
        
            
                
            
        

    


Welcome to the second HEROES multi-author anthology!
The heroes in these books are all spectacular, whether born with special abilities or created, by choice or in a science lab. What these books have in common is originality, and some of the most compelling, unique voices in publishing today.
Titles are from different authors and may be read in any order. Lengths vary. Click the covers or text links below to see each book's introduction page for a detailed description. Please note: some stories are for all ages, and others contain mature subject matter; all are appropriately labeled.

Torrent (Rust & Relics) Lindsay Buroker
 (336 pages - Urban Fantasy Adventure)
 Delia is an artifact hunter who's just discovered the world is full of man-slaying monsters, magical swords, and elves on motorcycles. Now there's a new monster in Sedona, Arizona. The tourist town is known for its majestic rock formations and ruins left by the Sinagua, a native people who mysteriously disappeared hundreds of years ago. Now a centuries-old evil has been reawakened, threatening to deliver the people of Sedona to the same fate as the Sinagua.
Justice Calling (The Twenty-Sided Sorceress) Annie Bellet
 (100 pages - Urban Fantasy)
 In a small town in Idaho, gamer and sorceress Jade Crow fights an evil warlock threatening her shapeshifter friends.
Super - Ernie Lindsey
 (305 pages - Superhero Suspense / Mystery)
 Leo Craft assassinates wayward superheroes. Somebody has to. As the world mourns the death of Patriotman, Leo learns that the president has been targeted for assassination, and one of his colleagues may be the villain.
Caged Wolf (The Tarot Witches) S.M. Reine
 (160 pages - Urban Fantasy / Paranormal Romance)
 The biker gangs passing through Lobo Norte don’t scare Ofelia anymore. But Trouble is different. A biker with a wolf tattoo and tortured eyes, he sees beyond Ofelia’s tough disguise. There’s magic between them that neither understands.
Blood Moon (The Gambit #1.5) Nicolas Wilson
 (64 pages - Urban Fantasy)
 His community still reeling from a thwarted takeover, a magical law enforcement officer teams up with his vampire counterpart to track a murderer practicing forbidden magic.
Mothers (Invisibles) Michelle Read
 (138 pages - Urban Fantasy / Adventure)
 Returning home should have made life easier for Erin Young. Lately, though, even her best friend was hiding something from her. The women in her neighborhood seem to have strange powers.
Bloom (The Bloom Series, Book 1) A.P. Kensey
 (292 pages - Teen / YA Urban Fantasy Adventure)
 BLOOM is an action-packed fantasy adventure that tells the story of Haven Kincaid and Colton Ross—two teenagers with special powers fighting to survive in a dangerous world. After losing everything, their journeys collide and they must risk their lives to save their worlds from complete destruction
Melancholia (Duality Book 1) Elle Casey
 (340 pages - New Adult / Teen Paranormal Romance)
 Malcolm has an unusual power that causes him to leave misery in his wake. Sadness and negativity are his constant companions. But then Rae shows up in his life, and everything changes. Darkness cleaves to light. Anger yields to joy. The question is whether she'll be his salvation or his destruction.
Panther's Quest (The Alpha's Captive / Taken by the Panther Novella) V.M. Black
 (100 pages - Paranormal Romance)
 An ex-SEAL panther shifter, Chay Bane has spent the last six years building a secret refuge for shifters in trouble. But when one of his bests friends comes pounding at the door with trouble in his wake, suddenly everything he's ever worked for is on the line.
Shifted, Episode 1 (Shifted) Madeline Freeman
 (38 pages - Urban Fantasy - Serial)
 When the lives of Leigh Evans and Peter Monroe intersect, everything will change. Thrust into a world she never knew existed, Leigh will learn who she really is, and what she’s capable of.
Defect: Part One (A Fractured Era: Legacy Code Prequel) Autumn Kalquist
 (100 pages - Dystopian / Apocalyptic Science Fiction)
 Selene Hayes may have superimmunity, but she’s defective. Now the Corporate Coalition hunts her, and when rumors of a mysterious quarantine reach her sanctuary, she must decide whether to keep hiding… or fight to survive.




Torrent
 (Rust & Relics, Book 1)
 Lindsay Buroker
DESCRIPTION: Delia never thought her love of adventure and artifact hunting would lead her to discover such oddities as man-slaying monsters, magical swords, and elves on motorcycles. Oh, and there’s also the Ancient Spartan warrior who’s been stranded in the present—he’s offering to work as her bodyguard in exchange for English lessons.
She’s barely wrapped her mind around these strange new developments when another monster arrives, this time in Sedona, Arizona. The tourist town is known for its majestic rock formations, “healing vortexes,” and ruins left by the Sinagua, a native people who mysteriously disappeared hundreds of years ago. Monsters are a more recent development. This one is leaving death and destruction in its wake, and Delia and her friends are the only ones who know what’s going on. They’re also the only ones with a weapon that can harm the creature—if they can find it.
To add to their problems, a centuries-old evil has been reawakened, one that threatens to deliver the people of Sedona to the same fate as the Sinagua. And Delia and her friends along with them.
GENRE: Urban Fantasy, 84,000 words or 336 pages.
READERS ARE SAYING:
"A cross between Indiana Jones and an urban fantasy. This action packed thrill ride will keep you riveted."
 - Beth H.
"Lindsay Buroker has a natural talent for creating interesting, likable characters with loads of personality who stumble into fantastic adventures. I also appreciate her knack for creating and building relationships between her characters without sinking into anything too graphic. I can send these books to my book-hungry nieces with confidence."
 - Amazon Reviewer
"I enjoy nerdy, awkward characters, and we have an abundance of them here. The skinny Star Trek fan, the would-be Indiana Jones (complete with bullwhip, which turns out to be surprisingly useful), even the tennis star, sidelined by injury, whose awkwardness comes from having focussed so much on her sport that she doesn't know much about anything else. They're young, they're enthusiastic, they're curious to the point of incautious (more or less the Scooby Gang, complete with vanagon, though without any Great Danes), they're short of money, and when the chips are down they're determined and courageous."
 - Mike Reeves-McMillan
Turn the page to begin reading Torrent by Lindsay Buroker, or click here to return to this anthology’s Table of Contents.



TORRENT
 (RUST & RELICS, BOOK 1)

LINDSAY BUROKER




CHAPTER 1
You get yourself into strange places when you’re broke, jobless, and trying to figure out how to pay back sixty thousand dollars in college loans. Such as dark, musty mine shafts that have been abandoned for a hundred years.
“Not to sound like a belligerent seven year old in the back of the car, but how much farther?” I asked and wiped my nose.
You wouldn’t think anyone’s nose could run in Arizona’s 1.37% humidity, but my nostrils were coated with dust, microscopic shards of stone, and the remains of that bug I inhaled on the off-off-road drive up here. Somehow, when I’d been studying archaeology at ASU and picturing myself as the female Indiana Jones of the Southwest, I hadn’t made allowances for the bug guts.
“We’re close,” Simon said, “I promise.”
He was leading the crawl through the doddering old mine, and there wasn’t enough room for me to scoot up beside him. That made him fortunate, because if I could see his smartphone and the app that was supposedly leading us to this treasure, I’d probably discover there was no reception down here and that he was making “educated guesses” again. At that point, I’d be obligated to punch him, Yaiyai’s lectures about proper ladylike behavior notwithstanding.
“Close as in just around the next bend?” I asked. “Or close as in the it-can’t-be-that-far-to-the-Winslow-rest-stop incident?”
Simon grinned back at me, his bronze face grimy, his short black hair full of dust, and his headlamp blinding me. “Delia, I promise we are much closer to our destination than we are to Winslow, Arizona.”
“How comforting.”
He winked, reminding me for all the world of Coyote from the Navajo legends, though, as he’s quick to point out, the Makah are about as closely related to the Navajo as Norwegians are to Greeks.
Simon glanced at the display on his smartphone, then shuffled forward again. I gave the splintered supports above our heads a wary glance, then followed after him.
“There’s an open area ahead,” he said. “This might be what we’re looking for.”
Despite my grousing, anticipation flowed into my limbs, and I crawled faster, ignoring the dirt and gravel slipping past my belt to fill my jeans and underwear with gritty souvenirs to discover later. Simon scrambled down a slope into a relatively flat space where he could stand.
His head rotated, his lamp beam sweeping across the area. “Hm.”
That hm didn’t sound particularly exultant. When I scrambled down the slope and came to my feet beside him, I was underwhelmed.
“Lo, a broken shovel haft,” I said, raising an arm in triumph. “Finally, the rare relic that will make our business famous, bring in clients with lots of money, and earn me the respect of peers who’ve shunned me since I embarked on this dubious career.” My sarcasm grew a little raw there at the end, and I reminded myself that I’d chosen to give up the legitimate job, so complaining wasn’t seemly.
“Did you say lo?” Simon asked.
“Not in any sort of seriousness.”
“Oh, good. I was afraid I’d have to tease you relentlessly for the rest of the day.” He picked up the shovel haft and knocked dust off it. It might be a hundred years old, but even in pristine condition, it wouldn’t be an item that collectors sought.
“There’s no iron on it,” Simon said. “This isn’t what the metal detector picked up.”
I eyed the dirt ceiling again. Not for the first time, I wondered if he’d simply chanced across bottle caps buried in the rocky hillside above, but he’d assured me on multiple occasions that the Dirt Viper was accurate to fifty feet, not only at finding metal, but at displaying its depth. It ought to be. We’d paid thousands for the thing. Add that to the subterranean explorers app he’d made, and we ought to be the premier treasure hunters of the Southwest. Thus far, though, he’d made more money for the business by selling copies of the software, and I’d made more by bargaining for arrowheads and antiques at estate sales.
“Let’s see what’s over the next rubble pile,” I said, continuing forward. At least, I tried to continue. Something tugged at my waist, and I stumbled.
The bullwhip I wore on my belt had unraveled, the tip catching in the rocks. It was probably a silly accoutrement for a treasure hunter who rarely crossed pits of snakes or fled from giant boulders, but it came in handy often enough that I endured the mocking I got from friends, family, and airport security. I grumbled and returned to extricate it while Simon laughed.
“You’re supposed to assist a woman in trouble, not snicker at her.” I pointed a finger at his nose. “This is why you have a hard time getting girls.”
“Really? I thought it had more to do with my scrawny limbs, passion for all-weekend RealmSaga sessions, and pathological inability to speak to women without stuttering.”
“No, it’s definitely the inappropriate snickering.” I freed the bullwhip and looped it again on my belt opposite the multi-tool that completed my adventuring ensemble. “A girl likes to know that you support her and—”
A shriek rang out of the darkness. I jumped so high I nearly cracked my head on the tunnel support.
“What the—?” Simon asked.
I would have asked something similar, but I was too busy clutching my chest and wondering if one’s heart really could leap into one’s throat. It’d been so silent since we entered the passage that I was surprised to learn anyone else was on the same mountain, much less in the same mine. And apparently in distress. Or pain. Male? Female? I couldn’t tell. The scream rang out again.
I jogged for the rock pile and climbed a couple of feet, shining my headlamp into the darkness ahead. “Do you think we can get there from here?”
“Er.” Simon hadn’t moved. The whites of his eyes were visible around his irises.
I frowned back at him. “What’s the hold up? Someone’s in pain.”
“It sounds like someone’s being attacked. The closest thing to a weapon I have is an app that makes machine gun noises.”
“Don’t be silly. Attacked by what? Someone must have fallen into a pit or something and needs help.”
The scream came again, much weaker this time, almost a whimper.
I crawled higher up on the rubble pile until my head almost bumped against the ceiling. On hands and knees, I advanced atop the gravel and boulders, not certain if the tunnel continued or if I’d run into a dead-end. I was relieved when rocks shifted behind me, announcing that Simon was following. Despite my certain words, I didn’t truly want to crawl deeper into the mine alone.
We shuffled across the top of the rubble-filled tunnel in silence for a few minutes. The scream didn’t come again. I wondered if we were going in the wrong direction, but there’d been no other alternative routes, at least not from the mine shaft we’d entered through. It’d been so hidden behind tall grass and manzanita that I wouldn’t have thought anyone had traipsed through it for years if not decades. But we couldn’t be the only... explorers—my mind shied away from labeling us as scavengers—out here.
“Stop,” Simon whispered.
“What is it?” I halted, turning my face left and right to probe the darkness ahead with my headlamp.
“Do you smell... I swear I caught a whiff of blood.”
At first, I thought he might be joking—what did he think he was, a bloodhound?—but the dusty air did have a different scent. Blood? I wasn’t sure, but the memory of elk hunting with my grandfather came to mind, so maybe so.
“He could have gotten some cuts...” I said, though I’d grown less certain of my fall-in-a-pit theory. What kind of pits would there be in mine shafts, anyway?
“I’m glad you’re leading the way,” Simon muttered.
I continued forward, keeping my eyes trained on the darkness ahead. “You’re not living up to all those stories about Native Americans being brave warriors.”
“You’re thinking of the Comanche. My people have always been peaceful fishermen. We rocked at throwing parties and giving gifts too. You’ve heard of potlatches, right? If you want me to make a gift for whatever is attacking that person, I’ll be happy to do so.”
Usually his chatter made me smile, but I found myself licking my lips and wondering if we should leave. I hadn’t heard a peep in several minutes. Maybe it was too late. Or maybe we could pretend we’d never heard anything to start with. Despite the cowardly thoughts, I kept going. If we ended up injured or in trouble on one of our excursions, I sure hoped someone would come help us.
The rubble pile sloped downward until I could stand again. Ore cart tracks came into view, as well as our first branch in the tunnel system. Three options stretched before us, all dark. I thought we might spot some footprints, but rocks and gravel dominated the ground, nothing that held tracks.
“Got an app that can tell us which way?” I asked.
But Simon had tucked away his smartphone. He sniffed the air a couple of times, then pointed to the leftmost passage. I tried a few experimental sniffs myself. That faint taint of blood or meat still hung in the air, along with... It almost smelled like the ocean. Salt? Seaweed? Odd. We were a six-hour drive from the Pacific.
I was tempted to make Simon go first since he’d picked the route, but he truly was unarmed. At least I had sharp, pointy things on my multi-tool. And I’d taken those three years of Tae Kwon Do during college. Both of which were sure to be useful against a pack of rabid wolves.
Ahead a support beam had broken and lay diagonally across the tunnel. Before clambering over, I peered under it, half expecting the person who’d screamed to be crumpled there, but the passage beyond was empty.
His eyes on the tunnel ahead, Simon climbed past the timber and continued into the darkness. I caught up with him when he stopped. The shaft had ended, opening up into a natural cavern. My headlamp beam played across stalactites and mounds of rock. It reminded me of the Colossal Cave near Tucson, if a smaller version. But there weren’t supposed to be any caves in the mountains around Prescott, at least not that I’d learned about when researching the area online. We weren’t on private property—this was part of the national forest—so it was hard to imagine something like this not having been turned into a tourist trap. Maybe, like the rubble-filled mine shaft, it wasn’t structurally sound enough. I grimaced at the ceiling.
Simon must have had something besides tourist traps on his mind, for he wandered into the cavern, climbing over mounds and slipping past stalagmites. He stopped, his back rigid.
“Find something?” I asked casually, though my heart rate had quickened.
“Yeah.” His voice came out choked.
I summoned some fortitude and climbed over the rocks to join him. The scent of blood—of freshly butchered meat—grew stronger, and so did the smell of the ocean. Before I could remark on the weirdness of the seaweed odor, I saw what had made Simon halt.
It was a young man’s head. Just a head.
It’d been removed from his body, the severing gory and uneven, as if it’d ripped off with one’s bare hands, if anyone’s hands were strong enough for that.
Mutely, Simon pointed to the side. A few meters away, crumpled between two mounds of rock, lay the rest of the body, a khaki shirt torn and saturated with crimson. Blood pooled beneath the torso, blood that hadn’t yet had time to dry.



CHAPTER 2
I stared at the body for a long stunned moment, then stumbled backward, my stomach roiling. I closed my eyes and pressed a fist to my mouth, struggling to tame my gag reflex. I needed to figure out what was going on—and if we were in danger—not throw up all over a crime scene.
“You don’t know it’s a crime,” I muttered to myself. It was hard to believe someone could have accidentally been decapitated, but maybe there was some kind of... natural explanation.
But what if whatever had done this was still in here? We’d heard the man scream not ten minutes ago. I peered about the dark cavern, my headlamp doing a pitiful job of illuminating its recesses. Nothing stirred in the depths of the chamber, and I didn’t hear anything except my own breathing. Odd how loud that can sound in utter silence.
Simon was staring at the body, his headlamp unmoving. He wasn’t in shock, I didn’t think, but horrified. He started eyeing our surroundings too.
The dead man—what was left of him—wore a backpack with a coil of rope strapped to it, though neither item had been removed. I pointed my lamp upward. Maybe if he’d dropped from above and onto a sharp cave protrusion... but there was nothing to fall from, nor were there any gore-covered rock features. Besides, people’s heads didn’t get torn off when they fell. I rubbed my face with a shaking hand.
A flash of light assaulted my eyes, and I lurched sideways into a stalagmite. Simon was snapping pictures.
“What are you doing?” I whispered harshly. All right, that was obvious. What I meant was... “Why are you doing it?”
“There’s a smudge here, like part of a bloody footprint. Or paw print.” He shrugged.
“You shouldn’t be standing that close. Your foot is in blood, that guy’s blood.” That disturbed me almost as much as the presence of the body for some reason. I’m sure it was the only reason there was a hysterical edge to my voice. “Don’t touch anything. We’ll go tell the rangers.”
Simon lowered his phone to frown at me. “The rangers? You think they’re up for murder investigations?”
“This isn’t a murder. This is a... a... mauling. By... a... bear.” I didn’t believe that—I’d seen bear work before, and tearing heads off people wasn’t their style—but I wanted to believe it. Bears were normal. Normal was good. Or at least—I glanced at the body again—less disturbing.
“A bear? You... believe that?”
“You tell me,” I said. “Didn’t you spend your youth close to nature, learning to hunt and track and identify what bodies mauled by bears look like?”
“If by close to nature you mean living in a trailer, playing computer games, and making spaghetti and meatballs for my addled grandmother, absolutely. As to the rest, the only thing bears in the Pacific Northwest maul are salmon, so I wouldn’t really know. These”— he waved at the cave, or maybe at the mountain or the entire state, “—are your stomping grounds.”
I pushed my bangs out of my eyes. Technically, I was from New Mexico, not Arizona, but he was right. I’d grown up in a similar climate, and I was the one with the self-sufficient back-to-the-earth family, including a grandfather who’d taken my interest in shooting bows for a desire to learn how to hunt. I’d been so impressed that he’d been willing to take me out to do “boy” things that I hadn’t admitted to the amount of puking I’d done the first time we shot an elk. I’d been more relieved than chagrinned when Yaiyai insisted that young women who wanted to get married and make babies shouldn’t be running around in the desert like savages.
“I don’t think it was a bear,” I finally said, then crinkled my nose. The queasiness hadn’t left my stomach, and the longer we stayed in the confines of the cave, the more the smell of the body was getting to me, not to mention the terror forever burned into the man’s eyes. “Let’s argue about it elsewhere, all right? After we tell someone. If not the rangers, the sheriff’s department.” All I knew was that we weren’t investigating it.
“Whatever you say.” Simon’s phone ticked as he claimed a few more pictures.
I grabbed his arm and propelled him along with me. An uneasy sense of foreboding crept over me as we headed back for the mine shaft. “What are you planning to do with those pictures?”
“Nothing.”
“Why don’t I believe you?”
“You’re mistrustful by nature,” Simon said.
“Or I’ve known you too long. I’ve never seen you snap pictures unless it’s to gross out your brother or to post something for the company blog.” I scowled at him. “And this better not be about the latter.”
“I wouldn’t put pictures of bodies on our business site.”
“Good.” I climbed back up the slope of rubble, eager to see the sun again.
“But,” Simon said, “if we had evidence about the existence of some mutant animal or weird desert monster, it’d bring tons of traffic to the site.”
I nearly stumbled down the back side of the slope. “Simon.”
No way was I going to let him put something that sensational up there.
“Well, it totally would,” he said.
“We don’t need prepubescent boys who want to gawk at dead people coming to our site. They’re not our demographic.”
“You never know. Besides, any links that we can get to the site from big bloggers and newspapers will help us out. The search engines will love us and send more traffic overall. Relevant traffic.”
I waved, trying to silence him before he started explaining search engine optimization to me. Again. It’d made my eyes glaze over the first time. Nor should we be discussing marketing strategies when some guy was dead back there.
A moan whispered through the tunnel.
I swallowed. “What was that?”
“The wind?”
“Underground wind?”
“It could be blowing over a hole leading to the outside somewhere,” Simon said.
“It sounded like it came from behind us.”
I wanted him to tell me I was wrong, to convince me of this wind theory of his, but he didn’t say anything else. His fingers brushed my boot though. He was crawling along the rubble more quickly now. I picked up my pace too.
We scrambled down from the rubble pile and into the chamber where we’d found the old shovel haft. A clunk, clunk, thud sounded somewhere behind us. A rock falling. One we’d shaken free in our passing? Or had something else shaken it free?
“Go,” Simon urged, giving me a push.
“Good idea.”
He passed me and surged up the next rubble pile.
I charged after him. “Oh, sure, now you’re willing to take the lead.”
He didn’t answer. We were too busy scrambling across the rocks, our breaths loud enough to hear. Another rock fell behind us, maybe twenty meters back. One rock might have been chance, a delayed shifting after our passing, but two?
I whispered a few curses at the noises and at the scrapes my elbows and knees were taking. I skidded down another slope, glancing back before dropping below the top of the rubble. The glance was too wild—too quick—causing the headlamp’s beam to blur about. There might have been a dark shadow back there, something moving, but I couldn’t be sure. I wasn’t about to stop for a longer look.
When we hit the ground, hard rock lined with ore cart tracks, our crawls turned into sprints. How far was the exit? A quarter mile? On the way in, we’d been going slowly and exploring, so I wasn’t sure. I urged my legs to greater speed, though, hoping to see the light at the end of the tunnel. I also hoped man-slaying tunnel monsters didn’t like light. Surely the harsh Arizona sun would melt such a creature or turn it to stone or—
Another moan, this more of a growl, emanated from the darkness behind us.
I cursed again. Not only was that not the wind, but it was closer this time.
“There,” Simon panted, flinging his arm out. He was a few feet ahead of me and had seen the light first.
As soon as the tunnel entrance came into view for me, I summoned all of my remaining strength for a last sprint. My thighs burned and the air rasping into my lungs didn’t seem to do any good, but I kept running nonetheless. My eyes focused on the mottled sunlight slanting through the grass and leaves and onto the dusty rocks by the entrance. I raced toward it... then through it, ignoring the branches clawing at my face and my hair.
The mine shaft opened onto a slope, and my momentum carried me down the mountainside with huge lunging steps. It was only luck that I didn’t trip and roll headfirst down the hill. I spotted a towering pine at the base of the slope, the nearest branch more than fifteen feet up. Without slowing, I tugged my bullwhip free. With an arm lift and wrist snap that I’d practiced countless times on bottles in the yard as a kid, the popper wrapped around the branch. I’d practiced using the whip as a rope far fewer times, but with adrenaline surging through my limbs, I scampered up it like a squirrel racing up a tree. I didn’t pause to look around until I stood on the branch with my arm clamped to the trunk.
The mountainside lay quiet, bathed in late afternoon sunlight. No birds chirped, no cicadas buzzed, and no bears, monsters, or other nefarious predators tore down the slope toward my tree. I didn’t know if the forest critters were being quiet because they’d sensed danger or if our rapid charge out of the mine shaft had startled them to silence.
Simon was leaning against a bolder, looking at my tree. When our eyes met, he arched his brows.
“Nice move with the whip,” he said. “If you give up antiquing as a job, maybe you could get a stunt double gig in Hollywood.”
“Har har, don’t tell me you weren’t scared. I was the one trying to keep up with you.”
“My canteen was low, so it seemed like a good time to leave and replenish my supplies.” Simon smiled ruefully. “At top speed.”
“Uh huh.” I shifted my weight so I could sit on the branch. It wasn’t a comfortable perch, but I wasn’t ready to leave it yet. I might have imagined that something was following us—though I had heard those noises back there, I was sure of it—but either way, something ghastly had happened to that climber. I unwound my whip so I could coil it on my belt again.
“We should get off this mountain before dark,” Simon said. “Zelda barely made it up here in daylight.”
“Good idea,” I said, though I waited a couple more minutes before climbing down. By then, a few birds had started chattering again. Despite our jokes, we navigated through the dry brush at a quicker pace than usual. Neither of us would feel safe until we were back on a paved road close to civilization.
Our pace picked up even more when Zelda, our battered blue Volkswagen Vanagon came into view, our business name, “Rust & Relics” painted on the side in white with my cell phone number and our web address. I was relieved to see the van, but that relief disappeared when we rounded the back and found the side door wide open.
“Uh,” Simon said.
“Did you leave that open?” I asked.
“No. You?”
“Would I be asking you if I’d done it?”
“I thought it might be a trick question,” Simon said, considering the ponderosa pine trees around us.
Needles littered the dry forest floor, but there wasn’t much undergrowth where someone might be hiding. I peeked inside the camper to make sure nobody lurked in there either. The table was set up, as we’d left it, with Simon’s half-eaten carrot still sitting by the sink. I didn’t see anyone up front or under the seats, nor did anything significant appear to be missing. Outside, numerous footprints marked the dusty earth around the door. I knelt and probed one of the more complete prints. It’d been made by a boot. I was wearing beat-up trail-running shoes while Simon sported his typical socks with Birkenstock knock-offs. How he ran in sandals, I couldn’t guess. At that moment, all that mattered was that neither of us was wearing boots.
I pointed wordlessly at the prints. Was it possible a human being had killed that man? It was hard to imagine, but perhaps with a tool, one could rip off a head. An awful, awful tool...
“Two sets,” Simon whispered. Eyes toward the dirt, he started following them.
“Are you sure you want to do that?” I asked.
“Find the asshats who were poking into our van? Yeah.”
“What if they’re the same asshats that did that?” I jerked my chin toward the mine and the body within.
Simon halted, one foot in the air. “Oh. I was imagining teenagers.” He set his foot down and considered the earth again. “The prints aren’t any bigger than mine. I wear a nine. Do you really think someone my size...?”
Simon was only a couple of inches taller than I am, maybe 5’8”, and with his slender build, weighed less than I did, a fact I didn’t advertise, though it’s hardly my fault that girls have extra curves that account for these discrepancies. The point was that Simon would be lucky to bench press his own weight—tearing heads off was out of the question. With his bare hands anyway.
“They might be just like you,” I said, “the sort of kids who got stuffed into their lockers repeatedly in school, thus giving them both the lust for revenge and the quiet time spent in confined solitude required to come up with megalomaniacal plots to take over the world with computers.”
Simon propped a hand on his hip.
“Before you try to tell me that you weren’t like that in school,” I said, “I’d like to remind you that you’re wearing an Apple T-shirt from the 80s.”
“I was just going to say that there’s nothing you could do with computers that would tear off someone’s head.” He lowered his hand. “Robotics maybe.”
“Right, let’s get out of here.”
Simon started to turn away from the slope where the prints were headed, but halted midway. “Wait, there’s something shiny up there.”
“Sure, and good things always happen when people wander off after shiny objects,” I muttered, but I followed him up the hill anyway. I had the keys to the van, but he had the detailed terrain maps on his phone, so I had better keep him out of trouble. I wasn’t positive I could find my way back through the maze of forest service roads we’d traveled on my own.
We didn’t need to go far before the shiny object came into view. Two shiny objects actually, though they were almost as dusty as the van, so it was surprising he’d spotted them. The black Harleys rested in the shade of a pine. The only sign of the owners were two black helmets hanging from the handlebars. The bikes had Montana license plates. Not the expected birthplace of megalomaniacal robotics geeks, but one never knew. I took out my smartphone and snapped a picture of the plates.
“Maybe we should do something to delay them,” Simon said. “Keep them from following us, you know? We could siphon the gas out of their tanks or do another... thing that would require them to make repairs.” His scrunched brow suggested he didn’t know what that thing might be.
“I’ll let you figure out how to do that if you don’t mind hiking back to town.” I wouldn’t leave him, and he knew I wouldn’t leave him, but I said, “I’m getting out of here.” Anything to hurry him along. I wanted to get off this mountain before... I shook my head and rubbed at the gooseflesh that had arisen—or perhaps never completely left—on my arms. It was a warm autumn day, but I wasn’t feeling it.
I jogged back to the van, threw the sliding door shut, and jammed the key into the ignition. Fortunately, Zelda was in a good mood and started on the first try. I performed something that should have been a three-point turn in about ten points, thanks to the copious boulders, logs, and stumps surrounding our parking spot, then leaned over and pushed the passenger door open for Simon.
He trotted out of the trees and hopped in. “How’d you know I’d be right down?”
As soon as he shut the door, I started down the hill. “Because when we got stranded in Allie’s new car before graduation, you asked if putting up the hood would void the warranty. I imagine we’d have to be in some crazy alternate reality for you to know how to effectively sabotage a motorcycle, car, truck, or skateboard.”
“Shows what you know.” Simon pulled out a Swiss Army Knife. “I jabbed a hole in the tires.”
I gaped at him. “Did you really?”
“I’m hoping they’ll still be stuck up here when the sheriffs and rangers arrive.”
“Then I’m hoping they weren’t bright enough to get our license plate number. Or our business name that’s printed on the side of the van. Or my cell number. Damn it, Simon, if any creepy mouth breathers call me, I’m making you talk to them.”
He had the grace to look sheepish at the possible ramifications to his impetuousness, but only said, “Fine. I’m going to see if anything’s missing.”
As he poked around in the back of the van, I began plotting escape routes out of Prescott. For a touristy mountain town, it was a decent size, but not so big that I thought we’d be safe from anyone cruising along the roads, looking for a blue Vanagon.
“Bastards,” Simon grumbled, his voice muffled. He had his head stuck into the storage area under the long seat that pulled out into a bed.
“What’d they take?”
“The Dirt Viper.”
I groaned. “The we-have-to-spend-thousands-of-dollars-that-we-can’t-really-spare-to-get-a-quality-metal-detector Dirt Viper?”
“Yeah.”
I almost complained that we were having the worst luck ever, but the memory of the dead man flashed into my mind, the image more sobering than a gunshot wound. Someone had experienced much, much worse luck that day.



CHAPTER 3
We drove toward our parking slot at the White Spar, an inexpensive campground outside of town that lacked electricity, water hookups, and anything one might classify as a scenic view. Behind a stand of trees, less than twenty meters from our spot, the highway traffic buzzed past. Not exactly posh, but the accommodations were perfect for penny-pinching entrepreneurs saving up for high-priced luxury items, such as gas and groceries. Simon’s tent was still set up next to the picnic table along with two lime-green folding lawn chairs a college friend had donated to our enterprise. They’d once been called easy chairs and had held prime real estate in front of the television in his dorm room.
Only one thing had changed since we left the campground that morning: a sleek silver Jaguar convertible with the top down sat in our spot. There was room for me to park in front of it, but I came to a stop without turning in. If not for our stuff set up to the side, I would have assumed I’d forgotten our lot number, but there was no way someone else in the campground had those chairs. Nor was there any way someone with a Jaguar would be caught dead with chairs like that.
“Simon?” I asked over my shoulder. “What do you think about this?”
After we’d spent two hours at the sheriff’s station—and given our phone numbers, lodging details, and sworn on our childhood pets’ graves that we wouldn’t leave town before they’d given us the okay—he’d set up at the table with his MacBook so he could “run calculations and see how much of our inventory we’ll have to sell to afford a new Dirt Viper.” As far as I could tell, this involved little more than sitting and sulking, but I wasn’t in a much better mood, so I didn’t argue. I had been vaguely amused that during our interrogation session—the deputies had called it “asking a few questions”—he’d spent more time pleading with them to hunt for his lost tool than relaying information about the dead man in the hills.
Simon plopped into the passenger seat beside me. “I think someone’s lost.”
“There’s a camp host.” I waved toward the big trailer and truck set up at the park entrance. “That’d be the place to go for directions.”
“Maybe they saw our chairs, were impressed with our taste, and figured we’d naturally be the ones to ask for advice.”
“Right.”
“New Mexico plates,” Simon observed. “Someone you know?”
“The people I know drive clunker trucks capable of hauling dozens of tires at a time.”
Simon snorted. He’d been to the off-grid community where my family lived, acres of scrubby high desert sporting a complex of quasi-subterranean homes based on Michael Reynolds’s Earthships. From a distance, one might think the walls were made from stucco or cob, but the homeowner-builders would happily inform a visitor that the insides were made from recycled tires, bottles, and cans. As far as I knew, I’d been born into the only community of Greek eco-hippies in the world, though I wasn’t sure if I, born and raised in America, truly counted as all that Greek. Thanks to Yaiyai and my college studies, I could read and speak the language, and I knew how to make some wicked good Loukoumades, but that was about it.
I climbed out so I could check the license plate for myself. With a car like that, I’d expect a vanity message, but it was simply the usual string of numbers and letters. I was on my way to inspect the interior when a door clanked. Someone had walked out of the little restroom building. I stared. It was someone I did know.
The tall black woman heading toward our campsite wore loose flowing golds and blacks in a vaguely African style, though she’d grown up in the mountains of New Mexico, three houses up from mine. Her tight black curls were cropped close to her head, but there was nothing boyish about her; she had attractive features with high cheekbones and a perfectly symmetrical face. Though I knew she was my age, her exotic clothing, or maybe the tilt of her chin, made her seem like someone who had traveled the world. She walked with a limp that favored her right leg.
“Who is that?” Simon whispered. He straightened his shirt, scraped his fingers through his hair, and stood as tall as he could—which still left him four or five inches shorter than our visitor.
I almost snorted and told him he didn’t have a chance, but I hadn’t seen the girl—woman, now—in nearly ten years, not in person anyway, and I had no idea what kinds of guys she dated. Maybe she liked geeks.
“Hey, Artemis,” I said when she drew even with the picnic table. “You’re about the last person I expected to see today.” She’d been “Temi” when we were kids, but, again, I had no idea what her preferences were now.
She smiled, though it seemed to hold more sadness than joy. “I imagine that’s true.”
“Your car?” I pointed to the Jag.
“Yes.”
“It’s a bit conspicuous here. I’m not sure Prescott has a five-star anything, but you could try the Hassayampa Inn. It’s historically significant, if nothing else. Oh, and they have a ghost, too, I hear. Though really the Vendome is more the place for that, I understand. You can ask for Abby’s room.”
Simon elbowed me, either because I wasn’t introducing him or because I was trying to send Artemis away. Or both.
“Ah,” she said. “I’m actually looking to stretch my finances until... I find suitable employment.”
“You can’t, uhm...” I glanced at her right leg—her clothing hid it, but from her gait and what I’d heard on the news, I thought she might wear a brace now. “Teach tennis?”
She grimaced. “That’s not really my world now.”
“Oh.”
This earned me another elbowing. A more confident fellow would have stepped forward and introduced himself, but that adjective didn’t describe Simon, at least not around pretty women. I tried not to read too much into the fact that he’d never stuttered or been at a loss for words in my presence.
Artemis looked at Simon, eyebrows arching in polite inquiry.
“This is my friend Simon Jimmicum,” I said. “He’s from Washington but came down here for school and stuck around. Simon, this is Artemis Sideris.” I glanced at him to see if he’d recognize the name. He hadn’t shown any interest in sports in the years I’d known him, but she’d been a big deal for a while. His eyes didn’t widen in recognition though. “We were neighbors when we were kids.”
“You’re Greek?” Simon gawked.
Not his smoothest opening line, but at least he hadn’t stuttered.
“I was adopted,” Artemis explained. “And you can call me Temi.”
She gave me a curious look as if to ask why I hadn’t used the nickname. I didn’t give her anything back. I’d gotten over the abrupt end of our friendship a long time ago, but seeing her here made me feel like an awkward kid all over again.
“I went home for a while,” Temi said. “After... things. It was uncomfortable. Did you go home? After you finished school?”
“Not for long.” I couldn’t believe she’d come all the way out here to chat about our childhood homes. What could she possibly want? “Mom and Yaiyai started inviting appropriate bachelors over to dinner and making pointed comments about how adorable my sister’s new baby is.”
“I experienced... something of the sort,” she said. “I couldn’t stay there. But I’m not sure what else I can do. I never got my diploma, or even a G.E.D. I’m looking for a job though. Somewhere far from home. I thought perhaps...” She cleared her throat and gazed toward a squirrel cavorting through the branches of a tree a few campsites away. “Your mother mentioned your business. I thought you might hire me.”
“What?” I blurted at the same time as Simon said, “Yes.”
I glared at him, then told Temi, “I don’t know what my mother said, but we’re not that profitable yet. We aren’t able to pay ourselves salaries and we’re just getting by.”
“But you have freedom.” Temi sounded wistful. “You go wherever you want, when you want, and it sounds... romantic.”
“Geez, Temi, you’ve been all over the world for tennis, haven’t you? I can’t imagine what seems appealing about driving around the Southwest in a clunky thirty-year-old van with AC that only works intermittently and when it does, you wish it didn’t, because there’s a burned meat smell that comes out of the vents.”
“Hey,” Simon said, “don’t talk about Zelda like that.”
I shushed him. He crossed his arms over his chest and gave me a glare that would have been a lot noisier if he weren’t inhibited by Temi’s presence.
“I’ve seen much of the world, yes,” Temi said, “but I was always so busy training that I didn’t have time to enjoy it. I always thought there’d be time later, but...” She finished with a shrug.
“Well, uhm, I’m sorry you came all the way out here,” I said, “but we can’t afford to hire anyone. This isn’t the best time either. We’ve run into some...” Trouble? I wasn’t sure if we were in trouble exactly, but the punctured motorcycle tires and the fact that the deputies had promised to “be in touch soon” left me wondering if we should abandon Prescott before—
A hand clasped onto my arm. Simon lifted a give-us-a-moment-please finger toward Temi, then hauled me to the far side of the picnic table. The brush didn’t quite hide the view of cars cruising down the road toward town, their noise insuring our conversation would be private.
“What are you doing?” he whispered.
“We’re not hiring her, Simon. We barely covered the fee for the campground. Full-time employees are slightly more expensive.”
“We can find a way.”
“Says the man who stole the pepper shaker from Denny’s last night.”
Simon pointed at my nose. “That was a revenge theft, and you know it. They charged me for the onion ring upgrade, but I didn’t get onion rings.”
“A normal person would have simply pointed this out to the server.”
“If you don’t know I’m not normal by now, you haven’t been paying much attention over the last four years.”
I conceded this with a wriggle of my fingers, but said, “We can’t hire her, and this wouldn’t be a good time to expand the business anyway, what with the possibility of vengeful motorcycle riders coming after us.”
“What if we didn’t hire her? What if we made her a business partner? She could share profits.”
“You barely know her, and you want to share our meager profits? I know she’s pretty—”
“She’s gorgeous.” Simon sighed and gazed over my shoulder. Temi had opened her car door and sat with her legs crossed as she poked around on her phone.
“Yes, but that shouldn’t influence our business decisions.” I prodded him in the chest to reclaim his attention. “What if she were four feet tall, hunchbacked, and had breath like moose droppings?”
“If she drove a Jag, I’d still want to take her on. She obviously has some resources at her disposal. Maybe she’d finance the purchase of a new Dirt Viper.”
“If she’s desperate enough to want to work for us, I doubt she has funds left to finance anything, but I’m glad you don’t want to simply sleep with her—you’re planning ways to exploit her financially too.”
Simon’s shoulders drooped. “I... it’s not like that. I thought that practicality would appeal to you.”
“Uh huh. Listen, I have personal reasons for not taking her on.”
“Like what?”
“Like nothing I’m going into here.”
Skid Row’s Youth Gone Wild blasted from my pocket. It startled me, both because Simon had changed my ringtone without telling me—again—and because I’d been dreading a call. If those motorcycle riders on the hillside had written down my number and were using it...
“Are you going to answer it?” Simon asked.
“You think I should?”
“It could be a client.”
“It could be a psycho with a tool that can rip people’s heads off.” I glanced toward Temi, hoping she hadn’t heard that. She was politely ignoring our conversation, ostensibly at least.
“Here.” Simon held out his palm.
I dropped the phone into it without hesitation. My brave moments didn’t extend to talking to creeps on the phone.
“Rust and Relics, this is Simon,” he answered. “Yes. Yes. That’s right.”
“Who is it?” I mouthed.
“Let me give you to my assistant.” Simon gave me an arch look. “She’ll get your address and payment information.”
In other circumstances, I would have smacked him for calling me an assistant, but this time the tension flowed out of my body in a wave of release. A client. Clients were good.
Unless... What if it was the motorcycle people pretending to be a client?
Simon handed me the phone. I would rather have picked up a snake, but I lifted it gingerly to my ear.
“Hello?” I listened to the request and said, “Yes, we still have the antique coffee grinder. It’s in our warehouse in Phoenix.”
Simon rolled his eyes at the mention of a “warehouse.” What we had was a small, non-climate-controlled storage unit in South Tempe. We paid my old roommate Sarah to pack and ship items when we weren’t near town.
I entered the man’s credit card information into my payment-processing app. He lived in Maine and wanted the big hand-crank grinder to display in his family’s coffee shop. More importantly, he didn’t sound like someone harboring a barely-contained resentment for slashed tires.
As I ended the call and stuffed my phone back into my pocket, a roar from the highway drew my attention. Two black motorcycles came down the road. The riders wore black leather and black helmets, and one head turned in my direction as they passed. I couldn’t do anything more cogent than stare back. When they’d disappeared from sight, I glanced at Zelda, making sure the van wasn’t visible from the highway. Trees and leaves stood between it and the pavement, so I didn’t think the riders would have been able to see it, and they shouldn’t have been able to recognize me... I didn’t think. Unless more than coincidence had brought them to the same old mine shaft as us. What if they’d been following us since we arrived in town? What if—
A hand clamped onto my arm again. “That was them, wasn’t it?”
Before I could answer, Simon sprinted to the Jag. “You want to work with us?” he asked Temi. “We need a ride in something fast, right now.”
Temi shrugged and took out her keys.
“What?” I blurted. “We’re not going after them. What are you thinking?”
Simon had already hopped into the passenger seat. “They have my Dirt Viper!”
“Simon,” I called, running toward them, “it’s not worth getting hurt for.” Or killed. “We can write it off on our taxes and—”
“Go, go,” Simon barked to Temi. His urgency to get his metal detector back had made him forget his shyness.
Temi had started the car, though she looked back at me before putting it into gear. “Are you coming?”
I should have said no, but if the tech half of the business got himself killed, who would update the website? I climbed into the back seat, though not without a few choice insults for Simon’s stupid metal detector.
Like a prize thoroughbred, the car roared into motion. It startled a dog three campsites down, which roused every other dog in White Spar. A serenade of barks accompanied us to the exit. Temi didn’t pause at the stop sign; she merely tore out onto the highway, eliciting an irritated honk from a truck. It wouldn’t have hit us anyway, not at the speed Temi was going. From the back seat, I couldn’t tell if she was grinning, but I had a feeling she’d sped in this car before.
Simon pointed and shouted, “Pass those guys.”
Paying no attention to the solid double yellow line in the center of the road, Temi roared around three cars before veering back into our lane. I clutched the back of her seat, my fingers like talons. We were approaching town, and the speed limit had already dropped to thirty-five, but we were going seventy.
Was there some rule about not getting into a sports car with anyone crazier than oneself? If there wasn’t, there ought to be.
We passed four more cars before slowing for a light. I was half surprised she didn’t run it, but Simon was pointing again. Up ahead, beyond a few other cars, the two motorcycles had come into view. Metal detector thieves or not, they were obeying the speed limit.
I leaned forward between the seats. “What are you planning to do when we catch them?”
“I haven’t come up with a plan yet,” Simon admitted.
I groaned, flopped back into the seat, and pulled out my phone again.
“Who are you calling?” Simon asked.
“I’m texting Sarah.”
“About what?”
“Gonna relay that client’s shipping information to her,” I said. “If we get killed, I’d hate for some coffee shop owner in Maine to be forever wondering what happened to his order.”
Simon gave me his Coyote smirk. “Yeah, that’d be my biggest concern related to our deaths too.”
“Just... shut up and come up with your plan.”



