchen.
It was amazingly peaceful being back at our home in the Canadian Rockies. It wasn’t where we normally lived, but we all agreed it was where we wanted to spend our first true Christmas together as a family of twelve.
The sounds and scents of popping corn soon filled the room. Susannah moved from the couch to kneel beside Jacinda. “That one’s pretty.” She pointed to the ornament in the shape of a snowflake.
“Do you want to hang it?” Jacinda smoothed a strand of long, blond hair behind her ear and smiled.
Susannah took it and stood. When she walked to the tree, it was hard not to notice her attire. Susannah wore skinny jeans and a red sweater made of some expensive, shimmering fabric that had holes cut strategically out of the shoulders. Bracelets jangled from her wrists. Glittery earrings adorned her ears. Susannah looked like a model straight out of a fashion magazine. The ankle high stiletto boots only added to the look.
I admired her long, black hair which hung in heavy waves to her waist. She held up the ornament. Her ivory skin practically sparkled with happiness. The days where Susannah didn’t eat, talk, or shower were long over. So were the days where she only wore baggy t-shirts and sweatpants. Now, Jacinda styled her on a regular basis.
My sister’s dream had finally come true. Since Susannah lived with Jacinda and Luke, Jacinda had found someone to style on a daily basis who just happened to be the perfect client. Susannah never batted an eye over some of the ridiculous things Jacinda picked out for her, like the sweater she currently wore. She had to be freezing with all of the holes in it.
“Where should I put it?” Susannah ran her fingers along its edge.
“Wherever you want.” Di sat at the kitchen table, sipping hot chocolate while trying to beat Raven in a game of chess. It seemed she’d met her match. Their games could last for hours, and on occasion, days. “Like Jacinda said, there are no rules.”
Di finally moved her piece which got a concentrated frown out of Raven.
“Hmm.” His orange eyes glowed with intensity.
Di smiled. “Your move, brother.”
I gave the last string of lights to Luke before joining Flint on the couch. He put his arm around me and offered me a sip of his eggnog. I took the mug and looked over my shoulder when the front door opened.  A rush of cold air followed.
“We’ve got the presents!” Mica exclaimed excitedly.
She, Jasper and Father all ambled in. In thick winter jackets and rosy cheeks, they were the epitome of winter. Each carried enormous bags of shiny wrapped presents in gold, red and green. We’d all done our shopping back in Colorado before we’d flown up to Canada. However, there’d been so many presents, we’d left them on the plane and agreed to deal with them today.
“Is that all of them?” Jacinda frowned.
“Nope. There are more bags in the truck.” Mica kicked off her boots and jacket before lifting her nose. “Is that popcorn I smell?” She disappeared into the kitchen.
“Did Greg finally fly home?” I asked. Since Greg, our pilot, lived in Florida, he’d probably wanted to get going. It was a long flight. I couldn’t think of anything worse than Christmas where it was seventy degrees, but Greg shuddered every time I suggested he stay with us for the holiday. It seemed he preferred his holidays on the beach, especially when those beaches included women in bikinis. I’d also come to learn he was a notorious bachelor.
“He flew back after we collected everything.” Jasper set down the bags he was carrying before going back outside for the rest.
I eyed the present on top of the bag nearest the kitchen. It was the gift I’d bought Flint—a watch with a personalized inscription. I fingered the charm bracelet on my wrist. Love You Forever. He’d now have something to wear that also held the inscription that meant so much to us.
I leaned back against Flint’s shoulder. We had four whole weeks before Greg would return to pick us up. I couldn’t think of anywhere I’d rather be for the holidays.
“Happy?” Flint leaned down.
I nodded.
Flint’s lips brushed my neck. “In a couple of years, when we have jobs, it may be harder to have Christmas trips like this. Father may have to experience his first Christmas without us.”
My heart warmed every time I heard Flint call Conroy Father. He’d been doing it for months, but it still made my heart sing. I tugged at my black and gold University of Colorado sweatshirt. Pride filled me. I was a student now and planned to become a social worker. “We’ll find a way to be together.”
All of us had settled in Colorado and attended college. Flint, Di, Mica, the twins and I lived in Boulder. Flint and I had our own place while the twins and Mica had theirs. Father, Jacinda, Luke, Edgar, Amber and Susannah lived in Denver—Father, Amber and Edgar in one home, while Luke, Jacinda and Susannah lived in another.
Since we only lived an hour from one another, we often met up on weekends, but not always. I had other friends now too, not just my family. I pulled out my phone. A text from Grace lit it up. I smothered a laugh at the picture she sent.
It was just like we’d always imagined. We now lived normal, mundane, peaceful lives. We got up for school Monday through Friday. On the weekends, we’d often meet up to study, see concerts together, try new restaurants or just hang out and watch movies. It was so blissfully ordinary I thought sometimes I’d burst from happiness.
Flint leaned down and kissed me softly. “I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be.”
“Me either.”
He hugged me closer. I glanced over my shoulder.
Father stood against the wall with a wistful, content smile. He caught me watching him. Neither of us had to say anything. Father’s look said it all. Finally, our family was exactly how he’d always dreamed it would be.
Safe. Free. Together.
I turned back around and leaned against Flint’s shoulder. “Merry Christmas,” I whispered.
He squeezed me tighter. “Merry Christmas.”


THE END
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Inside Compound 26, a giant government-controlled research facility, Meghan's new job involves studying the Kazzies, the rare survivors who carry the virus and now exhibit supernatural powers. But as her work enfolds, Meghan's horrified at the brutal and unethical practices the Kazzies are subjected to.
And most surprisingly, she falls in love with one.
Faced with growing conflict over helping the Kazzies versus following the Compound's strict policies, Meghan must choose: obey the government's unethical practices or risk everything to save the only man she's ever loved.




Thank you for reading Reborn in The Lost Children Trilogy!
If you enjoy Krista Street’s writing, make sure you join her newsletter at https://www.kristastreet.com/contact to stay up-to-date on new releases, book deals, and all of the writing stuff she’s up to.
And if you enjoyed Reborn, please consider posting a review on Amazon. Indie authors rely heavily on readers reviewing their work. Even one sentence helps a lot. Thank you so much if you do! ♥
To follow Krista Street on social media, click the links below.
Website
Receive new release alerts by clicking the yellow “Follow” button on Krista’s Amazon Author Page
Facebook — Twitter — Instagram




ALSO BY KRISTA STREET



The Lost Children Trilogy – a YA Science Fantasy Romance trilogy
AWAKENED (the prequel, FREE if you sign up for Krista’s newsletter)
FORGOTTEN – book 1
REMEMBERED – book 2
REBORN – book 3


The Lost Children World – a spin-off series from The Lost Children Trilogy
RETRIBUTION – book 1


The Makanza Series – a Sci-Fi Dystopian Romance series
THE SECOND WAVE – book 0
COMPOUND 26 – book 1
RESERVATION 1 – book 2
SECTION 12 – book 3
DIVISION 5 – book 4


Other Works
SITERON – a YA Sci-Fi short story
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