CHAPTER 4
Our high-speed chase ended with us sitting in front of Cuppers, the Jag parked between a dented Toyota with plastic duct-taped over a missing window and a Volkswagen bug even older than our van. Lots of tourists visited Prescott, and some people from Phoenix had second homes up there, but I felt conspicuous in the fancy car anyway. Of course, that could have to do with the way we had roared around the corner and into the parking space, causing the collective eyebrow raising of numerous people sitting at outdoor tables, sipping their lattes.
The motorcycles were parked farther up the street in front of the Hotel Vendome. We’d arrived in time to watch the owners walk inside—rather Temi had watched them walk inside while Simon and I kept our heads down so they wouldn’t spot us.
“You didn’t see their faces?” I asked. She’d described them as tall, slender, and clad in black leather, but I’d already digested that much when they cruised by the campground. “They took off their helmets, didn’t they?”
“They did, but they were wearing black wool caps that covered most of their hair, and they didn’t turn this way so I could see their faces.”
“Black wool caps?” Simon crinkled his nose.
My reaction was similar. Sure, it got nippy at night there in the fall, but the afternoon sun beating down upon us had passersby wearing T-shirts.
“Yes,” Temi said.
“Both of them?” Simon asked. “That’s a weird fashion statement.”
I almost giggled when Temi gave a head-to-toe consideration of his messy hair, 80s T-shirt, torn jeans, and dust-covered socks and sandals. “Yes,” was all she said. She’d never been one for overt insults.
Simon didn’t notice the slight anyway. He must have been mulling over something, for he soon blurted, “Maybe they’re Vulcans.”
“Pardon?” Temi asked.
I covered my eyes with my hand but explained. “Aliens from Star Trek.”
“With pointed ears,” Simon added. “In the episodes where the away team traveled back in time or to a planet that wasn’t familiar with Vulcans, Mr. Spock would always wear hats or wool caps to hide his ears and eyebrows. The best episode was City on the Edge of Forever when Spock showed up on old Earth without a hat, and Kirk tried to explain his ears to the police by saying his head had been caught in a mechanical rice picker as a child.” Simon grinned in fond reverence for this memory.
I whispered, “You were closer to impressing Temi when you weren’t talking to her.”
Simon seemed to remember he was in the presence of a pretty girl and flushed over his geeky faux pas. Temi merely appeared amused.
“Uhm, were the Vulcans carrying anything?” Simon outlined the precise dimensions of his prized metal detector before I could tell him to stop calling the riders that.
I hadn’t noticed anything big enough to qualify strapped to their saddlebags, and Temi confirmed my suspicion. “They weren’t carrying anything.”
Simon sank back in the seat. “Damn, where is it?”
“Maybe they were done using it so they left it back by that mine,” I said.
“Mine?” Temi asked mildly, reminding me that we hadn’t filled her in on anything. She’d been a good sport to go tearing off after the motorcycles without any information.
“We can give you the details over d—dinner,” Simon said, his deflation from seconds before fading as he smiled hopefully at her.
“Can we figure out what we’re going to do here first? If anything? Because if not, I’m going to spend some of our client’s money on a mocha.” I waved toward the coffee shop.
“We were at the sheriff’s department for a couple of hours,” Simon said. “Maybe our Harley guys already came back to town and dropped off their purloined goods.”
“That’s a lot for them to have done, considering we left them with slashed tires.”
Temi’s eyebrows rose. “I don’t think your mother gave me all the details about this business of yours.”
“That’s a given,” I said. “This is kind of... extracurricular though.”
“As in we’re using our free time to try and get back the $5,000 piece of equipment those people stole,” Simon said.
“Are you sure it was them?”
“We weren’t exactly parked at the head of some popular hiking trail,” Simon said. “There wasn’t anyone else out there.”
Except the dead guy, I thought. “What do you want to do then, Simon? We might have been able to knock on the door and chat with them if you hadn’t stabbed their tires, but as it is, I don’t think it’s wise for us to get anywhere near them.”
“Why don’t we get coffee and sit at the outdoor tables until those two leave again?” Simon waved at the hotel. “They didn’t have any take-out bags with them, so they probably have to go out to get dinner. Once they’re gone, we’ll sneak up and look in their rooms.”
“That place doesn’t have many rooms,” I said. “We’d probably get questioned if we sauntered in. Besides, how would we search their rooms without a key? My archaeology classes didn’t even cover how to break into ancient tombs, much less modern hotel rooms.”
“Once it gets dark, we could climb up to the balcony and start looking in windows.”
Temi was following all of this, her elbow on the back of her seat, her thumb and forefinger making an L-shape to cup her jaw.
“This is why I don’t give my mother the details,” I told her.
“Do you regularly do illegal things?” she asked.
“No,” Simon said. “We’re not the villains here. We’re upright citizens.”
“For upright citizens, we have a lot of condiments in the van that we didn’t pay for.”
“How many times are you going to bring up that pepper shaker?” Simon asked.
“There’s mayonnaise, mustard, and ketchup too.”
Since the conversation wasn’t going anywhere—and nobody was getting out so I could use either of the doors—I climbed over the side and headed for the coffee shop. Now that I’d been thinking of chocolate, I wanted a mocha whether we were staking out the hotel or not. A moment later, Temi and Simon followed me. We ordered our drinks, and I eyed the sandwiches and salads on the menu, but we had peanut butter and jelly and a bag of carrots back at the campsite. Why spend money eating out, when we had such a health mecca at our disposal?
We sat at an outdoor table near the sidewalk and positioned Temi so she could watch the Vendome. I still wasn’t sure if these people would recognize Simon or me, but Temi couldn’t have been anticipated. Every now and then, though, one of the coffee shop patrons would give her a curious look, as if wondering if she might be some familiar celebrity. Temi either didn’t notice or pretended not to notice.
“Someone in a black cap walked past a window,” she said.
“Oh?” I didn’t turn my head, though I was tempted.
“One of them pulled the shade down on the second-floor room at the front.” Temi nodded toward the brick wall on the side of the building.
“Good,” Simon said. “We know which room they’re staying in now.”
“And that they might be doing something they don’t want anyone to see,” I mused. “It won’t be fully dark for a couple of hours. No need to pull down the shades for the night.” Though I supposed they could be dealing with glare on the TV. Still... the sun shouldn’t be shining in that window. Maple trees bright with yellow leaves shaded the building.
“Cuppers closes in a half hour,” Simon said.
I sipped my mocha, determined to enjoy its smooth richness, even if we were on a stake out. “I doubt they’ll kick us off their front patio.”
“No, but it might look suspicious when we’re the only ones lurking here.”
“We’re not lurking, we’re drinking.” I squinted at him. “Why? Are you going to propose some new course of delinquency?”
“I had the thought that if someone pushed over one of the bikes, an alarm might go off and they’d run down to check, maybe without thinking to lock their room door. Or doors. You think they’re staying together?”
“So far, all we know is that they like motorcycles and the color black. I’m not sure there’s enough there to make guesses about rooming preferences. Also, I think you’ve done enough damage to their bikes. You’re going to get throttled if one of them catches up with you.” The sun had dropped below the western mountains. It might not be dark for a while, but I was ready to check my email, curl up with a book, and forget this day had happened. “We could accept our losses and go back to the campground. There are some estate sales I want to check on tomorrow. That ought to prove more profitable than roaming around the mountains with metal detectors.”
Simon scowled at me. “We’ve found some good stuff with my tools and my research.”
“They walked out the front door.” Temi slipped a pair of sunglasses out of her purse and donned them.
I kept myself from whirling in my seat to stare. Simon’s hands clenched the edge of the table, but he showed similar restraint. Though we still hadn’t filled Temi in on what was going on, she calmly sipped her chai tea, going along with our spy mission.
“They’re not heading to the bikes,” she said. “They’re walking this way.”
“Erk?” It made sense since downtown with all its restaurants and pubs was a few blocks to the north, and there wasn’t anything besides houses to the south, but if they strolled right past us...
I shifted in my chair so my back would be to the sidewalk. Simon pulled out his smartphone and bent his head over the display. Temi continued to sip her tea, the sunglasses hiding her eyes.
“You might want to sneak a peek when they pass,” she murmured. “They’re... unusual.”
“How so? Aside from their matching caps?”
“Handsome, but there’s something...” Temi’s face shifted toward a woman sitting on the porch with a laptop and her dog.
I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. The Harley pair came into view, still wearing their black leather pants and jackets as well as the caps. I made a show of studying my phone, too, though tried my best to sneak that peek Temi had suggested. They strode by without speaking, and I didn’t glimpse more than the sides of their faces. Elegant was the word that came to my mind, both for their features and their movement. I had a hard time putting a finger on anything distinct, but Temi was right. They were an unusual pair.
Fortunately, they walked past without any glances to the side. None of us moved until they’d crossed the intersection toward Courthouse Square. Then Simon pushed back his chair, stirring the fallen leaves dusting the patio.
“Time to visit that vacated room.”
“Temi,” I said, “I don’t suppose you’d like to inquire about lodgings while Simon here asks to use the restroom?” I’d help him get in to snoop around, but I wasn’t going to break down any doors for him. He’d have to figure that out on his own.
“It depends.” Temi rose from the table. “Have I been hired yet?”
“Yes,” Simon said.
I lifted a hand. “We’re going to discuss it. It’d be more like some kind of profit-sharing gig though. We don’t make enough to have salaried employees.” I thought about adding that she probably wouldn’t earn enough to cover the insurance payment on that car every month, but Simon was already jogging up the street.
“Perhaps a trial period then?” Temi asked.
“We’ll see.”
I hustled after Simon and up the steps onto a colonial-style porch with white columns at each corner. There was a balcony in a similar style above us. I wasn’t sure how old the building was, though I seemed to remember some trivia about most of Prescott burning in a fire in the early 1900s, but it had that quaint historic feel to it. When we entered the hotel, there were a few people sipping drinks at the small bar to the left, laughing and smiling as they chatted with the bartender and each other. There wasn’t anyone standing behind the reception desk on the other side of the foyer. To the right of the desk, a set of stairs led up to the second level.
I waved Temi toward the bar. All I wanted was for her to block the bartender’s view as we headed for the stairs, but for verisimilitude I added, “Want to order us a couple of drinks?”
She waved back. Her six feet in height proved adequate for blocking views, so Simon and I slipped over to the carpeted stairs and climbed to the second floor. Despite having knowledge of the resident ghost, I’d never been inside the building. It only had about thirty rooms, though, so it wasn’t hard to find the one that matched up to that corner window.
The hotel had old-fashioned locks instead of key-card deals, so I tried the knob, not expecting it to open. To my surprise, it did. I would have opened it carefully, peeking in to make sure nobody waited inside—and that the room wasn’t full of bodies or tools for turning people into bodies—but Simon lacked my patience. He brushed past me and pushed through the doorway.
The room held a quilted double bed with nightstands, a dresser with a television, an armchair, and a door leading to a bathroom, not much more. If there was a metal detector or anything larger than the pair of messenger bags on the bed, it wasn’t apparent. That didn’t keep Simon from stalking about and flopping to his belly on the floor in search of his Dirt Viper. I headed for the window, so I could watch for the return of our motorcycle men. I should have given Temi my phone number so she could text me if they walked in the front door or if any other trouble headed our way. Obviously I needed more practice at acts of espionage.
“Nothing.” Simon climbed to his feet. “What could they have done with it?” He opened the drawer in one of the bedside tables.
I snorted. “Unless that metal detector had a secret folding option you never showed me, it’s not going to be in a drawer.”
“I know that, but maybe there’s other evidence. Like a picture of them standing beside my Dirt Viper like a fisherman holding up his prize catch.”
“You’re attributing entirely too much value to that metal detector.”
“Nothing in here except a bible. I’ll check the bathroom. Maybe they were showering with it.”
“Kinky,” I remarked and, for no reason other than curiosity, opened the drawer on the bedside table closest to me. A soft golden glow emanated from within. “Uh.”
“What is it?” Simon almost knocked me over in his haste to peer inside.
“Not a bible,” I said, my voice on the squeaky side. The glow was coming from a golden disk about three times the diameter of a silver dollar. I wasn’t a numismatics expert, but I’d seen a lot of old coins since we’d started our business, and I hadn’t seen anything like this. I’d studied four ancient languages in school, in addition to modern Greek, and the runes weren’t anything familiar. The picture in the center looked like a brain. Given the decapitated man we’d left in the mine, that disturbed me more than it might in other circumstances. The glowing aspect of the coin was slightly disturbing too. Still, I couldn’t take my eyes from it, and my interest in these Harley riders tripled. Was this some ancient artifact they’d unearthed? Something with historical or cultural significance?
“I’ll say.” Simon poked a finger into the drawer, as if to pick up the coin, but he pulled it out again without touching it. “How did they make it glow? There’s no such thing as radioactive coins, is there?”
“Some sort of... tritium or phosphorescent application? Like they use for watches? I’ve never heard of coins treated with that though.”
Simon pulled his phone out to take a picture. This time I didn’t object. This would be perfect for the blog, especially if it turned out to be something old instead of some modern gewgaw created for... well, I had no idea, but the idea of researching it intrigued me.
I was about to check the window again when my own phone chirped. Text message. I didn’t recognize the number but the, “GET OUT!!!” was easy enough to understand.
“Come on,” I whispered and shoved the drawer shut. “We have to—”
The door swung inward.



CHAPTER 5
The two men stood in the doorway, their jaws slack, seemingly as surprised to see us as we were to see them. Actually, I wasn’t so much surprised as chagrinned.
“Room service,” I announced. “We thought you’d left for dinner, so we came to tidy your room.” Oh, yeah, they were totally going to believe that. If we weren’t standing next to the window on the far side of the bed, I’d try charging past them to see if we could escape before their reflexes caught up to us, but vaulting over the furniture to reach the door would give them time to react.
“Pardon?” one asked. A little slighter and shorter than his comrade, he seemed the younger of the two, and didn’t look like he needed to shave often. He blinked a few times, as if he might believe me. His deep green-blue eyes reminded me of an alpine lake I’d hiked to in the Rockies once. A few tufts of blond hair had escaped his black cap and hinted of a boyish tousled style.
The other fellow... There was nothing boyish about him, though he didn’t look like he needed to shave often either. Beneath his black leather jacket, he wore a dark gray T-shirt that fitted his torso and had a deep V-neck that promised defined pectoral muscles. He was lean rather than bulky, but his outfit along with his cold stare reminded me of Schwarzenegger in the Terminator movies. He didn’t look like he believed us.
“Tidy,” he said, taking in the room—and the fact that nothing in it was amiss, nor did the quilt have so much as a wrinkle to it. “There is nothing that requires tidying.” His gaze flicked from us to the bedside table and back again, eyes narrowing. His irises were as striking as the other man’s, a rich violet that wouldn’t be possible to achieve without contact lenses. I hoped that meant his vision was poor and that he’d have a hard time leaping over the bed to catch us.
“That’s because we clean in the mornings,” I said. “We only have to tidy in the evening for our messy guests. Since that’s obviously not you two, we’ll just turn down the bed and place mints on your pillows.” Without taking my eyes from the pair—or dropping my best customer-service-with-a-smile smile—I pulled down the corner of the quilt and fluffed the pillow. “Simon, did you remember the mints?”
“Uhm, no. They’re in the cart.”
“Uh oh, we better go get them.” My heart was beating a couple thousand times a minute as I eased around the end of the bed and headed for the door. Maybe we should have tried throwing ourselves out the window instead. It was only the second story. We couldn’t break more than a few bones in such a fall, right?
Too late now. I was only a couple of feet away from the riders, with Simon on my heels. I didn’t like the way they were looking at each other, like old friends who could exchange complicated messages with nothing but a glance.
“I think the cart’s right out there,” I said and tried to dart between them.
A hand clamped onto my biceps. I tried to jerk away, but I might as well have been attempting to escape from steel shackles. It was Violet Eyes, and he pulled me close, glaring down at me.
“Why were you searching our room?”
“Searching? Is that what you think we were doing?” I waved to Simon, hoping he could slip past and escape into the hallway where he could find help or cook up some scheme to free me, but the second man had blocked his approach to the doorway. “I told you,” I said with as much affronted indignation as I could manage, “we work here and were here to tidy your room if it needed it. If you don’t let go of me, I’ll tell the owner, and she’ll call the police.”
Blue Eyes looked more uncertain than his buddy. “Jakatra, maybe we should let them go. Nothing’s missing. I could sense if it were.”
“They are thieves,” Violet Eyes—Jakatra said. “Even in this benighted realm, that is a crime.”
“Crime?” Simon blurted. “You’re the ones who stole my metal detector up on that mountain. What’d you do with it?”
I winced. If they hadn’t known we were responsible for their mutilated tires, they did now.
“Sah,” Blue Eyes whispered. I didn’t know what “sah” meant, but his expression grew slightly contrite.
Jakatra’s glare didn’t soften. “We didn’t steal it; we required its use for a short time. We left it against a tree near where that large conveyance was parked.”
“Fine,” Simon said, “then we can all forget we saw each other and I’ll go get it.” He met my eyes.
I gave him a quick nod. These guys might not agree with his suggestion, but it was time to depart either way.
Simon grabbed the smaller fellow, trying to stomp on his foot and push him out of the way. Jakatra’s steel grip hadn’t let up, but my first escape attempt hadn’t been more than a reflex—not a particularly honed one at that. This time, I put some thought into getting away. I grabbed the wrist that held me, intending to twist it against the joint so the pain would force him to let me go. To further distract him, I drove my knee toward his groin at the same time.
But my knee hit nothing except the doorjamb he’d been standing in front of. Faster than I could register, he had twisted away, evading both of my attacks. Before I could attempt a counter, I found my face mashed against that doorjamb. I tried to wriggle free, but a heavy weight against my back had me pinned. My arms were yanked behind me, and I couldn’t find any leverage to stomp on his foot. I couldn’t even see his foot.
“What should we do with them?” Blue Eyes asked, telling me he’d conquered Simon as easily as I’d been trapped.
Damn. I’d never been in a real fight in my life, but I’d thought those hours in the dojo would translate to a modicum of competence.
A clink sounded against the window on the door at the end of the hallway. The weight on my back shifted—the man turning part way to look toward the noise. The attack came from the opposite direction though. Temi raced into view, a fire extinguisher in her hands, its muzzle aimed at us.
I squinted my eyes shut and buried my chin in my chest. A white spray of chemicals assaulted us. My attacker drew back, lifting an arm to shield his face. This time when I threw a kick, it connected with his shin. Not much of an assault, but I was more interested in lunging into the hallway. Whether because of surprise or because the extinguisher’s propellant made everything slippery I didn’t know, but his grip on me fell away.
I almost stumbled and fell on my face, but Temi flung the extinguisher at someone and caught me.
“Simon,” I started, but a familiar form smothered in white spurted out of the room beside me.
“Go,” he ordered.
We went. It wasn’t pretty and it wasn’t graceful, but we sprinted down the stairs and out the front door. We almost knocked over an elderly couple climbing the steps to the porch with their arms laden with shopping bags. I veered to one side of them as Simon went to the other, and we vaulted the railing, landing on the sidewalk.
A startled, “Watch out!” came from behind us.
I sprinted for the Jaguar without waiting to see if anyone was giving chase. I jumped into the back a second before Simon landed in the passenger seat, smearing white goo all over the expensive leather. Temi lagged behind, a grimace of pain on her face as she limped down the sidewalk. I’d forgotten about her injury. I lunged over the seat back to open her door for her. She flung herself inside, hardly the graceful form she’d once been, but she got her legs into place and shoved the key into the ignition.
At the Vendome, several people had come out onto the porch, some with drinks in hand. Great, we were the evening entertainment. I didn’t see our strange leather-clad men though.
Temi tore out of the parking space and roared off down the street at twice the speed limit. I checked that corner window on the way by, and caught Blue Eyes staring down at me. It was probably only in my imagination that a strange glow brightened the room behind him.



CHAPTER 6
By the time the Jaguar pulled into the campground, my skin felt like it’d been burned by acid where the fire extinguisher propellant had struck it. I was glad none of it had landed in my eyes—and that we had a first aid kit in the van.
Temi parked behind Zelda. Darkness gathered in the trees, and the traffic had dwindled on the highway. Crickets chirped and some small animal scuffed about in the brown leaves carpeting the ground. I eyed the deepening gloom without favor and wished there were more miles between us and the Vendome.
Temi turned off the car and faced us, her elbow on the backrest. “So, am I hired yet?”
“Yes,” Simon said.
His hair and shirt were crusted with fire extinguisher propellant, and he already had visible burns on one cheek where the goo had spattered him. If the riders had taken the brunt of the attack, they’d be even more irked at us than they had been before. Clearing out of Prescott might be a smart move, though I had a hard time entertaining it, not with the memory of that golden disk at the forefront of my mind. I wished there’d been time to examine it. If Simon and I were the ones to break the story of some one-of-a-kind relic on our website, this time someone else couldn’t get credit for bringing awareness of it to the community, not like with the Anasazi find. I don’t know why it mattered so much to me, but I wanted my old professors and classmates to see that I hadn’t become some sleazy grave robber just because we were selling some of what we found, items that most people would consider junk anyway.
Temi was looking at me, waiting for a response.
I nodded. “If you want it, you’ve certainly earned it at this point.”
She inclined her head once. “I apologize for not getting a warning to you earlier, but you didn’t give me your phone number.”
“I know. I was thinking about that up in the room.”
“I had to call your mother. Your parents’ number has been the same for decades.”
“Erg, what’d you tell her? Not the part about us being caught in some strange guys’ room, I hope.”
“No, but I did need to relay a sense of urgency, so she’d know I couldn’t chat. In the twenty seconds we were on the phone, she managed to ask if you’re eating regularly, staying away from the booze, and how your rash is doing.” Temi smiled faintly, one of her eyebrows twitching.
“Rash?” Simon grinned. “What rash?”
“None of your business.” I glowered at him, then gave Temi a plaintive look. “What did you tell her?”
“That you’d gone for take-out and had forgotten your wallet at the hotel. I needed to call you before you tried to pay and found out you were missing your money.”
I sank into the backrest. “Oh, good. That shouldn’t alarm her.”
“No, it’ll make her happy,” Simon said. “She’ll think we’re doing well enough to afford hotels and take-out. Your grandma seemed really concerned when she saw all the ramen bags in Zelda’s cupboards when we visited this summer.”
“She was more concerned that I showed up with some scrawny Indian boy.” I said the last in my best impersonation of her accent, though Yaiyai’s words had been even more derogatory than mine. “She keeps hoping I’ll take a trip to Greece to find an appropriate Prince Charming.”
“I’m not scrawny,” Simon said, throwing a glance at Temi, who was smiling and nodding in recognition at my Yaiyai tone. Adopted or not, she had a similar mother and grandmother and knew exactly where I was coming from. “There’s a lean mean beast hiding under this innocuous packaging,” Simon added, gesturing at his clothing.
“Is it hard to be lean and mean when you’re smothered in white goo?” I asked.
“No.”
“Uh huh.” I climbed out of the car. “Temi, do you want to stay for dinner? We have peanut butter and jelly, and some carrots and apples. We can tell you all about what we do, so you can decide if you truly want to join us before committing yourself.”
“We should probably tell her about the body too.” Simon climbed out of the car as well, eschewing the door. He seemed to dig the convertible concept.
“Body?” Temi blinked.
“Yeah, we stumbled across a recently deceased fellow in the mountains.” I kept the explanation simple, not wanting to sound like a crazy person for implying unnatural predators were stalking the hills. “The sheriffs may be by eventually. If not to question us about that, then to inquire about our new habit of sneaking into people’s hotel rooms to snoop around...”
Simon clasped his hands behind his back and studied the trees, as if he were the epitome of innocence. I didn’t know who he thought he was fooling.
“I have some food back at the Motel 6, so I’ll pass on dinner.” Temi’s nose had crinkled at the mention of PB and J. She was probably used to organic this-and-that and grass-fed such-and-such. “But thank you for offering. Can I meet you here tomorrow? You mentioned something about estate sales? I’m not that knowledgeable about antiquing, but anything would be better than standing all day at some fast food place. I’ll work hard. I’ve traveled quite a bit, so maybe that can be useful.”
“Sure.” I waved my phone. “I’ve got your number now, so I’ll text you when we get rolling.”
As Simon and I washed up, I kept an eye toward the woods and an ear toward the highway, listening for the roar of motorcycles. After all that had happened that afternoon, I was flinching at shadows. What had seemed a friendly campground the day before had taken on an eerie feel, and I wished it were fuller, with families chattering in the cool evening air. It was October, though, and the beginning of the workweek, so there were only a handful of campers spread out over the site. Once again, I wondered if we were making a mistake in staying.
Nothing jumped out of the shadows, and Simon and I made it through dinner without incident. We ate inside instead of at the picnic table. Neither of us seemed to be in the mood for the great outdoors that evening, a thought that Simon confirmed when he asked, “You mind if I sleep in here tonight?”
“Not at all.”
“In case you’re wondering, I’m not worried about crazies wandering around out there ripping people’s heads off—I just think it might be chilly tonight.”
“I wasn’t going to say a thing.”
You wouldn’t have caught me sleeping out there in a tent after the day we’d had either. Tents didn’t have locks, whereas the van did. Most of them worked too. Zelda also housed weapons of a sort. In addition to my bullwhip, a wooden Navajo bow hung over one of the side windows. Incongruously, a set of fiberglass arrows in a vinyl quiver hung below it. The bow had been one of my more educational finds—educational because I fell for the story from the old man who sold it to me. He’d claimed it was a hundred years old. An expert had later told me it’d been made in the 70s and that I was lucky it wasn’t plastic. Since it was worth less than I’d paid for it, I’d kept it and took it out and shot it every now and then.
“Good,” Simon said. “Thanks.”
I shrugged the words away. Zelda was his baby, bought and paid for back when we were still in school, and he could crash in it whenever he wanted. I often volunteered to take the tent, but he had a thing about snoozing in a bed while a girl slept on the dirt outside. Two could easily bunk in the van, but after working together all day, we seemed to get along better when we had our own space at night. Besides, we always joked that one of us might bring a girl or guy home and need some privacy. The idea of Simon successfully asking a girl out was almost as funny as the idea of him showing her to his tent for a good time. He’d sworn on any number of graves that he wasn’t a virgin, but I wasn’t sure I believed him. Of course, I hadn’t dated anyone since Christmas the year before, so I guess I couldn’t judge. Making the business work had been the focus for months, and with all the traveling we did, it was hard to take the time to meet people and get to know them. Tempe was supposedly our home base, but we didn’t have an office or store yet—our storage locker with the roll-up garage door wasn’t the sort of home base that drew one to visit often.
Simon had his laptop out, so I shook away the thoughts and dug mine out too. The campground lacked electrical hookups, but we had solar panels that we set up when we were staying for a couple of days, and in Arizona they were enough to run the DC fridge, a couple of LED lights, and—most importantly—our laptops. Someday we planned to get a dish for Internet, but for now, we used our cell phone’s wireless hot spots. We had to watch our bandwidth, especially when it came to gaming, but we could dink around for a little while in the evenings.
I flipped open my laptop and fired up RealmSaga. I selected my character, and the opening words of “This way lies adventure...” scrolled across the screen. I’d never played computer games in college—my grades thanked me—but Simon had gotten me hooked after we started traveling together. I now had a level-43 gnome engineer with a knack for blowing things up, and I spent too much time running around the virtual countryside practicing that skill. Simon had wanted me to play a healer, so I could toddle after his warrior, putting Band-Aids on his injured butt, but I’d known this would be more fun.
“I’m thinking about signing up for martial arts again once we get a store opened in Phoenix and are able to spend more time there,” I said randomly. Or at least I thought it was random.
Simon was sitting at the opposite side of the table, his face highlighted by the glow of the screen. He smirked knowingly. “Upset that you got your ass kicked by those pretty boys?”
“Hey, you got your ass kicked too.”
“Yeah, but that’s par for the course for me.”
“Did you just use a sports metaphor?”
“Completely accidental, I assure you.” Simon squinted at something on his screen. “I don’t even know what it means. It’s a golf thing, right?”
“Bowling,” I said, because it was fun to mess with him.
“Oh, right.” He leaned closer, his eyes intent. Alas, it wasn’t fun to mess with him when he wasn’t paying attention. He must have logged out in a monster-infested field or somewhere that required concentration.
We tapped at our respective keyboards in silence for a few moments. I’d logged out in town, so nothing dastardly was waiting to waylay my avatar. I trotted to the auction house to see if any of my goodies had sold. If only making money were so easy in real life. Kill a monster, remove its pelt in 0.5 seconds, repeat twenty times, then sell the pelts to a tailor who would turn them into a Monster Cloak of Hiding that he could auction for a small fortune.
Thinking of monsters made my mind drift back to the mine shaft again. I shook my head and shoved the image of the mauled man out of my mind. I was playing the game for a distraction, not a reminder. Besides, a “monster” hadn’t killed that fellow, no matter what it had looked like. The only monsters in the world were human beings, and they could come up with evils aplenty without the help of mythical creatures.
“Where are you?” I asked after answering greetings from guild mates, collecting my earnings from the auction house, and checking to see which of my buddies were online. Simon, AKA Makk Twuk, the mighty dwarf warrior, was missing. “You’re not in the game.”
The pale glow of the screen shone on his face. He was intent on something, just not RealmSaga.
“Not yet,” Simon murmured.
I leaned across the table and peered at his screen. “What are you looking up?” I asked, recognizing search engine results. Then I leaned closer and caught a name. “Ah.”
“Artemis Sideris.” He stared up at me. “She won Wimbledon?”
“Yeah, do you know what sport that is?”
His incredulous stare turned into a dirty glare. “I’m not that clueless. Besides—” he tapped the screen, “—it says right here. Wimbledon is the biggest tennis tournament in the world.”
“Technically, it’s not any bigger than the three other slams, but it’s the oldest and most prestigious.” I nodded toward his laptop. “You read what happened after that, yet?”
“I’ve got it open now.” His focus returned to the screen, his eyes tracking the words as he read. “...only twenty-one when she won her first slam... was the year her game truly came together, her grace on court and sheer agility a pleasure to watch in an era where bigger rackets and advanced string technology have made tennis a game of power and heavy hitting... expected her to win many more slams, but tragedy struck on the evening after her greatest victory. She, her coach, and her physical trainer were returning from a celebratory dinner when their car failed to get out of the way of a swerving truck quickly enough.” Simon lapsed into silence, though his eyes kept skimming down the screen. “She and the trainer were critically injured,” he finally said, summarizing. “The coach didn’t make it. She was the one driving. Later allegations claimed she was under the influence of alcohol, though she denied it.”
“Her coach was only in his thirties and recently retired himself,” I said. “He’d been well liked and considered one of the greatest players of all time. I never followed the sport either, but from the articles, it sounded like the whole tennis world blamed her for his death.” I had read a lot of those articles at the time, the summer before last. Even though I hadn’t heard from Temi in years, I’d checked in on her career now and then, and my whole family had gotten up early to watch that Wimbledon final. It wasn’t every day the kid from down the street hit it big in professional sports. “The last I heard, she’d had a whole bunch of surgery done on her leg and was in rehab. Her knee cap had been shattered into a few bazillion pieces, and I think a bunch of her other bones and joints were smashed up too. She spent months in recovery, but I’m guessing from the limp—and the fact that she’s not playing again—that it never got back to 100 percent.”
“Wow.” Simon closed the lid on his laptop. “Is that why you don’t like her? Because of the accident? Do you think she was lying about drinking?”
“I don’t not like her,” I said, not quite the same as claiming I did like her, I admitted to myself. “But anyway it’s not about that. When we were kids, we were best friends. We were both homeschooled since we lived out there in the boonies, so we didn’t have a lot of other opportunities to meet children outside of our community. We ran all over the countryside together, having adventures and getting in trouble, being like sisters, I guess. Our fathers both decided we should get involved with sports to keep us from finding more trouble, so after school, our parents would take turns driving us into town and dropping us off, her for tennis practice and me for swim team. It was just fun and exercise for me, but she was really good. Obviously.” I waved to his laptop. “When we were fourteen, she went off to Florida to some tennis academy, and I never heard from her again. I wrote a couple of letters, but she didn’t write back, so...” I shrugged. “Whatever. High school started, and I made other friends.”
“She just stopped talking to you?” Simon asked. “She doesn’t seem like someone who would do that.”
“Oh, like you know her so well after spending all of two hours with her.”
My words came out harsher than I’d intended, and Simon drew back at the sarcasm in my tone.
“Well, she did save our asses in that two hours,” he said.
I sank back into my seat and fiddled with the navigation keys, sending my avatar wandering around town, I pretended I was interested in the paladin hawking Arrows of Righteous Wrath in the chat window. I could feel Simon watching me though, like he was waiting for a more detailed explanation. The real explanation.
I sighed. He’d nag it out of me eventually. Or guess it. He wasn’t one of those obtuse guys who had the perceptive acumen of a rock. “The night before she left, we might have...”
“Fought?” he guessed.
“No.”
“Wrecked your dad’s car?”
“No,” I said, giving him an exasperated look. Did he want the story or not?
He seemed to be having fun guessing though, for he leaned forward, grinned, and tried, “Accidentally killed someone, then buried the body together, where nobody could find it?”
What a lunatic. “Yeah, that was it. And now that you know, we’ll have to kill you too. Have you filled out your will yet?”
“Nah, I don’t have anything to leave.”
“You have your thriving app business,” I said. “Sure, you only sell four apps a day right now, but I bet they’ll take off once you’re dead.”
Simon shook his head. “You’re thinking of art. Apps don’t work that way. The world forgets about you thirty-seven seconds after you stop promoting your work.”
“Ah. So, are you going to log in and play, or what?” I waved to his computer, hoping to distract him from his original inquiry. “Drizzt and Strider are asking where you are. Or shall I tell them you’re in the shower?”
Simon prodded at his crusty hair. He claimed to have used three canteens of water to wash up, but it wasn’t all that evident. At least we’d both be flame-retardant if someone’s campfire got out of hand tonight.
“We’re going to see her again tomorrow,” he said. “I guess I can ask her why she stopped communicating with you.”
I winced. So much for distracting him. “Don’t do that,” I said, turning the “don’t” into a drawn out whine.
“If you’d enlighten me, I wouldn’t have to.”
I glowered into my keyboard. “Look... I kissed her, all right?”
In the stunned silence that followed, I had ample time to admire the crickets chirping outside and the distant hoots of an owl. A Great Horned or a Spotted? My grandfather would know. I should probably get up and close that window. The temperature had dropped since sunset.
“You kissed her?” Simon finally asked. “On the lips?”
“No, on her elbow.” Funny how sarcastic I became when I was uncomfortable.
“But you like guys. I’ve seen you date lots of guys. Well, okay I’ve only seen you date two, but you mooned after at least five others while we were in school.”
Seriously? He’d been counting? I needed to clean him up and find him a girl. Not Temi though. Even with her checkered past and her uncertain future, she was out of his league. “Yes, yes, I moon after guys now.”
“Now? Does that mean you used to...” His eyebrows quirked. How had I known he’d be intrigued by this sort of thing?
“No. Yes. I don’t know. I was fourteen. I was trying to find myself. That’s all.”
His forehead scrunched up like the skin on a Shar Pei.
“Could we drop it?” I asked.
Simon lifted a hand. “Sh.”
It was only then that I realized the scrunched forehead wasn’t turned toward me but toward the window I hadn’t gotten up to close. “Do you hear that?”
A set of ghostly fingertips played the piano on my spine. “What? And you better not be screwing with me. I won’t find it very funny after the day we’ve had.”
When Simon looked at me, his usual mischievousness was absent from his eyes. “It got quiet, really quiet.”
The crickets had stopped chirping, and the owl had disappeared. A faint crack came from a campfire across the way, but nobody was talking. I leaned toward the window, but didn’t see anyone about. “Maybe people have gone to bed,” I said, though that didn’t explain the silent crickets. “Or maybe there’s a coyote or javelina out there. We are in the forest.”
Prescott had a population of forty thousand, with another sixty in the nearby towns, but it also backed up to national forest on multiple sides. Three miles out of downtown to the south or west, and you were in woods filled with all sorts of critters. Granted, we hadn’t seen anything fiercer than deer yet at the White Spar, but we hadn’t been roaming around at night either.
The image of that mauled body had popped into my head again when the first shriek came from the other side of the campground.



CHAPTER 7
Simon and I stared out the window, trying to pinpoint the source of the shriek. It came again, reminding me all too much of the cry we’d heard from the man in the tunnel, though this one belonged to a woman. The notes of terror and pain... they were the same. I hoped I was wrong, that it was unrelated. Maybe there was some domestic abuse going on in one of the trailers. Not that I’d be a fan of that, but it’d be less disturbing than another decapitation.
Flashlights appeared at the far end of the campground, the beams streaking around, moving too wildly to be effective. I caught glimpses of trees and grass in their light but not much else. A man and a boy jumped out of the big camp host trailer. The man waved the boy back inside.
“We should do something,” I whispered, feeling like a coward for huddling in the van.
“Like get out of here?” Simon pointed to the driver’s seat. His face was ashen, and I knew he was thinking of the dead man too.
“I thought you’d want to run out and take pictures.”
“You take pictures in the aftermath not in the... math. That’s how you get killed.”
One more scream came, but this one halted in the middle, cut off abruptly. The man charged into the woods. If he had a gun or anything useful for fighting a... big animal, I didn’t see it. I hooked my whip onto my belt and grabbed the bow and quiver. What I thought I was going to do out there I didn’t know, especially given how ineffective I’d been in the skirmish with the motorcycle riders. I grabbed a flashlight and slid open the van door anyway.
I’d like to say I strode confidently toward the camp host’s site, but it was a furtive I-hope-nothing-notices-me sneak with many glances toward the trees on either side of the road. A car rumbled past on the highway, its lights momentarily piercing the forest. I peered in the direction of the scream and spotted the man charging into the woods toward... my stomach twisted. That wasn’t a body, was it? It was too far away to be certain. It was probably a log.
“Yeah, tell yourself things like that,” I muttered, “and maybe that’ll make it true.”
Simon’s voice floated after me. He was standing in front of the van, talking to a 9-1-1 operator on the phone. Good idea, and probably smarter than charging into the woods. I hesitated. It shouldn’t take long for the police to get out here. Maybe I’d be better off waiting. A few car doors were slamming in other camp sites, and I heard a number of harsh whispered conversations. Other people were watching, but nobody else was running out to help.
“Oh my god, oh my god,” came the man’s voice from the woods.
“Dad?” called the boy from the camper, a quaver in his tone. “What happened to Mom?”
A loud rustling came from the man’s direction, and he didn’t respond.
I clenched my fist tighter about the bow. Someone had to do something. I jogged toward the camp host site.
A car started up behind me. People leaving? Not surprising. I wished I could see more of what was out there. The lack of electrical hookups meant nobody had anything stronger than flashlights and battery-operated camping lamps.
A heartbeat before I reached the picnic table beside the trailer, another scream erupted from the woods. It was the man this time.
“Dad!” the boy shrieked out a window two feet from my head.
I jumped, almost dropping the bow. I groped for something reassuring to say to the kid, though who was I that he would believe me? “It’ll be all right,” I tried. “Wait inside.”
The weeds rustled not twenty feet ahead of me. I nocked an arrow, lifted my bow, and drew it back to my jaw. I couldn’t fire randomly, not if the man might still be alive out there, so I waited, trying to keep my breathing calm so I could shoot when the opportunity arose. But I was no big game hunter who was used to facing down lions and rhinos on the African savannah. My hands shook so hard the arrow slipped free twice.
Bright lights flared up behind me, shining into the woods. Simon had brought the van over.
“Get in here, Del,” he ordered. “Wait for the police.”
I should have heeded him, but my eyes were riveted to the brush. Something big and dark had streaked between trees now lit by headlights. I couldn’t make out details, but I was confident it wasn’t a person. Maybe a giant bear? One that had gone rabid? If it’d stop for a moment so I could get a clear shot...
The kid was yelling again. I squinted into the woods, trying to concentrate. I took a few steps closer, toward the end of the picnic table.
“Damn it, Delia,” Simon barked. He opened the van door and jumped out beside me, a tire iron in his hand. He reached for my arm, no doubt to drag me inside. Probably not a bad idea, but...
There. A black form reared up behind a patch of bushes. It turned toward me, and I fired. It dropped down, bushes thrashing and wood snapping. I shook off Simon’s grasping hand and pulled out another arrow.
“Look out!”
This time Simon succeeded in grabbing me. He didn’t yank me toward the van but pushed me to the ground. A crack like a cannon firing sounded right behind us. Something sharp pelted the side of my face. The lighting dimmed. I ducked, confused as to what had happened until Simon spoke again.
“What the—it threw a rock?”
I stared past him and to the front of the van. One of the headlights was out, shards of clear plastic littering the asphalt. A head-sized stone lay down there too.
“We better—”
Another rock sailed out of the night. I ducked, but it wasn’t aimed at me. With disturbing accuracy, it slammed into the other headlight. Darkness smothered us. My night vision was useless after being so close to the lights. I patted around for my bow—I’d dropped it in the fall—and let Simon haul me to my feet. I didn’t need him yelling at me to convince me to race for the nearest van door. If my arrow had hit that thing, it sure hadn’t hurt it.
I kept my head down, expecting more rocks to pelt us, but another shriek sounded instead, this time from the other side of camp. Glass shattered over there.
“There’s not more than one, is there?” I threw open the door and lunged into the back of the van.
Simon was already in the driver’s seat. “I think it ran around the camp.”
“What is it?”
“I didn’t get a good look.”
Sirens wailed in the distance. The cops. Finally. I hoped they showed up with armor and automatic weapons. By now, I’d had enough of being brave and would be happy hiding in the van while the professionals took care of the problem. Rock-throwing bears were beyond my pay grade.
I came up to the front seat at the same time as a pair of police cars drove into sight, their red lights throwing flashes of illumination into the woods. Those flashes lit up the campground too. Three lots down from ours sat an SUV with the windshield and one of the windows smashed in. I couldn’t tell if anyone was inside—or had been.
“Only two police cars?” I asked. “That’s it?”
“All I told the operator was that there was screaming,” Simon said. “I didn’t think the lady would take me seriously if I mentioned monsters.”
Four cops flowed out of the cars, guns in their hands. At least they were armed.
“Bear, bear!” someone yelled from the other end of the campground. “It got—oh, Jesus, it killed Stacy!”
Two of the cops raced in that direction. The remaining two looked around, probably trying to find the person who’d made the call. I didn’t want to talk to them, not after we’d already been questioned in regard to a murder that day—surely it would appear suspicious if we were the ones to report more trouble—but one of them headed for our van and one for the camp host’s trailer. Only that poor kid was in there. He wouldn’t be able to tell them anything cogent.
Reluctantly, I climbed out of the van, leaving my bow and arrows inside. The last thing I needed was for them to think I was the crazy idiot running around attacking people. The officer veered toward Simon—he’d stepped outside first. They spoke quietly, and Simon pointed into the woods where the first two people had... disappeared.
I stood back and shivered. The air felt about thirty degrees colder than when we’d first driven into the campground that evening. The screams had stopped, and I didn’t hear any more thrashing about in the woods. I did hear the rumble of engines approaching from the street. They sounded like motorcycles.
“Must be motorcycle police,” I muttered. There was no way our two strange Harley riders would show up here. They couldn’t possibly know about this.
Gunshots fired from the woods behind the battered SUV. Snatches of the cops’ conversation reached my ears.
“...hit it. I know I did.”
“...bullets didn’t slow it...”
More headlights turned in from the highway. I stared in disbelief. It was the pair of riders. They rolled into the campground and parked their bikes beside a dumpster. As one, they removed their helmets. They wore the same clothing as they had earlier in the day, including the dark caps.
I glanced at Simon, but the policeman had his attention. The riders scanned the camp, noting the police, then they had a quick conversation with each other. One pointed toward the south, toward the woods where the people had disappeared. One of the cops was already searching that area. The two who’d run off after the “bear” hadn’t returned.
The riders jogged across the pavement to the east, both looking in my direction as they passed. They had to recognize me, but neither seemed surprised at seeing us. The gruffer one—Jakatra, hadn’t that been his name?—glared, but that might be his normal expression. The younger one, at least I assumed he was younger since he had more innocence and curiosity about him, gave me a shrug and a wry quirk of the lips. Then they were gone, seeming to disappear as soon as they stepped off the asphalt and into the brush. If they’d been carrying weapons, I hadn’t noticed them. Maybe they didn’t need them. What if that... creature was a pet of theirs, and they’d come to leash it up and take it away until it was time to send it out to kill again?
“There’s a body over here,” came a call from the woods. “A woman. Get some backup, Steve. Whatever’s out here is dangerous.”
“It’s a bear, right?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen a bear do anything like this. Better get these people out of here. And tell the backup to bring rifles. This just happened.”
“That’s what I’ve been telling you,” Simon said, but the officer who’d been talking to him wasn’t paying attention anymore. He jogged back to his car and leaned in to grab the radio handset.
I tugged on Simon’s sleeve. “Do you think we should get out of here while we can? Before they talk to the sheriff’s department and it comes out that we were around for both incidents today?”
“That’s not our fault.”
“No, but it might look suspicious to police looking to pin responsibility on someone.”
“How can we be responsible?” Simon asked. “We don’t have a clue about what’s going on. What’s suspicious is... are those the same two Harleys?”
“Yeah, our buddies in black drove in, then ran off into the woods.” I pointed in the direction they’d gone.
“Now that’s suspicious. Those are the guys who must be up to something shifty. It’s pure coincidence that we’ve been here for both of these.”
“Is it?” I wondered.
“What do you mean?”
I shrugged. The woods lay out there, dark and ominous, still being bathed by the red police lights. The shade reminded me too much of blood.
“I found another body,” one of the police called.
“There’s someone injured over here,” one by the smashed car said. “Steve, get the paramedics out here too.”
The man at the radio chopped a wave.
Simon gripped my arm. “Del, what do you mean about it not being a coincidence?”
“I don’t know. Just musing. But don’t you think it’s weird that this has happened in the two places we were today? What if that creature is after us? Or wants something we have?”
“Oh, sure, it’s upset it didn’t get a chance to bid for the antique coffee grinder.”
“Hey, we’ve found some good stuff. Remember those quirky clay figurines from that Fremont pit house near the Wilcox Ranch?”
“I remember that you wanted to donate them to a museum instead of selling them,” Simon said.
“But we haven’t done that yet. They’re still in the van. Other stuff is too.”
“Yeah, yeah, I get your point, and I think you’re nuts.”
I propped my fists on my hips. “Well, thank you for so thoroughly considering it from all angles.”
“You’re welcome.” Simon waved his phone. “I’m going to see if I can get some pictures of monster footprints.”
“What you’re going to get is arrested for interfering,” I called after him.
More sirens were wailing, coming from the direction of the town. Why did I have a feeling we’d both be in jail before dawn?
Two lean, dark figures walked out of the trees on the opposite side of the camp. The riders were back. They stuck to the shadows, and the police didn’t notice them. As far as I could tell nobody had noticed them. Except for me.
I put my back to the van and checked the police cars, making sure armed men were in earshot if I shouted for help. The younger rider carried a stick. He was walking and gesturing, waving it about as he spoke with his comrade. The flashing police lights fell upon them for a moment, and I realized it wasn’t a stick, it was an arrow. My arrow. Nobody else had been running around with a bow. I’d only shot the one, and it had hit the creature. At least I’d thought it had. How had these two gotten it? What if they knew where the creature had run to and had retrieved it somehow? I chomped down on my lip, torn between wanting to jump out and interrogate them and knowing it’d be smarter to hide in the shadows and hope they didn’t notice me. They couldn’t be happy about the fire extinguisher incident, not to mention those slashed tires... Albeit they’d since replaced those tires, for there was no sign of the damage on their Harleys.
As they neared the dumpster where they’d parked, I caught a few snippets of their conversation over the clamor of approaching sirens. And it floored me. Whatever language they were speaking, it sure wasn’t English. I didn’t think it was a romance language either. True, I wasn’t hearing them well, but I’d studied enough Roman history in school that I figured I could identify something based on Vulgar Latin. It didn’t sound Slavic or Germanic either, though I was less familiar with those groups of languages. Their words had a lot of variation in tone—I thought I heard a couple that were repeated, only with different inflections. It reminded me of Mandarin, but these guys were awfully white for Chinese people. On looks alone, I would have guessed them Scandinavian, but even in those countries, they’d stand out.
I was so intent on listening to their words, that I almost missed the fact that they’d reached their motorcycles and turned to look at me. The older rider twitched his head—it wasn’t quite the side-to-side motion of a head shake, but it had the same negative gist—and hopped onto his bike. He roared away without a backward glance. One of the cops shouted at him to stop, but an ambulance and a news crew rolled into the campground, and the Harley weaved around a couple of cars and disappeared from sight. This was about to become a circus. The remaining campers, who’d apparently been reluctant to leave their tents and motorhomes to talk to the police, flowed out of hiding as soon as the news van stopped.
The remaining Harley rider, Blue Eyes, walked toward me, my arrow held at his side. As he drew closer, I could see his face and hands well enough to tell that there weren’t any signs of injury from the fire extinguisher propellant. My own skin was raw and red in spots, and I hadn’t even been the target.
I shifted from foot to foot and scanned the trees for Simon, but I didn’t see him. The authorities were swamped by now too. This guy better not be trouble, because it looked like I was on my own for dealing with him.
“Hello,” he said. “I am Eleriss. What is your name?”
“Er?” I’d been tensing, ready for him to stab me with the arrow, so this frank introduction took me off guard.
He tilted his head. “Er?”
“No, I mean, it’s Delia.” Belatedly, I wondered if I should have lied.
“I located your arrow.” Eleriss held it out to me.
“Uh, thanks. Was it in the haunch of anything when you located it?”
“Haunch? Ah, no, the jibtab would not be injured by such a weapon. Perhaps you... what is the expression? Gave it a hangnail?”
In the poor lighting, it was hard to tell, but I thought a slight smudge darkened the arrow tip. Maybe I’d made the creature bleed at least. Truth be told, I was impressed I’d hit it at all given how much my hands had been shaking. Of course, that might be a smear of dirt on the arrow too.
“But you attacked it,” Eleriss said. “It will remember you now.”
“Oh, good.”
“This... conveyance-house—” he pointed at the van, “—will not protect you from its fury if you cross it again. The jibtab is very strong.”
“So moving back to New Mexico would be a good idea now?” As soon as I said it, I rejected the idea. On the off chance that something—a jibtab, whatever that was—was hunting me, I wouldn’t lead it back to my family.
Eleriss considered my question for a moment, mouthing, “New Mexico,” a couple of times. “Ah yes,” he said, “the territory adjacent to this one. Perhaps a farther destination? Your Alaska may be safe for some time.” He smiled, like a man making a joke, but I didn’t find any of this amusing.
“Safe for some time? What do you mean?”
“It is lightly populated by humans, so will not attract the wrath of the jibtab’s master for now.”
I digested that for a moment. It was hard to concentrate as fully as I would have liked with people shouting and setting up lighting and equipment in my peripheral vision. It was only a matter of time before someone came over and wanted to interview me. Or arrest me. I wasn’t sure which sounded less appealing.
“Just to be clear, you’re not the jib-thing’s master?” I asked.
Eleriss took a step back. “Me? I would not create anything to harm humans. I like humans.”
“Yeah, me too.”
This guy was seriously weird. I was beginning to think there was some merit to Simon’s idea that our strangers were Vulcans, or nut jobs who thought they were Vulcans. Would he be affronted if I told him Prescott didn’t have a Live Action Roleplaying Group?
“It would not be within my abilities to create a jibtab regardless,” he said. “I am not a... scientist, is that the profession?”
“For someone who makes monsters? I don’t know—I didn’t see those classes under any of the degree paths at ASU.”
He did that head tilt that seemed to mean he was trying to figure me out.
“So if you didn’t make it, what are you and your buddy doing here?” I asked. “Why do you keep showing up when it kills someone?”
He could have asked me the same question, but he didn’t. He probably knew we were clueless. “We can track it.”
“Oh? Do you know where it is now?”
“It ran up a dirt road over there.” Eleriss pointed in the direction that the first people had been killed.
I knew the road. We’d hiked up it to a trail that led to a lake. It’d been a nice hike, and there was no way I’d do it again now.
“Are you trying to kill it?” I asked.
“That is not currently within our power.”
“Then why follow it?”
“We seek to find that which can destroy it. Also, we seek to protect humans from it.” Eleriss gazed toward the woods where the husband and wife had fallen. “We are failing thus far.”
“Join the club. That which can destroy it—you want to kill it then?”
“That is desirable, yes.”
“Maybe my friend and I can help. We’re good at research. Simon over there has GPS apps that can find all sorts of things and lead us to them.” I decided not to mention the broken shovel haft.
“You would be wise to leave this place. Your Alaska would be a good destination.”
“That’s a little cold for my desert blood. Besides—”
“Ma’am?” a man asked from the side, startling me. It was the police officer who’d been talking to Simon earlier. Simon stood by the patrol car, a sheepish expression on his face. Ugh, they must have caught him practicing his photography skills.
“Yes?” I asked.
“We’re going to need you to come downtown to answer some questions.” The officer’s eyebrows twitched. “Again.”
Double ugh. The left hand had been talking to the right hand. He eyed the arrow I was holding, but all he said was, “This way, please.”
I pointed to the van. “Mind if I park this back in our spot? It’s in the way here.”
He considered me for a moment—deciding if I was a flight risk? “Good idea. Make sure you get those headlights fixed too. You can get a citation for that.”
A half million sarcastic comments came to mind, but he walked away before my mouth could get me into trouble. More trouble, I amended as I watched someone guide Simon into the back of the patrol car. I wondered why nobody had come up to Eleriss, wanting to question him. I was reluctant to leave in the middle of our conversation. However, when I turned back to where he’d been standing, he was gone. His Harley was gone too. How had he managed that without me hearing it start up?
“This night is getting weirder and weirder,” I muttered.



CHAPTER 8
The fluorescent lights of the police station stung my eyes after the midnight darkness outside. When we walked in, I expected to be taken to a concrete room with nothing except a table, two chairs, and a one-way mirror while Simon was tossed into an identical room next door. Once there, I assumed they’d question us separately, trying to get us to contradict each other and maybe throwing in some Prisoner’s Dilemma tactics. Apparently I’d been watching too much TV. Or maybe those things only happened at big city police stations. Instead, the officer who’d driven us there ushered us to a corner of the waiting room with instructions to, “Hang tight.” He walked back outside, leaving us to our own devices with no one except a yawning young officer behind a desk to keep an eye on us.
“Thanks for parking the van,” Simon said.
Aware of the cops in the front seat of the car, we hadn’t spoken during the hour we’d waited in the back while the police dealt with the bodies and the chaos of the campground. Simon had been typing on his smartphone the whole time while I’d watched in mute horror as a female officer came to get the kid out of the trailer and lead him away, picking him up at one point to keep him from running into the woods to find his parents.
I’d decided to hold off on messaging my own parents, though the whole event had made me want to hear their voices. But it’d already been late, and I hadn’t wanted to explain why I was calling from a police car. No need to worry them until I found out if we were going to be charged for something.
“No problem,” I murmured. “I mostly wanted to put the arrow in the van, so nobody would think to stick it into an evidence room.”
“They weren’t amused when I tried to play investigative photographer and sneak in close for a last couple of pictures.” He tapped his phone. “I finished writing up a blog post though. Tomorrow when this hits the news and people start searching for monster sightings, our website should pop up.”
I glared at him. “I told you not to put this stuff up there.”
“Someone’s going to cover the story anyway. Why not someone who was actually there and saw what happened?”
“Because you want to cash in on it. That’s our professional business site, damn it.”
“One that will make our business more money if it gets more traffic. Do you want to live on peanut butter and jelly and sleep in a van for your entire life?”
I dropped my head into my hands. After the long and eventful day, I didn’t have energy left to argue with him over this. I hoped the authorities got to the bottom quickly, and our lives returned to normal. Though a part of me wanted to speak with Eleriss again, especially given that he’d almost been... amiable. Weird and obscure, but amiable. Maybe he’d tell me about that device in the bedside table.
“What did you mean evidence?” Simon asked after a while.
“Huh?”
“You said you didn’t want your arrow thrown in an evidence locker. Was there something on it?”
“A smudge. It might be dirt, but...” I shrugged. “I cut off the tip and stuck it into an envelope addressed to Autumn in Flagstaff.” I patted my pocket. “If we get out of here without trouble, I’ll mail it as soon as we walk by a box.”
“Autumn... which one of your friends is that?”
“The one who used to insult you all the time.”
“You’ll have to be more specific than that. Not all of your friends appreciated my unique characteristics.”
“She’s the archaeology student who graduated at the same time as I did and who works at the same firm as I... would have.”
“Would have?” Simon asked. “Technically, you did work there, didn’t you? For a day?”
“It was three days, thank you.”
Though after the first day of cataloguing rocks at the cultural resource management center in Flagstaff, I’d been certain the job wouldn’t work for me. My professors had all warned me that real archaeology wasn’t anything like they showed in the movies, and I’d been prepared for days upon days of sifting through dirt without finding anything significant, but tedious and repetitive office work in a room without windows? With no field excursions on the calendar for the rest of the year? I couldn’t handle that. But I hadn’t been able to find any other openings in the field—I’d been lucky to get that one as a kid fresh out of college—and none of the archaeologists I’d talked to had been leading the lives I’d imagined anyway. I’d called Simon and asked if he thought I’d be nuts to quit, but he’d always had that entrepreneurial streak, and he’d come up with Rust & Relics right away. I wasn’t making any more than I would have at that entry-level job—and some months it was less—but we had spent a fun summer exploring the state and scampering all over the mountainsides, hunting for old treasures. Despite the sneers of my peers, it suited me. Or at least it had until the bodies started showing up.
“What can she do with the arrow?” Simon asked.
“Autumn specializes in the chemical identification of organic residues that’ve been absorbed into historic materials.”
“Uh huh, so what can she do with the arrow?”
“She has access to a good lab; if there’s anything interesting on the tip, she should be able to tell us what it is.”
“Ah.”
An interior door opened, and a lieutenant clutching a coffee mug walked out. He didn’t appear much more alert than the fellow at the desk. I gathered this wasn’t the usual nightshift crew. Monster attacks probably justified summoning on-call people.
The lieutenant thumped the other man’s desk on the way by. “Brew up another pot of your sludge, Thomas. We’re going to be a lot busier here soon.”
“Yes, sir.”
The lieutenant approached us and sat in one of the chairs. “I’m Detective Gutierrez. We’ll have coffee ready in a minute, and there’s water if you want it.”
“I’m fine,” Simon said.
Gutierrez had an accent, and I thought about trying my mediocre Spanish on him. He might think I was trying to butter him up. Enh, it couldn’t hurt. “Gracias. Cafés, por favor.”
He smiled at me—that was promising. “You heard the lady, Thomas.”
“Yeah, yeah, the sludge patrol is on it.”
“Get that metal detector out of the evidence locker too, will you?” Gutierrez pointed at Simon. “You were the one talking to Webster over at the Sheriff’s Office this afternoon, right?”
Simon perked up. “Yes. Did you find my Dirt Viper?”
“Fanciest metal detector I’ve ever seen. I can see why you’d want it back. Looks like it wasn’t stolen. You misplaced it. Some of their guys were called up there. They found it leaning against a tree.”
So, our pretty-eyed friends had been telling the truth. Though they’d still broken into our van and taken it. And why had they needed it anyway? According to Eleriss, they were tracking that creature. It wouldn’t have anything metal in it, would it?
“I left it in my van,” Simon said, “with the doors locked.”
“Hm,” Gutierrez murmured into his mug. He didn’t believe us, I could tell. Simon could, too, for his scowl was petulant. He had the sense not to argue though.
“Did you question the two guys on the Harleys?” I asked. “We thought they were the ones who took the tool.” I decided not to mention that we’d since chatted with them and they were the ones who’d taken it. “And we thought they might have something to do with... the body.”
“Our people didn’t see anyone up there when they arrived.”
“What?” Simon lurched forward to the edge of his seat. “But they couldn’t have gotten off the mountain so quickly. Not after we— I mean, they seemed like they’d be indisposed for a while. At least until someone got there.”
Maybe Simon wasn’t as adept at slashing tires as he thought. Or maybe those two had found a quick way to patch them. You could make glue out of pine pitch, after all.
The gurgling of a coffee pot had started up, the aroma filling the air. I wasn’t a huge fan of black coffee, but I could make an exception if I was using it as an all-night study aid. Or, in this case, a remain-alert-so-as-not-to-incriminate-oneself-to-the-police aid.
“We did see motorcycle tracks, as well of those of your van, but that was it,” Gutierrez said.
“Dang,” Simon said. “There was only the one road up there. I thought...”
Yes, and it had been a long drive. It did seem like the police or sheriffs or whoever had responded first would have been going up by the time Eleriss and Jakatra had been coming down. Even if the cops passed those two on the road without stopping them, someone should have remembered it, especially since they’d been sent to investigate the reporting of a body. But then, nobody had seemed to notice the two riders cruise into the campground that night either, nobody except for me. If we’d been alone, I might have asked Simon if Vulcans had any special abilities to remain unnoticed. Probably not if they needed to wear ear-covering caps when they came to Earth.
The sludge officer brought over two steaming cups of coffee, one for the detective and one for me. He pointed a finger at Simon and raised his eyebrows.
“No, thanks,” Simon said. “Not unless you’ve got a Mountain Dew back there.” He didn’t have many vices that I’d noticed, but I had seen him suck down an entire twelve-pack of soda during a long day of gaming. It beat cigarettes and alcohol, I supposed. From a few of his comments, I’d gathered that those had been rampant among his kin when he’d been growing up.
“I’ll check.”
When the other man had left, Gutierrez draped an arm across the back of his chair and gave us a stern look. I tried not to squirm with guilt. We hadn’t done anything wrong, after all.
“I know chasing storms is all the rage in some parts of the countries, but you kids are going to get in trouble—or get killed—chasing this storm. Or whatever the hell it is. I wish it’d skipped Prescott. We’ve had enough tragedy in this town; we don’t need this.”
I forgot about squirming with guilt because I was too busy trying to figure out what he was talking about. Storm chasing? Huh?
“I looked you up online and saw your website,” Gutierrez said, throwing me further by switching topics again. “And your most recent blog post.” His lips flattened as he pinned Simon with his gaze.
I glared at Simon too. He could have waited to post that until we were out of the police station.
“I’m sure to a couple of kids your age, this all seems like adventure, but I urge you to let it go. Focus on your business and forget the ‘monster hunt.’” Something about the way Gutierrez said the last two words—and the way Simon avoided his eyes—made me think he was quoting that blog post.
Thomas returned with a can of Mountain Dew and a dusty but otherwise undamaged Dirt Viper. Simon leaped to his feet and threw open his arms like a man ready to hug a beloved child he hadn’t seen all year.
Gutierrez must have decided I was the more responsible of our duo for he turned his attention to me and said, “I’m serious about my warning. If the guys in L.A. couldn’t stop this... thing, I don’t know what we’ll do besides hope it moves on quickly. I don’t want to see your bodies come into the Yavapai County Morgue.”
L.A.? I was dying to get on my phone and start running searches, but not with him watching. “Yes, sir. I don’t want to see the morgue either.”
By now, Simon was running some kind of diagnostics check on his metal detector while Thomas watched on in bemusement.
“You’re free to go,” Gutierrez told me.
“Thank you.”
Less concerned with the welfare of the Dirt Viper, I grabbed Simon by the back of his arm and propelled him toward the door. I didn’t yet know why the police had thought we were chasing after this creature, but Gutierrez had dropped enough clues that I ought to be able to find out.



CHAPTER 9
I’d never had trouble getting up in the mornings—living in the desert where the sun is blazing in the window at dawn helps with that—but at 10 a.m. at the Raven Cafe, I was waiting for my triple-shot mocha to kick in. I didn’t know when I’d gotten to sleep, but it hadn’t been until late. After finishing at the police station, Simon and I hadn’t had any interest in returning to the campground, so we’d roamed around looking for a likely place to stay. We’d finally parked the van at Walmart next to the boondocking RVs. I’d surfed around on my phone, looking up news articles from L.A. among other things, until I’d fallen asleep with it on my pillow. The need for a faster Internet connection had brought us here.
“I’ve got to take Zelda to the repair shop,” Simon said after he slurped up the milk in his bowl of granola. He’d informed me that a mocha wasn’t an appropriate breakfast, but I wasn’t sure his option was any healthier, given the amount of brown sugar he’d dumped on the top. “You staying here?” He waved to my open laptop.
“Yes. We’ve got a spot by an outlet. I can go for hours.” Our pub table stood against the wall by a piano with my laptop cord snaking down to the outlet. On previous days when we’d visited the Raven, we’d had to settle for tables in non-outlet-serviced locales. Today, the cafe was quiet, with only one other person sharing the dining area, a bleary-eyed, laptop-toting kid wearing a Yavapai Community College sweatshirt. I hadn’t seen a television yet, but the dearth of people in here and on the streets suggested that the White Spar incident had hit the news. Temi’s three early-morning text messages asking where we were and demanding to know if we were all right provided further evidence for that hypothesis.
“You can go for hours? All by yourself, eh?” Simon smirked, but it was a tired gesture. His eyes were bloodshot too. He’d probably take a nap in the waiting room while the headlights were being replaced. He never had trouble sacking out on a random chair, bench, or gum-decorated sidewalk in public.
“I’ve warned you about my introvert tendencies,” I said. “Did you send me that picture of the thing from the hotel room yet?”
“Yeah, but I’m more interested in where that monster’s going next than in antiques, albeit glow-in-the-dark antiques are intriguing. You’re going to find out more about that, right? Instead of wasting hours trying to look up foreign words you think you heard last night.” He gave me a pointed look.
Yes, I’d meant to spend more time researching the L.A. connection, and I had pulled up a few stories, but those words I’d heard Jakatra and Eleriss speak had kept repeating in my mind. I’d played with countless spelling possibilities, plugging each into the search engine, but I hadn’t found anything useful. Not all that surprising if the language wasn’t based off the Latin alphabet.
“I promise I’ll research your monster,” I said, “but we’re not tracking down anything that can rip our heads off, no matter what I find on it.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Simon said. “But the riders are a different matter, right?”
“What do you mean?”
“You want to know about them and their language.”
“Yes...”
“So, you’d want a sample if you could get it?” he asked.
“If I could figure out what language they were speaking, I’d have a better shot at finding information on that object in their room.”
“That was a yes, right?”
“Yes.” I wondered why he was pursuing this so relentlessly.
“You get all the details on L.A., and I’ll see if I can figure out a way to get you that sample.” Simon smiled and strolled away.
I had a feeling I should find his parting words, or perhaps his motivations, suspicious.
A busboy cleared his plate, and I set to work, digging deeper into the California incidents. I was so engrossed in the research that I didn’t notice Temi until she tapped me on the shoulder sometime later.
“I’m here for my introduction to estate sales,” she said, though her raised eyebrows implied she doubted we’d be doing that today.
“I’m guessing most of those will be canceled.”
Temi sat down, placing a number on the edge of the table. “The streets are empty of pedestrians, and even the auto traffic is scarce. Are you going to tell me what’s going on from your side of things? I’ve seen the CNN and local news version.”
“Simon and I were up in the mountains yesterday morning, treasure hunting, basically. He’s working on a program that uses 3D mapping technology, some historical databases I pointed out to him, and a bunch of stuff I don’t understand very well to create a geographic information system. It helps you hunt for long-forgotten and sometimes buried ‘rusty gold’ as they say in the biz. It’s similar to the technology people are using to find old shipwrecks on the bottom of the ocean. I go along to dig up what we find, I point out if it has any historic or financial value, and, if so, we drag it out and sell it. My job is also to choose likely spots for his software to search by rummaging through historical records and old maps to find out where there used to be settlements, permanent or temporary. We’ve only been doing this for a few months, but we’ve already found some fascinating sites, including previously undiscovered Anasazi ruins.”
At some point during my ramble, the server had brought over an omelet and orange juice for Temi, and she was digging in. I was taking the roundabout way to answer her question, but she didn’t look bored. “I knew this would be more interesting than working at a fast food place,” she said between bites.
“Hah, more interesting, but not exactly more lucrative, at least not yet. That’s why I’m working the estate sales too.”
“You didn’t find anything valuable at the Anasazi site?”
“Oh, there’s probably some good stuff there, but we didn’t do much digging before I called an archaeologist at the Department of Natural Resources. That was a mistake, because the bastard took all the credit for finding the site. They ran a multi-page article on it and him in Archaeology Magazine.” I waved a hand. “Not that I’m bitter or anything.”
“Why’d you tell him about it to start with?” Temi asked.
“The site was on state land.”
Her brow furrowed. “Isn’t all of the land you’d search on either state or privately owned?”
“Essentially, yes. To be honest, this part of our enterprise is a little... morally ambiguous. We’ve argued over whether Simon should make the software available to anyone or just sell it to universities when we’ve worked out the bugs. We might be assisting... the wrong sorts of people if we made it publicly available.”
The crinkle in Temi’s brow hadn’t smoothed.
“You see,” I went on, “archaeologists frown upon people who make money by finding things and selling them on the antiquities black market. Ideally, historically significant sites should be carefully researched for what they can tell us about past peoples, and artifacts should be turned over to museums. That’s why Simon and I stay away from Native American ruins for the most part. It’s awesome to be the first to find something, but we’re not going to make money on any of it because we’ll always feel obligated to inform the authorities about the finds. Though I’ll be damned before I call that guy at the DNR again.” I grumbled under my breath.
“So what are you making money on?” Temi asked.
“As it turns out, people get less huffy about proclaiming the historical significance of stuff white people left lying around a hundred years ago. A lot of what we locate falls into the category of most people’s junk and one man’s treasure. Lately we’ve been finding and selling old mining equipment. I kid you not, we recently auctioned a big claw bucket from a steam shovel for over a thousand bucks on eBay. Fortunately, the highest bidder was someone who lived in the state, and we didn’t have to figure out how to ship it.”
Temi’s eyebrows drew together. “Who would want such a thing?”
“I don’t know if we can thank the steampunk movement or what, but a lot of people are decorating with relics from the Industrial Revolution era these days. Some of these items do look pretty cool.” Though I’d been surprised when the bucket sold. Simon had argued for that one. I’d been ready to leave it, thanks to its massive weight, but he’d engineered a system to get it onto a trailer, and we’d hauled it off the abandoned mining claim. “They’re not all big items. We sold some old gold pans and pick heads to a bar owner over on Whiskey Row—” I waved in the direction of the street, “—right when we got into town. He thought they’d make good wall decorations.”
Temi had finished her omelet and pushed the plate away. “All right, now I get what your business does, but I don’t get why you were up on the mountainside hunting monsters.”
“Monsters? Is that what the newspaper is saying?”
“The television news. A boy from the White Spar campground was filmed saying monsters had eaten his parents.”
“Oh, man, I can’t believe the reporters pestered that poor kid,” I said.
“The police and reporters are calling it a bear attack, but the survivors they interviewed all said that what they glimpsed wasn’t any bear. Someone said it had to be the same creature that killed all those people in L.A.”
I nodded, having caught up with the news from over there now. Neither Simon nor I was the type to watch much television or spend a lot of time perusing headlines on the web, so we’d missed the excitement. The first mauled body had appeared at El Matador Beach outside of L.A. ten days earlier. There’d been several more deaths in the city, with each cluster of attacks occurring farther east, until the last two had shown up in San Bernardino. After that, things had quieted down, until five days ago when there’d been two more groups of slayings near La Paz County Park. In all of the cases, nobody had managed to get a picture of the culprit, because it always attacked at night. The official reports had blamed bears, though some of the deaths had been as grisly as the decapitated man in that mine shaft. Our tunnel incident seemed to be the only killing that hadn’t happened at night, though a dark mine probably didn’t qualify as a daylight attack.
“As for what we were doing up there hunting monsters... we weren’t. We were looking for some more valuable mining goodies. We heard a scream ahead of us, checked it out, and found the dead guy.” I wondered if I should confess to fleeing the mine, certain something was about to leap out of the dark and eat us. Nah, it was bad enough Simon had already witnessed me being treed by my imagination.
“You heard screams and you checked it out?” Temi asked. “Isn’t that how all those pretty girls get killed in horror movies?”
“I’m not that pretty, so I didn’t think that paradigm would apply to me.”
Temi didn’t call me stupid—in fact, all she said was, “Hm”—but the notion seemed to hang in the air.
“We thought it was some fellow explorer who’d managed to fall and hurt himself. Which I suppose technically happened. You do tend to fall after your head has been ripped off.”
Temi frowned. “Is joking really appropriate here?”
“Oh, I’m sure it’s not, but searching for sarcastic things to say is a great way to avoid thinking too much about the horror of what actually happened. That leads to weeping, hysterics, and group hugs. I find all of those activities counterproductive.” I’d never been good at sharing my emotions with others. I wasn’t sure if it came from having a pile of older brothers who’d teased and tormented me as a kid, or if it was some genetic quirk. The rest of the family went the other way—my older sister had a knack for sharing emotions with theatric intensity... and volume. Me? I’d always found sarcasm and jokes safer things to share. People have a hard time seeing through them and can’t pick on you effectively if you don’t have obvious buttons to push.
“So it was luck that you stumbled across the monster,” Temi mused, “and luck that brought it to your camp last night.”
“As far as I know.” Since Simon had ridiculed me for thinking we had something that might be drawing the creature, I didn’t bring up the theory again. It seemed even more unlikely now that I knew the whatever-it-was had come from out of state. Surely we didn’t have anything that intriguing in the back of the van.
“Where do the Harley riders come in?”
“They were at both spots too. And both times, they showed up after the creature had killed someone.” I felt silly saying creature over and over, but I didn’t know what else to call this mystery being. It wasn’t a bear, no matter what the newspapers said, and I wasn’t ready to add jibtab to my daily vocabulary yet. I’d filled Simon in on Eleriss and our strange conversation, but using such terms would draw confused looks from the general population.
“What is the plan now?” Temi asked.
“I’ve been instructed by the police to avoid monster hunting. It’s also been suggested by multiple parties that I might want to get out of town. Or out of state.” I thought of Eleriss’s proclamation that Alaska would be a suitable destination. I wish I remembered more of that conversation. He’d said something about finding “that which can destroy” the creature. Some super powerful tool or weapon? Located in Prescott? That seemed about as likely as a week passing without our van needing one repair or another, but it wouldn’t take much to convince me to run off into the woods after some unique relic from a bygone era.
“Will you heed either of those suggestions?” Temi had known me at a time when I would have ignored any advice to stay out of trouble, but I’d grown up since then, at least a little.
“Believe it or not, I probably will. I’m insanely curious about those riders and their strange language, but we need to focus on our business and on activities that pay the bills. You know, grownup stuff.”
“Wise.”
To Temi’s credit, she didn’t sound shocked or disappointed by my choice. I guess she’d grown up a little too.
My phone flashed a text message alert. Simon.
Van is fixed. Ready to roll? I have an idea.
I must have frowned because Temi asked, “What is it?” in a concerned tone of voice.
I showed her the message.
“An idea? What does that mean?” she asked.
“Nothing related to grownup stuff, I bet.”



CHAPTER 10
Simon ordered a burger from the bored man cleaning glasses at the bar—business still hadn’t picked up—then veered over to join us. He dragged over another chair, and I pushed my laptop to the side. We could have moved to a bigger table, but he didn’t suggest leaving the sacred outlet. Also, he’d been bouncing from foot-to-foot while he placed his order, so I knew he was impatient to share his news. He gave Temi a nervous glance though, apparently remembering his shyness around girls now that we weren’t busy chasing motorcycles.
“What’s your idea?” I asked him. “And how much will it cost?”
“Nothing.” He focused on me and grinned. “It’s already been implemented.”
“Irrevocably?”
Somehow Simon managed to shoot me a dirty look without losing the grin. “No. Do you remember those collars I made for your uncle this summer?”
“The GPS tracking collars for his hunting dogs? I mostly remember you cussing out Taos because you couldn’t find a decent electronics store.”
“Yes, I made that app and a few trial devices before I had two that were sturdy enough to stay on a pointer hurling itself around in the brush. I still have those prototypes in the van, or had rather.”
I glanced at Temi and lowered my voice. “You didn’t... put the collars on someone, did you?” I imagined some homeless fellow sleeping on a bench under a newspaper with a dog chain around his neck before it occurred to me to wonder why Simon wanted to track someone anyway.
“No, of course not. But I took the trackers off and taped them on something.”
“On what?” Temi asked, her chin propped in one hand. She seemed to find this admission of clandestine detective work amusing rather than alarming. If she started working with us, she’d learn better soon enough.
“It’s more of an in really.”
“Simon,” I whispered in exasperation.
“The tailpipes of a couple of Harleys.” He pulled out his phone and opened an app. A map of Prescott came up.
I leaned back in my chair, trying to decide if I was horrified or intrigued. Or both.
“Why do you want to track them?” Temi asked.
“Del said they’re trying to find some tool or weapon to kill that monster. If it’s something old that they’re prying out of the earth, I’m sure she’ll be interested. She also wants a sample of their language. If they don’t know we’re around, I’m sure they’ll speak freely.” He held up his phone, which happened to be opened to a voice recording application.
“You’re being awfully... considerate of my interests.” I squinted at him. “Why do I have a feeling you have ulterior motives?”
Simon smiled innocently. “I’m certain I don’t know.”
“Anyone been by our blog to read your story?”
His smile widened. “Oh, we’ve had oodles of visitors. I had to talk to our hosting provider a while ago, because we crashed on account of all the traffic using up our monthly bandwidth quota. In two hours.” He waved like some self-important Vegas prognosticator and proclaimed, “It all happened just like I thought it would. Wired and BoingBoing picked us up, and I don’t know how many lesser blogs.”
Temi’s mouth quirked, as if she didn’t know if she should be impressed or not.
“Uh huh, and did we get any orders?” I asked.
“No, but that’s not how it works,” Simon said. “It’s the links from these big sites that count. The traffic is cool, but you’re right in that it won’t be targeted to our business. It’ll all be people interested in the monster story. Although...” He drummed his fingers in his Star-Wars-Imperial-March pattern. “If I acted quickly, maybe I could put together some T-shirts or something. We wouldn’t make a ton, but merchandising could be good for a few bucks.”
“Merchandising?” I mouthed to Temi.
She shrugged back at me.
“I don’t have any artistic talent, but maybe I could do something with the pictures I got,” Simon went on. “I wish I had one of the monster. I mostly have mutilated bodies. That’s kind of garish for a T-shirt, right?”
“You think?” I asked.
Temi was more tactful than I, forgoing sarcasm to simply say, “Yes.”
“I did put some impression-based advertising on the site when I saw all the traffic,” Simon said. “We’ve already made thirty dollars today.”
I kept myself from rolling my eyes—barely. Money was money, I supposed, but I wanted to succeed doing something that added value to the world, or at least made someone happy. True, an antique steam shovel probably wouldn’t grant anyone eternal bliss, but that fellow had been pleased to find one for his collection.
Simon switched to another app. “They’re not doing anything.”
“Still parked outside the Vendome?” I asked.
“Yup.” Simon’s hamburger was delivered, so he stopped staring incessantly at the screen for a moment. He didn’t, however, stop plotting. “I wonder how much traffic we’d get to our site if we somehow slew the monster and saved the town, thus ushering in a period of peace and prosperity.”
I shook my head at Temi and pointed my thumb at Simon. “This from the guy who made me march into a men’s room shower at a campground to get rid of a spider.”
Simon pointed a sweet potato fry at me. “It was a tarantula, not a spider. Huge difference. You all have some wicked critters down here in the desert.”
“If you find Arizona’s wildlife alarming,” Temi said, “I recommend you never visit the Australian Outback.”
“You’ve b-been?” Simon asked, stuttering for the first time since he’d sat down. It was also the first time he’d looked in her direction.
“Yes, I was in Melbourne for... work and went on a safari afterward.”
“He Googled you,” I told Temi, not sure why she was being evasive about her tennis career. Well, I guess I could understand, especially if she was being judged heavily by her old colleagues, but Simon didn’t care. I didn’t care. Heck, I’d never admit it out loud, but I was perhaps the teeniest tiniest bit contented that she’d fallen from that lofty pedestal and was here asking us for work.
“I see,” Temi said, then dismissed this information with an elegant shrug. How one managed to shrug elegantly, I wasn’t sure, but she did it. “The Outback was extremely hot that time of year—I was there in January—and we saw quite a few dangerous creatures. Did you know that the bite of a funnel-web spider can kill a human being in two hours? Also, I was told that the Inland Taipan has the most toxic venom of any snake in the world. It paralyzes you and eats away at your muscle tissue. It gets dissolved and passed through your kidneys until you start peeing out reddish-brown urine.” She wriggled her eyebrows, clearly going into the garish details because Simon seemed like someone who’d appreciate them. And she was right.
He chomped on his burger as she spoke, listening in rapt fascination. Or just rapt... enrapture. In truth, she could have recited the plot of her favorite chick flick for him and received a similar result, but this would be better in Simon’s eyes. If he hadn’t been in love before, he would be now.
I shook my head and stole a couple of his fries. “If one of those snakes shows up in your shower, I’m not going in to get rid of it.”
“Understandable,” Simon said. “But you’ve got my back on the funnel-spider, right?”
“We’ll see.” It must be a testament to my oddness, but these tales actually filled me with a longing to travel to the continent. I wanted to travel anywhere, really, having never been farther afield than California to the west and Texas to the east. Maybe someday we’d do well enough with the business to finance a few out-of-country excursions.
“Actually,” Temi said, “I understand the Inland Taipan is non-aggressive.”
“Until some idiot runs up to take pictures of it for his blog?” I asked.
She smiled faintly. “Maybe.”
“Hmmph.” Simon picked up his phone again. “They still haven’t left the hotel.”
“Perhaps they’re brainstorming their next move,” Temi suggested.
“Or maybe they found your transmitter and tossed it in a storm drain,” I said.
“No way. It’d be flowing away under the city if that had happened.”
I filched a few more of his sweet potato fries and found a corner of the table on which to open my laptop. I skimmed the local news sites to see if there’d been any recent updates on our creature. According to the Daily Courier, people had been calling in all morning and reporting sightings. Supposedly, it’d been spotted everywhere from the community college to Thumb Butte Recreational Area to the back aisles at Home Depot. There weren’t any pictures to support these claims, and every person described it in a different way. A seven-year-old girl in the Prescott Lakes neighborhood blamed it for a missing cat and said it looked like a rainbow unicorn with two horns and a goatee. You had to love kids.
If the creature continued its west-to-east trek, it might already be on its way out of Prescott and headed to Camp Verde or Sedona. I imagined the legions of tourists in Sedona running out on the red rocks to take pictures of it... right before they were eaten. But if the monster had left, wouldn’t our Harley friends have left too? Either way, if the creature preferred nighttime excursions, it wouldn’t be out and about today.
“Temi, why don’t we go check out some of those estate sales?” I said. “I can show you the other half of our glamorous business, and maybe the scarcity of people on the streets will let us find uncrowded spots and get some good deals.”
She’d long since finished her meal and nodded agreement at this.
Simon was busy refreshing the screen on his phone so I swiped his last couple of fries. “You staying here?” I asked.
“Yeah, might as well. I’ll trade you the van for your laptop.”
“All right, but don’t get ketchup between the keys again. And don’t slip anything into my laptop bag that we didn’t pay for.”
Unlikely since the Raven served condiments in little bowls on your plate rather than leaving squeeze bottles out on the table, but one never knew what he might find. He’d never touch the paintings listed for sale on the walls—his thefts were always food-related and usually never for items worth more than a buck or two—but he might think the linen napkins would make nice souvenirs.



CHAPTER 11
Temi lifted up a rusty bicycle rim with most of the spokes broken. “When you said estate sales, I was picturing mansions full of antique sofas, priceless paintings, and marble busts.”
“You were picturing that in Prescott?” I asked from beneath a picnic table where I was sorting through old apple crates full of vinyl records and self-help books from the 60s. Older books were more my forte, but I put aside a signed first edition of Sex and the Single Girl. That one was still in print and ought to bring a few bucks. “I know there are some trophy homes up in the hills, but I think most of them are the second houses of well-to-do Phoenix entrepreneurs rather than the twenty-third homes of blue bloods with way too much inherited money to spend.”
“I suppose I was at least thinking that there’d be fewer cobwebs.” Temi swatted at a nice collection in the door frame. We were in the back of an old garage that had started its life as a barn. It was packed to the rafters, with a single path winding its way past the precarious junk piles.
“If the dust isn’t to your taste, you could join the people admiring the furniture in the house.”
“When you say furniture, are you referring to the green plaid sofa with the broken springs or the coffee table made out of plywood and cable spools? I simply ask because I wasn’t sure if those qualified for such a lofty label and thought perhaps you’d seen something someone might actually want.”
“Nope.” I squirmed between the legs of the table and poked into another crate. “That’s what I meant.”
“I don’t mind the dust.” Temi took a deep breath—a bracing breath? “What can I do to help?”
I pulled myself out from under the picnic table and pushed aside a laundry basket full of car parts, possibly related to the half-assembled car in the backyard, but just as likely not. Once I could see her, I decided tall, athletic, and well-dressed Temi looked out of place in the dust-and-rust-filled garage. She might have fit in once, but nine years had changed her a lot more than it had changed me. I wondered if it was harder to have never had money and prestige than to have had it and lost it. I doubted I’d ever know. With my grubby hands, stained jeans, and faded T-shirt, I fit right into that garage and I probably always would.
“Look, Temi, you don’t owe me any explanations, but I’ve been wondering why you’re here. If tennis isn’t an option for you anymore, why not go back to school? I’m sure you could stay with your parents to save money while you’re studying.”
She grimaced. “I can’t go back there. I stopped in for a couple of days, and it was... awkward is a nice way to put it.”
“I don’t get it; your parents are nice.”
“My parents didn’t think much of my decision to leave for Florida all those years ago. If I hadn’t been given a full scholarship to the academy...” Temi plucked a cobweb off her shoulder. “My parents were fine with tennis when I was a prepubescent girl and it was a hobby, but Yaiyai never thought it was appropriate for girls to run around hitting balls with sticks.” This last part she said in her high-pitched Yaiyai-imitation tone, one of an eighty-year-old woman who had a cane she swung like a cudgel at all the young men in the neighborhood, because she was certain they were thinking impure thoughts about her. “My parents became less and less enamored with it when it started taking more of my time.”
“I remember that. They wouldn’t drive you to the tournaments, right? You had to get rides and stay with the other girls on the team?”
Temi nodded. “You only saw the tip of the iceberg. We had a lot of disagreements. Once I was offered that scholarship, I believed I could be independent and didn’t need them. We had a big blowup on the night before I left. If you give up your studies and do this, you’ll never be welcome in our house again. Words of that nature. I threw some curses around, too, words a young lady shouldn’t know, much less say.”
“Yeah, I had a lot of those in my vocabulary too.” Though I’d never dared fling them at my parents.
“They forbade me to leave and wouldn’t help me get to Florida. I basically ran away from home. I hitchhiked and stowed away on freighter trains to get there.”
“I didn’t know that. At fourteen? You’re lucky you didn’t get mugged... or worse.”
“I know. There were a couple of scary incidents. When I got there, I handed over a parental release form with forged signatures. That first year, I kept waiting for the police to come and haul me back to New Mexico. I guess my parents never filed a missing person’s report though. I got the feeling they were waiting for me to fail and come back with my tail between my legs. That made me more determined than ever to succeed. I put an insane number of hours into my training, and when it paid off, and I started winning tournaments at the pro level... I don’t know. I thought they’d be happy, that they’d admit they were wrong, and that my choice had been right. That it’d all been worth it. But they always thought it was a crime to pay people money to play sports. And they never agreed with the jet-setter lifestyle, flying all over the world to compete. A waste of oil and the precious few resources the world has left.” This time she was imitating her dad’s voice—I’d known the family long enough to recognize the words without the impersonation though. “Even when I was succeeding beyond my own expectations... it didn’t matter to them. They never called or wrote, but I heard their words through my cousins’ mouths. They felt they hadn’t raised me right. They saw me as a failure.” Temi’s usual equanimity had faltered during her soliloquy, and she leaned back, blinking rapidly with her eyes toward the rafters. “I can’t go back there and prove them right.”
“Temi, you’re not a failure. It’s not a crime to go down a different path than the one your parents have in mind for you. It’s normal.” I probably should have patted her on the back and offered a sympathetic shoulder instead of a lecture, but I wasn’t good at comfort and commiseration. Besides, I didn’t know what she thought about our last meeting as teenagers, but I didn’t want her to think I was trying to hit on her.
“I’d believe that if they hadn’t been right in the end. The life I chose... I didn’t think it’d be so fleeting. I thought I’d have plenty of time to go back to school once I finished my pro career, and that I’d have enough money at that point and wouldn’t have to worry about finding a place to stay while I studied.”
I decided not to point out that she would have money now if she hadn’t been buying Jaguars and who knew what else. I probably would have made similar frivolous purchases if someone had handed me a few piles of cash.
“You could sell the car,” I said.
“I know. That’s on the table, but I wouldn’t get nearly what I paid for it two years ago.”
“Better sooner than later... like after it gets mauled by a rock-throwing monster. You keep hanging around with us and that’s liable to happen.”
Temi managed a smile. “Why do you think I opted for separate lodgings?”
“I assumed Zelda wasn’t up to your usual sleeping standards.”
“Oh, I don’t know. The van doesn’t seem much worse than the Motel 6, but you and your... friend are proving to be magnets for trouble.”
Before I could decide if I wanted to refute the comment, or explain that, yes, Simon and I were indeed just friends, my phone beeped. I pulled it out, expecting another “They haven’t moved yet” text message. Instead it read, Got something. Come get me?
Even though I was sure he had an ulterior motive in this tracking scheme, my heart rate still took a jump when I read the note. I grabbed the books and knickknacks I’d found. “Time to check out.”
“What does that entail in this industry?” Temi waved toward the items and their lack of price tags.
“Haggling with the owner until neither of us gets a price we’re happy with.”
“Ah.”
“Then we rush over to pick up Simon before he gets himself into trouble. More trouble.”



CHAPTER 12
Business had picked up at the Raven Cafe by the time we returned, finding Simon at the same table, hunkered over my laptop. There weren’t yet enough people that the servers felt compelled to glare at him for hogging seats when he’d finished his meal hours earlier.
“What’ve you got?” I asked, pulling up a chair.
Temi sat across from him. He gave her a shy wave, but focused on me. “You know those pictures I took?”
“The ones of the mauled bodies that are too garish for T-shirts? Yes.”
“I didn’t upload those, but I did share some of thrashed vegetation and footprints, except I missed something when I was posting them.” Simon pointed at the screen where the blog from our website was displayed. Even though I had a half-written review on Arrowheads & Stone Artifacts: A Practical Guide for the Amateur Archaeologist I’d been meaning to finish, I’d been avoiding the site since he started posting evidence of our adventures in the wilds of Prescott. Somehow I thought that book review might disappoint the crowd flocking to our blog in search of monsters. “I was reading through the comments people have left—two hundred and twelve of them, by the way.” He gave me an arch look.
“Any of them buy anything yet?” I asked.
“No.”
I returned his look with my own get-to-the-point-then expression.
“But this guy said he enlarged one of the pictures I took of the forest right after the police arrived.” Simon was pointing at the comment, so I read it for myself, sharing the last half aloud.
“‘Nice choice to use a phone to take such important pictures. At least get an app that lets you up your ISO, lower your aperture, and lengthen your shutter speed. My five year old could have done better with her Fisher-Price camera.’”
“I have an app,” Simon said. “The problem was that my hands were quivering with adrenaline. Anyway, here’s the picture in question.”
He tabbed over to photo-viewing software, and I found myself admiring a slightly blurry image of the forest at night. He outlined a corner and zoomed in. I gripped the edge of the table. There was a dark bump sticking out of the side of one of those trees, one that had...
“That’s the creepiest eye I’ve ever seen,” I said.
Temi came around to the back of my chair to look. “Are you sure it’s an eye?”
“It looks like an eye to me.” Simon pointed. “There’s the outline of the head.”
“Its eye is... iridescent.” It reminded me of spilled engine oil.
“The head is weird too,” Simon said. “It’s too dark to see, but it doesn’t look furry to me. Or maybe the fur is extra short. And look, no ear, at least not one that protrudes.”
“Definitely not a bear,” I said, though I’d never truly believed it was. “Unless some mad scientist has been tinkering with bear DNA and making some creative alterations.”
“I suppose that’s possible.”
“Of course it’s possible. Haven’t you seen how crazy large tomatoes are these days? Genetically modifying things is all the rage.”
“I know that,” Simon said, “but I thought that since we have some Vulcans down here, we might have a real life Predator too.”
“Oh, please, they’re not Vulcans. Real aliens wouldn’t look like aliens on Star Trek. Or Predator.”
“What is Predator?” Temi asked. “Aside from a noun.”
Simon didn’t say anything to her, but his stunned expression spoke loudly.
“Sorry, Temi,” I said, “I forgot to tell you that if you’re going to work on this team, you’re going to have to cultivate a basic background in science fiction books, films, and television shows.”
“That’s... helpful for archaeological digs?”
“No, for understanding Simon.”
Simon nodded solemnly. Judging by Temi’s dubious expression, she wasn’t sure how important communicating with him would be.
A phone bleeped.
“Oh!” Simon’s hand lunged down to yank it out of his pocket so fast that he almost fell off the chair. “They’re moving.”
He slammed the laptop lid shut, and I gritted my teeth. I would have reminded him that he was manhandling my computer, but he was too busy stuffing things into his pack and knocking over his chair in his haste to stand up.
“We have to hurry,” he said. “The tracker only has a mile range.”
“Are we sure we should be bothering them again?” Temi asked.
“No, but I’m hoping they won’t notice us bothering them. We can slip in, see what they’re digging up, get a sample of the language, and slip out.”
“Is that all he wants?” Temi pointed to the door. Simon had already jogged out of the cafe.
“I’m not sure, but he’s not getting anything else.” I patted my pocket, thinking I still had the van keys, but they were missing. “Kid’s a klepto,” I muttered and ran after him.
Though Temi clearly had reservations, she followed me. Zelda was parked right outside, a testament to the lightness of the traffic today, so we caught Simon before he zoomed off, though he did already have the engine running. Temi climbed in, and I slid the side door shut a second before the van backed out of its parking space. Simon threw it into drive fast enough that I tumbled across the carpet and bonked my head on the refrigerator.
“No, no,” I said, “don’t wait for us to get our seat belts on. We’re fine.”
Both of Simon’s hands gripped the steering wheel, and his phone rested on his thigh. If he heard me, he didn’t give any indication of it. I was fairly certain he ran through the light on Gurley Street, too, though with my butt planted on the floor, it was hard to be positive. I’d laugh if all this effort turned out to be for tailing our prey to the Prescott Denny’s.
Temi sat on the floor, too, her right leg thrust out before her, a grimace on her face. She wiped it away when she noticed me watching.
“I’m not sure a background in science fiction would be enough to understand him,” she said.
I smiled. “It’d only be a start, that’s for sure.”



CHAPTER 13
I squinted at the topography map spread in my lap while the van bumped and groaned up a dusty road. “We might be going to Lower Wolf Campground.”
Another campground. Great.
Simon cursed under his breath and threw on the brakes. Dust hazed the road ahead. We’d gone off the gravel a while back to follow the deep ruts and potholes of a forest service road that hadn’t been serviced in some time.
“Almost caught a glimpse of them there,” he said. “I thought they’d be able to navigate these holes on their bikes a lot faster than us, so I was going as quickly as I could.”
“We noticed.” Temi, sitting at the table behind us, rubbed her head.
“They’ve slowed down though. They must be looking for something.”
“Maybe they know we’re following them,” I said.
“They shouldn’t be able to hear us over their motorcycle engines unless they turn them off.”
“Something they’ll do when they reach their destination,” I pointed out.
“I’ll try to guess when they’re getting close, and I’ll stop our engine before they do. Hopefully.”
“We’re novices at tailing people,” I told Temi.
“Yes, as far as I can tell, your business is expanding into new territories by the day.”
By the hour, I thought.
The road forked and we turned into a dry valley clogged with scrubby brush. Pine trees rose to either side. The ride grew even bumpier, and I squinted suspiciously at the leaves beating against Zelda’s fender. “We’re not on a road anymore, are we?”
Simon grinned, though he didn’t take his eyes from the route ahead. “Nope.”
“It looks like a dried river bed,” Temi observed.
We splashed through a trough filled with mud and water.
“Mostly dry,” Temi amended.
I compared the topo map with what the GPS map on my smartphone offered. The cell had a couple of bars of reception, but the maps were slow to load. Not surprising. We weren’t on—or close to—any official roads. “We’re not far from Mount Union and Hassayampa Lake.” The trees blocked the view, but I waved in the general direction.
“What’s down here?” Temi asked.
“Uh, nothing.”
“There must be something.”
“Maybe those two were just looking for a private place to—oomph.” The ceiling was higher in the van than in a car, but my head almost cracked it anyway. If not for the seat belt I’d wisely put on earlier, it would have. “Get busy,” I finished weakly.
“They did seem to be sharing the one bed,” Simon said.
“Their faces were similar,” Temi said. “I took them for siblings.”
“Which makes it all the more likely that they’d look for a private place if they wanted to get busy,” I said.
My joke met with pitying stares, and I went back to studying the map. We rolled out of the riverbed and onto a road with brown grass and weeds sprouting from the center between the ruts. They were tall enough to slap at the base of the windshield. They also—as we discovered when my head nearly hit the ceiling again—disguised big rocks.
“If we get stranded out here, I’m going to pummel you,” I told Simon.
“Noted.”
The road dipped back into the riverbed, then out the other side. It never detoured far from the dusty banks, and we occasionally splashed through water, a rare find in the desert mountains this late in the year.
“Oh,” I said, “this must be the Hassayampa River.”
“Anything significant about it?” Temi asked.
“Well, it’s kind of an interesting river. The name is Native American and means the river that flows upside down or the upside down river. We’re not far from the headwaters, and some of it is obviously above ground, but it flows beneath ground for a lot of its route, a good hundred miles if I remember correctly.” As I’d spoken, I’d plugged the name into Google, but the reception had grown too pitiful for the search.
At that moment, we splashed through a clear pool framed by granite boulders. Water sprayed the windshield.
“Oops,” Simon said and veered to the left. It took a few tries before he managed to coerce the van up the bank and into the dryer shrubs on the side.
“If Zelda were a really cool van,” I said, “she’d be equipped for aquatic operations.”
“Oh, like one of the Ducks from World War Two?” Temi asked.
“I hardly think that’s necessary in Arizona.” Simon shot me a dirty look. “And Zelda is really cool. You can start sleeping outside if you don’t think so.”
“My apologies. I was obviously mistaken.” I nodded toward the windshield. “Are we stuck? I don’t wish to offend Zelda, but I notice we’re not moving.”
“We stopped because they stopped.” Simon turned off the engine.
The soft calls of birds and the rustling of grasses stirred by the wind replaced the noise.
“Anything else interesting about this river?” Simon asked. “Old mine shafts or caves full of rusty treasures?”
I poked at my phone, but that didn’t make the reception any better. “I wish I’d known we were coming here; I could have looked it up before. From memory... there is some folklore about it. An old saying about how if you drink the water, you won’t be able to tell the truth again.”
“Good thing the fridge is full of Mountain Dew,” Simon said.
“I think I’d rather take my chances with the river,” I said, drawing another dirty look from Simon, though Temi was nodding behind me. I hadn’t seen her drink anything more deleterious than a tea latte. She’d probably gotten used to a strict diet as an athlete.
“They’re definitely not moving.” Simon rolled down his window and stuck his head out. “I don’t hear the engines either.”
“It must be hiking time,” I said.
We did that on occasion, so we had packs in the back with first-aid kits, flashlights, munchies, and the usual supplies. I threw a couple of bottles of water into my sedate tan pack, an old REI model I’d found at Goodwill. Simon tossed cans of Mountain Dew into his denim sack, an item he’d also found at Goodwill, though he’d taken it upon himself to decorate it. Now it was adorned with patches that endorsed everything from Metallica and Savatage to the Serenity and Stargate Command.
After packing his bag, he took his MacBook to the front of the van, set it up on the dashboard, and started fiddling. I fastened my whip onto my belt and, after a moment of consideration, grabbed the bow and arrows too.
“I’m afraid I didn’t come prepared for a hike,” Temi said. “Or a hunt.”
I dug a canteen out of a cupboard and filled it from a five-gallon jug. “That’s all you need. We’re not going to be out here long.”
“How do you know?” Simon asked. “They might be heading off on a sixty-mile pack trip.”
“Good for them. We’re not going that far.” I pointed skyward. “We’ll follow for a while, but we’re getting out of this forest before it gets anywhere near dark. I don’t want to see our genetically engineered whatchamacallit again.”
“I concur,” Temi said before Simon could sputter out a protest.
I eyed her with new speculation. “Oh, I like this. With an odd number of people, we suddenly have the ability to settle disputes with a vote, a vote that can’t end up in a stalemate.”
“Wait a minute,” Simon said. “We need to discuss this. As a new member, her vote shouldn’t count for as much as mine.”
“It only needs to count for a hundredth of yours, so long as it can be added to my full vote.” I smiled and opened the van door.
“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all...”
Still smiling, I shoved him out the door. “You should have thought of that before arguing to have her join the team.”
I stepped outside after Simon. The quiet of the forest reminded me that we weren’t alone out here, and it wouldn’t do to be overheard. We didn’t have a fire extinguisher this time, and I wasn’t about to start shooting at people with my bow. I didn’t like the idea of facing the two riders in another brawl anyway. Eleriss had been pleasant enough, if odd, when I’d talked to him the night before, but I didn’t think that politeness would last if he found us stalking him.
We dropped our chitchat for the hike to the motorcycles, each of us scanning the path ahead and the surrounding trees, watching for movement. Fresh tire prints dented the earth between the rounded rocks that dotted the riverbed. Tracking them was easy; following the men after they dismounted would be more challenging, especially since we wouldn’t want to get close enough to be seen.
After ten minutes of walking, a glint in the brush caught my eye. I pointed, and we found the black bikes hidden there. I wondered if the riders had known someone was following them, or if they’d simply taken a precaution.
“This is as far as I can track them.” Simon waved his phone—we’d caught up with the little dot that represented the device he’d glued in one of the tailpipes.
Given that my reception had disappeared a while back, I wondered if he’d been guessing a little as to their location in the end. Or maybe his app simply required less juice than a web browser. We hunted around for a moment, our faces toward the dusty earth.
“Found their prints.” I pointed to the ground and led the way. With brush clogging the riverbanks, there wasn’t much chance of the riders leaving the bed, but I kept my eyes open for the possibility anyway. Other than the footprints, the pair traveled lightly over the earth. I didn’t notice any broken branches or snapped twigs such as one expected in the wake of large animals and careless humans.
As we continued down the dry riverbed, I grew more conscious of the passing of time. I checked the clock on my phone often. My willingness to be out here was predicated on the monster’s history of nocturnal attacks. For all that I wanted to solve some of the mysteries around Eleriss and Jakatra, I wasn’t willing to die to do so.
“What’s that?” Temi whispered, pointing ahead.
Something dark lay between some rocks. I crept forward, pausing to note the fresh cup of a boot in the dust, then stopped. A bunch of weeds had been cut back, revealing a hole in a stretch of granite, its edges worn smooth. The sound of rushing water drifted up from within.
“Our underground river,” I said.
Simon peered into the hole. About two feet in diameter, it would be an unpleasant space to crawl into. I doubted the cold water waiting at the bottom would be pleasant either. The sun was still out, but it had moved behind the trees, and I didn’t fancy the idea of air-drying my clothing. Arizona or not, it was October, and we were five thousand feet above sea level.
I tried to pick up the tracks on the other side of the hole, but the earth there didn’t hold any footprints. I circled the area in case the riders had climbed out of the wash. Nothing.
“Why do I have a feeling they went down there?” Temi asked.
Simon looked to me.
“Because... I think they have.” Shaking my head, I returned to the hole. “How could they know if there’s air to breathe down there? You can’t tell from here. The water might fill the entire space.”
“A river should be low at this time of year,” Simon said.
“Maybe so, but I don’t relish the idea of plopping down there and seeing where the flow takes me.”
“It could be a trap too,” Temi said. “If they knew we were following them and wanted to... get rid of us, they could lead us to believe they’d gone down there when all they’d truly done was hidden their tracks and continued on.”
“That’s true. I’ve only tracked animals.” And not that many of them, I admitted to myself. “They don’t do things like sweeping branches across the sand to rub out their prints.”
Simon dug into his pack and pulled out a flashlight. He flopped onto his belly and peered into the hole.
“Still,” I added, “I didn’t get the impression that they wanted to do us any harm. The chatty one warned me to leave town.”
“This hole looks like it opens up before it hits the water,” Simon said. “Though I don’t know if there’s anywhere to walk on the sides.”
“Perhaps if we had some rope, we could lower him down,” Temi said.
“Me?” Simon drew back and knelt by the edge. “I didn’t volunteer for that.”
“Oh, you were volunteered,” I said. “We even voted on it while you were hanging over the side there. Due to our superior numbers, we easily obtained the majority.”
He pointed the flashlight at me. “We are going to have a discussion about voting procedures soon.”
“Of course,” I said. “In the meantime, why don’t you get out our rope alternative and see what kind of harness you can fashion for yourself?”
“Fine, but if there are any tarantulas down there, we’re switching places.”
“That’s fair,” I said.
As Simon dug into his pack again, Temi pointed at my bullwhip and said, “Can’t we use that like a rope? It might be long enough to lower someone down.”
“And risk having it drop into the water and float away? I took a special class so I could make it myself. It’s priceless.”
“Note, she’s perfectly willing to let me drop in the water and float away,” Simon said.
“Well, I didn’t make you by hand in a special class.”
Simon pulled out his trusty roll of duct tape. “Rope alternative, coming up.”
In an impressively short time, he’d braided strips of tape into a twenty-foot length and had fashioned the equivalent of a rappelling seat for himself. He found a sturdy stump to tie the end around, then handed the loose coils to us. He stuck the flashlight into his belt and crouched beside the hole, placing his hands on either side.
“Lower me down, ladies.”
Temi and I gripped the “rope,” and I took a wide-legged stance, ready to lean back to help with the weight while she found a boulder to brace herself against. Sometime I’d have to ask her if she wore a knee brace, which would account for the limp, or if she favored the leg because it hurt to put weight on. It’d be a drag either way.
“Ready when you are,” I told Simon.
He lowered himself, using his legs to slow his descent. At first, there was no pull on the rope, but his head dropped below the hole, and he must have run out of rock to brace himself against, for we soon had his full body weight.
“Should we start lowering you?” I asked, not sure if he’d hear me in my normal tone of voice, but not willing to shout in case the riders lurked nearby. Temi’s observation that this might be a trap hadn’t left my mind.
A couple of quick tugs came in response.
“Guess that’s a yes,” I said.
We let our rope slide a foot, then a foot more. When we didn’t receive any more feedback, we kept going. I wished I’d taken a closer look inside so I’d have an idea as to the depth, but it couldn’t be more than ten feet to the water. All right, maybe fifteen, I decided as more and more rope played through our hands.
Something jerked at the end of the line, and my gut lurched.
“Simon?” I asked, forcing my voice to stay low, though I wanted to shout.
Words floated up. I couldn’t decipher anything except a few curses followed by, “Cold!”
“He must have let himself drop into the river,” I said, not certain Temi had heard. She was farther away from the hole than I was.
“There’s probably not a bank or anything to stand on,” she said.
A couple more tugs came, and I let out a little more line, but it grew slack. He must be standing on the bottom. I knelt beside the edge of the hole. I couldn’t see Simon but a flashlight beam was waving back and forth down there.
“Anything promising?” I asked.
Simon stepped—no, waded—into view beneath the hole. Water lapped about his waist. “As far as I can tell, there are no tarantulas.”
So that was what all the flashlight waving had been about.
“That’s the most promising feature?” I asked.
“Actually, no. I can see... I don’t know. It might just be some natural caves, but I bet you’ll be interested.”
“Interested enough to warrant standing in freezing cold water?”
“I think so. There’s enough headroom for walking.”
I leaned back, facing Temi. I considered how fragile our duct tape rope was—it would be easy for someone to come along and cut it. I wasn’t sure about climbing back out again without it either. If Simon jumped, he might be able to reach the bottom of the hole, but those smooth stone walls didn’t offer any handholds.
“You want me to stay up here?” Temi asked.
“Would you? I’ll leave my bow in case... in case.”
“Because the handful of times I shot one as a kid will serve me so well if a monster blazes out of the trees,” she said dryly.
“You can use the staff as a club if you have to.” At her skeptical expression, I added, “You can serve a tennis ball at a hundred miles an hour, right? You ought to be able to crack a monster on the head hard enough for it to see stars.”
“A hundred and thirty-two,” she said.
“What?”
“My fastest serve. It was a record, actually.”
“There you go. Add some adrenaline to that, and you should be quite lethal with a club.”
Temi eyed the bow, perhaps trying to decide if it had as many nice merits as a club, at least insofar as blunt instruments went. “I’d rather have a fire extinguisher.”
“We’ll add that to our arsenal in the future. Given the suspicious smells that come out of Zelda’s air conditioning vents, the ability to put out fires might come in handy one day.”
“I heard that,” Simon called up from below.
I left Temi my pack as well as the bow, in case she got hungry and wanted my munchies. “We’ll be back shortly,” I said with a parting wave.
Now that we knew there weren’t rushing rapids or anything else dangerous below the hole, I climbed down the sticky duct tape rope without help. It was darker than expected at the bottom—Simon had moved farther down the river with his light. I hissed when my feet hit the cold water, the damp chill penetrating my shoes immediately, and I almost yanked them out again. I knew the river flowed out of that lake and wasn’t glacier water, but it was a degree of cold I could only appreciate when the outside temperatures read in the 100s.
Simon was moving farther away, clearly drawn by something, so I gritted my teeth and dropped the rest of the way into the water. I managed to keep from cursing, but only because I remembered those two riders were around there somewhere. And also because Simon was doing this in his socks and sandals.
I pulled out my flashlight and let go of the rope. Smooth continuous stone lay beneath my feet rather than small, shifting rocks and pebbles. I slipped within the first two steps. Copious amounts of flailing kept my head from going under—barely—but I had to bite back curses again. I groped my way to the nearest wall to brace myself. Damp cool rock met my fingers. The lack of vegetation growing out of the cracks made me wonder if the passage flooded regularly. Hopefully not while intrepid explorers were visiting.
With one hand on the wall and one gripping a flashlight, I waded after Simon. He’d disappeared around a bend, though his light reflected off the slick walls, guiding me forward. The darkness soon grew oppressive, with the water particularly black as it flowed around me. I couldn’t see a thing under it and had to hold back a squeal as something brushed past my leg. When I jerked away, I slipped again. Only my hand on the wall kept me from pitching over backward.
“Just a fish,” I whispered.
I glanced back at the hole in the ceiling, at the beam of daylight flowing down from it, and was reassured by the presence of the rope dangling there. We could slosh back and climb out of the river anytime we needed to.
As I continued on, the ceiling rose, and I ran my flashlight along it. A few bats hung from roots that had found their way through the rock, the tips dangling a few inches down from above.
Simon hadn’t gone around a bend, I saw as I walked farther, but into a cave. Not a cave, I realized with a start. A cavate, a manmade cave dwelling. A row of them lined the wall, the openings about three feet wide, four feet tall, and a meter above the water level. The walls around the entrances appeared to be sandstone, with layers of granite above and below.
The discovery floored me, and I forgot about the icy water and other dangers. Arizona possessed cavates aplenty, with a whole mess of them over in the Verde Valley, but they were high up on cliffs, not underground.
I scrambled for the largest entrance, pausing only to touch a few old blocks, part of a masonry wall that would have once made the entrance more of a frame than a doorway. Once inside, I found myself in an oblong space about fifteen feet long with openings to other chambers on each side. The entry room was tall enough to stand in, though Temi would have had to duck. There weren’t any furnishings remaining or, at first glance, evidence of habitation. My first thought was that looters had been through, but it might be simpler than that: any time the river flooded, it would clean out the interior. What would have prompted people to scrape out dwellings down here? Hostile neighbors, I supposed.
“Amazing,” I whispered, turning a full circle. “I wonder if any archaeologists are aware of this spot.”
If the other rooms were as bare as this one, there might not be many clues left, but the simple existence and unique placement would raise a lot of questions. The answers might be somewhere within the complex.
I walked across a flat floor made of a rock and plaster aggregate to poke my flashlight into one of the side chambers. A bedroom most likely, though it was as devoid of remains as the main room. It was interesting though that the original floors were visible, that they hadn’t been coated with silt from floods. If these cavates were as old as the Verde Valley ones, they’d date back to the 1300s or 1400s. Without artifacts to offer more solid clues, I’d only be guessing. People might have come along much more recently and emulated the style.
After exploring a few more rooms, I was heading back to the entrance when Simon jumped inside, almost startling the pee out of me.
“You gotta see this,” he whispered, then scrambled back out again without waiting for me to ask questions.
If I hadn’t hurried, I would have missed seeing him duck into another cavate, three holes down. There was enough of a ledge that I could make my way to it without stepping back into the water. I shivered though, with my sodden jeans clinging to my skin. The air temperature was cool down here, far chillier than the sun-warmed forest above.
“Simon?” I asked.
He wasn’t in the main room, but three doorways opened in the walls.
A hand thrust out of the one in the back. “This way,” he whispered.
That whisper was telling. He must have found sign of the riders we were following rather than some interesting relic he wanted to share.
Keeping my flashlight beam toward the floor, so its glow wouldn’t travel far, I crept after him. He stood in a small room with a depression in the floor that would have been used as a fire pit; a hole in the ceiling must have served as a smoke vent. The decor wasn’t what held Simon’s attention though. In the far back corner, a hole dropped away, a steaming hole.
“All right,” I murmured. “That’s not normal.”
Simon knelt and prodded the edge, turning wide eyes toward me. “It’s hot.”
“As in from hot springs?” I scratched my head. Arizona had some hot springs, but I wasn’t aware of any near Prescott. Of course, I hadn’t been aware of any cave dwellings either.
Simon shook his head. “No, hot, like burning. Come feel.”
I knelt beside him and touched the rim of the hole—it was about four feet wide and curved out of sight under the wall. The stone wasn’t hot enough that my hand would burn, but it was unpleasantly warm.
“Weird. Heat from friction?”
“I think they just made this hole,” Simon whispered. “Burned it right into the stone. Like the Horta in that episode of Star Trek where miners were getting killed by that wicked acid.”
“You’re seeing aliens in every corner of the woods this week, aren’t you?”
“I didn’t say it was a Horta, just that they’d done something like the Horta.”
“Uh huh.”
As we knelt there talking, the smoke lessened, making me realize how recently the hole had been created. I wondered how they’d done it. There wasn’t any rubble or other debris. Could they truly have incinerated the stone? Even then, wouldn’t there be ashes or some sort of residue?
I crouched and shone my flashlight into the hole, but the curve a few feet down made it impossible to see far without crawling in.
“Should we...?” Simon waved to the hole.
I envisioned smacking into the two riders while they were on their way out. Somehow I doubted they’d built hiding spots into their little tunnel.
“We could wait for them to come out,” I suggested.
“What if they come out somewhere else? We’d be waiting a long time. Temi would get bored and hungry up there. She’d eat all of your little boxes of cereal, and you’d have to replenish your hiking supplies.”
“I don’t think pro athletes eat Fruity Hoops. The packets of almond butter might be in danger though.”
“There you go: a reason we should follow them.” Simon touched the walls again and must have decided his sandals were unlikely to melt off, for he stepped inside. If he was willing to lead, I supposed I could go after him...
He scooted forward in something between a crouch and a crawl. I stepped in after him, using my hands to keep from plopping onto my butt. The slick chute reminded me of one of those tubular playground slides. I imagined us both slipping, then caroming down the tunnel to dump onto the floor of a subterranean chamber, right at Eleriss’s feet.
A few feet ahead of me, Simon halted and turned off his flashlight. I turned off mine as well, though I kept my thumb on the switch. Stygian blackness surrounded us. I knew we were only a few meters below the surface, but the utter darkness made it feel like we were miles down with millions of tons of rocks overhead waiting to crush us, and that we had no hope of seeing daylight again.
Way to be melodramatic, Del, I told myself. I inhaled deeply, seeking a calm state, or at least a state that wasn’t tinged with claustrophobic panic. The damp mustiness of the caves filled my nostrils, along with whatever they’d used to burn through the rock—the scent reminded me of the chemical smells of the short-lived meth lab that had cropped up down the street from the dorms at school.
Before I could ask what Simon had seen or heard, the sound of voices floated up the passage. They were familiar voices speaking in that unfamiliar language.
“Back,” Simon whispered.
I was already scooting out of the hole. I moved slowly enough that I didn’t trip, but the darkness was as absolute at the top, and it disoriented me so I couldn’t remember the direction of the door. Simon brushed past me. He turned on his flashlight again, this time with a red lens over the bulb. It provided enough light to find the way to the doorway and the cavate entrance beyond, but it didn’t carry far. With luck, the men behind us wouldn’t catch up and see it.
We started to head back upriver, but hadn’t gone past more than two of the cavate openings when the voices grew clear and distinct behind us. Simon pulled me through one of the entrances and extinguished his light again. We patted our way to either side of the door, and I pressed my back against the wall.
The voices continued on, calm and unhurried. I hoped that meant they hadn’t heard us.
I kept waiting for a lamp or flashlight to brighten the air outside of the cave. It didn’t. They couldn’t possibly be navigating the narrow ledge in the dark... could they? No, they must have night-vision goggles. Although didn’t those need some ambient light to work?
Two splashes sounded right outside our cavate. I shouldn’t have peeked my head out—what exactly did I think I would see in the dark?—but some instinctual curiosity as to whether or not they’d fallen in prompted me to do so before my brain thought better of it. I saw one thing before jerking my head back, actually four things. Two violet eyes and two blue eyes. Glowing in the freaking dark. What the hell?
A pancake couldn’t have been pressed flatter to the wall than my back was. My heart pounded against my ribs, the image of those glowing eyes burned into my own retinas. They’d been out in the center of the river, the violet pair turned toward the blue pair as the men continued their conversation. Men. Was that the right word? I didn’t know why, but for some reason, glowing eyes disturbed me more than the idea of a monster.
The voices faded until only the sound of running water remained.
“So Simon,” I said, the pitch of my voice uneven, “what episode of Star Trek has aliens with eyes that glow in the dark?”
At that point, I wasn’t sure if I was joking or not. I’d never once entertained the idea of aliens or extraterrestrial influence for the weirdness of the monster—like I’d said, scientists were doing all sorts of funky things with gene manipulation these days—but this was different. Nobody was supposed to be making mutant people. Even if somewhere, some unscrupulous Dr. Frankenstein was, those guys appeared to be in their twenties. I sincerely doubted the technology had been that advanced more than two decades earlier. I tried to remember when the first sheep had been cloned. Back in the 90s sometime. But those riders weren’t clones. They were... what? I didn’t know. Genetically enhanced human beings? If they had see-in-the-dark eyes, who knew what else they might have?
“Gary Mitchell’s eyes glowed silver in Where No Man Has Gone Before,” Simon said.
“What?” My mind had been zipping from thought to thought so quickly that I’d forgotten what I’d asked and it took me a moment to remember.
“It was the second Star Trek pilot. Remember the one where the cast hadn’t yet been solidified? And they were down on that planet with the two officers who developed psionic powers? Their eyes glowed silver. I don’t remember if they were shown glowing in the dark ever, but uhm... why do you ask?”
“No particular reason.” My short laugh had a hysterical edge to it. I clasped my hand over my mouth to muffle the noise, afraid it would travel. Those two might not have noticed me sticking my head out, but they’d spot our duct tape rope when they got to the hole. I stiffened. Temi would still be up there, and they might not look kindly upon her after the fire extinguisher incident. “We better follow them.”



CHAPTER 14
The duct tape rope was gone.
“Not good,” Simon whispered.
Daylight still entered through the hole in the ceiling, but less of it than before. The sun must be dropping behind the trees up there. Even though I had no idea what those two... people had done down here, besides burning a hole into the rock, I was more than ready to get out of the forest. That would, however, prove difficult if we couldn’t escape the passage.
“Any idea how far the river flows before it pops above ground again?” Simon asked.
“Not until Wickenburg. And just in case you’re thinking of taking a swim, the odds of the ceiling remaining high with a breathable supply of air the whole way are not good.”
“No wonder this isn’t on that site for Arizona’s best tubing spots.”
I closed my eyes, trying to listen for voices up above. Several moments had passed since we’d last heard the words of Eleriss and Jakatra. After our brief encounters, it was strange to think of them by first name, but I couldn’t consider them normal human beings now, so calling them “men” seemed even odder.
“Temi?” I risked calling up.
Somewhere high above a peregrine falcon screeched. I tried to decide if that was a bad omen or not. At least it wasn’t a vulture.
“Temi?” I called again, louder this time.
Simon sprang up, trying to touch the walls at the bottom of the hole. He didn’t come close, managing only to get both of us wetter.
“You jump like a geeky white guy,” I said.
“Yeah, there weren’t a lot of NBA teams scouting my high school.”
“Is this the high school you’ve mentioned before that had a hundred and fifty students?”
“That’s the one,” Simon said.
“Did it have a basketball team?”
“Of course. Football too. If we hadn’t had jocks, who do you think would have tormented me between classes?”
“The girls you tried to woo by quoting Star Trek episodes?”
“No, I would have been happy for such attention from them.”
When my calls didn’t produce a rope-dropping savior, I reluctantly uncoiled my whip. It was already wet from my trek through the river, and I didn’t have any confidence in my ability to crack it through a hole, much less get the popper to wrap around something up there, but I might as well try. It’d distract me from how cold my lower body was—not to mention the slimy something that had just brushed past my hip.
I prodded around with a foot, searching for a rock to stand on, something that would get more of my body out of the water. “Can you give me a boost?” I finally asked.
Simon eyed the whip dubiously. “Do you promise not to hit me?”
“I’ll try.”
“That wasn’t a yes, was it?”
“Sorry, this is going to be awkward. I might hit myself.”
“That doesn’t make me feel as good about being whipped as you’d think,” Simon said.
“I’m not even sure the hole is wide enough for what I plan. Boost, please.”
Simon grumbled under his breath but clasped his hands together to make a step for me. He sank down, hissing at the coldness of the water, so I could clamber from there to his shoulders. When he stood, I could reach the bottom of the hole. Too bad the stone was too slick to climb. At least I could brace myself with one hand.
I’d never tried to snap the whip directly over my head, and it took me a minute to find a position where I could send the thong through the hole. It took several more minutes to figure out a technique that would get the popper and the fall out of the hole up above. At last, the whip made a muted crack. Now if I could find something for it to latch onto... Unfortunately, our friends had cleared away all the foliage around the hole. But there’d been a stump a couple of feet up the bank. Maybe...
“Not to complain,” Simon said, “but every time you snap that thing, your clod-stompers grind into my shoulder.”
“While I appreciate your uncomplaining support in holding me up, I feel compelled to—” I snapped the whip again, knowing it’d be luck and repetition rather than skill that wrapped it around the stump, if I managed the feat at all. “Compelled to point out that they’re running shoes. The heel isn’t hard.”
“It is when it’s under a hundred and—”
“Careful,” I said, as the whip, failing to grasp anything, tumbled back down to be coiled again. “I might forget our deal not to hit you.”
“Right.”
I snapped the whip again. This time, to my surprise, it didn’t flop limply back into our hole. It’d caught on something. I was about to give it a tug to see if it would support our weight, when someone up there finally spoke.
“That would be my ankle,” Temi said.
“Oops,” Simon said.
“Temi, is it safe up there?” I asked. “Can you lower our rope?”
“Your rope was... incinerated. I’ll see if I can tie the whip to this stump.”
“Incinerated?” Simon asked.
I thought of the glowing eyes. What else could Eleriss and Jakatra do? I let go of the handle to give Temi some slack.
“Can you reach it?” she asked a moment later.
“I can, though we’re going to have to think of something else to pull up Simon. He won’t be able to reach it. It seems he wasn’t on his high school basketball team.”
“Go ahead,” he said. “I have more tape in my pack. I’ll make another rope.”
“I hope duct tape is tax deductible.”
“Given that it’s being used in our pursuit of pictures of monsters that are going up on our webpage to make us advertising money, I should think so.”
“I’d love to be in the room when you explain that to the IRS auditor.”
“Hm,” Simon said, “maybe we’ll just categorize it under shipping supplies.”
Temi had finished tying the whip, so I grasped the handle. Even with its aid, the climb wasn’t easy. I struggled to pull myself up, hand-over-hand until I was high enough that I could thrust my feet against the walls to reduce the strain on my arms. Given how physical our workdays had been of late, Simon and I might have to add gym memberships to our tax deductions too.
“What happened up here?” I asked while Simon worked on Rope Number Two. “Did you have any warning that those guys were climbing out, or did they see you?”
“Your rope started smoking, then burst into flames,” she said. “I took that as a warning.”
“Er, I would too.”
“I rushed over there and hid.” Temi pointed toward a couple of thick-trunked trees growing from the bank. “I’d barely reached the spot when one climbed out, with the other right after.”
“Wait, they climbed out after they torched the rope?”
She nodded. “They seemed quite agile.”
My mind boggled at the idea. I’d barely made it out with the whip.
“One of them was carrying something too,” Temi said.
“Oh?” I hadn’t seen a thing in the dark down there, aside from those eyes.
“It was bundled up, but a handle or maybe a hilt stuck out of the end. If I had to guess, I’d say it was a sword.”
“A sword? What would that be doing down there? Nobody in North America had swords until the Spaniards showed up.” An image of an Aztec Macuahuitl came to mind, but that was more like a sharpened club than a sword.
“It can’t be a Spanish sword?” Temi asked.
“Well, I guess it could if the cavates aren’t as old as I thought. Or... I don’t know. They dug under the caves, didn’t they? For something buried... when? Before the cavates were dug? It’d make even less sense for a sword to be in there, then, don’t you think?” I was puzzled, but I was fascinated. I really wanted to talk to those riders again. And figure out a way to convince them to provide answers to my oodles of questions.
“I don’t even know what a cavate is,” Temi pointed out.
“My rope’s ready,” Simon called up. “Can someone catch it?”
“Yes,” Temi and I said together.
Something slapped the side of the hole, then splashed into the water below. “Oops, just a second. This is going to take a few tries.”
A distant roar sounded from farther up the valley. Motorcycles starting up.
I grimaced. “Not that there was much room for maneuvering, but I wish we’d hidden Zelda.”
“We’ll have to hope they thought incinerating the rope was enough of a delaying tactic,” Temi said.
A wad of braided duct tape flopped out of the hole. I caught it before it could fall back in, then tied the end around the stump. “If they incinerated the van, Simon will be devastated.”
“I didn’t get the sense that they felt that... angry toward us,” Temi said.
“What gives you that idea?”
“I thought I was pretty quiet in moving toward my hiding spot, but they both looked toward my trees before they jogged off up the riverbed.”
“They saw you?” I asked, then leaned over the hole. “You’re set, Simon.”
“Thanks, coming now,” he called up.
“I can’t be positive, but it seemed so,” Temi said. “After eyeing my hiding spot, they exchanged looks with each other. I thought their expressions were more... exasperated than murderous.”
“It’s true that I didn’t get a murderous vibe when I talked to the chatty one either,” I said. “Though I definitely don’t think we should consider them buddies.”
“Which one is the ‘chatty’ one?”
“Uh, the younger one. I guess I can’t be sure if he’s younger, but he seems more innocent. Less hard and chiseled. That’s Eleriss. Blue Eyes.”
Scuffs and pants drifted up from below. Simon was having as much fun with the climb as I’d had.
“What’s the other one’s name?” Temi asked. “He was more... striking.”
“Jakatra.”
Simon’s head popped up, then he stuck his hands out on either side of the hole. The worried crease on his brow didn’t seem to have anything to do with the climb. He was frowning at Temi, though she was gazing off in the direction the riders had gone.
“Who’s striking?” Simon mouthed to me.
“It’s not important.” I stood and helped him the rest of the way out of the hole. Even if Temi thought Jakatra was a handsome cat, she’d reassess any attraction once she saw those eyes on a dark night. I shuddered. I told myself it was because of my soaking clothing, but I wasn’t certain that was the truth.



CHAPTER 15
By the time we made it back to the van, the sky had grown a few shades darker. The sight of Zelda’s blue paint filled me with relief. The van hadn’t been incinerated or otherwise demolished. So long as Eleriss and Jakatra hadn’t decided to pay us back with slashed tires...
Perhaps fearing the same thing, Simon jogged ahead. While he was doing a lap around the van, his gaze toward the tires, I noticed that the driver-side window had been rolled up. It had been down before, hadn’t it? Yes, and I’d cracked the one on the passenger side a few inches too. Now all of the windows were up.
“I think our friends may have visited the van again,” I said.
Simon followed my gaze to the windows, then he tried the side door. We’d locked it, but he opened it without needing a key. “I knew it! I’ve got those punks now!”
He jumped inside, his fists balled, then lunged for the corner where he kept the Dirt Viper.
“Huh, it’s still here,” he said.
I climbed inside. “If they found their sword, they wouldn’t need a metal detector anymore.”
“Their sword?” Simon asked.
“You didn’t hear that part?”
“Must have been when I was grunting and straining to get out of that hole.”
“When they left, Temi saw them carrying a bundle she thought might be a sword,” I said. Temi had fallen behind on the jog back to the van, but she was limping out of the riverbed now. I gave her a wave, then turned the motion into a scratch of my jaw and peered around the van. “If the metal detector is here, what’s missing?”
“I’m... not sure. But I can find out.” Simon headed toward the front. “Could be they enjoyed the springiness of our seat cushions the last time they broke in and came in to rest their feet.”
“Yes, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been tempted to jump into random people’s cars to take a load off, if only I knew how to pick the locks.”
Simon had left his MacBook on the dashboard, but he frowned when he got up there. It was upside down on the floor. “Weird.”
I sniffed. “Does the van smell like cleaning solution to you?”
“Now that you mention it... yes, which is odd. Because we don’t clean.” He picked up the computer and prodded a key, bringing the screen to life, though it brightened gradually instead of simply flashing on, like usual.
“Hey, I sweep out the bread crumbs now and then.”
Temi leaned inside. “Perhaps we should discuss this from the safety of town. It’s starting to get dark, and it took us a while to drive out here.”
“Good idea.” Even if the monster was twenty miles to the north, I didn’t relish the idea of navigating the tangle of unmarked forest service and logging roads in the dark.
“Wait,” Simon said. “Let’s see what my camera footage caught.”
“You recorded the interior of the van?”
“Knowing those thieves were parked right up the gully? Of course, I did.”
I gave him a quick look, wondering if it was “thieves” he’d hoped to catch footage of. Maybe he’d thought the monster would be out here and that the riders had been heading out to deal with it. And maybe his recording had less to do with getting me a language sample and more to do with catching that thing on video.
Simon plopped into the passenger seat without meeting my gaze and brought up the webcam software.
Temi looked at the woods, then climbed in and shut the door. “Can you drive, Delia?”
“Yes, if someone didn’t lose the keys in the river.” I poked Simon in the shoulder.
He was fast-forwarding through footage of the van’s interior. Without taking his focus from the screen, he fished the keys out of his pocket and handed them to me.
I didn’t get further than plugging the right one into the ignition when he said, “Ah ha!”
My curiosity got the best of me again, and I leaned over to watch. One figure in a black leather jacket hopped into the van, then the other followed. Jakatra carried the bundle Temi had mentioned. That did look like a sword hilt sticking out of the fabric wrapping. The camera had recorded the sound of them speaking, though it was hard to make out because they hadn’t been anywhere near the built-in microphone. But maybe with enough enhancement...
“What language is that?” Temi drew closer, tilting an ear toward the laptop.
“I haven’t figured it out yet,” I said, “but Simon’s going to save that video for me. With an mp3 of the audio, I bet I can find some language identification program out there to run it through.”
“Will do,” he said, his eyes still riveted to the playback.
The riders had gone directly to our storage cabinets, as if they knew exactly what they wanted. They must have taken the full tour on their previous visit. Eleriss pulled out a jug from under the sink.
“That’s my rust remover,” I said. “What do they think our van is? Their private dispensary of field supplies?”
“Well, we are following them around,” Temi said.
While Eleriss read the directions on the back of the bottle, Jakatra unwrapped his bundle. Temi’s guess had been right. It was a sword in an ornamental scabbard. Huh. I’d been expecting a much more advanced weapon for monster slaying, something more like whatever they’d used to burn that hole in the rock. I leaned closer, trying to make out some of the runes trailing down the side, but the scabbard must have been buried for a long time. Rust coated it, and age had worn down the etchings. Even if it were in pristine condition, I doubted I could have made out much at that distance.
Eleriss found a rag and applied some of the rust remover to the lip of the scabbard. It must have fused to the sword. A couple of minutes passed while they worked on the weapon. Eleriss glanced toward the camera—no, out the windshield behind it—a few times.
“That must be why they burned your rope,” Temi said. “They were worried we’d catch them here.”
I thought of the easy way Eleriss and Jakatra had kept us from escaping their hotel room. “I doubt they’re all that worried about us. Maybe they were concerned about something else out there, lurking in the trees. What do you think, Simon?”
His face didn’t give away anything, but there was a smirk in his tone when he said, “You never know.”
“Why would it be out here?” Temi asked, no hint of smirks or pleasure of any sort in her tone. Rather, it seemed to silently add, “And why would we be out here if we thought it would be?”
“Those two guys are linked to it somehow,” I said. “They can track it... and maybe it can track them.” I glanced at the closed windows—we hadn’t seen the riders roll them up, but that had to be coming. I wagered something more than mosquitos had prompted it. “Eleriss said they were looking for a way to kill the creature. What if that sword is it? And what if the monster knows and doesn’t want them to have it?”
“A sword?” Temi asked. “When police with rifles haven’t harmed it? And didn’t you shoot it with an arrow?”
“I shot at it. I’m still not sure I connected with it.” I wondered if Autumn had received my mail yet. Flagstaff was only a two-hour drive, so the post office should have delivered it in one night.
“Look.” Simon pointed at the screen.
Eleriss had lifted a hand, his head cocked. He rushed into the front seats, almost knocking the MacBook off the dashboard. He rolled up the windows. His comrade said something. As usual, the words meant nothing to me, but they sounded sarcastic.
They redoubled their efforts on the sword. Finally, they were able to pull it free.
“Whoa,” Simon mumbled when it came out of its scabbard.
Not only was the blade inside free of rust, but it was glowing silver.
“That’s... not normal,” Temi said.
“Uh, no,” I said. “Simon, got a Star Trek episode for this?”
“For glowing swords?” He shook his head. “I think we’ve moved out of science fiction and into RealmSaga.”
The silver illumination didn’t surprise Eleriss and Jakatra. They held the blade between them, touching and pointing and discussing. The sword was too far from the camera to make out any symbols or runes that might be running down its side—and the glow further obscured the details—but it was a long curving blade similar to a scimitar. But nothing about the design reminded me of the middle east where that type of sword had been popular with horse troops. Nothing about the design reminded me of anything. The back side of the blade had a handful of serrated teeth near the tip, not large enough that they should affect the balance, but they’d do some damage sinking into one’s flesh.
I groped for an explanation for glowing metal and couldn’t come up with anything besides radioactivity. Given that the sword had been in our van, I hoped that wasn’t the case.
“Just like that giant coin in their hotel room,” Simon said.
The disk had been glowing gold instead of silver, but maybe both items came from the same culture. Whatever that was. I’d never read about anything like this in my archaeology books. This was either brand new technology to go along with our genetically engineered or otherwise enhanced friends or... I rubbed the side of my head, not ready to accept the notion of aliens and alien technology on Earth. Eleriss wiped off the rust remover jug and returned it to the cupboard. At least he was a conscientious alien.
“There’s no such thing as magic, right?” Temi asked.
Simon cupped his chin and said, “Hm,” neither agreeing nor refuting.
“Enh,” I said, finding my new-technology and genetic engineering theories more plausible than magical swords. I didn’t follow the metallurgy world; for all I knew, there was a way to create luminescent alloys.
On the video playback, a shadow moved across the back window, and I jumped a foot.
The riders spun toward it. They barked a few words at each other, then Eleriss thrust the sword into Jakatra’s hands and pointed at the door. That surprised me, because I’d taken the sterner of the pair as the leader. The stream of vitriolic words that flowed from Jakatra’s mouth needed no translation, but he opened the door and jumped outside regardless.
A dark hulking form darted past a side window, moving with alarming speed for something so large. Though daylight remained outside the van, it had blurred by too quickly to distinguish details, and I had no better idea of what the monster looked like than I’d had before.
Thrashing noises came from one side of the video pickup. Even though this had happened a half hour ago, I found myself leaning forward, my fingernails curling into my palms, as if I expected to help somehow. I didn’t know if it was concern for the riders or concern over the notion that the creature had been right here, practically in our vehicle, but my heart was racing.
Still inside the van, Eleriss opened his jacket flap and pulled out some kind of wooden baton, about six inches long. He flicked his wrist, and a serrated blade flipped out of the side, locking into place to make a wicked knife. He eyed the weapon and shook his head. Maybe it, like my bow, couldn’t harm the creature. His youthful face grim, Eleriss jumped out of the van after his comrade. He slid the door shut behind him, and both riders disappeared from our sight.
My fingers twitched toward the laptop, as if moving it now could change the way the camera had faced thirty minutes ago.
A shout, or maybe that was a cry of pain, sounded on the video. A screech followed, like metal on bone—or metal on claw. Something thudded against the van, shaking the camera. The motorcycle engines started up, the roar drowning out the other noises. The van quaked again, and the video blurred, then went dark. That must have been when the MacBook ended up on the floor.
“Dang,” Simon said, “I would have mounted it to something if I’d known there’d be rambunctious happenings.”
Rambunctious happenings, what an understatement. I stepped out of the van to look around. The two motorcycles were gone, so Eleriss and Jakatra must have both escaped, but had they been injured? Had they injured the creature? And had it chased after them, or was it still in the area?
That last thought set my heart to pounding again, and I rotated three hundred and sixty degrees, peering into the trees on all sides. It was quiet out there and getting darker. We ought to leave ourselves, but I had to know what had happened.
I studied the grass and dirt around the van, searching for evidence of the battle. Now that I was looking, I had no trouble spotting it: trampled brush there, broken twigs there, a spraying of blood there, and footprints all over the place. In addition to the booted prints of the riders—I gulped—those of the monster marred the earth as well.
Though I hadn’t been thinking of it as a bear, somehow I’d expected a bearlike print. These were closer to wolf or dog tracks, though they were far larger than the prints of any canine I’d seen, and they were webbed between the digits, like duck feet. I moved to another print, thinking the first had been smeared somehow and that I was mistaken, but there were plenty of other examples.
“What is this thing? A mutant platypus that grew to huge proportions in the sewers of Phoenix? Or the radioactive waters of the nuclear power plant?” I snorted at the ridiculous notions. There were stories of strange aliens and bizarre critters in underground caverns in the Superstition Mountains east of the city. I didn’t recall any mention of web-footed monsters though.
“Given that it’s running around with people with glowing eyes and glowing swords, I think you can stop looking for a logical explanation,” Simon said from the doorway of the van.
“I guess you’re right.”
“Temi thinks we should get going.” Simon pointed to the passenger seat where she’d already staked out a spot, but he hopped out and started taking pictures of the footprints. With the lighting dimming, he’d have a hard time getting much. He finished quickly and hopped back inside.
I took a last look around, thinking I might spot some interesting or useful vestige of the fight, but the combatants had left nothing except their tracks. And their blood.
I started. Blood.
“Just a sec,” I blurted and raced into the van, nearly knocking Simon over. I grabbed a spoon and a couple of plastic bags out of a cupboard, then ran back outside. I scooped up stained dirt from two different spots. I didn’t know whether the blood belonged to Eleriss, Jakatra, or the monster, but I bet a sample from any one of the three would go a long way toward helping solve some of these mysteries.
“Ready now,” I said, plopping into the driver’s seat.
When the key turned in the ignition, Simon let out an audible sigh of relief. Even though we hadn’t seen signs of sabotage on the video, he must have been worried about Zelda starting up. I understood the sentiment—I sure didn’t want to spend another night out here.
“I just hope we don’t run across that monster on the way back to town,” Temi muttered, her eyes toward the darkening sky.



CHAPTER 16
Sweat trickled down my ribcage as I gripped the steering wheel at ten and two, my posture and positioning so perfect my driver’s training instructor would have beamed. Zelda tilted and groaned as we maneuvered through the dry riverbed. Pebbles flew up, dinging the bottom of the van, and branches scraped at the exterior. The drive out seemed to be taking even longer than the drive in, or maybe the fading daylight made me extra conscious of the passing of time. I could handle maneuvering down one of the old forest service roads in the dark, but a riverbed?
“Do you guys see that?” Simon pointed ahead and to the right.
With my focus toward the motorcycle tracks in front of our tires, I hadn’t seen anything in the woods. I wholeheartedly wanted there to be nothing out there to see.
“What?” Temi came to stand behind our seats.
“Something big and dark.”
I groaned. “I don’t want to encounter big and dark tonight. Or any night.”
“There it is again.” Simon tapped his finger on the window. “It’s loping along up in the trees, paralleling us.”
“Not chasing us?” Temi bent her head to peer toward the hillside.
“No, it’s ahead. See it?”
I wanted to keep my eyes on our route, but found myself glancing anyway. He was right. Something was running up there, though the trees and gloomy light made it hard to make out.
“Can we go any faster?” Temi asked.
“I’d like to but—” We hit a rock and only my seatbelt kept me from pitching into Simon’s lap. “Yeah, that.”
“Keep driving,” Simon said. “I’ll keep an eye on it.”
Temi pointed. “There’s the road up ahead.”
Good, though I wished it were the highway instead of the first of several winding dirt roads that would eventually lead us to a gravel road and then a paved road and then the highway... if I didn’t make a wrong turn.
“It’s not veering in this direction, is it?” I asked, glancing to the right again when some branches moved.
“I don’t think so,” Simon said. “I bet it’s chasing the riders, but it’s fallen behind. Or maybe it was injured in the fight and lost time.”
With a lurch, the van climbed out of the riverbed and onto the road. Though deep ruts scoured the packed earth, I pressed the gas, wanting to put distance between us and that creature. Even if it wanted to catch the riders, that didn’t mean it wouldn’t happily take a few minutes out to kill us for sport—or dinner.
Too bad the road didn’t run straight. It curved, following the hilly terrain, and I couldn’t help but think that something running straight might catch up with us.
“Can you check the map, Simon? Make sure we’re going the right way?”
Paper rustled, and the overhead light came on. I was debating on turning the headlights from regular to high beam, not because it’d grown that difficult to see the road yet, but because I had a notion that a brighter forest would be a better forest at that moment.
The road straightened for a stretch. I leaned on the accelerator, my eyes on the distant bend.
A dark figure leaped out of the trees in front of us.
“Look out!” Temi barked, even as I swerved.
It wasn’t enough. The front corner of the van struck the creature, and its huge black form smashed against the windshield. Glass snapped and cracks streaked through my line of sight. Then a clawed limb flailed toward me—clawed and webbed. I threw on the brakes. The creature rolled forward and away from us, but we’d come up on the bend. I couldn’t turn the wheel fast enough—our momentum hurled us off the side of the road. The dark form had disappeared, but a huge tree dominated the view through the windshield.
Cursing, I swerved in the other direction, trying to get us back onto the road. The tree almost took off the driver-side mirror, but we missed it by an inch. I manhandled us back into our ruts and expected to see the creature lying in the dirt behind of us. But it was gone.
“It’s over there,” Simon blurted, pointing right again. “Go, go, it’s turning to come back.”
I found the accelerator and we surged forward, my grip on the wheel so fierce nothing would have pried off my hands. In the rearview mirror, the dark figure leaped onto the road, twisting in the air to land in a run—a run headed our way. Those webs didn’t slow it down on land at all. It raced along on four legs, loping like a wolf, albeit a torso-heavy version of one.
“It’s gaining on us.” Simon had twisted in his seat so he could see out the back. “Gotta go faster.”
We were heading toward another bend, and I dared not accelerate. It’d have no trouble catching us if we hurled the van into a ditch. But the image in the rearview mirror had doubled in size. Once we reached the highway, we could outrun it, but here, on these bumpy curving roads?
“Are we getting close to our first turn?” I asked.
When Simon didn’t answer, I risked glancing over at him. The map was on the floor while he leaned halfway out the window, trying to take pictures of our monstrous pursuer.
“Are you kidding? Simon!”
“I’ll look.” Temi grabbed the map.
As soon as we’d cleared the dangerous part of the curve, I leaned on the gas again.
Simon yelped and caught the window frame to keep from falling out. He fumbled his phone and almost lost it.
“I hear riding on the inside of the van is a good idea,” I yelled.
He slithered into the seat, his face ashen.
“Take the left at the fork,” Temi said.
The creature continued to lope along behind us, but it wasn’t gaining ground. I risked a few more glances, trying to get a good view of its head—its face—but it’d grown too dark. It was a shadow moving behind us now, nothing more. I focused on a fresh crack in the windshield for a second. A heavy shadow.
I took the left and Temi directed me through two more turns. We lost sight of the creature after the second turn, but I didn’t let myself relax until we reached the paved blacktop of the highway. When the lights of town came into view, I could scarcely believe we’d made it out without a flat tire—or worse. The cracked windshield seemed a minor price to pay for coming face to face—or fender to face—with that creature again.
“Anyone else think we should stay in the city from now on?” I asked as we drove past the Safeway on the south side of town.
“Yes,” Temi said. “A nice city on the East Coast preferably.”
Simon was busy surfing through his latest photos. Wonderful.



CHAPTER 17
After a hot shower in Temi’s room at the Motel 6, I almost felt like a normal person again. I dressed in clean clothing and stepped out of the steamy bathroom, expecting to join a lively conversation on monsters, swords, and inhuman motorcycle riders. Instead Simon was hunkered on the floor in a corner, his MacBook balanced across his lap as he stole glances at Temi, who was lying on the bed reading a book. I laughed when I recognized the faded cover of Sex and the Single Girl. That would get Simon’s imagination going. I hoped the book represented a lack of other reading materials rather than an indicator of Temi’s usual tastes, but who was I to judge? I read books about vampires, werewolves, and modern-day magic-flinging druids for fun. Oh sure, I threw in a little Camus and Rand when people could see the covers, but my e-reader was full of paranormal smut. Though oddly this week, I hadn’t felt the need for fiction...
“Who’s next?” I waved toward the bathroom. When Simon didn’t move, I nudged him with a foot and made a point of sniffing. “What I meant to say is you’re next.”
“Yeah, yeah.” He shut the lid on the computer and stood up. “Recently washed people are so sanctimonious.”
He grabbed rumpled but clean clothing out of the canvas Trader Joe’s bag that passed for his suitcase and disappeared into the bathroom. I plopped down on the second of the room’s two double beds. Simon and I had plans to flip for it later.
“Thanks for letting us stay here tonight,” I told Temi. “I’m not feeling that safe in campgrounds, woods, tunnels, or any other outdoor abodes at the moment.”
I wasn’t sure the Motel 6, with its large window overlooking the busiest street in town, was all that safe either, but there was always a chance a monster searching for us would get the wrong room. By now, I believed our “predator” was more interested in showing up where Eleriss and Jakatra were and had little to do with us, but one never knew.
“My posh abode is your posh abode,” Temi said. “Though you have to go to the front desk and pay an extra three bucks if you want wifi.”
“I’m sure Simon has already found a workaround for that.” I waved toward his Mac.
I dug out my own laptop. It was time to do some research. I had blood to find a lab for, a sample of a weird foreign language that needed a program to analyze, and—
My phone bleeped. A message from Autumn flashed across the screen. Ah, I might have an answer to the smudge on my arrow too.
You say this came from an animal?
I texted her back: It came from... something ambulatory. Have you seen the news? About the Prescott killings? And the L.A. ones before?
Let’s talk. Where in Prescott are you staying?
Motel 6, Room 210. Did you drive down here?
“We might have some more information on the creature,” I told Temi.
“I’m not sure I want any more information on it,” she said, “or to see it again. I don’t suppose you’d like to return to estate sales tomorrow? I think I can work up more interest for pawing through dusty boxes now.”
“Losing your enthusiasm for this diversion?” If I were smart, I’d lose my enthusiasm and suggest leaving town, but it would be hard to let go of all these clues without investigating them thoroughly. I wished the monster would disappear—or someone would figure out a way to kill it—so I could focus on the riders, their language, and their artifacts.
The phone bleeped again. Be there in twenty.
Thanks. After a moment I added, I don’t suppose you know a serologist in Prescott who can come too?
I didn’t get a response to that. Either Autumn was driving and couldn’t text or she had no idea how to respond to such a random request. I opened up my laptop to search for a language analysis program. I found something that could listen to digital files, but the price put it out of reach. I had a feeling I was going to have to send this off to someone in the linguistics department at ASU. I wished more of my old instructors and friends weren’t disgruntled with me. Still, I remembered a couple of professors who’d probably be so intrigued by the challenge that they’d forget their disappointment in my career choice. I needed Simon to make me that mp3 file first though.
“Don’t worry,” I told Temi. “This is temporary. Besides, I don’t think monster hunting would be a viable career. It takes a whole team of specialists to get anywhere.” Though technically the language sample wasn’t from the monster; it was from the... whatever our riders happened to be. “It is more interesting than what we usually deal with on a day-to-day basis, I admit. Though I’d never thought of our business as boring. Not like cataloguing rocks anyway.”
“Your friend—or is it boyfriend?—seems quite taken with the entrepreneurial potential in it all,” Temi said.
“He spoke to you?”
“No, but he was muttering over in his corner.”
“Ah. He’s not my boyfriend. He’s my best—I mean he’s a good friend.”
I’d called Temi my “best friend” once. She shouldn’t be surprised if I didn’t any more, but I didn’t want her to think I was making a big deal about it. Not that she would. Erg, why was this awkward? “Simon and I have known each other for more than four years,” I went on. I tapped the wrist rest on my laptop and debated whether I should mention Simon’s interest in her. The shower was still running; maybe I should talk him up.
“He is a little obsessed with making money, but his motivations are good-intentioned.”
“Oh?” Temi asked, taking my bait. Maybe she sensed my awkwardness and need to shift the focus of the conversation.
“He grew up on the Makah reservation in Washington State. Not much in the way of jobs out there, so he didn’t have much as a kid. It’s hard to get him to admit it unless he’s been drinking, which he’s done twice since I’ve known him, but he hated it, the reservation, the rain, the isolation of the area, everything. He thinks it’s a betrayal to his family and his people to feel that way, but he couldn’t wait to escape for college, and he picked Arizona because it was the polar opposite of the Olympic Peninsula. He wants to find a way to help his people so his family doesn’t think he’s abandoned them, and because... Well, he has this older brother who is, according to him, the perfect son, the one their parents loved because he did well in school and sports, and was popular with his peers. He travels across the country for national dancing competitions and has won prize money and a lot of recognition for the family.”
“Dancing?” Temi asked. “I’m picturing those talent-seeking TV shows with snarky judges, but that must not be it.”
I grinned at the notion of some Native American version of So You Think You Can Dance, but shook my head. “No, I don’t think they’re televised unless it’s on PBS. They’re powwows basically, where people from all different tribes compete doing traditional dances. I saw the one at ASU last year. They’re quite vigorous dances, especially the men’s, so it’s like an athletic competition.”
Temi nodded, though she still seemed to be trying to imagine the setup. I’d have to find some online videos to show her.
“Anyway,” I said, “the brother is the star in the family, and Simon has always been—” the sound of the shower water disappeared, so I lowered my voice, “—a little jealous. He wants to become a successful businessman to give back to his people and figure out a way to create some good jobs out there. I’m sure he wants to show up his brother, too, but I gather he truly does care about what goes on back there, even if he can’t imagine himself living there again.”
Temi offered another nod. I couldn’t decide if I’d helped Simon’s case or not. For all I knew, she was imagining this athletic brother now.
A knock came at the door. Even though I was expecting Autumn, I leaped off the bed, ready to fight or flee—probably flee. I noticed Temi watching me. She hadn’t twitched.
“Charlie horse,” I said and shook my leg for good effect, then walked to the door.
Autumn Ingalls waited outside, her fist propped on her hip, her blue-dyed hair gathered into twin pigtails that stuck out to either side. Her eyeliner was a matching shade of blue. She’d added another piercing to one of her ears since the last time I’d seen her, this bringing the total to seven on that side. The other held a mere three, though the adjacent eyebrow balanced things out with a piercing of its own, a barbell with blue balls.
“What do you think a serologist has that I don’t?” Autumn demanded.
“Uhm, a microscope?”
Autumn picked up a black case. “Like this one?”
“I apologize. I didn’t know you’d added forensics to your repertoire.”
“Historical forensics, that’s what archaeology is. Besides anyone can run a blood test.”
“I have a feeling this blood isn’t going to be typical.” I stood back extending a hand. “Come on in though. That’s my friend Temi, and Simon is naked in the shower. If you walk in on him, it’ll be just like old times.”
Autumn snorted. “He wishes.”
At Temi’s raised eyebrows, I explained, “Early morning bathroom incident when Autumn and I were roommates and Simon crashed on the couch one night.”
“Without warning.” Autumn walked inside and laid her case on top of the TV stand. “I’ll look at your blood in a minute, but let me show you your slide first. You say that came off a living creature?”
“I’m pretty sure I hit it. Unless it turned out to be a leaf or branch, in which case I’ll apologize for wasting your time.”
“How about a plastic bottle?” Autumn asked.
“I’m quite sure I didn’t hit anyone’s diet cola.”
“If you say so.”
I hovered while she set up the compact microscope. Simon strolled out of the bathroom wearing his black Inigo Montoya T-shirt.
“Hey, Autumn.”
“Hey, Butthead,” she responded without looking up.
Simon nodded to me. “I remember her now.”
“What did you mean when you said plastic bottle?” I asked Autumn.
“Look for yourself.” She pushed the microscope in my direction.
I peered through the eyepiece. The light below the slide illuminated a patch of entangled strands that reminded me of a bowl of spaghetti noodles. “This was on my arrow?”
“Yup. It’s plastic. There were a couple of crystalline structures too that I identified as salt.”
I remembered the times I’d been close enough to smell the creature and the whiffs of the sea that had accompanied it.
Simon grabbed a Mountain Dew out of the cooler he’d brought in and sat on the end of the bed. “We’ve seen it up close now. I didn’t see anything that looked nonorganic about it, unless its weird black skin is plastic.”
“Its eyes seemed oily,” I said. “Iridescent anyway.”
“Plastic is of course made from crude oil,” Autumn said, “but what you see on the slide represents a final-stage polymer. There shouldn’t have been any hint of its oily origins about it.”
“Is there any way to tell if it’s...” Alien, I wanted to say, but Autumn hadn’t seen all the strange things we had, and she’d think I’d gone nuts if I asked that. She was one of my few college friends still talking to me—I didn’t want to scare her away. “Is there any way to see what kind of plastic it is, where it might have originated?”
“Enh, it’s pretty common.” Autumn grabbed Simon’s bottle of Mountain Dew.
“Hey,” he protested.
Autumn pulled scissors out of her case and cut into the top.
Simon folded his arms over his chest. “I was still drinking that.”
“Now you have another hole to put your lips on.” Autumn handed the bottle back to him, then dug out an empty slide.
Simon accepted his bottle, but he glowered at it. “There are too many girls working on this team now. I need to recruit some men.”
“Maybe Eleriss and Jakatra would like to join you,” I said.
“Real men don’t have glowing eyes. No thanks.”
“What?” Autumn asked.
“We’ll explain later.” I waved for her to finish poking around with the scissors and drop a coverslip onto her slide.
“That should prove interesting,” she said, then placed her new specimen under the lens. She checked it, nodded, then gestured for me to take a look.
Something very similar to the first sample lay beneath my eyes. “So, I’m either mistaken and my arrow lodged in a soda bottle, or our monster is made out of Mountain Dew?”
“Was the arrow lying on the ground when you found it?” Autumn asked. “Or did you pull it out of something?”
“Someone handed it to me, and he didn’t say. It was over in the woods though, not sticking out of someone’s refrigerator, I’m sure of that.”
“Is it possible this... creature—” Autumn’s pierced eyebrow twitched, “—you’ve told me about is wearing some kind of armor or outer layer?”
I ignored the skepticism inherent in that eyebrow twitch—if she’d read the newspapers and learned about the grisly slayings, she shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the idea of a genuine monster. “As in plastic chain mail? No, like Simon said, we’ve had a pretty good look at it now.”
“Technically,” Temi said, “is it a good look if it’s bouncing off the windshield of your van when you see it?”
“I saw it fine in the rear view mirror when it was chasing after us,” I said.
Autumn looked at each of us in turn, probably wondering if we were messing with her.
I held up one of my bags of stained dirt. “Here’s that blood sample if you want to take a look.”
“I believe I would.” Autumn accepted the bag and held it up to her eyes. “This is from the creature?”
“We’re not sure,” I said. “It might be from the interesting men we’ve been following.”
“I’ll check for blood type then. I can’t run a DNA test with this simple setup—” she tapped her case, “—but I ought to be able to tell a few things. This’ll be easy compared to trying to dredge up clues in thousand-year-old blood samples.”
“I wouldn’t bet on it,” I muttered.
After all the weirdness we’d witnessed, I’d be shocked if quirky things didn’t show up in Eleriss’s and Jakatra’s blood. Maybe they’d have phosphorescent cells to match their glow-in-the-dark eyes. Or maybe their blood would be full of nanorobots. Maybe the blood would shoot out rays and blow up our microscope to punish us for looking at it.
I yawned and rubbed my eye. What a week.
“I’m going to do some research of my own.” Simon moved his MacBook to the desk. “I keep forgetting to check on something obvious.”
“Which is?” I asked.
“Where those motorcycles came from.”
Right, we’d recorded the license plate numbers on the first day. “Montana, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, but who are they registered to? Eleriss and Jakatra Something-or-other? Or Butch and Bruno from Kalispell, men who have been missing for the last month?”
“That would be interesting to know, but that information isn’t publicly available on the Internet, is it?”
“Not publicly,” Simon agreed with a small smile.
“Am I going to have FBI agents knocking down the door of my hotel room?” Temi asked.
“I think the nearest FBI office is in Phoenix. We’re probably safe for a while.”
“They’ll never know I was there,” Simon murmured, his face toward the screen, his fingers dancing over the keyboard.
“Uh huh.” I pointed at his MacBook. “When you’re done hacking the DMV, would you mind making an mp3 of that video footage? I’m going to try and get one of my old linguistics professors to run an analysis of it.”
“‘kay,” Simon said without glancing up. I’d probably have to ask him a few more times.
With nothing better to do, I watched Autumn mix a couple of solutions for the blood test. Temi was still sitting on the bed, the book in her lap, her bad leg stretched out before her. She looked like she wasn’t sure if she should be helping somehow. I thought about telling her that the hotel room was help enough and greatly appreciated, but Autumn drew my attention with a hmm noise.
“Find something?” I asked.
“I can tell you that this blood isn’t human, ape, chimpanzee, gorilla, or bonobo.”
“Not bonobo? You’re sure?”
Autumn gave me an amused look.
“I’m guessing those are all the mammals that share the ABO blood group?” I said.
“That’s right. I don’t have the solutions to test for anything else with me. You should have told me you wanted animal blood testing done before I left home.”
“We didn’t have the blood two hours ago.” I thought of the webbed and clawed tracks. “I’m not sure this stuff is going to match up with any normal animals either.”
“You could run it to a vet’s office in the morning anyway,” Autumn said. “They could check for canine and feline, maybe equine and bovine too. Of course, I could take it down to U of A and have my friend run it through their DNA sequencer, but I don’t want to drive all the way down there tonight.”
“I was surprised you came down from Flagstaff as it is.”
“I wanted some sweet potato fries and figured you’d buy if I did.” Autumn winked.
“Ah. I guess that can be arranged.” Maybe the cafe would be more populated this evening, and town in general. I needed to find time to go around trying to sell some of the goodies we had in the van—before something threw a rock through the window and damaged everything. The sale of the antique coffee grinder wasn’t going to keep us in the black for long. “I’d love to see the results of a DNA test though, if you’re up for a road trip tomorrow. It’s Saturday—you’ll be off right?”
“Yes, and I can’t think of anything I’d rather do than run errands for you.”
“Judging from the sarcastic tone of voice, I better be ready to pony up a burger as well as fries,” I said.
“And some beer too. Though I admit you’ve got me curious as to what this came from too. I’m going to be irked if you dragged me down here to analyze squirrel blood.”
“We didn’t drag you down here, you came,” I pointed out. “But I promise it’s not squirrel blood.”
“Would a police crime lab have the ability to run a DNA test?” Temi asked. “Maybe there’s one of those in town.”
Autumn gave her an are-you-stupid look. “Crime labs do basic forensic DNA typing by comparing a sample of bodily fluid to the DNA profiles of people in the government’s database. They look at less than point one percent of the genome. Basically they have the ability to compare genetic fingerprints. Of human beings.” She held up the slide. “I’ve already told you this isn’t human blood. Unless your local vet can come up with an obvious answer, we’ll need to run a full genome sequencing to figure out what dropped this. If there is some kind of Franken-monster out there, that’s the only way we’ll get an idea of what genetic material was used as the base.”
“I see.” The set of Temi’s jaw suggested she wouldn’t have minded the information without the condescending tone.
I gave her an apologetic wave. Autumn had always been brusque and not particularly interested in bothering with social niceties, but she also didn’t care about my unique new career choice.
“I’ll definitely be curious to find out that information,” I said, trying to steer the attention away from Temi. “I’ll be even more curious to find out if this blood belongs to the creature or the interesting men I mentioned.”
“Your interesting men aren’t human?” Autumn asked.
“I... don’t know.”
“They’re a little too pretty to be bonobos too,” Simon said, surprising me by chiming in.
“Got my mp3 sample yet?” I asked him.
“No, but I have the information on those plates.”
“Butch and Bruno?”
“Elizabeth and Maude Somersett from Deer Lodge, Montana,” Simon said.
“Are those lovers or sisters?” Autumn asked.
“The DMV records didn’t mention it, though the Silver State Post does have a blurb on the theft of the ladies’ motorcycles. Apparently, they’re retired grandmothers whose hobbies include crocheting, running a book club, and cruising through the Rockies on their bikes.”
I wasn’t sure what made me scratch my head more, the idea of grannies on Harleys or the idea of our interesting men stealing Harleys from grannies.
“There’s one way we could find out whose blood it is,” Temi said.
“Go ask?” Simon suggested.
Temi nodded. “We could visit their hotel room and see if they’d like to join us for pizza. If one of them is wearing a bandage or limping, we’ll have a good idea that it was their blood.”
Simon checked his phone. “The tracking device is back outside the Vendome.”
“Tracking device?” Autumn mouthed.
“I believe the rules of stalking say that you’re not supposed to actually let your target know you’re stalking them,” I told Temi. “Asking them out to pizza might give us away.”
“Perhaps so,” she said, “but it would give us a chance to talk to them instead of simply guessing as to their plans and motivations.”
“I didn’t know you’d developed that much of an interest in their plans and motivations,” I said. “Or is this only since you decided the older one is striking?”
“Of course not.” With her dark skin, it was hard to tell when she was blushing, but she did avoid my eyes when she spoke.
Simon craned his neck around to frown in Temi’s direction.
Lovely. My best friend had a crush on a former pro tennis player, and a former pro tennis player had a crush on an alien. When had my life gotten so odd?
A firm, crisp knock sounded on the door. We all looked at each other.
“Any chance someone ordered a pizza?” I asked.
Three people shook their heads. The curtains were closed, so we couldn’t see outside without alerting our knockers, but I hesitated to hustle over to answer the door. We weren’t expecting anyone, and at this point, I couldn’t imagine anything good finding us.
Temi slid off the bed and headed for the door.
I nudged Simon. “As the man in the room, don’t you think you should go help her?”
“How?” he whispered.
“You could loom threateningly at her shoulder.”
“She’s taller than I am. I don’t think it’s possible to loom threateningly from under a woman’s armpit.”
Temi fastened the chain, then opened the door the couple of inches it allowed. “Yes?” she asked.
I shifted from foot to foot. Short of jumping up on the bed, I couldn’t see past her to who stood out there. Nor could I hear enough of the soft-spoken voice on the other side of the door to guess at the owner’s identity. I scooted forward, thinking that I wasn’t beneath peering underneath her armpit, but she said, “I’ll check,” and closed the door.
“Who is it?” I asked.
“Our interesting men,” Temi said.
“Do they want to punch, strangle, pummel, or otherwise maim us for following them today?” Simon asked.
“No.” Temi gave him a curious look. “They want to hire you.”



CHAPTER 18
“Erp?” Simon said.
I didn’t say anything, but my response would have been similar. I stared around the bland hotel room, wondering if this was a trick and if we should all be fleeing, but there wasn’t anywhere to go. The bathroom lacked a window. There wasn’t even a closet with proper doors one could hide behind. I hadn’t peeked under the southwest-print bedspreads yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the frames were too low to hide beneath.
For some reason, everyone’s gaze turned toward me. Was I in charge here? We hadn’t decided how much of the business Temi would control yet, but Simon and I were equal partners. Surely we should share such big decisions as whether or not a door should be opened. Autumn waited with her back to the wall, her elbow propped on the television stand. She had the look of someone wishing she had a bowl of popcorn to enjoy while she watched the entertainment.
“Let’s see what they want,” I said.
Temi unchained the door and opened it.
Eleriss and Jakatra, still wearing the same black leather and the same wool caps, stepped inside.
“Good evening,” I said cheerfully—it seemed like a good way to greet people one had been stalking of late. “Can we assist you?”
The riders exchanged long looks, and I sensed there’d been an argument or two as to whether they should come here. Jakatra took a single step to the side of the door, putting his back to the wall, and crossed his arms over his chest. His sleeve shifted enough that a hint of something white came into view. A bandage encircling his wrist? My breath caught. If that was his blood sample and not the monster’s... Dear Lord, they weren’t human, not at all. Even a genetically modified human ought to have A, B, or O blood, right? I glanced at Autumn, but she shrugged, probably not understanding my unspoken question. She hadn’t seen enough, didn’t know all that had happened.
Calm down, I told myself. Just because he was bandaged didn’t mean that had been his blood I collected. The monster might have been wounded too. Except the monster was apparently made of plastic...
Eleriss stepped forward and smiled at us. “Greetings,” he said in the same tone of voice I’d used. “It is unfortunate that you did not leave to go to your Alaska. Further, by following us, you’ve exposed yourself to great dangers.”
I flicked a hand. “Danger is our middle name.”
I didn’t feel the casualness I feigned, but putting up a brave facade seemed important. I wasn’t sure why. It was clear from Eleriss’s curious head tilt that he wasn’t familiar with the expression. He was probably trying to figure out how we’d all come to have the same middle names.
“How did you find us in the forest?” Eleriss asked. He didn’t seem angry or irritated, merely curious. Mr. Stony and Silent by the door was another matter. Jakatra appeared irked by the entire situation.
“You first. How’d you find us here?” I gestured toward the hotel room.
“You have our blood,” Eleriss said, as if that explained everything.
Jakatra hissed something to him in his own tongue. A troubled expression flashed across Eleriss’s face, but he shrugged and dismissed the comment.
“This is your blood?” Autumn asked, losing her I’m-just-here-for-the-entertainment mien. She flicked her thumb toward the microscope. “From your veins?”
Eleriss stared down at his wrists thoughtfully. Jakatra stalked past him to the television stand, his face hard and cold. I’d always considered Autumn a tough girl, but she shrank back at his approach. He removed the slide from the microscope, pocketed it, and stared at her, as if to ask if she meant to battle him for it.
Eleriss spread his arms in a gesture that he might have intended to be placating, but he got it wrong, with his palms toward the carpet and his fingers curled. “It is blood that belongs to us,” he said, “and we can find it when it goes missing.”
“What?” Simon mouthed.
“I think they’re bad liars,” I said sotto voce, then raised my voice for Eleriss. “You said you wanted to hire us?”
He nodded firmly and looked relieved to have the blood topic dropped. “You said you are good at research and locating things. We have witnessed that you located us more than once.”
“Yes,” I said carefully. No need to mention the tracking device. As far as I knew, it was still on one of their motorcycles. I’d swat Simon later for not checking in every five minutes to see if those guys were leaving their hotel to cross town and stroll up the stairs to our room.
“We are,” Simon said brightly. “What do you want to hire us to find? And in what currency will you be paying us? I only ask because we’ve learned that your motorcycles aren’t legally yours. Do you have money?”
I winced. I hadn’t been a business owner for long, but I had a feeling it wasn’t a good practice to accuse one’s potential clients of being thieves, even if it happened to be true in this case.
“We wish for you to locate a cavern near this population center,” Eleriss said. “It is deep beneath the ground and may not have been breeched for several hundred years.”
“Near this population center?” Autumn asked. “As in Prescott? You expect them to do an electrical resistance survey of fifty square miles? That’d take a lifetime.”
“Simon has developed some software that taps into the satellite system for remote sensing applications,” I told her. “It might not find an old midden beside a buried building, but it’s good for finding caves and mines. No need to wander around sticking probes in the ground.”
Autumn fiddled with the hoop earring dangling from one of her lobes. “Tapping into the satellite system? Is that... legal? For private citizens?”
“Of course,” Simon said with one of his innocent Coyote smiles.
“This means you may be able to assist us?” Eleriss asked.
“Yes,” Simon said at the same time as I uttered a, “Maybe.”
Simon drove on, adding, “I like a challenge. We do need to discuss payment however, and you’ll need to share any information you might have on depth and location. Do you anticipate an entrance in the hills somewhere? Or is it closed off?”
“We have ascertained that there is not an accessible opening,” Eleriss said. “One will have to be made.”
I thought of the tunnel they’d melted into the solid rock of that cavate. “How far can you excavate to reach an underground chamber?” I wondered if there was any way they’d show me whatever tool they’d used to create that passage. Whatever it was, it must be compact enough that they were able to carry it on their motorcycles. Such a device would be a hit in the world of archaeology, not to mention all the practical applications for miners and engineers.
“As deep as we need,” Eleriss said. “We do not require your assistance in that area. We only seek the location of the cavern. Our historical records tell us that there are several miles of passages with at least three larger chambers.”
“Several miles?” Autumn asked. “I didn’t think there were caves in this part of Arizona.”
“We didn’t either,” I said.
“I’ll find it,” Simon told Eleriss. “Now, about that payment...”
Eleriss slid a hand into his jacket and pulled out an octagon-shaped coin with runes on both sides. “I understand gold is no longer used for currency in your world, but that it retains intrinsic value, is that right?”
Simon’s eyes lit up. An ounce of gold was a generous finder’s fee under any circumstances, but if the coin had a numismatic value, it might be worth even more than the melt price. It’d also be another clue, one that we could carry around with us, as to these people’s origins. Funky blood or not, I wasn’t ready to accept that they, and their language and devices, might not be from Earth. That would be too... farfetched and weird. We might yet find a rational explanation for them.
“Gold’s all right,” Simon said, waving a dismissive hand. “If that’s all you’ve got.”
“One ounce now.” Eleriss laid the coin on the table, the desk lamp highlighting its luster, along with the long elegant fingers of his hand. “One ounce when you have the location of the cavern for us.” He started to step back, but paused, his gaze snagging on Simon’s T-shirt.
I frowned, doubting he’d recognize the movie reference for the “You killed my father, prepare to die” quotation on the chest. Indeed Eleriss’s uncertain glance at Jakatra made me think he was wondering if he needed to draw weapons. Of course, they’d subdued us just fine without weapons before...
“Two ounces,” Simon said, oblivious to his T-shirt and the look, “and we get to go with you to the cave.”
“No,” Jakatra barked.
Eleriss stepped away from Simon and lifted a hand toward his comrade. “We will pay you two ounces if you can locate this cavern for us, but that is all. We must travel alone when we visit it.”
“Then how do we know we’re not helping you set up some subterranean evil overlord lair from whence to launch nuclear weapons or rockets full of biological toxins?” Simon asked.
I tried to get his attention and wave for him to let go of his barter demands—as long as that tracking device was in tact, we could follow them again. Admittedly, an invitation and a guide would be nicer than trailing after them and worrying about being noticed or eaten by monsters roaming the area. But maybe we could wheedle our way into their exploration gig after we’d proven our worth to them.
“Nuclear... weapons?” Eleriss asked.
“We’ve seen your glowing sword. How do we know if you’re trying to help the city or if you’ve got something nasty planned?”
Jakatra’s violet eyes closed to slits. He whispered something to Eleriss. I wanted so much to know what that language was—I’d send the sample file off for analysis as soon as they left.
“It is not unacceptable,” Eleriss said to Jakatra, though he made a point to speak in English. “They are merely demonstrating that they are crafty and that we were right to come here.”
Nothing on Jakatra’s sour face suggested agreement. He raked us all with a gaze that doubtlessly meant he believed us about as crafty as domestic turkeys.
“For now, I can offer only our preliminary payment.” Eleriss pointed at the coin. “If your research is successful, we can negotiate over the information.”
Jakatra’s lips tightened. I wasn’t sure if it was a sign of displeasure or a sign that he looked forward to negotiating the information out of us with his fists—or perhaps with his new sword. Either way, I plucked up the coin before Simon could object and said, “We accept.”
Eleriss inclined his torso in something resembling a bow. Jakatra stalked outside without another word or gesture.
“Can’t we follow them on our own?” I asked Simon once the door had shut. “What was all that angling to go along about?”
“Because—” Simon held up his phone, his expression glum, “—according to my tracker, they never left the Vendome. They must have found it and tossed it into a pile of dog poo.”
“Not necessarily,” Temi said. She’d pushed the curtain aside to watch the retreating riders. “They’re walking to the street. It doesn’t look like they brought their motorcycles.”
“Oh.” Simon brightened. “Well, so long as these caverns aren’t within walking distance, we may be able to follow them after all.”
“Am I the only one here who doesn’t know what’s going on?” Autumn asked. “And who’s now missing a slide?”
“More or less,” I said. “But I have another baggie of blood and dirt in the van if you want to make up another slide. Or take it for that DNA analysis.”
“Unless they already found it,” Simon said. “They do like to make themselves at home in our van.”
“It’s in the fridge.”
Simon’s eyebrow quirked up. “Thus insulating it from extrasensory blood-tracking abilities?”
“Well. It’s buried behind cans of Mountain Dew and sticky jars of strawberry jam. That ought to insulate it from... something.”
“Health conscious thieves?” Temi murmured.
“I don’t know.” I waved away the all-too-legitimate objections and told Autumn, “I can go check if you want it.”
“The closest DNA sequencer that I know of is at U of A,” she said.
“Know anybody there that will let you use it?”
“Maybe, but you’re not sending me off on another errand without feeding me first, are you?”
“I think we can afford to buy you those fries now. Maybe even a glass of wine.” I smiled and nodded toward the coin, though I planned to run extensive image searches before handing it over to a dealer. “We’ll explain a few things over dinner too,” I added. Given that Autumn had access to a lab, she’d be good to have on the team.
“Lots of patrol cars cruising the street,” Temi said from the window.
“I hope that monster stays in the woods tonight and doesn’t harass us or anyone else,” I said. “We have a lot of research to do.”
“Sounds... stimulating,” Temi said.
“Hey, you wanted to join us,” I said. “It can’t be all spelunking and monster battles.”
“Oh, I know that,” she said. “I’m just not certain how I can be of assistance in the research arena.”
“Don’t worry about it. We’ll handle the research, and you sling the fire extinguishers.”
“So I’m your heavy?”
“You’re tall enough for it.” I grinned. “We can set you up with a RealmSaga character in case you get bored.”
“Yes,” Simon said with an enthusiastic snap of his fingers. “What are your thoughts on playing healers?”



CHAPTER 19
The doors at the downtown library were locked. I checked the time on my phone. The building should have opened a few minutes ago.
“Why do I have a feeling the library is on Monster Holiday?” I asked.
“Because we haven’t seen a soul since we left the hotel?” Simon asked.
“I wonder if something else vile happened last night.” I took out my phone to check the news from the local papers. After the previous day’s over-stimulating events, I’d slept like a fossil buried in sediment twenty feet deep. If strange predators wearing plastic armor had terrorized the city, I hadn’t heard it.
Simon removed his computer bag and plopped down with his back to the front door. He pulled out his MacBook and propped it on his thighs. He was only wearing jeans, a long-sleeve T-shirt, and of course his white socks and sandals. The morning sun had little warmth, and I could think of more appealing places to do research, but maybe he believed someone would be by with the keys eventually. He’d wanted to find big paper maps of the area that he could spread out on a table. While everything was online these days, there were times when real maps were nicer to deal with. But if we weren’t going to be able to get in...
I glanced at the street. Temi had driven off in her Jag to get us some breakfast from an organic grocery store she’d recommended and to drop Autumn off at a veterinary office that handled livestock as well as pets. I felt bad sending her on errands, but she hadn’t been confident in her ability to help us research. I thought she was selling herself short—just because she hadn’t finished school didn’t mean she wasn’t bright—but if she was more comfortable helping in other ways, that was fine. If nothing else, I knew we’d get something superior to peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for our morning meal.
“Nobody turned off their router for the night,” Simon said. “We’ve got good wifi here.”
I finished scanning the Daily Courier’s latest entries. “Did you check your tracker this morning? If our new friends are still at the Vendome, they might have had a difficult night.”
“I forgot. I didn’t think they’d go anywhere interesting until they heard back from us.” Simon dug out his phone. “What happened?”
“Rabid Bear Slays Four at Historic Prescott Hotel,” I read the headline aloud.
“The Vendome?” Simon asked.
“The Vendome. The front door was torn from its hinges, the carpet and furniture shredded on the first floor, and three doors on the second floor bashed in. Those doors were on the street side of the hotel. A businessman was killed in his bed in one room and a couple of tourists in another. The bodies were mauled horribly, two with the heads decapitated. None of the eyewitnesses saw more than a black blur, though most people were busy fleeing the hotel, some through their second-story windows, when the screams started. The police say it was the same animal that attacked the campground. Residents are being told to stay inside until its been found and brought down.”
“It sounds like staying inside didn’t work out well for the people in the hotel,” Simon said.
“Yeah.”
“The street side of the hotel on the second floor, you said?”
I nodded. “The article doesn’t specifically say that corner room was targeted, but I think we can assume the creature was looking for our friends.”
“And the sword that can supposedly damage it, though it doesn’t seem like anyone has drawn blood from it yet. Unless...” Simon drummed his fingers on his laptop. “Unless it doesn’t have blood.”
“Because it’s made from Mountain Dew bottles?”
“Well, all the evidence points to it being something weird. And we didn’t see that fight. We don’t know for sure that it wasn’t injured.”
“It couldn’t have been too injured if it was tearing through the forest, flinging itself at innocent people’s vans,” I said.
“True, but Eleriss and Jakatra must have driven it back somehow to buy themselves time to jump on their bikes and get away.”
I flicked my hand to concede the point.
“They’ve moved,” Simon said, eyeing his tracking app. “They’re at... let me switch to the better map and check that street. They moved to the Best Western. Just up the street from our Motel 6.”
“How wonderful.” It was a good thing last night’s sleep had been peaceful, because tonight’s might be less serene. “They must have decided it’d be less reprehensible to invite monsters to destroy chain hotels rather than historic buildings.”
“Yeah, I wonder why they’re staying in one place at all if they know they’re being hunted. They could sleep during the day and drive around at night to avoid the predator.”
I shrugged. “Whatever logic is guiding those two, I don’t think it’ll end up making a lot of sense to us.”
“I also wonder what it is they’re still looking for. Maybe they only have half of their weapon, or it’s missing some key part that will make it more powerful. Otherwise, why would they be searching for another cave? Something else that they need is here in Prescott.”
“You better find their cave for them then.”
“Yes, yes.” Simon tapped on the keyboard. “I’m on it.”
I sat down beside him and pulled out my own computer. A breeze whispered down the empty street, pushing orange and brown leaves before it. Even though I’d grabbed a jacket that morning, the cold from the cement soon seeped through my jeans. I hoped the sun would rise over the buildings and warm our spot soon, especially if no one showed up to open the library.
Simon had finally uploaded the voice file to our server, so I sent the link off to the linguistics professor I had in mind. Next I pulled up local maps to see if I could help identify potential cave spots. Simon’s software was good, but we’d need to narrow down the search area or it’d take a year to cover all the ground around Prescott.
“We’re looking for limestone caverns, right?” he asked.
“Must be. There are lava tubes up around Flagstaff, but I don’t think there was any volcanic activity this far south.” Of course, I hadn’t thought there were any significant caves in these mountains. I ran a quick search for limestone quarries and came up with a hit. “Yeah, it looks like there are deposits around.”
“And limestone caves are formed by water,” Simon mused, his fingers tapping across his keyboard.
“Yes, they’re usually just below the water table. We’ve got the Prescott and Chino aquifers around here. Those might be likely spots.” I ran a search to find the exact locations of the subterranean water supplies.
“Anything right under town or in the farmlands would be unlikely,” Simon mused. “Especially if the caverns are as big as those guys think. People would have found them when they were drilling for wells.”
“Hm. The Prescott aquifer is to the north-northeast of Prescott and northwest of Prescott Valley. This map isn’t very good, but it looks like the Granite Creek area, maybe including Willow and Watson Lakes.” I was guessing because the map I’d found lacked above-ground terrain features. I wondered if we could find out where the librarian lived, show up at her door, and ask for the key.
Simon leaned over to study my screen. “There are some good-sized parks in there. Remember that hike we did the first day? The one that went north of the rail trail? Nobody could have drilled under all that granite around the lakes.”
“Oooh,” I said, the craggy Granite Dells popping into my mind. We’d clambered all over those giant boulders. In spots, the trails were simply marked with white dots painted on the rocks. “Think that’s a big enough area to hide their cave?”
“Could be. It’ll be hard for my program to see under that much solid mass. I’ll mark the lakes though. Where’s the Chino aquifer? Under town?”
“Yeah, and under the farms out there. It looks like it might extend into the national forest to the west.” I pulled up another map. “Of course, there’s nothing guaranteeing a cave would be in the aquifer systems. If we’re looking at the entire Verde River watershed... that’s hundreds of square miles.”
“I’ve got it all up over here,” Simon said. “I’ll do some comparisons and see what matches our criteria.”
I sneaked a peek at his screen. He’d found much more detailed maps than I had. It figured.
The rumble of big trucks drifted up the street. Someone was out in town, risking the monster-infested neighborhoods.
“Ah,” I said when they came into sight. A convey of National Guard vehicles rolled past, hummers and 5-Tons painted in tan desert colors. The soldiers in the seats peered to either side of the street with interest. An older man with gray hair who was being driven by a woman my age gave us a suspicious squint. I waved cheerfully.
“Sorry, no monsters out before dusk,” I murmured as the hummer drove out of sight.
“Huh?” With his attention focused on the screen, Simon hadn’t noticed the trucks.
“Nothing.”
My phone bleeped. I had a text message from an unfamiliar number with a Phoenix area code. It read: What the hell was that?
I took a guess and texted back, Professor Wilkons?
Yes. I’m running it through the computer, but there’s nothing familiar about that language. Where are you?
I’m not surprised. Prescott. I thought about calling him, but remembered him as a quirky introvert who preferred research to teaching and dead languages to spoken ones.
Isn’t a bear mauling the city up there?
Something like that. Will you let me know what the computer says? We’ve got a mystery up here.
No shit.
“You know, linguists aren’t nearly as articulate as you’d think,” I said.
“I like your lakes.” Simon was in his own world.
“How so?” I asked.
“Undeveloped land over the aquifer. It’s nearby too. Your Verde Watershed includes a lot of national parks too—couldn’t you see some awesome caves hiding under those red rocks in Sedona?—but I’m going to put my program to work on the local stuff first. Eleriss and Jakatra moved up the street to the Best Western, not to Sedona or Flagstaff or anywhere else in Northern Arizona.”
I nodded. “They specifically said it was in this area.”
My phone beeped again. It’s not Klingon. I checked.
I showed Simon the screen, figuring it would amuse him.
All he said was, “I could have told you that.”
I returned the text: As odd as the two speakers are, I don’t think they’re Trekkies. They thought they were alone and didn’t know we were recording them, so I’m sure they were using their native language. As soon as I sent the message, I wondered if I should admit to our spying tendencies to a university professor. I was on the verge of explaining that they’d been trespassing in our van when Wilkons responded.
Understood. The computer program will run it against all of the known languages on Earth, dead and living. I just thought I’d check popular fictional ones.
A familiar Jag rolled up and stopped next to the curb. The utter availability of parking in downtown Prescott was notable. I wondered how much these “bear” maulings would hurt the tourist industry.
I stood, glad to have an excuse to remove my rump from the cold cement. If Simon had noticed his would-be girlfriend drive up, or me putting my laptop aside to stand, he didn’t show it. He was chewing on his lip and staring intently at something.
“Hey, Temi.” I waved and my stomach gurgled an even more enthusiastic greeting when it noted the canvas grocery bag in her hand.
She strode up the walkway, her limp barely noticeable, her face grim, but she nodded at my greeting. “There are army vehicles all over town.”
“National Guard, I think. We saw them come down this street.”
“The police have barricades up by that hotel and coffee shop we visited,” Temi said.
“Not surprising. Did you hear about the carnage there last night?”
She nodded. “I didn’t hear about any men in black leather being among the dead. When you were researching, did you...?”
“They’ve moved their motorcycles to the Best Western, so I’m sure they’re fine.”
“Oh, that’s only a couple of blocks away from our motel, isn’t it?” She gazed up the street.
“Don’t remind me,” I said. “Anything promising in that bag?”
“Not much.” Temi handed it to me. “There were only two people working at New Frontiers. These are yesterday’s leftovers.”
I pulled out several wedges of salmon, an entirely-too-healthy-sounding kale salad, and some promising cranberry coconut bars. “Looks a lot better than our usual breakfast. Yo, Simon, you want some salmon?”
He blinked and looked up. “Oh, Artemis. Hi. Uhm.” He waved shyly.
I dropped containers of salmon and coconut bars in his lap, knowing he wouldn’t touch the greens unless his mother was here—or he thought it would impress Temi. He’d already returned his focus to the screen, though, and didn’t notice.
Temi considered the brick front of the library building. “When you spoke of coming here to do research, I imagined you inside, at tables with books around you.”
“Yes, me too,” I said. “We’re still hoping someone might show up to unlock the door.”
Temi sat at the bottom of the steps and opened the containers holding her food. I contemplating returning to my research—Simon seemed to have the cave hunt in hand, but I wanted to look for information on the coin Eleriss had given us. I wished I knew of an archaeological equivalent of that DNA sequencer Autumn had mentioned. It’d be great if we could scan a picture of the coin and run it through some software that would spit out an identification of the civilization and era it had come from. As it was, I’d have to post pictures to some archaeology forums and see if anyone had any ideas. That could wait though; I didn’t have a scanner, so it’d take a trip to one of the shipping stores that had computers.
Breakfast in hand, I sat at the bottom of the steps with Temi, leaving Simon, his fingers flying again, in his spot against the doors. Another convoy of National Guard vehicles passed us by, and I wondered if we’d soon see troops marching through the streets with rifles.
“Your friend said she’d call when she’s ready to be picked up,” Temi said after we’d finished eating. “It sounded like she’ll be able to access a lab right away.”
“That’s good. I’ve got someone working on the language program, so—” My phone beeped. “That might be him now.”
The text message was indeed from Professor Wilkons. No matches. It’s weirder than Basque.
“Hm.” I typed in, What about single-word matches? If there aren’t any full language matches, might there at least be some shared words?
We’ll see. I have the computer running a deeper analysis.
Thank you.
I put the phone down and chomped on my salmon. I’d never been a fish lover, but I felt a vague sense of duty to my body to eat it and the salad before diving into the dessert bar.
“Basque?” Temi asked. She’d been peering over my shoulder as I texted. “That’s a Spanish language, right?”
“Not exactly. The Basque region is located mostly in Spain—it’s up around the border shared with France, but it’s a language isolate that doesn’t have anything in common with the Indo-European romance languages surrounding it. It’s not like any other languages, really. There are a lot of interesting hypotheses by linguists, trying to link it to more distant languages—all contested though. One of my school friends did a paper on the idea that the Basques are descended from the Neanderthals, because it’s widely known that they lived in Western Europe. She had some modern information on blood types and DNA analysis, speaking of all that stuff, to back it up. It was an interesting paper.”
Temi turned toward the street, her face thoughtful. “You guys have a wide breadth of knowledge. Is there anything that would be useful for me to study? To assist with research?”
“Actually, we have extremely specialized knowledge that’s not at all useful outside of our business.” I smirked. “That’s what a degree in a specific field gets you. If you want to study something, that’s fine, but do it because you’re interested in it, not because of us. All this monster stuff is outside of the realm of our usual work. Most people who do antiquing as a source of income don’t have a formal education in a related field. They pick it up as they go and learn what people will pay for and what they won’t. I’m still learning myself when it comes to that.”
“I wonder...”
“What?”
“Never mind. I’m sure it’s a dumb idea.”
I thought of the idea she’d proposed that Autumn had shot down. I didn’t want her to think we wouldn’t value any contributions she might have. “You know, a lot of breakthroughs and innovations come from individuals who don’t have a background in the field. Sometimes the experts in an industry have this sort of myopic thinking where they’re so influenced by their peers and mentors, who were trained by their peers and mentors, that they can’t see the problems from a fresh angle. Whereas an outsider can bring that fresh perspective, especially in this day and age when there’s so much information available to anyone who wants to research it.”
Temi shrugged. “I don’t have any brilliant innovations. I was just wondering, well, this Basque isn’t the only language isolate, I assume? What if those two were speaking another? From somewhere on the planet that hasn’t been studied thoroughly and isn’t in your professor’s computer.”
It seemed Temi wasn’t ready to buy into the notion of alien visitors either. She hadn’t seen the glow-in-the-dark eyes...
“There aren’t that many places left on the planet that haven’t been studied thoroughly,” I said. “The languages of New Guinea haven’t been scrutinized in much depth yet, but those two look like a couple of white guys, even if they’re a little odd in appearance. They sure don’t look like some native of New Guinea.”
“Do I look like a native of New Mexico?” Temi asked dryly.
“Well, no, but it’s hard to imagine some obscure back-wilderness race adopting a couple of white kids and raising them to speak their language. Or some dead language. Unless...” I trailed off. Now I was the one hesitant to share stupid ideas.
“Unless?” Temi prompted.
“I don’t know. I keep thinking in terms of them being part of some military experiment or mad scientist’s lab creation.”
“Hey,” Simon said, “the Harleys are on the move.”
“Which way are they heading?” I didn’t feel like chasing Eleriss and Jakatra off into the woods again, not when that monster was chasing them everywhere too. Besides, they might simply be coming to visit us, to see if we’ve found their information yet.
“They passed our hotel and went up Iron Springs Road,” Simon said.
“That goes out toward the national forest and some more hiking and camping areas, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, but they’re still in town. Stopped at a light, it looks like. They’ll be out of my range before long.”
“I went up Iron Springs Road this morning,” Temi said. “To drop your friend off at the vet.”
An uneasy feeling jumped into my stomach alongside the salmon.
“If they figured out we had more of their blood,” Simon said, “they might be going to collect it.”
“Damn.” I’d been joking about the fridge insulating the blood. Was it possible the riders had sensed it as soon as I took it out of the van’s fridge this morning and gave it to Autumn? I grabbed my phone to call her.
“I also went that way to visit the grocery store,” Temi said. “Maybe they’re going for breakfast themselves.”
“Those coconut bars are pretty good.” Simon waved the empty box.
Autumn answered the phone with, “What is it?”
I stood up. “Get the blood back and get out of there.” I waved Temi toward the Jag. “We’re coming to get you.”
“What? Why?”
“I think our interesting men are coming to collect the other sample.”
“All right. Call you back in a sec.”
“Simon,” I said, “pack your stuff and let’s go.”
“They won’t do anything to her, will they?” Temi asked as we jogged for the car. “They politely took the slide last night.”
I didn’t know if polite quite defined Jakatra’s frosty demeanor as he’d stalked across the hotel room. “We let them take it without a fight. Who knows what would have happened if we’d tried to stop them?”
“Maybe it’d be wiser not to try and stop them,” she said.
“Wiser? Probably, but I want to know who these guys are that they don’t share any human blood types.”
We climbed into the car. Temi started it up. “Aren’t we still thinking this blood might belong to the monster?”
“I’m not sure what to think at this point.” That slip-up from Eleriss had me thinking the blood belonged to them, to Jakatra specifically; he’d been the one with the bandage. “I just know I want to see that DNA analysis.”



CHAPTER 20
We didn’t drive sixty miles per hour this time, but Temi did run a few red lights. I wasn’t sure that was a good idea given how many police and soldiers were patrolling the town, hunting for monsters, but traffic was non-existent, and nobody pulled us over.
“Are they still driving or have they parked somewhere?” I asked, glancing back at Simon.
His MacBook was open in his lap. “Uh, sec.” He picked up his phone.
“I appreciate how assiduously you’re paying attention back there.”
“I got some results back from the app. I’m... No, they stopped. A half mile ahead.”
“That’s where the vet is,” Temi said, increasing speed.
We zipped past the Starbucks—judging by the line of cars in the drive-thru, the monster threat wasn’t quite big enough to keep people from their espresso addictions—and some other businesses, then hung a hard right into a tree-shaded parking lot. A single car was parked out back, and two familiar motorcycles waited next to the dog potty area.
“I’ll stop over there so they won’t see us if they walk out the front.” Temi veered toward the far side of the building. Towering boulders rose on that end of the parking lot, ensuring the vet would never have any neighbors on that side. Trees and brush blanketed the top of the rocky ledge.
I grabbed my phone and tried Autumn again. I’d called on the way and she hadn’t answered.
This time it stopped ringing immediately. “Sssh,” came the whispered response.
“Autumn?” I asked.
“They’re out front in the waiting area,” she whispered. “I think they know we’re back here, but we locked the inside door, and they haven’t tried to force it. Do you think they will?”
“I don’t know; they’re polite but determined.”
“Wait,” Autumn whispered with new urgency. “Someone’s fiddling with the lock.”
“Is there a back door you can come out? We’re in the parking lot outside. We can get you out of here.”
“Why didn’t you say so?”
“Don’t park,” I told Temi. “Drive around back. Look for a door.”
Before the car rolled into motion again, Simon hopped out with his MacBook cradled in his arm, the lid still open.
“What are you doing?” I demanded, but didn’t tell Temi to stop. Maybe Simon wanted to sabotage the motorcycles again. I wasn’t sure we should be pissing off our clients, but I didn’t want them chasing us down the highway either.
As we rounded the back of the building, two people darted out of a door by a dumpster, Autumn and a pasty-faced young man with eyes wider than horseshoes. I didn’t know what Autumn had told him, but he looked like he was being chased by the mob.
Without any need for encouragement, they hopped into the back seat Simon had vacated. The parking lot went all the way around the building so Temi continued forward, curling around the corner that led back to the potty area—and the parked motorcycles. We were almost even with the front door when it was thrown open, and two dark figures strode out.
Jakatra’s face was as stern and cold as always, but this time, easy-going Eleriss’s was too. They spotted us immediately and raced for their motorcycles. That sword hung across Jakatra’s back in its ancient scabbard. I envisioned him racing up beside the car like a Mongol cavalry warrior of old, ready to chop off his opponents’ heads.
“Go, go,” Autumn urged, gripping the back of Temi’s seat.
I was ready to urge the same thing, but then Simon jogged into view.
He ran toward the riders, waving his hand and pointing to his MacBook. “Wait, I have your cave!”
The car had reached the end of the parking lot. “Do I wait or go?” Temi asked.
I hopped out. “Go, take them wherever they want to—no, to Phoenix!”
I chopped a wave and ran back toward the other three. Despite Simon’s words, Eleriss and Jakatra had jumped onto their bikes. The motors growled to life. Simon ran in front of the Harleys with his hand up. It might not have been smart, but I raced up and joined him.
“Hey, we’ve got your information,” I yelled, though I didn’t know if Simon had been speaking the truth. “You owe us the other half of our payment. You made a deal with us.” My words came out in a rushed jumble; I didn’t know if they heard them over the engines. Or, if they had heard them, I didn’t know if they cared.
His face like a glacier, Jakatra revved the engine. I bent my legs, ready to spring away, though we were so close that I didn’t know if I would have a chance to get out of the way in time.
A split second before Jakatra took off, Eleriss dropped a hand onto his forearm. Jakatra stabbed his fingers in the direction the Jag had disappeared and spouted a stream of words. Eleriss responded with a single syllable, then repeated it in a lower tone.
I could only guess but thought it might mean, “Later. We’ll deal with them later.”
The riders turned off their engines. I met Simon’s eyes, hoping he had the information they wanted and hoping it would delay them—distract them—for a while. If they could track their own blood, it wouldn’t matter if the Jag drove out of sight. The motorcycles could simply catch up. Even breaking the speed limit, it’d take an hour and a half to reach Phoenix, and who knew if Autumn would be able to get in to use that DNA sequencer right away, or how much time it would take for the computer to spit out the decoded genome? Did Eleriss and Jakatra have an inkling of what we meant to do? They must. They’d been evasive all along—they must want to keep their identities secret. Whatever they were, the answer might be in that blood sample.
“Speak,” Jakatra told Simon. His boots were flat on the ground, but neither rider had dismounted. They could leave at any second.
“Where is the cave?” Eleriss added.
“We can’t be certain it’s the cave you’re looking for,” Simon said, “as you gave us so few parameters.”
Jakatra’s already suspicious eyes narrowed further.
“But I’ve found something that may be worth investigating,” Simon went on. “My survey shows a pocket under the northeast side of Lake Watson. It’s hard to judge the size, because of the tons and tons of solid granite there, but there’s definitely something.” He turned his laptop toward them.
Curious, I craned my neck to see the screen too. It was hard to make heads or tails of the monochromatic display—it reminded me of those pictures of babies in wombs—and the riders raised their eyebrows, perhaps equally unenlightened.
“It’s a cross-section,” Simon explained. “Not the real thing, but a graphical representation created, based on the data that came back on the...” Perhaps noting the blank stares, he stopped his explanation and simply pointed. “The lake would be up here, off the screen, and this black band—it’s about seventy-five feet down—represents a non-solid chamber. It may be filled with water, but it’s there.”
“Show us on a map, please,” Eleriss said.
The please sounded promising. Simon turned his laptop back around and command-tabbed to another application.
“Here it is.” He’d brought up a terrain map of the city and the surrounding area. He pointed to the Granite Dells framing the eastern end of Lake Watson. “There’s a popular hiking trail nearby, and that lake gets kayakers and all sorts of visitors, so I’m sure the cave would have been discovered long ago if there were access to it. But I guess that’s not a problem for you two.”
The riders exchanged looks but did not refute his comment. They launched into a quick dialogue in front of us, one we couldn’t understand of course.
“If you need a guide,” I said, “we’d be happy to take you over there.”
“You will go nowhere near the site,” Jakatra said.
“We’ll place security measures on the trail to ensure we’re not followed,” Eleriss told him, clearly choosing English so we’d understand.
So long as they went straight to their cave and left Autumn alone...
“You can keep your cave to yourself,” Simon said, “but we’ll be needing the second half of our payment for finding it for you.”
Jakatra’s chin came up. “We must verify that this is the correct cave, if there even is a cave.”
“Fine, then go verify it. We’ll wait.” Simon pointed at the asphalt at our feet.
Jakatra looked like he had another comment lined up, probably something along the lines of they’d pay us whenever they felt like it, but I looked Eleriss in the eyes and spoke first. “It would be impolite of you to make us wait if you find that we have indeed located your destination for you.” I thought about threatening to unveil what we knew about them if they weren’t prompt, but decided to see if a plea for propriety worked first. All along, Eleriss had struck me as the peacemaker, someone who didn’t want to ruffle feathers or do the wrong thing and stick out. Besides, making threats to someone wearing a sword wasn’t usually a good idea.
“Very well,” Eleriss said. “We will check to see if the cave is there and if it is the one we seek. If so, we will return with your payment.”
Jakatra muttered something in his own tongue.
Eleriss made an upward motion with his hand that wasn’t familiar to me, but the gesture had a placating feel, and Jakatra desisted. Once again, I wondered what their relationship was. In the beginning, I’d assumed Jakatra was in charge, but perhaps they were equals, or maybe Eleriss was even the leader. I’d believe Jakatra was the bodyguard if someone suggested it. Despite the shared hotel room with the single bed, I’d never gotten the lovers vibe from them.
It didn’t look like they were going to stick around to explain anything to me. They revved up the motorcycles again. This time, Simon and I stepped aside, and the riders tore out of the parking lot. As soon as they disappeared from sight, I pulled out my phone and called Autumn.
She answered on the first ring with, “They after me?”
“I hope we convinced them to prioritize something else,” I said, “but you should get out of town anyway.” It crossed my mind to tell her to toss that blood in a garbage can somewhere and distance herself from the danger, but I couldn’t bring myself to do so. I wanted to see the results from the DNA sequencer. I hoped I’d bought her the time she needed to run the sample, and that I wasn’t endangering her further.
“Working on it. Had to take that vet tech home first.”
“Are you still with Temi?” I asked.
“She dropped me at my car and drove off. She said she’s heading back to get you two.”
“Good. Thanks. Keep in touch, will you?”
“Yeah, yeah, I gotta go if I’m going to get out of here.”
“Wait, what’d you tell that vet tech anyway?”
“That secret government agents were trying to keep me from discovering The Truth and sharing it with the public,” Autumn said.
“And he bought that?”
“He was wearing an old X-Files T-shirt under his lab coat. Of course he bought it. He’s convinced that monster out there is an alien. He was even talking about this blog that’d been posting pictures of it... Know anything about that?” An engine rumbled to life—she must be ready to drive out of town.
“Not a thing,” I said innocently. “Stay safe on your trip.”
“I will. Later.”
When I hung up, Simon was watching me, his eyebrows elevated.
“Our ride is on its way, and your blog entries are becoming famous,” I said.
“Things are looking up.”
“For the moment. Did you really find a cave, or did you send those two on a fool’s errand? Because if it’s the latter, they’re going to be irked when they catch up with us again.”
“I found a cave,” Simon said.
“Oh, good. Maybe they’ll be too busy exploring it to think about their blood for a while.”
“That was my plan.” His smirk was on the smug side.
“Too bad we can’t follow them again. I’d love to see a secret cave that nobody else has been in for a long time, if ever.” Though I’d be even more intrigued if there were signs of prehistoric habitation. The Hassayampa River cavates had been interesting, and I certainly planned to write an article on them, but what else might we find in a subterranean cavern beneath Prescott? Something cool enough to get me an invitation to write for one of the big archaeology magazines? “Enh, perhaps it’s just as well that we can’t follow them,” I said. “Our predator keeps showing up wherever they go.”
“Not until night fall though, and that’s a long ways off.” Simon arched his eyebrows. “As for the rest, why can’t we follow them?”
“Uh, did you miss their comment about booby-trapping the trail?”
“No, but there’s that lovely little kayak rental place on the other side of the lake...”



CHAPTER 21
Like most of the other businesses in town, the kayak rental place was closed. While Simon tried the handles on the equipment lockers, I observed the scenery across the water, wondering if Eleriss and Jakatra were already out there, burning holes in rocks. Ducks floated in the shallows near the wetlands end of the lake, calm and undisturbed. I took that for a promising sign. At the other end of the lake, lumpy gray mounds of granite rose, the ancient bedrock eroded by wind and water. I’d called the mounds boulders, because I lacked a better word, but many of the formations would dwarf the buildings downtown and some loomed tall enough to entice eagles to roost on the tops.
Simon wandered over to investigate the building, though I’d already tried the doors and found it as locked as the library. Temi’s silver Jaguar was the only car in the parking lot. She leaned against the door, waiting for us. She was too polite to say, “Which one of you college-educated geniuses thought the kayaks would be lying out for anyone to take?”
According to Simon’s tracking app, the motorcycles were on the other side of the lake. The riders had driven past the parking lot over there and onto the no-motorized-vehicles-allowed trail, then stopped somewhere behind the formations. They had a head start on us; before driving out, we’d popped into one of the few open stores for rope, deciding duct tape might not be sufficient for this endeavor. We’d also stopped back at the van to pick up food and water along with our flashlights and my whip and bow. Taking the weapons made me feel silly—like I was my RealmSaga character, ready to travel into some monster-infested dungeon—but who knew what might be down there?
A jangle sounded, and Simon jogged into sight. He waved a keychain. “Here we go.”
“How’d you get those out of the building?” I asked.
“I downloaded a lock-picking app.” Simon stopped in front of an equipment shed and started trying keys.
“It taught you how to pick a lock in five minutes?”
“No, it showed me how complicated lock-picking is in five minutes, so I walked around the building and tried all the windows until I found one open. I wiggled inside, let myself out of a stinky bathroom, and found the keys.”
“You’re a real MacGyver, aren’t you?”
Simon winked at me as he pulled open the now unlocked door. “You’d be lost without me, admit it.”
“Only if you admit you’d be more lost without me.” I peered inside the windowless shed where rows of kayaks leaned against walls and racks.
“It’s true that a brilliant hero needs a trusty sidekick to do the grunt work.” Simon pointed inside. “I’d like the green one, please. Would you mind?”
“Locking you in the shed?” I grabbed his arm. “Not at all.”
“Are we ready to go?” Temi asked from behind us.
I released Simon. “As soon as everyone picks out a kayak and drags it down to the beach on his or her own.”
“Hm,” she said.
I’d meant my comment for Simon, of course, but remembered that her knee might preclude such activities. “Do you think you’ll be able to do this, Temi? Or will it hurt your leg?” If she couldn’t kayak, she’d have even more trouble scrambling over those boulders or into the bowels of a cave. Maybe it’d be best to leave her back as the support staff again.
“I’ll manage,” Temi said tersely.
There was a determined set to her jaw, so I didn’t mention my concerns. If she wanted to come, I wouldn’t stop her.
Simon dragged out a two-person green kayak. It might have been my comments or perhaps a desire not to appear puny in front of Temi, but he hauled it down to the water himself. I helped Temi tote a blue one-person model to the lake while Simon grabbed paddles for everyone. Before I could ask if she wanted to share the double or go on her own, she tossed her shoes and water bottle into the back of the single. She rolled her pants up to her knees. I caught a glimpse of nasty scar tissue and the bottom edge of a knee brace before she pushed the kayak into the shallows, and I decided I should be doing the same thing.
We soon had all our gear loaded and were paddling across the lake. I shivered at the chilly breeze sweeping across the water. The sun was shining, but it was starting to feel more like November than October. The leaves on the cottonwoods at the end of the lake had turned orange and yellow, and I bet Prescott would see snow before long. It was a far cry from Phoenix with its daytime highs still in the 80s and 90s.
I would have expected the two-person kayak to be faster, with Simon and me paddling together—I’d taken the back seat to make sure he paddled—but Temi’s strokes were effortless and powerful. Her craft surged ahead and she had to pause to wait for us. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought she’d been kayaking all of her life, but we hadn’t grown up around water, and I doubted she’d had time for many hobbies during her tennis career. I might have been slightly pleased when she’d first shown up, needing my help, but watching her now, I had to admit that it was sad that the car accident had ended her career. She was meant to be an athlete.
“Veer left when we get close to the rocks,” Simon called to her. “We’ll have to get close to find a place to land.”
The granite mounds came all the way down to the water, but there were inlets here and there, and I remembered a few grassy spots accessible from the hiking trail. Of course, we didn’t want to go anywhere near the trail, not if it’d been booby-trapped.
Ahead of us, Temi stopped paddling and pointed to the right, back toward the wetlands. The ducks were taking off with a frantic batting of wings. I didn’t see anything in the trees and tall grasses behind them, but that didn’t mean much. I hoped our predator wasn’t making an exception to its preference for the night shift.
Temi pointed again, this time toward an inlet between two towering gray mounds. “In there?”
“Let’s try it,” Simon called softly.
We’d all lowered our voices since the ducks flew off.
We slipped into the cove and followed the rocks until we reached an area clogged with floating branches and logs. A faint animal trail cut across the grassy bank rising behind it. We picked our way through the deadwood and helped each other pull the kayaks out.
A great thrashing came from the tall grass a few feet away. I lunged for my bow—it was still in the back of the kayak. A splash sounded, then the grasses grew still. The whole cove grew still. I forced myself to loosen my grip on the weapon.
“I don’t know what that was,” I said, “but it wasn’t big enough to be our monster.”
“Nah, the monster would have jumped toward us instead of away from us,” Simon said. “It was probably a fat beaver.”
Despite his words, he had his phone out, probably with his camera app loaded. I hoped his obsession didn’t get us all killed. I was already beginning to think coming out here had been a mistake, the coolness of an undiscovered cave not withstanding.
Temi turned slowly, gazing up at the rock on all sides of us. “How are we going to figure out where Eleriss and Jakatra are?”
“We’ll have to climb up to a high spot and look for smoke,” I said. “If they use... whatever they used before, there’ll be some smoke or fumes at least. Though I admit, it’ll be hard to see outside.”
“In other words, we’re hoping to get lucky,” Temi said.
“That’s usually how our business goes.”
Simon grunted in agreement. As soon as we’d put on all of our gear, we hunted for a promising spot to ascend. The mounds were uneven, some tall, some low, and some in between, so we didn’t have to scale any cliffs, but the climb was challenging. Temi struggled because of her leg, I struggled because I was carrying the bow as well as my backpack, and Simon struggled because he couldn’t be bothered to buy a pair of real shoes. We were all sweating by the time we clambered onto the top of one of the higher rocks. The view was magnificent though, with the lake stretching behind us and the lumpy granite formations heading off to the horizon. I spotted the rail trail about a half a mile away. Unfortunately, I didn’t see any smoke or anything that would suggest our employers were in the vicinity.
“Where are we in relation to their bikes?” I asked.
Simon pulled out his phone. “I don’t know.”
“What do you mean? They left?”
“No, I’m not picking up a signal any more. They were over there a half hour ago.” He waved toward the trail. “But now, I’ve got nothing.”
“Meaning they drove out of range?”
“Or finally found the tracking device and destroyed it,” Simon said.
“Oh.”
“We could wander around these rocks for days and not find a cave entrance,” Temi said.
“I know. Anyone have any ideas? Simon, would your program be able to show a newly constructed tunnel?”
His “uhm” didn’t sound promising, but he did start poking at his phone.
I sat cross-legged and watched the sky, still hoping to catch a wisp of smoke. An eagle that had a nest on top of one of the outcroppings took off, flying away from us. Maybe it found our presence intrusive. It flew straight, but it banked and did a few circles, rising higher with each revolution. At first, I simply watched, but then I bolted to my feet.
“That might be it.” I squinted, trying to note landmarks beneath it and pick out a route for us to take.
“What might?” Temi asked.
The eagle reached the altitude it wanted and headed out.
“A thermal?” Simon asked.
I nodded. “That’s my guess. If we’re right, something’s heating up the ground over there.”
“Let’s check it out then.”



CHAPTER 22
Temi didn’t complain as we climbed and descended, weaving through the dells and scrambling over the rocks, but I caught winces on her face more than once. I also winced a few times from scraped hands and banged knees. When I’d first seen that eagle, my heart rate had tripled in anticipation of finding a fresh tunnel and following Eleriss and Jakatra into some underground chamber that had been sealed for countless centuries, maybe forever. After almost an hour of trying to reach that spot, my excitement had waned.
“Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Simon asked.
“I’m sure we’re closer to the place than we are to the Winslow rest stop,” I said, bringing up our long-standing joke.
“How comforting,” Temi said. We’d have to fill her in on the story later. Or perhaps not. That hadn’t been my bladder’s finest moment.
A clatter arose in the distance somewhere ahead of us. Rock fall. Our feet—and our mouths—halted as one. We exchanged long looks with each other. As agile as Eleriss and Jakatra were, it was hard to imagine them knocking rocks loose.
We were down in one of the hollows and couldn’t see far ahead. I listened for further noises, but not even the birds were talking.
“What was that?” Temi whispered.
“Rock climbers?” Simon suggested.
“Who would be out climbing when there’s a man-slaying monster roaming around town?” I whispered.
“Uh, us?” Simon said.
A faint scraping sound reached my ears. It wasn’t continuous but intermittent and so faint that it might be in my imagination.
“Are those claws?” Simon breathed.
Not my imagination. He’d heard it too.
I wished I had something more deadly in my hands than a bow. We could have stopped and bought firearms—from what I’d seen, Arizona had some of the most lax gun laws of any state in the country—but I reminded myself that neither bullets nor arrows had put a dent in that creature at the campground the other night. The glowing sword might be the only thing that could hurt it. In that case, we’d be best served by catching up with Eleriss and Jakatra and staying close. Well, technically that wasn’t true—we’d be best served by going back to the motel and locking the door.
“Is anyone else having second thoughts about this adventure?” I whispered.
Temi nodded. “Yes.”
Simon shook his head. “No.”
I stared at the dust and tufts of grass at our feet while listening for more scrapes. I didn’t hear anything. It’d either moved on or it was hiding in the shadows somewhere, waiting for a chance to pounce on us. Except that it hadn’t proved that subtle yet. It simply attacked when it wanted. Maybe we’d heard something else. Or maybe it had bypassed us and was after the sword. Either way, I was less enthused about hunting for caves. When I’d agreed to follow the riders, it had been under the assumption that our monster friend wouldn’t be roaming about during the day.
“Why not?” I asked Simon quietly.
He shrugged. “We need to keep an eye on our employers. Once they get what they want, they might take off and we’d never see them again.”
“I believe Eleriss would return to the vet parking lot to bring us our coin,” I said.
“But he wouldn’t explain anything. I want to know what they’re looking for in there. Besides, they might need our help with that creature. They already fought it with the sword and barely hurt it, if they hurt it at all.”
“How would we hurt it?” I asked.
“With our crafty cunning.”
“How... optimistic.”
“That’s not the word I would have used,” Temi said.
“All I know is that someone needs to kill that thing,” Simon said, “because it’s murdering people left and right. And if we’re there when it faces off with those guys—if we can help when it happens...”
“You can get a picture of yourself standing with your foot up on its dead corpse?” I asked.
“Well, yes, but it’ll still be dead, won’t it? That’s gotta be the goal here, not just to learn languages and look at artifacts. Getting rid of it has to be the most important thing.”
Simon of all people was lecturing me on morality? “I don’t disagree with you,” I said, struggling to keep my voice calm, “but I don’t think we’re qualified to do it.”
“Who is?”
“Them.” I flung a hand toward the rocks, though I had no idea where Jakatra and Eleriss were in relation to us.
“They’re not even human,” Simon said. “How much can they really care?”
“We don’t know that. We don’t know what they are.”
“Exactly, and we don’t ultimately know why they’re here, no matter what they say. We have to make sure that monster gets killed one way or another. And if it’s following them and trying to get that sword, then that’s where we need to be.”
“With our crafty cunning,” I said.
“Exactly.”
Temi was looking back and forth between us, probably trying to decide how serious our arguing was. I had assumed Simon’s ulterior motive in stalking the riders had been to get more pictures of the monster; I hadn’t thought he’d been dream of killing it. Sure, he’d said something about killing it and saving the town, but that had been a joke, hadn’t it? Like I’d told Temi, I knew his entrepreneurial streak had been born out of wanting to help his people—or prove himself to his people anyway—but I’d never taken him for some knight-errant in geeky armor. I sure hoped this wasn’t about impressing Temi.
“I don’t suppose you’ve got some kind of clever trap in your pack then?” I asked.
“I did have the idea of setting a trap for it with that sword,” Simon said, “if we can get a hold of it, but I think we need to see what else those guys are going to pull out of this cave first. And it’s a foregone conclusion that they’re not going to tell us what it is; we have to be there when they get it.”
I sighed and looked at Temi. She shrugged back at me. And here I’d wanted a third person so I could have the deciding vote.
A breeze whispered through, again hinting of cooler weather. It also hinted of... I sniffed a few times. “That’s that acid chemical smell from the cavates.”
“They’re burning holes again,” Simon said. “We must be close.”
“All right.” Afraid I’d regret it, I whispered, “We might as well take a peek.”
“Famous last words?” Temi asked, though she followed us when we continued through the little dell.
The rock walls grew narrower, and we had to walk single-file. I watched the route ahead but also the tops of the boulders on either side, all too aware that something up there could jump down and land on us before we knew what was happening.
I stepped around prickly pear cactus and shrubs that were only slightly less prickly. I’d lost track of where the hiking trails were, but this area definitely wasn’t traveled often. We rounded a jumble of boulders and walked into a tiny box canyon, the ground flat and dusty and dotted with more cactus patches.
Simon gripped my arm and pointed at a big clawed and webbed print. A fresh one. The scent of the sea hung in the air, utterly out of place in the desert clime. If someone killed that monster, at least it could be thoroughly examined and we could figure out what exactly it was.
“There’s your hole.” Temi, taller than Simon and I, pointed at something behind a manzanita shrub growing out of a narrow crevice. The tracks led straight to it.
“If it charges out,” Simon whispered, “we can try climbing up those boulders to get away from it. I bet something that big isn’t that agile at scaling walls.”
I wasn’t going to take that bet. I hoped it’d gone down after the others and that we wouldn’t see it until they’d dealt with it.
I slipped an arrow out of my quiver and crept forward. Several of the manzanita’s ropy red branches had been snapped. A dark hole gaped behind it. Like the one in the cavate, it was perfectly round and not nearly as wide and inviting as I’d like. It sloped downward and toward the lake, the angle not so steep that one would have to slide down on one’s butt—or use a rope and grapple to climb out. That was something, I supposed.
Simon squeezed in beside me. He touched one of the tunnel’s walls. “It’s cool. We’re farther behind than we were last time.”
“I think... maybe we should stay even farther behind. Like how about we climb up on the rocks where we can watch down here and wait for them to come out? We’ll see whatever they carry out, and if we’re curious, we can go back into the tunnel after they—and the monster—are gone. Plenty of time to explore then, right?”
Simon frowned, but Temi was nodding. “That sounds wiser than crawling down there into the middle of trouble.”
Rocks shifted and clunked somewhere outside the canyon. I whipped my head in that direction so quickly that I almost fell in the hole. I couldn’t see anything, but a soft scraping came after the rocks settled. The rasp of claws on stone again? The noise sounded like it came from higher than ground level.
Temi and Simon were staring toward the mouth of our narrow canyon too. Without moving, I lowered my gaze to the footprints again. The tracks led to the hole, and I’d assumed the creature had gone in, but what if it’d turned around, planning to wait for Eleriss and Jakatra to come out, just as we’d thought to do? Ugh, yes, there was a print pointing in the other direction. It’d come up to the hole, then turned back.
A shadow fell across the canyon floor.
I gulped and looked up. The dark figure crouching above us was all muscle beneath its sleek, black hide. Though its weight rested on four legs instead of two, its head seemed more human than animal, mounted on a thick corded neck. Its ears were close to its head, and the face seemed simian rather than canine or feline. Its stout muscular arms and legs gripped the edge of the rock, long dagger-like claws biting into the stone. Tiny shards fell away, the dust trickling down the granite wall. If those claws could cut into rock, they’d have no trouble tearing off a man’s head...
“Down the hole,” Simon whispered. “We have to go down the hole.”
The creature’s eerie iridescent eyes stared down at us, utterly soulless and without mercy. It shifted its weight, the muscular haunches bunching, preparing to spring.
My instincts cried out against the idea of throwing myself into a tight space, but trying to flee out here would be even more suicidal. We wouldn’t be able to outrun it, wouldn’t be able to—
“Go!” This time Simon shoved me toward the hole.
The predator leaped from the ledge, claws glinting in the afternoon sun.
I dove headfirst into the tunnel. My bow caught, and I lost it. I didn’t care. I scrambled into the passage on hands and knees, heedless of the inky blackness ahead. All I knew was that I had to keep going so there’d be space behind me for the others to fit inside. I fumbled at my belt, unhooking a flashlight. I thumbed it on, and the beam brightened smooth, uniformly curved gray walls.
Somewhere behind me, Simon cursed only to have the words cut off in a startled cry of pain. I slowed to glance back, but in the tight passage I stumbled over my own feet and fell. My hip struck the unyielding rock, and the flashlight flew from my hands. Either it broke or the switch was bumped off. Blackness descended on the passage again, and I couldn’t see or hear a thing.



CHAPTER 23
For a long moment, the only sound in the tunnel was that of my own breathing—fast and ragged in my ears. I twisted about, wincing at the new lump on my hip, and tried to see the exit. I hadn’t scrambled that far, had I? The opening and the daylight beyond it ought to be in view. Unless that opening was blocked...
“Temi?” I whispered. “Simon?”
They’d been right behind me. Surely they’d had time to dive into the hole too.
“Ssh,” Temi breathed so softly I almost missed it. It sounded like she was about twenty feet behind me and higher up. The passage was sloping at a thirty, maybe forty percent grade. Climbing back out would be like crawling up a slide at a water park.
Scrapes and grunts drifted to my ears. The predator. It was farther back than Temi—it must still be outside, otherwise she’d be shoving at me and yelling for me to hurry. I hoped it was too large to crawl inside, then realized that must be the case. Otherwise it would have followed Eleriss and Jakatra, and it’d be following us now. Maybe they’d designed their hole to these narrow proportions, knowing that the creature would give chase.
“You two okay?” Simon asked from farther back than Temi.
I exhaled in relief. When I’d heard his cry, I hadn’t been sure he’d made it inside.
A deep rumbling snarl answered him.
“I wasn’t talking to you,” he said his voice sounding farther away.
I blinked slowly, realizing he’d turned around and was addressing the creature.
“Don’t get cheeky just because it can’t reach us for the moment,” I said. “We have to go out that way at some point.”
“I’m sure it can’t understand me,” Simon said.
Remembering the way the predator had targeted our headlights with its rocks, I wasn’t as certain. If someone had engineered it into existence, they could have made it bright and taught it to understand English too.
A hint of light returned to the tunnel. The monster must have moved away from the entrance.
I patted around, hunting for the fallen flashlight, but the effort was in vain. With that slope, it would have kept rolling until it hit a level spot. I imagined it plopping out of a cavern ceiling to land at Jakatra’s feet. Lovely way to announce our presence.
Shadows moved above me. A light winked to life, nearly blinding me. I raised my arm to block it and looked away.
“Sorry,” Simon said, turning the flashlight toward the wall, “but here’s your bow.” He leaned around Temi to hand it to me.
I accepted it, glad to have a weapon again. There wasn’t any room for anyone to pass anyone else, so I was stuck leading. Temi handed me her flashlight, and after conking my head on the ceiling a few times I gave up on crouching and crawling in favor of sliding down the slope.
In the distance, water dripped. Time oozed past as we continued downward. I shivered as the air grew chillier, or maybe it simply seemed chillier. All of the rock climbing had left my hair and clothing sweaty, and they clung unpleasantly to my cooling body.
“How deep did you say the cavern was?” I asked as we continued to scoot down the slope.
“About seventy-five feet,” Simon replied.
“Haven’t we gone that far yet?” It felt like we’d gone seven hundred.
“It’s possible our friends missed the target,” he said.
“If so, one would think they’d figure that out quickly, and that the tunnel would take a few hard rights or lefts, followed by a bunch of squiggly curves as they searched for the right spot.”
“Just because that’s how you drive through the Walmart parking lot doesn’t mean that’s how they’d drill their hole.”
Temi snorted.
“Ha ha,” I said, then didn’t speak for a while. The drips of water in the distance had turned to a steady trickle and sounded closer.
I scooted down the slope faster. It sounded like there was going to be a cave down here. It wasn’t that I’d doubted Simon exactly... but I’d been skeptical of some undiscovered grotto so close to town.
The light played across something metal up ahead. I tensed, but it was only the clip on the flashlight I’d lost. It lay on a flat stretch of stone in a tunnel that crossed ours, creating a T-intersection. The other passage was identical in size and shape to this one.
“Then again,” Simon said, “maybe they do drive their tunnel-maker the way you drive the van.”
I sat down in the intersection and waited for the others. I fought a jittery feeling of unease at the lowness of the ceiling and the knowledge that we couldn’t stand and run if we needed to. We’d have to crawl out the same way we’d come down, except much more effort would be required for ascent.
“How’s your knee?” I asked Temi. “Regretting your choice to join us for this foray into the underworld?”
She was also taking the opportunity to sit, her legs stretched out to one side. “Given that the monster can’t get down here, I’d rather be here than waiting up by the kayaks. Though perhaps a hotel in a far away city would be acceptable as well.” She adjusted her leg and grimaced at some stab of pain or another. “A hotel with a masseur. And a hot tub.”
Simon, hunkered behind her, blinking a few times at whatever images her words conjured in his mind. I widened my eyes at him. I still didn’t think he had a chance, but he might never get a better straight line for offering her a massage. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, his shoulders slumping. Temi was rubbing her knee and didn’t notice.
“Shall we split up?” I asked. “Or check both sides together?”
“I feel that this would be the appropriate time to pursue group activities and bond as a team,” Temi said.
“Enh, the monster is stuck outside,” Simon said, “and I don’t really think Eleriss and Jakatra will kill us at this point. There shouldn’t be anything down here to bug us. I’ll check to the right, and you girls can go left. One’s probably a dead end anyway.”
He crawled off in his chosen direction before we could object. He was probably right, so my only objection was to his stupidity when it came to women. Temi had massages on her mind and wanted to stick together, so what was he doing? Fleeing in the other direction.
“Except whatever they’re looking for,” Temi murmured.
“What?” I asked, not certain I’d understood.
“He said there wasn’t anything down here to bug us, but we don’t know what those two are looking for.”
“Oh,” I said, imagining ancient weapons and booby traps. I was almost tempted to crawl after Simon, but even if we both had tendencies toward rashness, I thought he was smart enough to avoid some centuries-old land mine. “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
I glanced at Temi, wondering if I might catch her gazing back with concern for Simon, but after a pause, she nodded and waved for me to lead the way.
Without the slope to aid us, we didn’t advance as quickly. I kept the flashlight trained on the passage ahead of us, and it gradually curved to the right. That was it for variations in the scenery. The tunnel otherwise remained the same perfect circle. I guessed Eleriss and Jakatra had run into some particularly hard stone or a terrain feature they’d had to go around.
It was still chilly down here—even if they’d burned through the rock to make the tunnels, the walls had since cooled—but traveling horizontally took more effort, and I had to pause a few times to wipe sweat out of my eyes. It occurred to me that with the only exit guarded, we were stuck down here until the riders left with their sword, and the monster took off after them. If something happened to them, and they didn’t—or couldn’t—leave, how long would that creature wait out there? We had no chance of outrunning it on foot, or in kayaks, not when it could cover ground as rapidly as our van.
I wiped my eyes again. I needed to stop thinking about this stuff.
“Can I ask you a question?” I asked to distract myself—and because it’d grown apparent that the tunnel would go on for a while.
“Yes,” Temi said.
“Why didn’t you ever email or write home after you left?”
Out of all the things I could have brought up, I don’t know why I chose that. Maybe it was one of those things, like putting one’s will in order. I wanted it resolved... just in case. Besides, I’d keep feeling awkward when I was alone with her until I knew what she thought about back then.
After a long moment, Temi said, “My parting with my parents was so... uncomfortable that it soured me on everything back home. I didn’t keep in touch with anyone.”
So because her parents had been jerks about her dreams, she’d decided to ignore her best friend for the next ten years? It sounded like a half-truth. Maybe I should have let it go, but I wanted to clear the air. Somehow it seemed easier here, where I didn’t have to look her in the eye because I was busy crawling down a tunnel. I wondered if that made me strange.
“If it was at all because of me,” I said, “I want to say I’m sorry for that last night. It was kind of... impulsive. It didn’t really mean... I don’t know. I was just a dumb kid, you know?”
The silence that followed my fumbled words made me wince. I shouldn’t have brought this up. Bad timing.
“What are you talking about?” Temi finally asked.
Now I was the one who didn’t speak for a moment. She couldn’t possibly not know what I was talking about, could she? “That last night we hung out before you left, and we went walking out to the canyon in the moonlight.”
“Yea...”
“Well, I kissed you, right?” I said in a rush. “That’s what I’m talking about. I thought it might have offended you or made you think I was nuts and not want to talk to me again because you were afraid I’d... I mean, I wouldn’t. It was like I said, an impulse. I, uhm, date guys now.” We could have been crawling through a volcano tube full of molten lava and my cheeks wouldn’t have been any hotter. I resolved to stop talking before I made myself more uncomfortable, if that was possible.
“Oh,” Temi said, the single syllable doing nothing to relieve the awkwardness cloaking me.
I told myself not to say anything else. I’d uttered what I’d needed to. Time to drop it and pay attention to what we were doing. The sound of trickling water had grown louder. I hoped that meant we’d reach our destination soon, whatever that destination might be.
“I’m not sure how to say this in a way that won’t be insulting,” Temi said, “but...”
I cringed, certain the answer would slay me.
“I don’t remember that,” Temi finished.
For the first time, I stopped and turned to face her. “You don’t remember it?”
Temi spread a hand. “I mean, I guess I do, but I didn’t really think anything of it at the time, and I’d forgotten about it until now. Mainly what I remember from that night was going over and over in my head whether to run away from home. I appreciate that you were there... but I was so focused on myself that I don’t remember anything you said. Or much of what you did, I guess.”
I managed to wait until my back was to her again to roll my eyes. All this time, I’d wondered if I’d irrevocably offended her, and she didn’t remember it. Unbelievable. I continued down the tunnel. Well, as clear as the air was now, I ought to be able to shoot straight bull’s-eyes with my bow.
“I’m sorry I never wrote,” Temi said. “I meant to, but I was really busy and then it seemed like it’d been so long that I thought... I don’t know. I thought you’d think the way my parents did. That I was wasting my life smacking a little ball around a court. Yaiyai made a point of writing and telling me your SAT scores when you took them and that you were on your way to college. I had the distinct impression she wished you were her adopted granddaughter.”
“Please, you must have been smoking something out there in Florida if you think my SAT scores impressed anyone. It’s not like Harvard was knocking on my door, eager to offer me a scholarship.”
“Hey, they were good. If you didn’t get scholarships, it’s because you were more interested in roaming the desert, poking your nose into old caves and pueblo ruins, than doing extracurricular activities at school to impress admissions officers.”
Huh, I hadn’t realized she’d followed my school career at all, or that her family had. By then she’d been winning junior tennis tournaments all over the world; my accomplishments had been nothing in comparison.
“So,” I said, “basically we haven’t talked in nine years because we were worried about what the other person was thinking about us?”
“Apparently,” Temi said, a smile in her voice.
A whisper of damp air brushed my cheeks. It seemed like a good time to focus on what we were doing.
“I think we’re getting close,” I said. “Close to what, I couldn’t tell you.”
My flashlight had been playing along the same monotonous gray stone, but it glinted against something bright, and I paused. A golden vein streaked along the ceiling. I withdrew my utility tool, pulled open one of the knives, and scraped at it. Flakes of the soft ore fell away.
“Huh.”
“That’s unexpected,” Temi said.
“And apparently not what our guys are looking for, because they didn’t pause to dig any out.”
“Are we going to pause to dig any out?”
“I suppose we could scrape away few flakes. Technically, you’re not supposed to do anything more than recreational gold panning and metal detecting in parks. I’d say this qualifies as a more in-depth excavation, though, since we didn’t dig the tunnel, the interpretation could be a little fuzzy.”
“Who would know?” Temi sounded amused.
“I would, I guess, and knowing my luck, I’d get caught. I already have enough people ragging on me for going rogue. No need to truly do anything illegal.”
“Ah.” Temi ran a finger along the vein. Maybe she was less worried about her reputation.
She followed after me when I trundled off again though. We could always come back later.
The breeze grew more noticeable as we continued, and the next time the view changed, it was because the beam from my light disappeared into darkness. Our tunnel ended, the walls disappearing as it opened into a chamber. I crawled to the edge and probed the blackness with my flashlight. It shone onto water some twenty feet below us, water filled with jagged stalagmites that would feel none-too-comfortable to fall on. An underground lake stretched for as far as my light could reach. In places, thick stone columns rose out of the water, reaching to an arched ceiling ten feet above our ledge. Other chambers and tunnels waited, their openings too dark and distant for my light to pierce. This cave was much larger than I’d expected from the blob on Simon’s screen.
“I guess it was a mistake not to bring the kayaks,” Temi observed.
“Too bad they weren’t the folding kind.”
Aside from the tunnel, I didn’t see any signs that people had passed this way. In fact, the flashlight chanced across more veins that sparkled in the distance. That assured me more than anything else that people had never been down here. Amazing. As a girl, I’d dreamed of discovering undiscovered places; I hadn’t expected it to happen in Prescott, Arizona.
Movement at the edge of my vision made me jerk my flashlight in that direction. Something landed in the water with a splash. Something big.
“What the—”
A large, dark head popped up in the water. My heart sank. The familiar oily black form of the predator looked in our direction. For a long moment, it stared at us, and in that moment, I told myself three or four times that it couldn’t fit into our tunnel and that we were safe as long as we remained where we were. But the creature didn’t head toward us; when it started swimming, it veered in the opposite direction, toward those tunnels at the back of the lake. I lifted the flashlight toward the ceiling. There was a dark hole in the stone up there with water dribbling from one side. The predator must have found some other entrance to the cave system and come out of that opening. The drips made me wonder if it linked to the lake somehow. Maybe there was an entrance nobody knew about underwater up there. However the creature had arrived, its presence didn’t reassure me, not at all.
“There’s no way we can warn Jakatra and Eleriss, is there?” Temi asked.
I’d been more concerned about warning Simon. “No, if they have a phone they stole from Elizabeth and Maude Somersett along with the Harleys, I don’t know their number. I doubt any of us has reception down here anyway.” I pointed behind us. “Let’s find Simon.” And preferably another way down. I didn’t fancy jumping onto those stalagmites. Although, with the creature trolling the cave, maybe we needn’t jump down at all. If it wasn’t guarding the entrance anymore, it ought to be an excellent time for us to head back to the surface and escape while we could.
We didn’t have to go far to find Simon. He was on his way to find us. Before we reached the intersection, he popped into view ahead and waved enthusiastically.
“I found the way into the cave,” he said.
“We found the monster,” I said.
His waving hand drooped. “Down here?”
“It found another way in. As much as I’d like to explore this place and as much as I’d like to see that creature out of commission, I don’t think we’re capable of taking it on, and right now, it’s between us and the others, so we can’t count on them and that sword for protection.”
Simon’s shoulders slumped.
“Look, we can still wait outside the hole or by their motorcycles and see what they come out with.”
“Agreed,” Temi said.
“I wish I’d at least caught some pictures of it,” Simon said. “You didn’t take one of it swimming, did you?”
“Sorry, no. But there’s some gold back there.” I jerked a thumb behind us. “We can come back before the general populace finds this place and collect enough to pay the bills for a few months. No need to keep ads—or sensationalist pictures—plastered all over our business site.”
Simon shrugged in defeat and turned around.
We made it back to the intersection and climbed up the way we’d descended. The smooth walls didn’t offer any handholds, and soon we were all streaming with sweat. Temi never complained, but I heard hisses of pain, though she tried to stifle them. The leg she favored stuck out behind her, so she was using only her arms and her good leg to climb up the slope.
I kept waiting for the light to appear ahead of us, but it never did. My brow furrowed in confusion when we came to a dead end. I pointed my flashlight at the coarse rock blocking the way.
“There’s only one tunnel, right? We didn’t go up a wrong one somehow, did we?”
“No,” Simon said, his voice grim and without the confusion in mine. “This is our tunnel.”
The truth dawned on me. “Oh.”
The creature had blocked the exit.



CHAPTER 24
Pushing against a boulder isn’t comfortable under any circumstances. I recommend it even less when doing it in a four-foot-wide tunnel with two other people trying to help. After suffering Simon’s hair up my nose and Temi’s elbow in my back for a small eternity—at least thirty seconds—I backed off and slumped to the ground. The others sighed and sank to their butts as well.
I pointed at Simon’s nose. “I want you to remember this the next time you wish to insult, demean, or stick your tongue out at a man-slaying monster.”
Simon opened his mouth as if he’d protest, but then he flopped against the wall. “Yeah, I am feeling a bit like the fox in the hunter’s trap.”
I rolled to an upright position, insomuch as I could in the low tunnel. “Let’s see this other exit you found.”
“We’re going into the cavern?” Temi asked.
“I don’t know. We can take a look. Didn’t you want to warn the others?”
“It may be too late by now,” she muttered.
“If they’re dead, we have to get that sword so someone can put it to use on the monster,” Simon said.
“Someone, not us,” I said. “Maybe we could recruit some uber warrior to use it.”
“Do they have uber warriors in Prescott?” Temi asked.
“I’m sure there are black belts in some martial art, not to mention all those soldiers who rolled in. At the least, there are better fighters than us. Besides—” I pointed at the boulder, “—we’re not getting out that way without explosives, and I forgot to pack the TNT.”
I started sliding back down the tunnel. At this point, I was willing to risk being horribly slain for the chance to stand up straight and stretch for a few seconds.
“I think they use C4 these days,” Temi said, crawling after me. With her stiff leg and six-foot frame, she had to be aching for a chance to stand up even more than I.
“Yeah, but we don’t have any of that,” I said.
“You have TNT?”
“In our storage locker in Phoenix,” Simon said. “We found some old unexploded sticks while we were scavenging around the Superstition Mountains. Don’t tell the manager. It’s not legal.”
“Legal? Is it safe?” Temi asked.
“No,” I said. “The sticks were tucked at the bottom of a crate of dusty mining helmets and lamps we found on an old claim. We’re lucky we didn’t blow ourselves up coming down the bumpy road out of the mountains.”
At the intersection, I headed right this time. Simon’s tunnel was shorter than ours had been and we soon reached the cavern again. The passage had sloped downward, so we didn’t come out so high up on the wall, and there were a few feet of a granite shoreline beneath us this time instead of pointy rocks. The underground lake stretched to the left and the front, but a narrow ledge ran along the cavern wall to the right.
A crash came from somewhere ahead, like rock toppling onto rock. I doubted that was Eleriss and Jakatra, but at least they’d hear it and know something else was down here with them, assuming they were still alive. If the monster had made the noise, that meant it was relatively far ahead of us. Good.
Simon peered over my shoulder. “We going out or staying here?”
I exhaled slowly. “We can’t get out the other way, so I think our best bet is to catch up with the others and hope they can help us escape. The predator dropped through a hole in the ceiling, but it was thirty feet above the water. I don’t see how we could get out that way. Also, if we were to stay here, and the creature finished whatever it’s down here doing, then it’d have nothing better to do than stake out these tunnel exits until we ran out of food and water and hunger drove us to desperation. If we’re going to try and get past it, better to do so while it’s distracted.”
“You’ve been thinking about this a lot, haven’t you?” Temi asked.
“I’ve thought about little else for the last ten minutes.”
I probed the cavern with my flashlight, making sure there wasn’t anything inimical crouching in the darkness, before dropping down to the granite beach. While I waited for the others to join me, I studied the uneven stone ceiling overhead, wondering if any more holes might lead out. I had a feeling the creature had found a special way in, one that involved holding one’s breath for a few minutes and navigating all sorts of ups and downs through a watery passage. If there were easily accessible entrances, we’d see bats and other signs of animal visitors.
“It’s stale smelling in here.” Simon shrugged off his backpack and pulled out a yellow and black device.
“Methane detector,” I told Temi when she looked at it curiously. “Though it’s not as if we can get out if the cave is full of methane, so I’m not sure I’d like to know.”
“You just want to nod off and fall in the lake and drown?” Simon asked.
“Sounds like a better way to go than decapitation and mutilation.”
“You know,” Temi said, “when I decided to drive across the state to ask if you’d hire me, these aren’t the sorts of conversations I imagined would be common during the work day.”
“We’ll have to update our pamphlet,” I said.
Simon returned the gas meter to his backpack and issued a thumbs up. “The levels aren’t any worse than in your average dairy barn.”
“Comforting.”
I headed off along the ledge. The uneven ground and the need to jump across channels of water made the going slow, and Temi gestured for Simon to go ahead of her. I made sure not to outpace her. Splitting up would be crazy. Being down here at all was crazy.
Another crash boomed from up ahead. The sound made me think of stone columns being tipped over. I hoped that creature wasn’t trying to bring down the cave on our heads.
I kept our pace steady and even. I wanted to catch up with the others—and their sword—but I was afraid we’d run into the creature first, and I couldn’t imagine my bow or whip harming it. We needed a weapon that could make a dent in the predator’s hide. Preferably a dent in its heart. If it had one. Maybe the creature was made entirely of plastic, or maybe it was some mechanical construct with a plastic hide.
The new thought jolted me so much that I slipped and almost ended up in the lake. I recovered, shaking off a steadying hand from Simon, and continued on, but it surprised me that I hadn’t thought of the idea before. Its power, resilience, and cunning would make more sense if it was a machine or robot than if it was an animal. What if it had a brain full of circuits rather than blood cells? It hadn’t eaten any of the people it’d mauled, so maybe it didn’t need to take in sustenance—it was killing because it’d been programmed to do so. Heck, maybe some battery powered it, or maybe it had a tank and stopped to fuel itself at the gas station when nobody was looking.
My snort was almost a laugh.
“Glad you’re finding our situation amusing,” Simon whispered.
“I had a funny thought. What if our monster is a robot instead of a living, breathing predator?”
“Yeah, I had that thought too,” Simon said.
“You did?” And here I’d felt original.
“Right after we learned about the plastic.”
A third cacophonous smashing of rock came from the shadows ahead. We’d made some progress following the ledge, and those crashes no longer sounded quite so far away.
“I’m not sure I should admit to another thought I’ve had,” I whispered. I don’t know why I was whispering—that creature probably knew where we were—but it seemed appropriate to the dark setting.
“That it’s trying to push down supports to cave in the ceiling?” Simon asked.
“Yeah.”
Temi grunted, and I glanced back in time to see her catch herself on the wall.
“You guys can go ahead if you want,” she said. “I’ll catch up.”
“Animal or robot, I’m not in a big hurry to come face to face with that thing,” I said. “I’m also not sure how we would stop it from pushing over supports.”
“If it’s a robot,” Temi said, “maybe that swim it took will cause it to rust.”
“I think this model is a hair more sophisticated than that,” Simon said.
“Darn.”
Another crash put an end to our conversation. We were definitely getting closer. I swept my flashlight across the space ahead again and spotted another stone beach with a wall behind it. That wall held a dark opening. Another chamber? That seemed to be the direction the crashes were coming from.
I licked my lips and continued along the ledge. Nobody spoke as we padded across the beach. I slowed, nearly walking on tiptoes, as we climbed up to the new opening. I approached it from the side instead of straight on, having some notion that I shouldn’t reveal myself. The soft scrapes of claws rasping on stone reached my ears. I stopped and leaned my shoulder against the rock instead of looking. We needed to wait for it to get farther ahead. It’d be a long, hard sprint to get back to the small tunnel. I wished I’d ordered Temi to stay behind instead of simply asking if she wanted to.
The scrapes continued, and I thought I caught a soft grunt too. Of effort?
Temi pointed to my lamp and mouthed, “Off?” I had the light pointed to the ground and could barely see her face. I shook my head though. I knew what she was thinking—that the light was telling the creature where we were, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of plunging all of us into blackness. Besides, our predator could doubtlessly navigate in the dark far more effectively than we could.
A new crash sounded, this one the loudest yet, though maybe it was only our proximity to the noise that had changed. A hint of dust wafted into the air. I crinkled my nose. Was that the smell of blood as well?
More scrapes came from behind the opening, this time in a regular rhythm, as if the predator were running. Because it sounded like it was running away instead of toward us, I risked poking my head around the corner. I swept the flashlight beam through the chamber, catching the broad black back of the creature as it disappeared into one of several tunnels at the end of a long, rectangular chamber that sloped downward, its floor surprisingly smooth after the humps and dips of the outer cavern. Jumbles of broken stone lay at irregular spots in little alcoves that ran along the left wall.
A flash of something pale like straw caught my eye, and I focused my light on the first rubble pile. Stones weren’t the only things in it.
“Is that... a person?” Temi whispered.
What I’d thought might be straw was hair. Blond hair.
I swallowed. One of the riders? If they were dead, who was going to help us escape?
I glanced at the end of the chamber again, making sure the creature hadn’t returned, then crept closer to the first alcove. A wet puddle was spreading from beneath the jumble of rocks. My stomach gave a sick lurch. It wasn’t water.
Simon’s light joined mine in its focus on the rubble pile—and the male body half buried in it. His light wasn’t entirely steady. Maybe mine wasn’t either. It didn’t matter; it was enough to see that this wasn’t Eleriss or Jakatra—in addition to the blond hair, this guy had a big shaggy beard. I was relieved... but confused. I didn’t know what I’d expected to find down here, but it hadn’t been more mutilated bodies.
I walked forward, numbness and confusion making my steps slow. How could there be people down here, and why wouldn’t someone have yelled or tried to run or anything when the predator attacked?
The body hadn’t been decapitated, but bloody gashes across its neck and chest left little doubt that the man was dead. Maybe the creature had been in a hurry, I thought bleakly.
“That’s a strange... costume.” Temi pointed to a bear fur cloak that was clasped about the man’s pale shoulders. His muscular chest was bare, with dark blue tattoos running up and down his arms, and he wore some very old-fashioned wool trousers.
“Looks like he was planning to go as a Viking this Halloween,” I said.
There were weapons too. A spear had broken when a rock fell onto it, though a sword leaning against the back of the alcove had survived unscathed, along with a battered and gashed wooden shield. I picked up a leather helmet that had rolled away from the pile and turned it over in my hands.
I must have made some noise, or perhaps stared at it for an inordinately long time, because Simon prodded me.
“Delia?”
“This is bizarre,” I said.
“Tell us something we don’t know. Are you referring to the situation as a whole or that helmet in particular?”
“This. All of it.” I waved toward the weapons and the body. “I don’t think this is a costume.”
“What else would it be?”
A real Viking, I thought, but I didn’t say it out loud, because it sounded idiotic. This was the American southwest in the twenty-first century, not medieval Europe. “I don’t know. I guess it has to be a reproduction. Nothing is aged the way it would be if it were a museum piece. Whoever crafted it did a good job making it look real though.” I avoided eyeing the dead fellow. It made me uneasy knowing he’d been alive a half hour ago. At least it seemed that way. I was still mystified at the idea that someone had been down here.
“Shouldn’t there be horns sticking out of the helmet?” Simon asked.
“No, that’s only in the comics and cartoons. This is a much more authentic kit. Look at the shield. There are even teeth marks in it—the berserkers supposedly bit their own shields as part of their warrior fury.”
“Maybe he’s a part of someone’s LARP team,” Simon said.
“And what were they role-playing down here? Viking spelunkers?”
“What are you saying?” Simon asked. “That this guy was a Viking?”
“No, of course not. He just died. How could that be possible?”
“Enh, all sorts of weird stuff is happening in town this week.”
I forced myself to consider the man more closely. I’d have no trouble poking and prodding at a thousand-year-old mummified cadaver, but studying someone with blood still trickling from his wounds was a different story. Summoning the detachment of a scientist—or a morgue worker—wasn’t easy. In addition to the fresh gaping wounds, he had a number of old scars on his arms. I didn’t know enough about sword fighting to proclaim that he’d gotten them that way, but they were a mix of straight lacerations and punctures.
“I don’t know,” I said again, reluctant to commit to anything. As the one with the archaeology degree, I ought to be the last one to posit ridiculous unscientific notions. “For all we know, he might have been made by whoever made the monster.” Speaking of unscientific notions.... “Maybe it’s a robot,” I said helplessly.
“A robot that bleeds?” Temi asked.
I made a throwaway gesture, half dismissal and half frustration, then walked farther down the chamber, only to halt at the next caved-in alcove. This one held a body as well, the gashed remains of a lean, muscular black man with his hair pulled back in tiny braids and his ears pierced with disks of elephant tusk. Streaks of red ochre paint smudged his cheeks, and he wore a dyed garment that I dubbed a toga, though I doubted that was the right word. I’d only had one class that had touched upon African history.
“Masai warrior?” I asked and found myself looking at Temi for her opinion. She offered a blank look in return, and I blushed and gave myself a mental kick in the butt. Right, because she was black, she was automatically an expert on nomadic African tribes from centuries past.
“This one got a weapon out at least.” Temi pointed to his hand.
He’d died holding a knife. But if he’d been fighting the creature, why hadn’t we heard any sounds of combat? Surely he would have yelled or screamed in pain when his flesh was torn asunder. His eyes weren’t even open. The first man’s hadn’t been either. From their calm faces, it appeared as if they’d died in their sleep rather than in battle.
Simon had moved farther down the chamber, and I was of a mind to catch up and leave this mystery until later, but something about the African man’s face snagged my gaze. He appeared to have been about thirty with broad handsome features. Trying to put scientific curiosity ahead of squeamishness, I knelt to examine his teeth. His lips were still warm. I felt sick. If we’d had decent weapons or some kind of plan, we might have been able to stop the predator from slaying all of these people. Whoever they were—had been—I was certain they would have been intriguing to know.
“What are you looking for?” Temi asked.
Remembering my original purpose, I leaned in with my flashlight and inspected his teeth. They were white, straight, and uncrowded in his mouth. He had flawless skin as well, aside from a few scars that, as with the first body, appeared to have come in battle.
“Answers,” I said, “but all I have is more questions.”
“About his teeth?” Temi raised her eyebrows.
I sat back on my heels. “I thought that if he had some cavities, it’d be a clue that he was a modern dude dressed to look like a primitive dude. You didn’t see much of that before sugars and processed foods were introduced to cultures around the world.”
“But he doesn’t have any?”
“Nope. Perfect teeth with a jaw large enough to let all his wisdom teeth come in without trouble. Lots of theories on the why, but that’s getting rarer these days.”
“Guys?” Simon said from the end of the chamber where he was staring into the last alcove. He had his hand flat against... nothing. It was as if there were a window there, but I didn’t see any glass. Maybe it was simply too clean and perfect to see from where I stood. The stone columns framing that alcove hadn’t been smashed. “I think these are stasis chambers,” Simon said.
“They’re what?” I asked. “And if the words star or trek come up in your explanation, I’m going to thump you over the head with that big shield.”
Simon had his mouth open, about to launch into his answer, but he closed it and glowered at me before starting again. “In Space Seed, an episode of an excellent but at the time under appreciated space-based adventure show—” I rolled my eyes, but he pressed on, “—a team of genetically engineered super men who’d tried to take over the planet were cryonically frozen and placed into stasis chambers inside a ship that was launched into space. These superior beings were revived by the crew of the Enterprise before the captain realized what they were dealing with.”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ve seen it. These guys weren’t frozen though.” I rubbed my fingers at the memory of the lingering warmth of the dead man’s lips.
“That’s just what happened in the story,” Simon said. “Maybe these chambers used some other kind of technology to keep their specimens alive. Alive but in a biologically suspended state.”
“Swords, glowing relics, advanced technology, and robot monsters,” I muttered. “Someone want to let me know whether we’re wandering through a fantasy movie or a science fiction one, because I’m getting mixed messages here?”
Simon shrugged. “Does it matter?”
“I want to know whether we should be looking for a warlock to help us build a magical artifact of doom to destroy the evil wizard behind this or a scientist to construct an electromagnetic field generator to wipe out the nefarious aliens’ super technology.”
This statement earned me blank looks from Temi and Simon. Apparently they weren’t impressed with my tendency to get sarcastic and cranky when the world wasn’t working right.
Shaking my head, I walked past more destroyed alcoves on my way to look at the undamaged one in front of Simon. I passed three more bodies along the way. One wore the dark garb of a ninja, one had the headdress and jade axe of a Mayan warrior, and one was clad in the helmet and armor of a Roman centurion.
“They’re all from different time periods,” I told Simon. “They couldn’t have been snatched up and frozen here at the same time. Not to mention that they’re all here, thousands of miles from where they’re from. Who would have brought them to Arizona? And for what purpose? I think it’s more likely that...” I rubbed my face. “Ugh, this is sounding more science fiction-y all the time, but maybe someone found samples of DNA and grew them from scratch.”
“Oh, like Jurassic Park,” Simon said.
“Is everything a movie or TV show for you?”
“No... that one was a book. It was a book first, anyway.”
“Maybe if we keep hunting around, we’ll stumble across the secret lab where it was all done,” I said. Not exactly the archaeological find I’d hoped to make down here, but nothing about this day—or week—was going as planned, so I don’t know why I’d expected something different from these caves.
“Oh,” Simon said again, this time with an enthusiastic bounce, “maybe the monster was the scientist’s first creation, and the reason it’s back here destroying everything is because—”
One of the rocks half burying the Roman centurion shifted and tumbled down the pile. I jumped a yard.
More helpfully, Temi pointed her flashlight at the body. My breath caught. His eyes were open, his face contorted in a rictus of pain. As with the other warriors, his chest had been torn open by claws and his neck slashed, but the creature must have been in a hurry for it hadn’t severed the jugular. The man tried to turn his head to look at us, but ended up gasping, short wheezing breaths. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.
I wasn’t sure whether to run from him or try to comfort him. Was he an enemy? Or a friend? Or neither? Just a victim?
Temi didn’t hesitate. She knelt by the pile and took the man’s hand.
He looked at her, his dark brown eyes full of pain. He whispered something, urgency lacing his tone.
“What?” Temi asked.
I crept forward. I could barely hear him.
“I don’t know what he’s saying,” Temi told me. “It’s not English.”
I knelt at his head. “It’s Latin.” I didn’t know if that made perfect sense or blew my other theory out of the water. If some American geneticists were engineering super warriors for who knew what purposes, why wouldn’t they teach their soldiers English? Who was even around to teach Latin any more, especially the verbal form?
“He keeps saying the same thing over and over,” Temi said. “What does it mean?”
“I am my own... man? No, erus is master. Lord.”
The centurion turned his head toward Simon, gasped, and tried to sit up. Rubble tumbled down the pile. He spit out another sentence, then coughs overtook him. Blood sprayed from his mouth and he flopped back down. He tried one more time to speak, but failed. The rigidity left his body, and his eyes rolled upward, unfocused.
I rubbed a hand down my face, blinking a few times. All of this was too strange, too upsetting. Why’d we ever get involved?
“Uh,” Simon said.
He’d turned toward the tunnels the monster had used to leave the chamber. Two familiar figures were standing there, one holding the curved sword, its silver glow illuminating the air around him more effectively than a flashlight. Jakatra. Eleriss stood at his side, staring at us in disbelief.
I realized the Roman hadn’t been looking at Simon when he spat out those last words.
“What did he say?” Temi whispered. She must have realized the same thing.
I responded in a whisper of my own, not wanting our black-clad friends to overhear. “Don’t let them enslave you.”



CHAPTER 25
I hadn’t needed to worry about whispering. Eleriss and Jakatra were busy pointing at us and arguing with each other in their own language.
“I don’t suppose you know what they’re saying?” Temi murmured.
I was still waiting for the final verdict on the language, but I ventured, “If I had to guess? ‘How did those idiots get down here?’”
I stepped away from the Roman to join Simon in facing Eleriss and Jakatra. A few minutes ago, I would have been relieved to see them. After hearing the soldier’s last words, I was less certain that their appearance was a good thing. What if they were the mad scientists behind everything?
The argument ended, and Jakatra strode toward us. His gaze flicked toward Temi—she’d come up to stand at our backs—but it returned to Simon, as if he were in charge. Jakatra stopped two paces from him and extended a hand, one long finger pointing between Simon’s eyes. The fact that he held his big sword in his other hand made the gesture all the more threatening. I fingered the grip of my bullwhip, though I didn’t fancy the idea of skirmishing with him again.
“You will leave now,” Jakatra said.
“We came to warn you about the creature,” I said. “It dropped in through the ceiling back there. It’s here now. Close.”
Jakatra glanced at the destroyed alcoves. “Obviously.”
“Has it attacked you? What does it want?”
“This is none of your concern. It’s—”
“Jakatra,” Eleriss whispered. He had his own weapon out, the serrated dagger, and he’d turned to face one of the dark side passages.
Jakatra sniffed the air, and he too spun in that direction. I hadn’t heard a thing yet, but their reactions told me enough. I grabbed an arrow out of my quiver and readied the bow. Rock scraped rock behind us. I whirled, expecting to see the creature charging from that direction, but it was Temi, pulling the spear out of the first alcove.
“Good idea,” Simon muttered and grabbed a katana out of the ninja’s stash.
I eyed the centurion’s sword for a second, but decided it’d be better to stick with a weapon I knew how to use. Jakatra waited in a combat stance, the sword raised to shoulder level, blade pointed forward, ready to strike.
I had no more time to think about it. A black shape charged out of the shadows of the nearest tunnel. Though Eleriss was the closest person, it blasted straight toward Jakatra.
I might have had time to loose an arrow, but I hesitated, afraid it’d turn toward me if I annoyed it, and in that split second it crossed the chamber. It had to weigh five times as much as Jakatra. A sane person would have run. He waited like a statue. At the last instant, he leaped to the side, the sword whipping around so fast it blurred.
His blow would have decapitated a lion or tiger. The sword bit into the creature’s hide, but only an inch deep. It was enough to make the creature lurch backward, a startled snarl escaping its lips.
Jakatra followed, taking several more swipes with the glowing blade. The creature batted at it with its paws, but its strikes seemed slow in comparison. Or maybe it was that Jakatra was so fast—his movements were hard to follow. One moment he was in the predator’s face, slashing at its eyes, and the next he’d hopped over its lunging reach, landing on its shoulder to run down its back, stabbing and cutting every step of the way.
During a rare moment when there were a few feet of space between Jakatra and the creature, Temi threw her spear. It struck one of the sleek black haunches and bounced off. The creature didn’t notice; it merely lunged at Jakatra.
Feeling I should be attempting to help as well, I loosed an arrow the next time the combatants were separated. It struck the creature’s shoulder, but also bounced off. Again, if it noticed, it wasn’t apparent.
“Stop throwing your worthless weapons at it,” Jakatra said. “They cannot damage it.”
I flushed. I’d understood that but had thought we might at least distract it. But if he didn’t want help...
I met Eleriss’s eyes on the other side of the fight, and his expression was surprisingly sympathetic. Maybe he’d heard similar commands from his comrade. He remained in a ready position, his dagger at the ready, but it didn’t appear to have any special properties, not like the sword.
Jakatra lunged in, feinting a frontal assault only to duck under a swiping paw to slash his sword at the side of the beast’s ribcage, if it had a ribcage.
The creature howled, a high-pitched noise that reminded me more of a siren than an animal’s cry. It sounded like frustration rather than pain. Jakatra didn’t have its strength or bulk or armored hide, but the predator couldn’t land a blow on him. I was reminded again that whatever he was, he wasn’t entirely human.
Jakatra eluded a lunging attack and leaped straight up, somersaulting over the monster’s head before landing on its back. He’d twisted in midair, then slammed the sword down onto the creature’s neck, right below its skull. It should have been a killing blow, and indeed another high-pitched yowl burst forth from its mouth, but it reared and shook him off. Jakatra was flung several feet, and I raised the bow, fearing the monster would charge him when he landed.
But the creature howled again, then whirled and loped toward the nearest tunnel. Jakatra ran after it, stabbing it once more with the blade and drawing another cry. The monster only ran faster and soon outdistanced him.
Eleriss called out, his tone one of urgency and command. Jakatra slowed to a trot and stopped before he could disappear into the tunnel after the creature. He spewed a few sentences full of clipped words back at Eleriss, who merely shrugged and waved for him to return.
Something black had fallen to the ground during the fight. It took me a moment to realize it was Jakatra’s wool cap—he’d lost it somewhere amidst the somersaults and being hurled off the creature’s back. He had a ponytail of dark blond hair—we’d known that—and he also had—I stared—a pair of pointed ears. The bottom halves were as normal as any person’s, but the tops... yes, they were distinctly pointed.
“Do you see...?” I whispered.
“I see,” Simon whispered back.
“What are they?” Temi breathed.
Jakatra stalked over, grabbed his cap, and stuffed it into his pocket. He looked more defiant than mortified that his... unique cranial features had been revealed.
“We can damage the jibtab,” Eleriss explained to our group without acknowledging Jakatra’s bare head, “but it is, as you saw, a battle of attrition.”
“To kill it will take a great many blows. We must set a trap for it,” Jakatra said, speaking to his comrade and ignoring us, though he did deign to use English.
“Unfortunately, the jibtab is clever.”
I decided not to mention that we were only down here because it had trapped us.
Simon raised a hand. “We’re good at setting traps.”
Jakatra gave him a disdainful sneer, said something in his own language, and stalked up the chamber to study each of the alcoves in turn.
“What’d he say?” Simon asked Eleriss.
“Do you really want to know?” I asked.
“My comrade observed that you are holding that weapon incorrectly if you wish to use it.” Eleriss pointed to the katana.
Somehow I doubted the original words had been as politic.
“I don’t suppose you’d care to explain these dead people,” I said.
“No,” Eleriss said. “You must leave now. Forget what you’ve seen.”
“We’d be happy to, but the door’s been locked.”
Eleriss tilted his head.
“The creature shoved a boulder over the tunnel entrance,” I said. “We’d need you to burn a new hole to the surface for us to leave.”
As soon as I said it, a part of me wished I hadn’t given him the idea. He might boot us out right that moment, and I was more curious than ever about what was going on down here. Especially now that we were standing next to someone who could hold off the creature...
I frowned at the train of thought. Not five minutes ago, a dying man had pointed at Jakatra and Eleriss and said not to let them enslave us. I couldn’t let myself think we were safe around them.
“There is no time for that,” Jakatra said from behind me.
I jumped. I hadn’t heard him approach. Temi, too, looked surprised and took a step back from him. No longer so intrigued after she’d heard the centurion’s dying words?
“These are all dead,” Jakatra continued, ignoring them. His words were for Eleriss. “We should not have bypassed—” He glanced at us, then finished speaking in his own language.
“We must reach the last station before the jibtab,” Eleriss said, striding toward one of the tunnels, not the one the creature had chosen.
Jakatra fell into step at his side.
I shrugged at my comrades, and they shrugged back. With few other options, we jogged to catch up with them. They’d have to get out when they were done doing whatever it was they were doing, and that’d be our chance to escape as well.
The tunnel we entered was wide enough for Temi, Simon, and me to walk side by side, though the floor had the evenness of a rock slide, and we had to scramble up and down lumpy hills. Temi kept up, but sweat soon bathed her brow.
“What happens if he turns that sword on us?” she whispered.
“No point in killing us now,” Simon said. “We can be cannon fodder for them.”
“Any theory on the ears?” I murmured. I’d been waiting for Simon to triumphantly exclaim that his hypothesis had been correct and that Star Trek aliens were real.
“We already knew they weren’t human, at least not entirely,” Simon said. “From the blood sample.”
“I’m surprised you’re not eager to proclaim them Vulcans.”
“Vulcans have green blood.”
Not to mention being make believe...
“All right, then what has red blood and pointed ears?” I asked. “The experiment of some mad scientist who happens to be a Gene Roddenberry fan?”
“I was thinking elves,” Simon whispered.
“Elves? Come on, this isn’t RealmSaga.”
“No? That elf is toting a magical sword around.”
I jostled him as we clambered up a bumpy slope. “Please.”
“What, they didn’t make you take mythology as part of your degree?” Simon asked. “Elves come up in a lot of cultures’ old stories.”
“Oh, I know,” I said. “They were one of the misbegotten creatures mentioned in Beowulf, and they were all over Norse mythology, not to mention that they star on cookie boxes these days. Perhaps we should ask those two if they bake chocolate-covered shortbread treats from a kitchen inside a tree?”
Up ahead, Jakatra and Eleriss exchanged glances. I had a feeling our whispers weren’t as soft as we’d like, so I dropped the conversation. Temi had fallen behind. I slowed down to wait for her. Just because the creature had given up for the moment didn’t mean it wouldn’t try for Jakatra again—or take out its fury on some easier prey along the way.
Temi waved for us to go on. “I’ll catch up.”
I waited anyway, adding my flashlight’s beam to her own to better illuminate her path. Simon waited too.
The glow of Jakatra’s sword faded from sight when he turned a bend. The passage was a lot darker with only the power of our flashlights to drive back the blackness.
Temi caught up, and we started again, only to halt when a bright yellow warmth bled into the tunnel from around that bend.
“What’s that?” I asked. “More than the sword.” It was as if a bank of lights had been turned on.
“Let’s find out.” Temi urged us forward.
Despite my resolution to wait for her, I found myself jogging at the end. If there were more people in alcoves, I felt obligated to try and help them before the monster found them and attacked. Or before our pointy-eared friends did something to them. Who knew if their plans were any friendlier than those of the creature?
I rounded the bend ahead of the others, entering a chamber of alcoves like the first one, except that a couple of impressive stalactites dangled from the ceiling with water dripping from their tips. The rivulets ran down the slope, filling a pool in front of a striated wall. A round oval on the ceiling was acting like a light fixture, shedding powerful illumination that pushed the shadows from every corner of space. It also brightened the four alcoves, these with the stone columns still framing their entrances. I picked out another Roman, this one from an earlier era, a Mongol warrior, a Celt in chain mail, and a Spartan hoplite in crimson chiton and cloak with a spear, shield, and short sword. We hadn’t seen anyone from a period later than 1500 CE or so. No suitable warriors to select from in recent centuries? Or was someone a fan of the earlier time periods?
At the moment, the men appeared like statues, though their feet dangled a foot above the stone floor, their bodies suspended in midair. Their eyes were closed, as if they slept. Eleriss had gone to the end and waved his hand, causing an oval that I could only guess was a control panel to protrude an inch. It was made from the same limestone as the cavern wall and blended seamlessly. If there’d been a similar panel in the other chamber, I hadn’t noticed it.
Jakatra waved at the first two men, made a disgusted sound, and spoke a few words in his own tongue.
Trying not to draw their attention, I sidled closer. I paused to consider the last man more thoroughly, not only because he had a handsome face—I could imagine some sculptor trying to get him to stand still in pre-photography days to capture his prominent cheekbones and strong jaw—but because he might be some ancestor of mine. Well, probably not—my grandparents claimed they could trace our family’s heritage all the way back to the scholars and philosophers of Athens, people who probably would have sniffed in disdain at Sparta’s militaristic isolationism. Still, we had the country in common. If he’s real, I reminded myself. Then I shook my head because I had no idea what “real” would mean. These couldn’t possibly be actual human beings who’d been snatched from different periods of history. They had to be a part of someone’s modern science experiment. Fakes.
Yeah? Then why had that fake Roman spoken real Latin?
“Stand back,” Eleriss said.
He was talking to me. He stood before his control panel, a hand raised. Jakatra had returned to the tunnel mouth—it seemed to be the only entrance leading into this chamber, though Simon was poking around in a giant alcove on the wall opposite of the smaller ones. Temi was waiting near the tunnel as well, the old spear still in her grip. Simon leaned closer to examine something on a stone wall. Maybe he’d found the laboratory. I ought to go check, but I wanted to see these men returned to life, if that was what Eleriss intended. I took my step back and waited.
He lifted both hands to the panel and tapped against it, as if he were typing on a keyboard—except that I couldn’t see any keys. I might have moved in for a better look, but something was happening inside the chambers. Light seeped out of the sides, and thanks to Simon’s mention of cryonics, I thought of a heat lamp thawing slabs of frozen meat. It wasn’t as if there were ice crystals glittering on the men’s eyelashes, but the image persisted.
The lights winked out in the first two alcoves first. The men dropped like rocks and pitched forward face-first.
Though I’d already stepped back, I jumped back farther. They didn’t move.
Jakatra said something that I interpreted as, “I told you so,” and Eleriss’s, “Kss tess” might have been an, “I know.”
“Those two... didn’t make it?” I asked.
“It has been centuries since these units were serviced,” Eleriss said. “Mechanical failure is unfortunate but expected after such inattention.”
“Centuries?” I mouthed and met Temi’s eyes. She shrugged back at me. I would have shared incredulous looks with Simon, too, but he’d figured out how to turn on a light—or perhaps it had simply come on automatically at his presence—and didn’t seem to be paying attention to what was going on out here.
“Are you saying that these are human beings that were taken from their people for—” my mind cringed away from the word experimentation, “—some reason and frozen here until they were needed again?”
“Frozen?” Eleriss asked.
“Yeah, like cryonics.”
Eleriss said a few words to Jakatra and received a one-word response.
“Oh, no, that would require extensive repair to tissues,” Eleriss said. “This process is different.”
“Care to explain it?”
“Your language lacks the words.”
“Words can be combined and altered to have new meanings. You could try to explain it.”
“Your people also lack the... foundation to understand,” Eleriss said.
My fingers were clenched into fists. I forced them to unwind. What was I going to do? Punch him for calling humans stupid? I didn’t necessarily disagree; I just found his answers more frustrating than silence.
“Is it possible,” Temi asked, “that the others died that way as well? That they were already dead when the creature came, and that they didn’t... suffer?”
I grimaced, understanding the question. Though the Roman had clearly not been dead beforehand, it’d be easier to stomach the grisly treatment of the others if we could believe they’d died long ago.
“No,” Eleriss said, apparently not one to lie, even if it would make a woman feel better. “Those chambers were all functioning adequately. In reflection, we should have woken those people first, but they were...” He glanced at Jakatra, as if wondering if he’d said too much.
Jakatra was listening, but he didn’t glower or shake his head this time. That made me uneasy. Why did I have the feeling he thought we’d already learned too much, and it didn’t matter what else was said, because he wasn’t planning on letting us out of this place? I eyed the alcoves, wondering if they could be reused. The centurion’s warning ran through my mind again.
“They were the worst criminals,” Eleriss continued. “It is unlikely we could have worked with any of them.”
“The worst?” I asked. “Are you saying these were all criminals?”
“Yes.”
“What were their crimes?”
“Sabotage. Torture. Murder.”
“Then why were they preserved?” I was no longer certain I wanted to feel a sense of kinship with the Spartan. “Why weren’t they hung or quartered or whatever they did back then?”
“It is not our people’s way to kill if there is a viable alternative.” Eleriss glanced at Jakatra, or maybe he was looking at the tunnel.
“Your people.” I had about a thousand questions, including one asking who the heck his people were, but I was still trying to wrap my mind around these hibernating men. “Why would your people have chosen their punishment when they’re human beings? They are human beings, aren’t they?”
“They are, but their crimes were against my people.”
“Centuries ago?” I massaged the back of my neck. Was he saying that his people had been here, on Earth, hundreds of years ago? I glanced at the Spartan. Make that thousands of years ago.
“Yes.”
Jakatra said something and pointed at the Celt and the Spartan.
“Yes,” Eleriss said, “I will try.”
“Are these the least worst of the criminals?” I asked. It was stupid—the Spartan should be no different to me than any of the others—but I wanted him not to be a murderer.
Eleriss hesitated. “No. We went to those men first, but their units had also failed.” He turned his back to me, as if to say he was done answering questions, and typed on the invisible keyboard again.
I was watching the Spartan, so I almost failed to notice the walls light up in the Celt’s alcove. They highlighted a ruddy face beneath a thick red beard and a squashed nose that had been broken a time or two. He had a barrel chest beneath his chain mail and a golden torc gleamed about his neck. His stout legs were clad in plaid trousers, and he gripped an iron long sword before him. I happened to be looking at his face when his eyes popped open. They were a vivid green that would have been captivating, but there was a wildness about them that repelled me.
His feet hit the ground and the clear barrier that contained the alcoves faded away. He burst from the chamber with a roar. Even if I’d studied his language, I doubt I would have understood him. He brandished his sword, spun around the room, his eyes searching but not seemingly seeing or focusing until he spotted me. Then he charged.
I backpedaled and tripped over the uneven ground. He raised his sword, his eyes full of deadly intent.
I rolled away as it descended and scrabbled for my bullwhip. I had a vague notion of snapping it around his hilt and yanking the weapon free, but that might be a hopeless fantasy—I’d settle for not being hewn in half.
Metal squealed against metal. By the time I scrambled to my feet—it couldn’t have taken more than a second—Jakatra was battling the man. The Celt’s roars continued, cries full of rage and fear. I sensed that he hadn’t seen me for a human being and that he wasn’t seeing Jakatra properly either. I had absolutely no idea what to do with that information.
With that wicked glowing blade, Jakatra lopped the long sword off above the cross-guard. The metal blade banged as it struck the stone floor, but the Celt didn’t stop his attack. He tore out a belt knife and lunged at Jakatra.
I looked at Eleriss, hoping he had some backup plan, a tranquilizer or something. His shoulders were slumped in sadness—or defeat.
Though I’d seen Jakatra’s agility against the creature, the Celt was pushing him back with his unrelenting fury and rage. That dagger came close to drawing blood. Jakatra’s face remained calm, and even though his back approached a wall, I thought he could handle himself. Indeed, he nodded as if he’d been contemplating some great decision. I didn’t guess what it might be until he parried a dagger attack and then, his body and arms moving impossibly fast, drove the curving edge of his sword into the Celt’s chest.



CHAPTER 26
I startled myself with a screech of “What?”—I didn’t usually screech, but watching a man killed in front of you tends to erode your veneer of civilization. I whirled toward Eleriss. “You stood there and told me you were so superior and evolved that you don’t kill people. What do you call this?”
“Superior?” Eleriss asked. “No, I do not believe this.”
“What about him?” I jabbed a finger toward Jakatra; he’d pulled his sword free and was cleaning off the blood as calmly as one could imagine.
Eleriss didn’t answer the question. Instead he pointed at the fallen man. “He suffered the madness. He would have kept trying to kill us all if we hadn’t stopped him. He wouldn’t have understood any of it. What he saw... only he knew, but it was more merciful to end his life than prolong it.” Eleriss met my eyes, his clear blue-green ones solemn. “Jakatra saved your life.”
Yes, and he was the last person I wanted to be beholden to. I thought about sharing the plan I’d had to tear the long sword free with my whip, but I was deluding myself if I thought I could have survived that much power and rage on my own. “Yeah, thanks,” I mumbled in Jakatra’s direction.
A hand came to rest on my shoulder. “Are you all right?” Simon whispered.
“Dandy,” I said, though at the moment, I was wishing I was back at my parents’ house, doing something vapid like playing a computer game or watching kitten videos on the Internet.
Jakatra and Eleriss had a quick conversation, each pointing several times at the Spartan. I hoped the gist was that they couldn’t kill this one.
“Is this the last chance?” Simon asked.
“Yes,” Eleriss said, “he is the last one.”
“To do what?” Temi asked from the wall near the tunnel. It was the first thing she’d said since the Celt leaped out of his cubby. I wonder if she’d been as shocked by his death as I had.
“Yeah,” I said, “what is it you hope to do down here, anyway? And why was that monster so hell-bent on stopping you?” I glanced at the tunnel again, wondering if it was even now licking its wounds somewhere and preparing for another attack.
Eleriss had turned his back and was typing again, but he responded. “Find someone who is capable of wielding the sword to protect your people from what is coming.”
“What is coming?” I mouthed.
“Jakatra and I are trying to nullify this jibtab, but we expect... many more. Your people will have to deal with them.”
“Why?” I croaked, then cleared my throat, trying to kick out the frog dangling from my tonsils.
“This is not our home,” Eleriss said. “Though I am intrigued by this world, Jakatra is a reluctant traveling companion, and he will not stay indefinitely.”
“No,” I said, “I mean why are all these monsters, jibtabs, whatevers going to be showing up?”
“That is... as your people say, a long story.” Eleriss raised a hand. “Stand back.”
I was still “back” from before, but given the way the last man had torn out of the alcove, I supposed a few more steps wouldn’t hurt. I tried not to look at the dead Celt as the lights came on, shining on the Spartan. Jakatra waited a few paces from me, his sword out. Temi took a few steps away from the wall, her spear at the ready. I couldn’t bring myself to remove my bullwhip from my belt or draw an arrow. I couldn’t understand all of what Eleriss had said, or more precisely what he had yet to say, but if this man was some kind of last chance for us—for humanity?—I didn’t want to greet him with weapons.
In the alcove, the Spartan’s eyes opened first, just as the Celt’s had. They were a deep brown that matched his olive skin and the wavy brown hair that fell past his shoulders. There was confusion in those eyes, but they didn’t seem to hold the madness that had afflicted the other man. I crossed my fingers, hoping I was right and not letting my emotions color my rationale.
When he was released from the invisible hold and his feet dropped to the floor, he landed in a crouch. He didn’t charge out the way the first man had, but he lowered his spear and pulled his shield into a defensive position in front of him. I remembered that the Spartans had been trained to attack en masse as a phalanx. This guy was all alone, a phalanx of one.
His dark eyes scanned the chamber, lingering for a moment on Jakatra, who hadn’t bothered to put the cap back on. The Spartan didn’t seem surprised by those pointed ears, only wary. Like the Roman, he’d seen people like these before.
Eleriss stepped away from the control panel and spread empty hands. He asked a question in his language, speaking slowly and enunciating the words. I thought about taking out my phone to record him, but we already had a sample some college computer was fumbling over.
I watched the Spartan’s face, wondering if he’d understand the strange tongue. He didn’t seem surprised by it, but he didn’t respond either. He wasn’t saying a word, simply studying everything and everyone around him. When his gaze landed on Simon and me, I could only wonder what someone from more than twenty-five hundred years in the past would think of us and our crazy garb. Next I wondered if I actually believed he was from twenty-five hundred years in the past, or anything that was going on around me for that matter. Maybe I’d wake soon and find it had all been a dream.
Eleriss repeated his question, then glanced at Jakatra as if to ask, “Why isn’t this working?”
The Spartan—I wished I knew his name—rose from his crouch. He was taller than expected of someone from that time period, six feet with his bare arms full of corded muscle. I’d guess him in his late twenties if I met him on the street, but something in his eyes made him seem older, like someone who’d seen far more than typical for his years.
He pinned Eleriss with a defiant gaze and spoke a sentence or two. Eleriss looked... confused. I hadn’t understood it either, but there was a familiarity to it that the other language lacked. I wouldn’t have guessed what it was if he weren’t standing in front of me in Spartan garb, but it had to be Ancient Greek. Too bad I’d only ever seen it in writing.
Eleriss kept asking the man the same question. He truly expected the Spartan to understand his language and respond in kind. When the Spartan spoke again, it was only to repeat what he’d said in his own tongue, something neither Eleriss nor Jakatra knew. The repetition helped me, and I thought I had the gist. I knew modern Greek, after all. Granted the language had changed a lot in two and a half millennia, but I’d studied the ancient language in school and thought I could get along fabulously with this fellow if he’d write things down for me. He ought to be literate. I was positive an Athenian would be, but I thought reading and writing had been a part of the Spartan Agoge too, even if the school had focused on creating warriors.
“He refuses to talk to you in your tongue,” I told Eleriss.
“Yes, that is being made clear to me.” Eleriss tilted his head, regarding me with new eyes. “Do you understand his language?”
“Some,” I said aloud. Very little, I thought.
“Really?” Simon asked.
I gave him a quick nod but didn’t say anything else. The Spartan was looking at me now, though it didn’t last long. He went back to scanning the chamber, his gaze returning often to Jakatra. He struck me as someone looking for a way to escape.
You don’t want to go out there, I wanted to tell him. He’d find the world exceedingly weird, and it would feel similarly toward him. I imagined the soldiers or police stopping him, or worse, him being hit by a car without ever knowing what one was.
“You must speak to him then,” Eleriss told me.
“Er?” Given time, I thought I could learn to communicate with him, but now? On the spot?
Unfortunately, every set of eyes in the room turned toward me, including the Spartan’s. I said the only Ancient Greek words that came to mind. “Ō ksein’, angellein Lakedaimoniois hoti tēide keimetha, tois keinōn rhēmasi peithomenoi.”
The man stared at me, making me doubt my pronunciation. Though it was probably more the randomness of the quotation.
“What’d you say?” Simon whispered.
“The epithet carved in the stone at Thermopylae,” I whispered back.
“What? Why?”
“It’s the only thing from that time period I have memorized, all right?” Of course, I had no idea if this fellow was from that time period. I wasn’t such an expert on the clothing and weapons that I could do more than pin him to about a four-hundred-year range.
“What’s it mean?” Simon asked.
“Go tell the Spartans, stranger passing by, that here obedient to their laws we lie.”
“Oh, yeah, I’m sure he’ll find that comforting.”
“Sh, it’s a beautiful example of an elegiac couplet from Ancient Greece.” Beautiful example or not, Simon was right. My statement had been out of context and would mean nothing to the Spartan. “I can do better with pen and paper,” I told Eleriss. “It’s like Latin—nobody has spoken it for a long time.”
Simon shrugged off his backpack and unzipped it.
“You have pen and paper?” I asked. He was the last person I expected to have something so archaic.
“Better.” He smiled and held up his tablet, then pulled up the notes app.
I pointed at the digital keyboard. “The English alphabet isn’t going to be a big help here.”
“Oh, right.” He switched to a drawing app. “How’s this?”
While I was fussing with the program, wondering how someone who had yet to leave something legible on an electronic signature pad was going to draw Ancient Greek letters with her finger, Jakatra said something that sounded derogatory and strode toward the hoplite with his sword. The Spartan dropped back into his fighting crouch and angled the spear toward Jakatra’s chest. Jakatra stopped and spewed out a line of indecipherable words. The Spartan’s face never changed expression.
“Let us wait to approach him until we are certain he understands,” Eleriss said.
“He understands,” Jakatra said. “He must. He is only pretending otherwise.”
“We cannot be certain.”
Jakatra pointed at the control panel. “What does his record say? How long was he with our people?”
Eleriss tapped a few spots on the wall. “Four years. That is long enough that one would expect him to have grasped the language. But we do not know how he was used. Perhaps a deliberate choice was made not to educate him.”
While they were talking, I was writing, but I was listening too. “Why was he taken?” I asked, still trying to figure out what all these people were doing down here.
Without answering, Jakatra walked over and stared down at the tablet. “Tell him we need him to hold this sword to see if it responds to him.”
“I thought I’d start with his name,” I said.
“Woman, the jibtab hunts us. There is no time for pleasantries.”
If Jakatra wasn’t going to answer my questions, I saw no reason to chat with him. Tablet in hand, I headed for the Spartan.
“Careful, Del,” Simon said, trailing at my heels. “Don’t get too close.”
I waved him back. “He won’t see a woman as a threat.”
Of course, if he was truly a criminal, he might not care whether I was a threat or not. I could feel my heart thudding in my chest as I approached. The Spartan noticed me, but his attention remained on Jakatra. I waved him back too. He didn’t move until Eleriss said a word. Jakatra stalked back to the tunnel entrance. It’d been a while since we’d seen the creature; I hoped it had been significantly injured in the battle and had fled back to wherever it had come from. Somehow I doubted we’d be that lucky.
Finally, with Jakatra across the chamber and Eleriss without a visible weapon, the Spartan lowered his spear and faced me. He kept the shield up.
I stopped a couple of paces away and held up the tablet. I read the words aloud, though I was hoping he could read, because I was more certain of my writing than my pronunciation. “My name is Delia. My grandmother was born in Athens. We are thousands of miles from there. I do not know how you came to be here; these people will explain nothing to me. They want something from you. Do you understand? What is your name?”
He listened to my full speech and followed along on the tablet—I had to turn to a new “page” three times—though I couldn’t tell what he understood, if anything. Finally he responded.
“Alektryon.”
I grinned at this communication, however basic. For all I knew, he’d only understood the last question, but I wouldn’t bet on it. The word laconic came from the old word for Sparta—Lacedaemon.
He—Alektryon—asked something then. I only caught a word of it. “Time.”
I wrote on the pad again, then held it up and asked, “Can you write your words? My Greek is much different from yours. Many generations have passed.” I hoped he didn’t ask about the stasis chambers, as Simon had called them, because I had no idea how they worked.
Alektryon had watched my finger make the words, but he didn’t reach for the tablet. I didn’t know if it was because he was stunned by the technology or if he didn’t want to release his weapons. Some of both, perhaps.
He uttered a short phrase that I got the gist of: “How long?”
I almost asked him what year it’d been the last time he’d checked, but it’d been a long time since I looked at an Ancient Greek calendar. “What was happening in Sparta when you were... there last? Significant events,” I added, afraid he’d tell me about a friend’s victory at the Olympics or some skirmish with the helots.
His lips flattened. “Thermopylae.”
“Oh.” My random choice hadn’t been so pointless after all. “About twenty-six hundred years then.”
He blinked slowly, looking me up and down. I supposed jeans and a T-shirt didn’t look all that futuristic—I’d certainly expect something more interesting if I were zapped forward a couple thousand years in time. His gaze lingered on the tablet. Yeah, a computer might make the story more believable. Overall, he was surprisingly calm about the revelation. I wondered what he’d seen in that four years he’d been with Eleriss’s people—and what they’d done to him. I supposed it was early to make judgments, but he didn’t strike me as some criminal. Murder, Eleriss had said. But in what context? As a soldier, he would have been expected to fight to the death to defend his homeland.
Alektryon said something else that I struggled with, and I smiled and held up the tablet hopefully.
He shook his head once and said a single word. “Enemies.” He looked at Jakatra and Eleriss, then back to me, a question on his face, one that seemed to ask, “Why are you with them?”
Before I could scribble out an answer, a deep groan sounded in the distance. I remembered the creature pushing over stone columns to destroy the stasis chambers. What might it be up to now?
“The jibtab,” Eleriss said.
“We’re out of time.” Jakatra stepped forward again. “Tell him to try the sword. If it doesn’t respond to him, this has all been a waste of time. I’ll have to kill the jibtab.”
The Spartan’s spear came up again.
“He’s not going to let you near him without a fight,” I said. “Here, why don’t you hand me the sword, and I’ll hand it to him?”
Jakatra glowered thoughtfully at me—what, did he think I intended to steal it? Well, I had been enthused by his gold coins. In the end, he flipped it and approached, the hilt extended toward me.
I wrapped my hand around it, surprised by the cool satiny texture of the overwrap. It sure wasn’t leather. At the same time, it managed to have a porous quality, and I imagined it absorbed sweat efficiently. Before I could further examine the weapon, the glow faded and went out completely.
“Thus an unspoken question is answered,” Eleriss said.
“There is nothing about her to suggest shared blood,” Jakatra said.
“There were far fewer humans on Earth in those days. Some have suggested that all modern people here may share blood.”
“An unappealing thought. Regardless, their generations pass quickly. By this time, it would be too diluted to matter.”
“Uhm,” Simon said, “what are we talking about?”
“I don’t know, but I’m not sure whether it’s better when they’re talking in their language or not,” I said. My curiosity wanted to hear anything they would share, but I couldn’t let go of my earlier thought that if they were letting us hear all this, maybe they didn’t intend for us to leave this cavern.
“Give him the sword,” Jakatra ordered.
I turned it as he’d done, careful not to touch the edge—I didn’t have to peer close to see how sharp it was—, and extended the hilt toward Alektryon. He leaned the spear against the wall—he still hadn’t left his alcove—and grasped it. For a few seconds, nothing happened, then the blade started to glow. It was a faint glow compared to the luminous emission the sword had given off in Jakatra’s hand, but it was more than I’d gotten.
Alektryon wasn’t watching the glow—he was considering Jakatra, or perhaps considering that his “enemy” no longer carried a weapon. Calculation glittered in his dark eyes. I stepped back a couple of paces, not wanting to get in the way if he decided to try something. I wouldn’t be sad to see Jakatra disappear, but I remembered his inhuman speed and didn’t know if the sword by itself would provide enough of an advantage for Alektryon to best him. Jakatra was watching him right back, and his stance seemed to say, “Come on, kid. Try me.”
Alektryon considered the confines of his alcove again, and his face grew bleak. He must believe he risked being locked up for another eternity if his attack failed. He flipped the weapon in his grip and tossed it to Jakatra who caught it with one hand.
Alektryon said something in his own language, but I struggled to translate it. I held up the tablet again, hoping he’d be willing to try writing on it. Sure, the technology would be bizarre to him, but all he had to do was drag his finger around on the screen.
He considered it for a moment, glanced at Jakatra again, then stared into my eyes. Did he think I was trying to distract him so the others could attack or catch him off guard for some nefarious purpose? I returned his gaze and hoped I looked trustworthy. His eyes were wary, but there was more than that in their depths. Pain? Sorrow? Had he already decided he believed me and parsed what I’d said? Did he realize that everything and everyone he’d known was gone?
He broke eye contact, and I blinked a few times, feeling oddly like I’d lost something. Alektryon checked on Jakatra and Eleriss again, then took the pad. The screen had turned off, and I eased forward to push the button to bring it back to life again. Behind me, Simon shuffled uneasily. Alektryon didn’t do anything though, not until I stepped back. Then he drew letters on the pad and held it up, as he’d seen me do.
“I will not be your slave again,” I translated.
“We do not wish to be your masters,” Eleriss said, then apparently realizing he wasn’t using a tongue the Spartan could know, spoke in his own language.
Guessing it to be a repeat of what he’d said in English, I tried to make note of the words and what they meant.
Eleriss continued on. I harumphed in frustration because he wasn’t bothering with an English translation. Alektryon was listening to him, though he continued to give no indication as to whether he understood or not. Eleriss gave his comrade an exasperated look.
“Let us leave this place to discuss it further,” Jakatra said. “If we act swiftly, perhaps we can find a way to trap the jibtab down here.”
Another groan came from the depths of the cavern.
“Or it’s going to trap us down here,” Temi said. She’d left the wall to join Simon and me. She addressed me: “I’m sure you’re finding this all fascinating, but we should leave if they’ll let us.”
I thought there might be condemnation in her words—did she think I’d spent too much time talking to the Spartan when we were in danger down here?—but perhaps not. Perhaps simply some plain wisdom. Those noises were ominous.
I was on the verge of asking Simon if he’d found anything useful in the bigger alcove, but a tremor coursed through the stone beneath our feet. The lighting I’d been taking for granted flickered and went out. Though Jakatra’s sword still glowed in his grip, the contrast was distinct, with most of the chamber thrust into shadows. I snatched the flashlight from my belt, but I’d no more than flipped the switch when the overhead lamp came back on.
“I’m ready to leave now too,” Simon announced. “Any charitable elves want to burn a hole up to the surface?”
Eleriss and Jakatra weren’t paying attention. They were staring at the last alcove. It was empty.
I turned three hundred and sixty degrees, searching for Alektryon. He’d disappeared with all of his weapons.
My shoulders drooped.
“He took my tablet?” Simon protested.
A thunderous crack sounded above our heads. A portion of the ceiling caved in, and a waterfall gushed into our chamber.



CHAPTER 27
The lamp disappeared in the flow, and darkness crushed the chamber. By the light of the glowing sword, we saw the hundreds of gallons of water pouring into the chamber, but that light didn’t last long. The deluge crashed in right on top of Jakatra’s head. As fast as he was, he couldn’t avoid the gush. I scrambled toward the alcoves, thinking to grab onto the solid support columns, but not before seeing him swept from his feet and into the flow. I thought I heard a clang over the roar of the water, but I wasn’t certain until the light of his sword disappeared. He’d let go. Or it’d been torn from his hands by the power of the surge. Either way, we were plunged into darkness.
“Jakatra!” Eleriss cried, followed by words in his own language.
“Temi? Simon?” I yelled as soon as I’d gotten a grip on one of the columns. The damp stone wasn’t as reassuring as I’d hoped—its girth was too great for me to lock my arms around, and the exterior wasn’t as rough as I’d guessed, so it offered few handholds.
“Up here,” Temi called back, her voice barely audible over the roaring water.
“Simon?”
“Here, but—” His words were cut off in a gargled choking.
I fumbled at my belt for the flashlight. The chamber was filling fast, with the water already creeping up to my thighs. We’d need to climb back up to the other alcove room—it was at a higher elevation—but I had to round everyone up first.
I swept my flashlight beam toward Simon, glad we’d shelled out the bucks for waterproof tools. He’d been swept halfway through the chamber, toward the pool at the back end. The pool’s borders had been buried beneath the deluge, and now water covered most of the chamber. Simon was clinging to the bottom of a stalactite, his legs stretched out behind him, the water threatening to carry him away. Away where, I didn’t know, but a strong current sucked at my legs.
A second beam of light joined mine—Temi’s. She’d also found a column, hers at the first alcove. The water only reached her knees.
“We need to go in that direction,” I called to Simon and pointed at her.
“No problem,” he sputtered, “if you’ll just turn off the faucet...”
I patted my belt, relieved to find the bullwhip hadn’t been torn away by the encroaching water. “Give me a second. I have an idea.”
“Jakatra!” Eleriss called again, panic in his voice. It was the first time I’d heard concern or any intense emotion at all from him. Even when the creature had been attacking Jakatra, he’d remained calm.
He produced a light of his own, his beam thinner than ours and brighter, as if he had the sun harnessed in whatever tool he was using. It hardly mattered. All it showed was the chamber filling up. Jakatra was gone, sucked down into some drainage hole at the base of that pool.
“I have to go after him,” Eleriss called, speaking to me. “You need to find the sword. It’s the only tool left on this world that can fight the jibtab and those that will come after.”
Ugh, did I look like I was in charge? Why?
He kept looking at me, waiting for an answer.
“I’m not sure where it went down, but I’ll try to find it.” All those years on swim team had to be good for something. I hoped.
Eleriss nodded once, then let go of his perch. The water immediately swept him toward the far wall, then pulled him under. I had no idea where it was taking him—to some underground reservoir with no oxygen for all I knew—or if I’d ever see him again.
A concern for later.
The water had climbed to my waist, and Simon was still trying to improve his hold on the stalactite.
“Here, catch the end.” I loosed the whip, hoping the popper would reach him.
A good notion in theory, but I wasn’t directly upstream from him, and the water swept the thong away from him as soon as it touched the surface. I tried again, this time trying to wrap the popper around the stalactite itself. The stone was too far away and too thick, and the whip nearly smacked Simon in the face, but he released his grip long enough to try and grab it.
His other hand slipped and fell away from the stalactite. His head disappeared beneath the water.
My breath hitched. I was about to uselessly shout his name, but then a weight on the other end of the whip almost pulled me out of the alcove. Only jamming my leg against the other column kept me from flowing out with the water. I feared I didn’t have the strength to wind Simon in, but his head popped above the surface. He gasped and started pulling himself up the whip, hand over hand.
I kept my foot braced against one column and gripped the other with my free hand. The end of my flashlight was between my teeth. If not for Temi’s beam, I wouldn’t have been able to see a thing.
It might have only taken Simon ten seconds to pull his way up to the alcove, but it seemed like minutes. Both my arm and leg were quaking, but I refused to think of letting go. With a great surge of energy, Simon hauled his body the last couple of feet and wedged himself into the corner of the alcove.
“That’s the... only problem with... Arizona,” he said, gasping for air between words. “The blasted monsoons.”
“I figured someone from a rain forest would be familiar with such things,” I said, even as I peeked around my column to meet Temi’s eyes. I waved the whip. “Ready?” The water had grown too deep to wade through without assistance. We’d have to use the whip’s help to claw our way up to her next.
“It’s more gradual in rain forests,” Simon said. “A little bit each day instead of all at once.”
“Well you’re the one who thought it’d be a good idea to leave.” I cast the end of the whip toward Temi. As with Simon, it took a few tries before I got it close enough for long enough that she could snatch it. By now, the water was hugging my ribcage.
“The stupidity of youth,” Simon said.
“You go first.” I handed the grip to him. I glanced at his shoulders—he’d managed to retain his backpack. I had the food and water in mine, as if we needed the latter right now. He had most of our hiking gear. “Get that rope out when you get up there.”
“Better than a whip, eh?”
I kept my mouth shut and didn’t tell him how I intended to use it. Since he’d been struggling to keep his head above water, I doubted he’d heard my conversation with Eleriss.
Simon took a breath and left the alcove. He managed to keep his feet beneath him for the first couple of steps, but the current tugged them off the ground again. Water was still gushing through the roof, spraying everywhere. I wondered if the creature was up there somewhere watching. I also wondered how we were going to get out of the caves. I doubted anyone had moved that boulder yet.
“Worry about that later,” I muttered. If we could get back to that big chamber with the lake, we’d at least have some time to figure things out. Even with hundreds of gallons of water pouring in, it ought to take a while for it to fill the cave system completely.
“Delia?” Temi called. “Your turn.”
I leaned around the column. The end of the whip floated a couple of feet away. I took a step, reaching for it, and my heel slipped. I lunged back, flinging both arms about the column before the current could drag me away.
And here I’d thought those years on swim team would have prepared me for something like this. Amazing how few deadly currents your standard twenty-five-yard New Mexico pool had.
“Are you all right?” Simon called.
“Not really,” I responded, but I made a second more careful grab for the whip. Delaying wouldn’t improve the situation.
This time I caught the popper. As Simon had done, I pulled myself up the thong, hand over hand. The water tore at my legs, but I managed to keep my feet on the ground. Debris I could only guess at batted past my shins. A log or something else hard clunked at my knee. I winced. Maybe it’d be better to let my legs float free behind me after all.
I reached the others and Simon gripped my arms, pulling me into their alcove. The water was waist-high there as well—not much better than the situation I’d left.
“What next?” Temi asked.
We had to find a way to the mouth of the tunnel. It was hard to tell how deep the water was over there, and there was nobody waiting to catch the end of the whip and reel us in.
“Stalactite first.” I pointed at a second one, this more slender than the one Simon had dangled from and much closer to the entrance. “Then we’ll try to push off and reach the tunnel.”
“Try,” Simon said. “Yay.”
“You’re welcome to do more than try.” I waved for them to stand aside so I could attempt an actual whip crack. I didn’t have the space I needed, but I’d have to make do. The popper wouldn’t wrap itself around the tip of the stalactite without a good snap.
It took a couple of tries, but on the third, the leather wrapped around the stone without falling free. I pulled myself across before I could think better of it. We were above the spot where the deluge continued to pour through the ceiling, so the current didn’t tug at my legs as ferociously. I made it across and was able to stand on two feet, my back braced against the stalactite. I unraveled the whip and tossed the end toward the others. They pulled themselves to the same spot, and we were able to wade to the tunnel mouth from there, though the water and the sloping flooring still made the crossing treacherous.
Inside the tunnel, we paused to catch our breaths. For the moment, the water only reached our knees, though it would continue to rise.
Simon collapsed against the wall, his eyes drooping shut. “Thank, God.” He patted the side of his pack. “What did you want the rope for?”
Temi shook her head and spoke before I could voice my plan. “You’re not going back in there.”
“Back in there?” Simon’s eyes sprang open. “Why would you?”
“Someone has to try for the sword. If it’s as important as they say...” I shrugged. “I’m the logical choice.” Unfortunately. I was beginning to wish I’d taken up badminton as a kid.
“For what?” Simon asked. “Suicide? Let it go, Del. We can come back for it later. After we figure out how we’re going to get out of here.”
“Later it might be buried beneath a thousand tons of rock and water.”
“Then we’ll get dive suits. The Dirt Viper is waterproof, you know.”
I snorted. “Yeah, and what if the monster gets to it? That’s all its been trying to do all along, isn’t it? It must know that sword is the only thing that can threaten it.”
“That’s bull. Just because those two freaks—” Simon stabbed a finger in the direction Eleriss and Jakatra had disappeared, “—believe that doesn’t mean it’s true. I bet those soldiers in town have some nice grenades or nukes that could take a monster down no problem.”
Somehow I doubted nukes got checked out of the armory along with rifles. “Look, I’m not committing suicide. Pull out the rope, will you? I’ll tie one end around my ankle, and you two keep the other end. Give me a couple of minutes to hunt around, and then pull me back.”
Temi raised a hand, no doubt intending to object.
“There’s not much time,” I said. “Once the water rises in here, you won’t be able to get the leverage to pull me back.” Not to mention that the water would eventually rise to the ceiling in the alcove chamber, leaving no air for someone stuck inside. I shuddered.
“The damned sword was probably swept away in the first ten seconds,” Simon muttered, but he pulled the rope out of his pack. He unraveled it and didn’t say anything else as I tied it around my waist—I’d decided against my ankle, as I didn’t want anything to get in the way of my kicks.
“Once I go under, pull me back if I don’t pop up for air in a minute.” At one point, I’d been able to swim seventy-five yards under water before coming up for air, but I hadn’t tried that in years.
“I’ll be counting,” Simon said.
I nodded and, after checking the rope for a third time, pushed away from the tunnel. I floated along the top until I neared the waterfall. The glow from Jakatra’s sword had disappeared to the right of it, on the opposite side of the chamber from the alcoves, perhaps by the big alcove.
I took a deep breath and plunged below the surface, kicking to reach the bottom quickly. The beams from Temi and Simon’s flashlights didn’t penetrate the surface, and it was blacker than pitch down there. I struggled against panic and an urge to spin around and swim back to the tunnel as fast as I could.
My knuckles mashed against rough stone. I hoped I’d found the floor instead of a wall. In the darkness, who could tell? I tried to use the bumps and dips in the floor to brace myself against the current even as I swept one arm from left to right ahead of me, hoping to chance across the sword, preferably the hilt instead of the blade. I couldn’t tell if I’d managed to veer into that big alcove or not. I could tell that the current was sweeping me farther from the tunnel despite my efforts to halt my progress.
The rope tightened about my waist, the slack entirely gone, before I ran out of air. Temi and Simon hauled me back the way I’d come. I didn’t fight it. If I was out of slack, I’d probably drifted too far anyway.
“No luck,” I said when I popped up next to them, pushing wet hair out of my eyes.
“This is madness,” Simon said. “The odds of you finding it, if it’s even there still...”
“I know, but let me try a couple more times. I’d feel like a jerk if more people got killed and I knew I hadn’t done everything I could to get that sword.”
“Go ahead.” Temi shook the rope. “We’ll pull you back.”
I paddled back into the chamber, almost crashing into the closest stalactite even though I knew it was there. A couple of flashlight beams didn’t illuminate much in a water-filled cave. I felt my way along the wall toward the larger alcove again. I couldn’t touch the bottom with my feet any more. One or two more tries, and we’d have to give this up.
Once more, I took a deep breath and groped my way to the bottom, alternating stroking with patting about on the stone floor. This time, I made it into the alcove and found the current tugged at me less in there. I covered a lot of ground in the seconds I was under, but didn’t find anything. I kept my eyes open, but they couldn’t pick out anything in the darkness that stretched on all sides. Too bad that dumb sword couldn’t flash a few times when it—
My fingers brushed metal. That had to be it. I patted along it, seeking the hilt.
A thunderous crack filled my ears.
I yanked my arms and legs in, tucking for protection. Splashes and bangs surrounded me—rocks falling into the water and thudding to the floor. One struck my back and I yelped, losing precious air as a cascade of bubbles escaped my mouth. It sounded like the whole place was caving in. The instinct to flee straight back to the tunnel nearly hurled me in that direction, but I groped about for the sword again. I couldn’t leave the stupid thing when I was this close.
There. This time I found the hilt. I had to shake something heavy off the blade to pull it free, but as soon as I had it, I pushed off the bottom, angling toward the exit. I was halted with a jarring jerk less than two feet up. What the—?
I swung my free arm around me, trying to find the rope. It was still tied about my waist with the lead trailing behind me, but that lead was taut. I tugged, but it didn’t loosen. A rock must have fallen on it. More stones pelted down all around me, some glancing off me, some thudding hard. One struck my head with enough force to terrify me. If I were knocked unconscious down here...
Panic welled in my heart, and I yanked with frenzied movements. My lungs had been denied air for too long, and they burned to suck in a breath.
Stop, I shouted inside my head. Calm. Be calm. I could always cut the rope if I had to. Yes, that realization helped. Cutting myself free might land me in a worse predicament, but I had the option if I needed it. First, one more try—a rational try—at freeing myself. I found the ground with my feet again and traced my way down the rope to the rock that held it. I would have groaned if I hadn’t been desperate to save air. It was a boulder, not a rock, and my rope was squarely under it.
I pulled the sword around to cut the rope. There was no other option.
Even from an awkward angle, the blade sliced through the rope as if it were soft-serve ice cream. As soon as I was free, I pushed off the bottom, heading straight for the surface. If I hadn’t had the sword out ahead of me, I would have given myself a second head injury. The alcove had filled with water.
A new wave of panic swept over me. I’d lose control of my instincts any moment and my lungs would force a gasp, a gasp that would give me nothing except water. I paddled toward the pull of the current—in the darkness, it was the only thing telling me in which direction the larger chamber lay. I forced myself to keep a hand on the wall instead of simply stroking like mad. If I were swept into the current, I’d never touch air again.
A hint of light burned somewhere. I swam around piles of boulders that hadn’t been there before, always angling toward that light. I was in the main chamber now, the water dragging at me. Holding the sword limited the effectiveness of my strokes, but I kicked for all I was worth. My fingers broke the surface. I hauled myself up and gasped before my head was fully free. I sucked in water and sputtered, nearly choking. I clunked my forehead on a rock in my effort to push myself farther out, to get clearer air. There were only a few inches between the surface and the ceiling.
“Delia!” came two cries. With my ears filled with water, they sounded muffled, but I’d never heard such beautiful noises regardless.
Using the rough ceiling to grab onto, I kicked hard and made progress against the current. I nearly crashed into that stalactite again. Later I’d be thankful it had been out there guiding me, but now it was one more obstacle. At least I had air—I inhaled in great gasps between my strokes.
“There she is,” Simon shouted.
“Over here, Del,” Temi called. “This way. You’ve got this.”
I would have laughed if I hadn’t been so busy kicking for my life. She sounded like a teammate cheering me on at a race. Some race.
“You’re almost there,” Temi promised.
“Here,” Simon shouted, “grab my hand.”
My eyes were half blinded by their flashlights and the water streaming down my face, but I spotted Simon’s hand and reached for it, eager to be pulled free and escape the flooded chamber. I wanted so much to see the sun again.
Our fingers brushed. I made another snatch for him and our hands clasped.
Then something clamped onto my leg.



CHAPTER 28
When claws bit through my soggy jeans and into my calf, I screeched like a dying hog. I hung onto Simon’s hand and foisted the sword at Temi.
“Stab it,” I sputtered. “Get it off.”
The tunnel had filled almost as quickly as the chamber, and only their heads and shoulders were above the water. But Temi managed to clasp the sword. I grabbed the ceiling with my other hand and kicked with my free leg. I connected with something, but it didn’t let go. I couldn’t see anything—the creature was submerged—but it was impossible to miss those claws. My kicks only made them sink deeper. Pain blasted from my leg to my brain as I twisted and writhed, struggling to shake the paw free. Simon was trying to pull me away at the same time as the monster tried to pull me deeper.
“I don’t have the sword any more, you stupid— Gah!” I kicked harder and was surprised when my blow worked—the grip released, and I had my leg back.
I stroked away so quickly I almost mowed over Simon. I grabbed him and tried to push him ahead of me, up the tunnel away from that creature.
“Temi,” I called, “come on. We have to get away while...” I trailed off, confused as I twisted my neck to check on her. The tunnel had grown oddly brighter, especially given that I couldn’t see anyone’s flashlights.
It was the sword. Glowing.
“Go ahead, I’ll give you time,” Temi called over her shoulder. She was standing in the tunnel, the blade thrust before her, holding the creature at bay. Only the iridescent eyes of the smooth black head were visible between the ceiling of the lower chamber and the surface, but it was enough to see the murderous intent there.
“We’re not leaving you,” I said.
“Then figure out a way to kill it,” Temi said without looking back.
The creature advanced and she swiped at it again, almost losing her footing. Simon grabbed her by the back of the shirt. The monster howled and drew back. Why it was glowing for Temi, I couldn’t guess, but that was a question we could worry about later.
“Maybe we can drown it in there,” I said.
“What if it doesn’t need air?” Simon asked. “It’s been holding its breath forever.”
“Then what if we trap it? That stalactite—if we could knock it down and it fell across the tunnel entrance...” That was a big if. It was just as likely to fall in the other direction. Not to mention we’d be trapping it in there with Jakatra and Eleriss—if they were still alive.
“With what?” Simon asked. “The TNT’s back in Phoenix, remember?”
The creature lunged for Temi. Again, she swiped with the blade, the silvery reflection bouncing on the gleaming walls with its movement, like candlelight in a draft. The sword clacked against stone, and shards flew free.
“I should have taken fencing classes when I was in Europe,” she yelled. “At least I’m keeping it at bay.”
I barely heard her. I was staring at the rock that sword had cut. “Did you see that?” I jostled Simon’s shoulder. “Maybe we don’t need dynamite. The sword can cut stone.”
“Uh, that stalactite is thick,” Simon said.
I wasn’t sure he’d seen the blow. He was still holding onto Temi’s shirt to keep her from being pulled away. At the same time, he was holding onto a bump in the wall to keep himself from being pulled away.
“Do you have any more of that rope?” I asked. “Did it ever come free after I cut it?”
“Yeah, we finally yanked it out, figuring we were yanking you out. It’s tied around my waist.”
He didn’t look like he was in a position to untie it, so I patted him down until I found it. Without waiting for questions as to what I was trying, I swam up the tunnel, searching for something promising to tie the rope to. The uneven walls had numerous bumps and divots. If I could find one that formed something close to a hook...
“There you are,” I said, spotting a formation similar to an eyelet. “Even better.”
I tied the rope through the hole and gave it a good yank to make sure it would hold, then let the current sweep me back toward my friends.
Temi cried out in pain at the same time as Simon shouted, “Look out!”
By the time I reached them, she’d batted the monster back again, but had switched the sword to her left hand. She was shaking her right hand. Blood streamed down it and into the water.
“Are you all right?” I swam in close and tied the other end of the rope around Temi’s waist.
“Yes, though I think it’s figuring out I’m not as dangerous with this thing as Jakatra. Do you want to try, Del? You always did more of the martial arts stuff.”
“Sorry, but it doesn’t glow for me.”
“It’s coming again,” Simon warned. “Can you hit it with your left hand?”
Temi lunged out to meet the attack. She might not be experienced, but she had good reflexes and instincts. With most of the battle taking place underwater, it was hard to tell where the blow landed, but the monster lurched backward and yowled again.
“I’m a six-oh as a leftie,” Temi said.
“A what?” Simon asked.
“It’s a tennis rating,” I said. “It means she’d kick most people’s butts even playing left-handed, blindfolded, and in a wheelchair.”
Temi snorted. “Not quite.”
“Okay, Temi, we’ve got the rope around you. I want you to try and force the monster back long enough to reach that stalactite and knock it over with the sword.”
She snorted again. “Shall I push over a few skyscrapers while I’m at it?”
“We’ll try that later if we get out of this. Now, go.”
“How am I supposed to—”
“You have to hurry—it’ll be underwater in a second,” I said. “Just try. The sword is... I don’t know what to call it. It’s a magic sword, okay?” I felt stupid saying that, but Simon was nodding. Apparently we’d stepped out of the science fiction movie and into the Shire.
“Whatever you say,” Temi muttered. “Just don’t let me get sucked in there—I can’t swim like you do.”
“I know. We’ve got you.” Somewhat at odds with the words, I waved for Simon to let go of her shirt.
Temi dog-paddled out—she hadn’t been joking when she’d said she couldn’t swim well—and I wished I could take her spot. If she couldn’t make it to the stalactite or if the creature attacked while she was trying...
The dark head did swoop in, but she grabbed the sword with both hands and swept it toward that inky black face. The creature disappeared underwater, retreating, I hoped, though it might simply be planning to come in from another angle.
“Watch down by your feet,” I called.
Temi was too busy swimming and fighting to answer. Water was pouring in from the ceiling in three or four places now, and I worried the whole chamber would disappear beneath rubble soon. Temi was almost swept past the stalactite, and I thought we’d have to pull her back and try again, but she jabbed toward it with the sword. She might have been trying to hook it to keep herself from flowing past, but the tip sank into the stone.
“She better not get it stuck,” Simon said, his head rotating, searching for signs of the creature. It hadn’t resurfaced yet.
Temi used the sword to pull herself to the stalactite. Her head jerked downward, and she yanked the blade out and plunged it into the water beside her.
A barrage of bubbles rose to the surface around her.
“Hah, it does hold air in its lungs,” Simon said.
The attack must have convinced it to leave her for the moment, for Temi wrapped her legs around the stalactite and hewed at its base near the ceiling, like a lumberjack at some upside down tree. The stone reacted like wood, too, with shards being cleaved off.
“Amazing,” I said.
“It is a magic sword,” Simon said.
I didn’t care at that moment. I just wanted the tunnel blocked and to assure nothing would chase us as we tried to escape. Though I wasn’t sure the stalactite would do the job, if it didn’t fall just right...
“Try to angle it to collapse in this direction,” I called.
Busy hewing at the stone, Temi didn’t react. Maybe she didn’t hear.
Abruptly, she screamed in pain. She cursed and whipped the blade down, stabbing beneath her again.
I lunged forward, but there was nothing I could do to help. I had no idea what had happened to my bow, but it wouldn’t do any good anyway.
“Should we pull her back?” Simon asked.
“I don’t know. She’s close with the stalactite, and she’s still fighting it...”
A heartbeat later, Temi disappeared beneath the water. I didn’t know if she’d lunged down to attack or had been yanked under.
“I’m pulling her back,” Simon said.
I grabbed the rope to help him.
A crack rent the air, and the stalactite fell free, plunging straight downward. Piles of debris dropped with it, but the massive column tilted toward the alcoves and didn’t come anywhere near our entrance.
I cursed again and hauled on the rope. Stupid idea. What a waste of—
“She’s stuck.” Simon leaned back, pulling as hard as he could. “Or resisting. I can’t—” His foot slipped, and his head went under.
I grabbed him, catching his collar before he could be swept out of the tunnel. I wanted to help both of my friends, but it was all I could do to keep from being pulled out myself. I hauled on the rope, hoping that eyelet could hold all of our weights, and yanked on Simon.
He came up with a sputter. “I’m fine. Temi. Get her.”
We were farther up the tunnel now, with the water at my ribcage. I leaned back, preparing to yank hard, but this time the rope came back without resistance. My stomach sank. Had she cut herself free? Or had the monster swiped a claw across the rope?
I pulled faster. Water, or maybe tears, made my vision blurry.
By then, I was expecting a frayed rope end to come out of the water. I gasped with surprise and delight when Temi’s head popped up. She still had the sword too. Great splashes broke the water behind her. At first I thought it was the monster following her, but those were her kicks. No wonder there hadn’t been any tension on the rope—she’d been motoring like crazy back there.
“Let’s get out of here,” she said as soon as she had her feet beneath her.
“The monster?” I asked.
“I don’t know if it’s dead, but I hope so.” Temi flashed a grin, her teeth glinting with the reflection of the sword. “It got caught beneath the rocks, and I cut a lot of holes in it.”
“Nice,” Simon crooned.
We took long enough to untie our rope in case we needed it again, but that was it. We raced back through the chambers, all of which were filling with water, and headed for the tunnels the others had burrowed. My calf screamed with pain, thanks to the fresh holes punctured in it, but it supported my weight, and I didn’t let it slow me down.
I glanced about when we entered the lake cavern, shining my flashlight beam into the darkness, hoping to see Alektryon or Jakatra and Eleriss, Alektryon in particular. I had no way of knowing if he’d survived, but if he had, it would be fascinating to figure out how to talk to him. If he’d truly been alive back then... he could tell us so much about that time period. More than that, I hoped he’d survived because... I don’t know why, but I felt protective of him. If he made it out of the caves, which was no certain thing, he’d be lost in Twenty-first Century America.
As for the others, I should be relieved those pointy-eared crazies were missing, but I longed to know more about their people and their role in our history. If they’d been plucking warriors out of humanity’s past, what else might they have done? And why? A part of me wanted to rush to the Internet and start sifting through history, trying to tie their people to some of the mysteries of the past, mysteries that fringe researchers tried to link to aliens. Another part of me wanted to wash my hands of the whole week. How much easier it would have been if these caves had held nice normal relics from nice normal peoples who’d once lived in the area. Stories like that I could have written up and submitted to magazines and academic journals. But this? If I couldn’t bring teams down and show them proof, I’d go from being shunned to being mocked if I tried to explain what we’d seen tonight.
A great crack sounded behind us, followed by a boom that reminded me of a wrecking ball at a demolition site. Simon, Delia, and I exchanged wide-eyed looks and picked up our pace. No, I wasn’t going to get my proof. The alcoves with the dead men and their artifacts were all underwater by now, and the entire place would collapse soon, leaving everything buried beneath the lake for all eternity.
* * *
Darkness had long since fallen, though the sky full of stars seemed gloriously bright after the lightless confines of the cave. In Temi’s hands, the sword had made short work of the boulder blocking the tunnel exit, but it wasn’t until we were walking alongside the lake that some of the tension ebbed from my neck and shoulders. Partially because of the darkness and partially because Simon had lost one of his sandals in the chaos, we’d decided to forgo midnight rock climbing and leave the kayaks to be found by daylight. The going was still rough, since we were following the shoreline and avoiding the trail, lest booby traps remained, but it was navigable by the starlight—and the silvery glow of the sword. The glow wasn’t as profound as it had been when Jakatra had held the weapon, but it was more significant than when the Spartan had gripped it. I wondered if magic swords were offended when people used them as canes. Judging by the sweat bathing Temi’s face, she’d tortured her leg far more tonight than she had in a long time. My own throbbing leg wouldn’t mind a cane of its own. Dry clothing would have been nice too. And a jacket. The crisp air promised frost.
The hoots of an owl drifted across the lake from the wetlands. I hoped that meant the monster was indeed drowned and buried, even if Simon would doubtlessly complain that he hadn’t had an opportunity to prop a foot on the body and have his picture taken with it.
“It’s so peaceful out here,” Temi said. “It’s hard to believe...” She waved at the granite formations behind us, their lumpy contours black against the starry horizon.
“Except for the fact that even in the dark you can tell the water level has dropped a good foot.” I nodded toward the gently lapping waves. “I bet those caverns have been completely filled in already. We’re lucky we got out, given how much someone delayed us.” I cleared my throat and pinned Simon with a stare.
“What?” he asked innocently. “Don’t act like I’m the only one in the world who would stop to scrape gold flakes out of a lucrative vein, especially when someone in the group is carrying a sword that cuts through rock slicker than a fork chops Jell-O.”
“It wasn’t quite that easy,” Temi murmured.
“That is city land. You know the rules about excavations,” I told Simon, though I was just giving him a hard time. After all, I’d been the one to suggest digging a few ounces out earlier.
“Hey, we need to recoup our expenses. That Greek beefcake swiped my tablet, and you and Temi are going to need stitches. And let’s not forget the van repairs I put on my credit card. I think the city owes us a few ounces of gold for our trouble, especially if that creature ends up being dead and doesn’t eat any other tourists. Besides, it wasn’t like we were going to be able to come back later. Did you hear that final boom?”
Temi smiled at me. “It’s hard to argue with that logic, isn’t it?”
“That logic will either get my debt paid off or it’ll land me in jail. I haven’t figured out which yet.”
“It’ll be interesting to follow along and see which of the two it is,” she said.
“You say that now, but he’s perfectly capable of landing you in jail too.”
“You ladies need to have more faith in me,” Simon said. “I practically saved your lives down there.”
“You saved our lives?” I stopped in the middle of a swath of waist-high grass. “Temi, did you notice him doing that?”
“I suppose he helped with the rope for both of us.”
“Hm, from my point of view, his role seemed more... decorative.”
“Decorative?” Simon lifted his chin. “No, no, I’m the mastermind, you see. I assigned the grunt work to you two ladies, since you’re so capable of doing it.”
“Uh huh. Tell me this, Simon.” I pointed at his feet. “Is it difficult to be a mastermind when you’re only wearing one sandal?”
“Not at all. Masterminds don’t use their feet very often. Though I do wonder when it fell off. I kept it all through that swimming jag. Think the monster ate it?”
“Those of us who are clad in appropriate footwear can only imagine,” I said.
“Indeed,” Temi murmured.
“Oh, well. I’ll buy better sandals next time. Perhaps something with leather instead of rubber.”
“Careful,” I said. “I’m not sure our business can afford such largess yet.”
It took us an hour and a detour through the wetlands around the end of the lake before we drew close to the parking lot, a parking lot unexpectedly bright with headlights and flashlights. I couldn’t tell who they belonged to, but the Jaguar was in the middle of things.
“Is that the police?” Temi asked.
“Not the police.” Simon pointed. “Those are Humvees.”
“Uh.” I stopped on the trail. “Who wants to go tell those nice National Guard folks that the fun is over and they can go back to their units?”
Simon bumped Temi’s arm. “Put out the sword, or they’ll see us.”
“I don’t know how.”
“Drop it,” Simon said at the same time as I grabbed it from her.
The glow disappeared as soon as it left her hand, but a flashlight from the parking lot swept across me, then came back, shining in my eyes. An urge to flee filled my legs, but that would make us look guilty, and those fit men in boots and camouflage could surely outrun a guy in socks and two girls with injured legs.
“You out there,” a man with a deep voice called. “Come here. Slowly. And keep your hands up.”
Simon and Temi lifted their hands. I couldn’t do that without lifting the sword too. How were we going to explain it? Worse, if they searched us, how were we going to explain the gold in Simon’s pocket? It didn’t look like much in its ore form, but I couldn’t count on them not knowing what it was. They’d think we’d stolen it or mugged someone out here, or who knew what?
“You too, lady,” the man growled. “Hands up.” Several more men and a couple of women had joined him at the edge of the parking lot. At least nobody was pointing guns at us yet, though they all had them...
I thought about tossing the sword in the lake, but there were too many flashlights shining on us. Everyone would see it. Sighing, I lifted the weapon along with my hands.
Temi went first down the trail. Maybe they’d see her limp and feel some sympathy for us. I was doing a pretty good limp of my own right now, though I couldn’t imagine these guys giving us the friendly treatment and escorting us to the hospital.
“...that a sword?” someone asked.
“Yes, do we...”
“Just some dumb kids.”
Yes, dumb kids, that was us. And it seemed like a promising angle to play up. These people were out here searching for monsters, so maybe they’d wave us away...
“What are you guys doing out here?” the original speaker asked when we were standing on the pavement a few paces from them. It was too dark to read his nametag, with all the lights being shone on us instead of the other way around, but I figured he was a sergeant, since he was older than the ones holding the flashlights and seemed to be in charge.
“We were going to camp,” I said, “but it got too cold, so we’re going home.”
“Yes, I imagine it’s quite cold when you’re soaking wet,” the sergeant said, lifting bushy black eyebrows.
A shame that jeans didn’t dry very fast...
“Yeah,” I said when neither Simon or Temi spoke. “We fell in.” That might have been a plausible excuse if we were ten, but I doubted they’d buy it. Maybe if they knew we’d been in kayaks, but considering how we’d illegally obtained them—and then left them on the other side of the lake—I wasn’t going to bring them up.
“You kids know there’s a curfew in Prescott?”
“No, we just got here. We’ve been on a road trip.” I pointed to the Jag. “From New Mexico.” At least the plates backed up the out-of-state claim. “We heard there’s nice camping in the mountains around here.”
The men exchanged looks. Maybe I shouldn’t have added that, not when the White Spar had been so recently devastated.
“You brought a sword?” the sergeant asked. “And a whip.”
“You guys have guns,” Simon pointed out.
Leave it to him to stay silent until he could say something lippy. I would have elbowed him if I wasn’t still holding my hands up.
“The woods are dangerous,” I said. “There are badgers and rattlesnakes and things.”
One of the younger men was squinting at Temi, and I had a feeling she was about to be recognized. I wasn’t sure whether it’d help us or not.
“Should we take them to the police, Sergeant?” someone asked from one of the Humvees.
“I know that kid.” The younger man pointed, not at Temi but at Simon. “He’s the one with the blog.”
Oh, hell.
Other men started nodding and saying, “Oh, them,” to each other. I tried to decide if that tone of voice suggested we wouldn’t be taken to the police or that they were more likely than ever to drop us in Lieutenant Gutierrez’s lap tonight.
The sergeant and the young man who’d identified Simon stepped away and shared a quick conversation of whispers. I caught Temi eyeing her car. At some point, she’d lowered her hands and slipped out her keys. We’d have a much better chance of outrunning soldiers in a Jag than on foot, but someone would get the license number, if they hadn’t already. When she met my eyes, I gave a quick head shake. I wasn’t ready to start a life of fleeing from the law. Chances were it wouldn’t be nearly as glamorous as it was in the movies, and even if I was on the lam in Bolivia, I’d probably still be expected to pay my student loans.
The sergeant returned and waved for his men to stand back. He drew Simon and me aside. Actually, he drew Simon aside, and I tagged along to keep him from sticking his foot in his mouth.
“You see anything out there?” he asked.
I blinked. He wanted intel from us?
“Yup.” Simon started to reach for his phone, but one of the privates with rifles tensed, and he only pointed at his pocket. “If I can get my phone out, I can show you some new pictures.”
The sergeant nodded. “Go ahead.”
“We were over in those rocks.” Simon pulled out the phone, but it didn’t respond when he punched the button. A few drops of water dripped from the corner of the case. “Ugh. Forgot. It fell in too. Damn, I had a couple of blurry ones from when the monster was chasing us into that—” he glanced at me, “—hole.”
Broken phone or not, the sergeant’s eyes were riveted to Simon. “You saw it in the Dells, you said? So far, the people we’ve talked to... nobody’s leads have panned out. But you actually had some pictures up on your site.”
“Yeah, we’ve seen it a couple of times.” Simon stood a little taller. “Today, it was definitely over there, between the rail trail and the lake. It sort of... cornered us for a bit. We hid in the hole until it left, but it might still be out there.”
Or under 50,000 tons of rocks. I wasn’t about to say it though, not if these guys might leave us alone to go investigate.
“Got it,” the sergeant said. “Look, you kids leave this to us. You’re going to get yourselves killed running around out here with—” he frowned at the sword, “—toys. Curfew’s at ten. If we catch you out again, we’ll have to detain you.”
“We understand,” I said as contritely as I could manage and dragged Simon toward the car. He was staring and sputtering at the “toy” comment. Temi took it in stride, merely unlocking the trunk and waving for me to toss our gear, toy included, into it. I was all too happy to set the sword in the back.
My calf had redoubled its throbbing, so I was glad when nobody rushed to claim the shotgun seat. I plopped down, stretching my legs out as far as I could. My foot nudged something, but I didn’t think anything of it.
“Uhm, Temi?” Simon asked. “Wo—would you like m—me to drive? If your leg hurts, I mean.”
“Thank you, but my knee would prefer the greater leg room up here.”
“You could have Del’s seat,” he offered.
“Hey,” I said.
“I’ll drive for now,” Temi said. “But thank you for the offer.” Something about the look she gave me implied she wasn’t sure Simon should be trusted with her car. I wasn’t sure he wouldn’t take the opportunity to break a few speed limits myself, but I thought he’d genuinely wanted to help with her discomfort if he could.
I shifted again as we drove out of the parking lot, trying to find a comfortable spot for my leg. It must have swollen quite a bit, because my sock felt too tight. My foot bumped something again. Figuring it was Temi’s purse, I reached down to move it—and halted as soon as my fingers brushed the leather cover.
“Simon? I think I found your tablet.”
“What?” Simon leaned forward. “How?”
“I don’t know,” I said, though my heart beat faster. Was it possible Alektryon had escaped with it, chanced across the Jag, and returned the tablet when he saw the opportunity? But how would he have known the car belonged to us? Or what a car was for that matter?
Simon reached for the tablet, but I batted his hand away, and flipped the cover open. The drawing app was still up. My breath caught. His words from before were still there, the ones claiming he wouldn’t be anyone’s slave again, but there were a couple of new words in careful script.
“Is it still working?” Simon asked. “Did it get wet? Or, oh, what’s that?” He’d seen the drawing app.
“A new message,” I said.
We were speeding along the highway back into town, but the roads were empty, and Temi took a long look over.
“In Greek?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“What’s it say?” Simon asked.
“Roughly... Be wary. They are the enemies of humanity.”
“Similar to what the Roman said, right?” Temi asked.
“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway,” Simon said. “I don’t think we’re going to see those guys again.”
“Probably not.” I’d barely made it out of that chamber alive; it was hard to imagine someone else going in deeper and surviving.
I couldn’t say that I’d miss Jakatra and Eleriss exactly, but I missed not solving any of the mysteries surrounding them. Would we ever learn who they were and where they’d come from? Not to mention who had created that monster, why it’d crawled out of the ocean in L.A., and why it’d killed all those people... Eleriss’s warning that there would be more monsters made me uneasy, and I wondered if we should have tossed the sword in the lake when we’d had a chance. Only time would tell.



EPILOGUE
Thanks to the curfew, the town was quiet, and we didn’t see another soul on the way back to the Motel 6. Temi had brought the sword inside, and it lay next to her on one of the beds. It didn’t glow when she wasn’t holding it, but it started up like a touch lamp whenever she brushed the hilt.
“Not too bad,” Simon said from the desk. He had the calculator up on his MacBook and had dug a scale out of the van. Our flakes of gold rested on its surface. “Given the spot price of gold, an estimate of the amount of pure stuff in our ore sample, and a subtraction of our expenses, including new headlights, a new windshield, food and motel bills, medical services—” he nodded toward Temi’s bandaged hand and my bandaged leg, “—and also minus the coin you won’t let me sell until you’ve researched it further, we’ve made over three thousand dollars for our work this last week.”
“Technically we didn’t get paid for the week’s work,” I said. “We got paid for scraping gold out of a crack before a tunnel filled up with water.”
Simon waved my objection away. “One must find a way to fund one’s philanthropy efforts. This was no different. Oh!” He leaned back toward the screen. “I forgot about the money we made from our web traffic. I wish we could have taken a few pictures of the dead monster to throw up there.”
“Three thousand dollars,” Temi said as Simon crunched more numbers.
I could tell from the wry twist of her lips that she found the amount more amusing than inspiring. Simon and I hadn’t made much more than that in the entire previous month, so I could hardly complain. But then I hadn’t won prize money at Wimbledon in a previous life either.
A sickly bleep came from the heater. My phone had been as unresponsive as Simon’s after the flood. I’d taken it out of its supposedly waterproof and drop-proof case to let it dry in hopes that it would come to life again. The bleep, however anemic, was promising.
“Text message from Autumn,” I announced with a sense of guilt. I’d forgotten that Eleriss and Jakatra had been after her before our diversion.
Three messages sent an hour or two apart offered variations of, Are you all right??
Yes, I tapped in, the cursor responding with irritating sluggishness. I’d have to find someone who could do more for the phone than setting it to dry by a heat vent. Are you? Has anyone bugged you?
No, made it to Phoenix safely. Ran the blood.
I paused, afraid to ask. Aside from a gold coin, an item that could have been minted anywhere, and the sword, an item a soldier had dismissed as a toy at first glance, we didn’t have any proof that there were strange... people from a strange culture roaming Arizona. Without proof, any article I attempted to submit about our encounter would be laughed into the rejection pile. But the blood... the blood was something tangible.
And? I prompted when a follow-up didn’t come through on its own. A long message popped up as soon as I sent mine. Autumn must have been working on it already.
It doesn’t match anything in the database, and the database is extensive. We have the DNA of weeds from the Galapagos Islands in here. Just about every mammal and reptile, and lots of birds and fish as well. Interestingly your sample is closest to human, albeit with a few inexplicable anomalies.
Aside from the fact that it exists?
Yeah. It’s closer to us than chimpanzees, as close as Neanderthals maybe. We’re perplexed by the fact that it doesn’t have a recognizable blood type.
We? I almost hit the icon to call her—I wasn’t ready to have this turned into some highly publicized find for reporters to paw over. But if she wasn’t alone... text messaging might be more discreet.
Autumn wrote, I’ve had a couple of perplexed scientists and professors in here with some interesting ideas. Outer space came up. Normally I would have LOLed at the guy, but he’s a chemist and pointed out the mercury level in the blood would probably kill a human—he thought it might make sense that its owner had evolved on a different planet with a much higher concentration of mercury. The biologist is still arguing with him, saying it’s too close to human DNA to have evolved anywhere except here. Being the science fiction fan I am, I suggested it was a traveler from the future, from when we’ve finished goobering up our environment, and there are higher concentrations of mercury on the planet.
“Why don’t you two talk to each other?” Temi whispered when she leaned in and saw the amount of text on the screen.
I shook my head. “We’re almost done.” As I spoke, I texted, File it as weird, I guess. I’m not sure the owners of the blood are still alive. We had a terrifying adventure today. Stop by on your way back, and I’ll tell you about it.
“Weird?” Simon was kibitzing over my shoulder now too. “File it as weird? Tell her to file it as the first elf DNA in the database.”
I snorted. “I don’t know why but that sounds even less plausible than aliens and travelers from the future.”
“Yes, but we don’t have a ray gun. We have a magic sword.” He lifted up the long blade, which did absolutely nothing magical for him. He held it out to Temi. She touched the cross-guard, and the sword lit up.
I blinked slowly. Things I’d been too busy to think about down in that cavern started clicking into place. “Oh.”
The others looked at me.
I held up a finger and sent another message to Autumn. Hey, one more question. Does your biologist think the owner of that blood could mate with a human and produce viable offspring?
“Ohhh,” Simon said, watching over my shoulder again. “Interesting.”
Temi leaned forward, wanting a look too. I held up a finger while we waited for a response. I imagined the debate that must be going on in some genetics lab at U of A. If these scientists had been there all day on a Saturday, it probably involved pizza and beer. A lot of beer if aliens had been proposed.
Maybe, came the response. We already tested it for compatibility with human blood types.
And?
It’s academic at this point, but the blood group—we’re calling it Tomko after the hematologist who came in to take a look—isn’t... incompatible, not on paper anyway.
Not a resounding yes, but probably as close as you’d get from a bunch of scientists. I tossed the phone to Temi so she could read the dialogue, but I couldn’t resist sharing spoilers.
“Congratulations, Artemis. Somewhere in your bloodline, there was a...” I groped in the air for a word that probably didn’t exist in our language.
“Elf,” Simon supplied.
I rolled my eyes, but didn’t contradict him. Unless Eleriss and Jakatra showed up and told us what they called themselves, we’d never know.
Temi’s “Uh” response managed to convey skepticism and a lack of enthusiasm at the same time.
I supposed it was a testament to my oddness that I was jealous. I wanted to be able to make the sword glow so I could fight any heinous monsters that showed up to trouble humanity. I didn’t want to be the grunt, as Simon had called us. Though I was somewhat mollified to realize he was in the same boat. Not special. A muggle. So much for being a mastermind.
“If it turns out to be true, it’s quite fascinating,” Simon said. “I wonder how widespread the phenomenon is. All of those warriors in the stasis chambers must have the shared genes if Eleriss expected them to be able to wield his sword. If we started wandering through the population testing how many people could make it glow, would there be a lot? One in four? Or would it be exceedingly rare, and it’s random chance that Temi can use it?”
“If agility is one of the defining traits,” I said, thinking of Jakatra’s combat skills—even Eleriss had shown uncanny grace in his mundane movements, “then maybe it’s common in certain populations.”
“Like we should stroll through the Olympic training center and do the sword test?”
“Assuming we could without getting arrested,” I said.
Temi lowered the phone and stared at us as if we were both nuts.
We were returning her stare with frank don’t-you-see-it? stares of our own when someone knocked at the door.
If I’d been sitting, I would have fallen out of my chair. It was almost midnight. Far too late for normal people to come calling.
And elves? I didn’t know.
“Someone with a big sword want to get that?” I asked.
“No,” Simon said.
“I said big sword, not big toothpick.”
“I’m comfortable here,” Temi said.
For a muggle, I sure had to take charge a lot. I peeked through the curtains. Two familiar figures in black leather jackets stood outside. Jakatra had reaffixed his wool cap.
For a moment, I wondered what they’d do if I didn’t open the door. I had too many questions that they might deign to answer to contemplate the notion for long. I opened the door and stepped aside so they could enter.
Wordlessly, they walked inside. Eleriss slipped a hand into his jacket and pulled out another of his odd coins. He laid it on the television stand. “As we agreed, the second half of your payment.”
“Oh.” Simon slid into his seat and pulled up his calculator program again.
“Thank you,” I said since he was otherwise occupied.
“Did you come for your sword?” Temi asked. She’d been eying it as if it were a viper since I suggested her tainted—or enhanced, depending on the point of view—bloodline.
“No,” Eleriss said. He exchanged long looks with his comrade before going on. “We have come to offer you training on how to use it.”
Temi’s mouth opened, but nothing came out.
“We have been unable to locate the other human capable of wielding it,” Eleriss said. “You slew the jibtab. You may be your people’s only hope.”
Temi’s mouth was still hanging open.
Mine probably was too, as I was wondering how they knew everything that had happened. They’d been busy getting sucked down a drain at the time, hadn’t they? “How did you make it out?”
“We were swept through a channel that eventually connected to the lake. The jibtab had destroyed much of the support structure. You are fortunate to have escaped, as most of the cave system collapsed shortly after the water poured in and filled the chambers.”
“Yes,” I said. “We heard.”
“The human warrior is not important, not now when another option is amongst us, one that may be superior for this occasion.” Eleriss met Temi’s eyes with his own strange blue-green ones. “You are not a criminal, so will be predictable and less dangerous to train. You are from this time, as well, so you will not need to be educated again.”
Temi finally found her tongue. “But I’m not a warrior. I’ve never even smacked anyone. Besides—” she gestured at her leg, “—I can’t move that fast any more. It was nothing more than luck that we managed to trap that monster beneath the rock. I couldn’t have killed it if it hadn’t been pinned. I’m not even sure I did kill it. It might have simply drowned.”
“Modesty is an admirable quality in a warrior,” Eleriss said.
“You’re not listening to me.” Temi faced me. “They’re not listening.”
“We have noted your injury,” Eleriss said, “and it is a minor obstacle. I can find someone to heal the wound.”
Jakatra’s nose twitched. I wasn’t yet sure how to read all of their body language—some was similar to ours while some wasn’t—but I read that one as skepticism. Maybe it wouldn’t be as easy as Eleriss thought to find someone skilled enough—or willing enough—to heal the wound.
Still, Temi’s eyes lit with an intensity I couldn’t remember seeing before. Intensity and calculation. Right, if her leg were fully functional again, there’d be nothing stopping her from trying to get her career back, ostracized or not. You didn’t have to be popular to win tennis matches.
“How long would I have to be the warrior you need in exchange for this... healing?” she asked.
Eleriss tilted his head. “The warrior we need? Do you not yet understand? This, all of this, is for your people’s sake. There is nothing here for us. Rather, it would be easier on us if we’d never come at all.”
“Indeed,” Jakatra said dryly. “Our presence isn’t sanctioned.”
I wasn’t sure what to make of that—some division amongst his people?—but filed it away to remember if it became important later.
“I see,” Temi said. “Let me rephrase my question, please. How long do you think it would take to fight all of these... jibtabs you believe are coming?”
“Jibtab may be singular or plural without modification,” Eleriss said. “As to the rest, who can know? Not I.”
Not for the first time, I sensed he knew more than he was telling us.
Temi didn’t look happy with the answer, but she didn’t press for more. “Who would do this training?”
“Jakatra has volunteered,” Eleriss said.
I had no trouble reading the flare to Jakatra’s nostrils; if he’d “volunteered,” he’d been strong-armed into doing so.
“Oh.” Temi considered him. If she’d been intrigued by his handsome face before, she seemed to have lost some of that now, for she regarded him with wariness. “When would we begin?”
“Soon,” Eleriss said. “There won’t be much time. If you agree, I’ll search for a healer for you.”
A hint of doubt returned to Temi’s face. “I’ve been to all the best surgeons already.”
“I will not search here,” Eleriss said.
“Here? Prescott?” Temi asked.
“Earth,” I guessed.
Eleriss did not agree out loud, but he inclined his head toward me. And now I was really jealous. Maybe I could go along and hold Temi’s scabbard for her. Like a golf caddy. Except with swords. Just because I hadn’t encountered the “sword caddy” profession in RealmSaga didn’t meant it wasn’t a thing.
The skeptical expression hadn’t left Temi’s face. Either she didn’t believe—which was understandable—or she didn’t think this was a job for her. I gave her an encouraging nod when she looked at me. For as much as I’d love to take the job, if she could get her leg fixed, she’d be the ideal choice.
“I’ll have to think about it,” Temi said.
Jakatra tossed a few surprised words to his comrade. What, was he shocked someone would have to “think about” training with him? Maybe he was something special where he came from and his own people would line up for the opportunity. Personally, I’d rather have Eleriss.
“We will leave you time to do so,” Eleriss said. “But we cannot give you too much time. If your decision is no... another alternative must be sought.”
“Are there other alternatives?” I asked.
“If the criminal did not survive the flood, there are not. Not that we have discovered yet. And time... time is a concern.”
Jakatra said a word in his own language and walked out the door.
More polite, Eleriss said, “Good night,” before heading in the same direction.
“Wait,” I blurted, a thousand questions on the tip of my tongue. They’d told us so little. Who was responsible for making the monster? Why had it been made? Would the next one be the same or worse? Where were his people from? How long had they been visiting our world and why? Why had they plucked humans out of history and locked them up? What crimes had those people committed? “What are your people called?” I asked, thinking he might at least answer a simple question like that.
Standing in the doorway, Eleriss gazed back at us thoughtfully. Perhaps he wouldn’t answer even that question. Then he glanced over his shoulder into the hotel parking lot. Checking to see if Jakatra was out of earshot?
“We call ourselves the Dhekarzha,” Eleriss said quietly.
Simon stepped forward. “Are you at all aware of our people’s mythology stories that speak of elves?” He wriggled his eyebrows, silently asking if Eleriss would like to confess to being an elf.
My first inclination was to jab him with an elbow, but I found myself watching for a response instead.
“I am aware of some of the mythologies of your numerous cultures,” Eleriss said.
“And?” Simon prompted.
“They’re very creative.” Eleriss inclined his head again, repeated, “Good night,” and stepped outside.
As soon as he was gone, Simon and I faced Temi together.
“You’re going to do it, right?” I asked.
Simon nodded, though he looked like he wanted to say something too. Apparently, now that the life-and-death situation was over, he was back to having a hard time speaking to her.
“I... don’t know,” Temi said. “It sounds ludicrous. I don’t really believe...” She frowned toward the parking lot. “But if there’s even a chance...” Her hand drifted to her knee.
“You have to take it.” I kept myself from adding that the only way we’d get our questions answered was by having further contact with that pair. That wouldn’t likely be Temi’s driving motivator.
“The idea of having my leg back is appealing,” she said. “Fighting monsters and risking my life every day is less so.”
“I’m sure you’d make a fine Xena Warrior Princess,” Simon said and smiled, proud perhaps to have offered this compliment without stuttering.
Temi’s brow furrowed. “A who?”
“Xena.” Simon’s smile faded. “From the... uh, did you not ever see that show?”
“No.”
“Oh.”
While Simon studied his socks, I told Temi, “Think of it this way: today you killed a creature that was killing innocent people. You’re being given the opportunity to save more lives in a way nobody else can. I’d think that’s a much more important contribution to the world than entertaining people by playing a sport.”
Temi’s lips flattened. “Have you been talking to my parents?”
“Nah, they’d tell you to wander off the grid, plant a big garden, and have a small carbon footprint. This is way better. You get to wield a magic sword.”
Simon had grown tired of studying his threadbare socks and lifted his head to nod at this notion. “That would be the selling point for me.”
“Because you’d want the honor of defending your world and making this a better place for your fellow man?” I asked him. “Or because you think a glowing sword would be a chick magnet?”
Simon grinned. “Absolutely.”
Temi traced a finger along the runes engraved in the blade. “Perhaps it would be a chance to be... somebody again.”
With a wistful sigh, I wondered if I’d ever get that chance. All I said was, “Yes.”
THE END
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CHAPTER 1
Life-changing moments are sneaky little bastards. Often we don’t even know that nothing will ever be the same until long after, only in hindsight can we look and say “There! That was it! That changed everything.”
Well, at least we could, if we’re alive to do it.
For me, it was just another Thursday evening on a blustery spring day. I was finishing up a Japanese to English translation job and only somewhat pretending to mind the register in my comic and game shop. That’s the benefit of being the owner, I suppose. No one was going to tell me to be cheerful and pay attention to customers.
There weren’t any, anyway. Thursday nights are game night and we close early. I hadn’t flipped the sign yet as I was waiting on Harper, my best friend of the last four years, to stop swearing at her game of StarCraft.
“No amount of Banelings in the world are going to save you here,” I said, glancing over at her screen.
“Marines are overpowered,” she growled.
“Sure,” I said, trying not to laugh. It was an old gripe. Whatever race her opponent played in the game was always OP, according to the logic of Harper. “Maybe you should play with a mouse instead of just your track pad?”
“I’m practicing my hotkeying,” she said. “Shut up, you’re distracting me.”
The string of bells on the door tinkled and I turned away from my laptop to face the front of the store, figuring it was either a college student or a harried mother looking for Pokemon or Magic the Gathering cards. Those types, beyond my regulars, are about all that trickle into my store on weekdays.
The man who came in was no college student, and he definitely wasn’t a soccer mom. He walked through the door and paused, his head turning and his eyes wide from the change between daylight and the strategically placed lamps I keep in my shop. He took in the front display of the latest adventure releases and the wall rack of new release comics, then stepped further in, head turning as though searching for something or someone.
His uncertainty gave me a moment to look him over. He looked roughly thirty years old and somewhat like a Hollywood version of a Norse God. About six foot six with shaggy white blond hair, features that a romance novel would call chiseled, and more lean muscle than a CrossFit junkie. He was also packing a handgun, mostly hidden beneath his custom fitted leather jacket.
So, you know, not your average comic book or tabletop gaming enthusiast.
There was also the part where my wards hummed for moment, a sound only I could hear. Which meant he wasn’t human, either.
Not that this was weird for the town of Wylde, Idaho. Most of the non-college-student population isn’t wholly human. We’re the shape-shifter capital of the West. Harper herself is a fox shifter, two of the other three in my game group are a wolverine and a coyote. Guy who owns the pawn shop next to me is a bonafide leprechaun and the woman who runs the bakery on the other side is some kind of witch or maybe a druid. The thick ley lines that run through the River of No Return Wilderness at the edge of town draw all kinds of supernaturals to the area.
It’s what had drawn me here. I’d always heard the best place to hide a leaf is in a forest.
I was immediately on my guard. Wards aren’t really my strong suit, so I didn’t know what flavor of preternatural this giant was, but the gun didn’t bode well. Nor did the way he looked at me like he recognized me, or the way he came over to the counter, moving with preternatural grace around the comic book displays. I gathered my power inside myself, preparing to send a bolt of pure energy into his chest if needed. I hadn’t cast a real spell like that in years, but I figured I could get a single one off without knocking myself unconscious with the effort. Probably.
“Can I help you?” I asked, glad the counter was between us, even if the glass case full of dice and card boxes would be little more than a stutter-step to clear for a shifter.
“Who are you?” he said. His voice was deep, with a slight accent. Russian maybe. His eyes were the blue of glacier ice and his expression about as welcoming.
“Jade Crow,” I said, teeth grinding with the effort of speaking and keeping control of my magic. “Who are you?”
“Hi handsome,” Harper said, climbing out of the overstuffed chair next to me that she’d been gaming in. She snapped her laptop shut and gave the newcomer a dazzling smile. She was angular and punky, with spiky brown hair and a way of making men forget what they were going to say when she smiled.
Then she stopped smiling and her eyes got huge, focusing in on the silver feather he wore strung around his neck. “Oh, shit. Justice. Forgive me.” And she bowed her head like she was addressing some kind of royalty.
“Justice? Like one of the shifter peace-keepers, right?” I said, my voice shaking a little with the effort of holding onto my powers for this long without letting loose. “The fuck is going on?” I glanced at Harper and then back at the intruder, keeping my eyes on the feather talisman. Yeah, it was better to look at his neck. Or his chin. His lips were way too kissable.
I shoved that thought away for later. Much, much later.
“I am Aleksei Kirov, a Justice of the Council of Nine. And you,” he said, gesturing at me, “are a murderer.”
“What?” Harper and I said at the same time. We shared a baffled glance. I hadn’t killed anyone in my life, though not for lack of trying once. But still.
Behind the Justice and invisible at the moment to anyone but myself, my spirit wolf guardian stirred, rising up from where she’d been sleeping. Wolf didn’t growl though, just cocked her head and stared at Aleksei, ready for trouble but clearly not expecting it quite yet.
“I haven’t killed anyone. Ever.” I let go of the magic inside me before I accidentally lost control and unleashed. Wiping the sweat from my forehead, I ran my shaky hands over my hair and tugged my waist-length ponytail over my shoulder.
Aleksei relaxed as a confused look came over his face. “You tell the truth,” he said. “But I saw you in a vision. The Nine sent me here. There are shifters in danger and you were at the center, at the crossroads between their lives and their deaths.”
I opened my mouth. Closed it. A small chill went through me. The only way I could see shifters dying because of me was if HE had found me. My psycho ex mentor and lover. I started to mentally pray to the powers of the universe that that hadn’t happened or we were all in deep, deep shit.
“Nobody is in danger that we know of,” Harper said. “Uh, Justice,” she added, still trying to look respectful.
What I knew of the Council of Nine was practically legend, the shifter version of gods. They had Justices, powerful shifters appointed to keep the peace among shifter populations, and to keep the secret of shifter existence from most of the human world. They were judge, jury, and executioner all in one. Shifters didn’t get up to much crime, but if they did, the sentence was almost always death. Pretty good deterrent, I suppose.
“Besides, I’m not a shifter,” I pointed out. “So you have no power over me.”
“Unless you pose a danger to shifters. What are you?” Aleksei asked, his ice-chip eyes narrowing. Subtlety was apparently not one of his charms.
“She’s a hedge-witch,” Harper answered for me. I was glad, since this Justice guy seemed to have the ability to detect lies. Harper wasn’t lying because as far as she knew, that’s what I was. She was just wrong.
Even though she was my best friend, I couldn’t tell her the truth. I couldn’t tell anyone that I was a sorceress. Because they’d all try to kill me, or at least drive me away. Nobody likes sorcerers. Probably because most of us are assholes who kill and eat the hearts of supernatural beings for their power.
I was saved from having to verbally confirm or deny my witchiness by Ciaran. He pushed through my front door, all four foot nothing of him, his copper and silver hair neatly combed and his red coat clinging to his plump body. I looked at the clock on my computer monitor and muttered a curse. It was later than I’d thought.
“Harper,” Ciaran said with a nod and barely a glance at Aleksei. “Jade,” he addressed me next in Irish, “I’d really like you to come have that look at my things before I die of old age.”
“For a man who watched Saint Pat drive out the snakes, you’re looking fine to me,” I said, also in Irish.
That leprechaun neighbor of mine I mentioned? That’s Ciaran. He’d picked up a load of things in an auction the day before, and as always with old things he liked to have me check for magical auras and any hidden surprises. I didn’t use my talents much out of fear of broadcasting my location, but minor magic like detection was as easy as breathing for me, so I did the neighborly thing and helped out when he needed.
“So, uh,” I looked at Aleksei. “Since I haven’t killed anyone and am not planning to, maybe you can just go Justice somewhere else? I’m closing shop.”
“I will stay here. We will talk after. My visions are never wrong.”
From how rigid he was and how intently he stared at me, I wondered if maybe he had a sword up his ass or something. “Okay, buddy. Just tone down the creepy before I get back. And you’ll wait outside my store. I don’t do strangers.” Whoops. That came out weird. “In my store. I mean, alone. I mean I can’t leave you here alone. So wait outside.” Great. Now I was babbling.
“Fine,” he said and I swear to the Universe the bastard smirked at me.
* * *
Ciaran’s shop is an antiquer’s paradise and a neat freak’s nightmare. Also probably a nightmare if you have allergies. He kept it tidy, in its own cluttered way, but trying to keep dust off a few hundred old books, paintings, curio cabinets full of knives, glassware, art plates, figurines, tools with unknown purpose, guns that saw use last during the Civil War, and other interesting items was a task even an immortal couldn’t manage.
The shop had an almost smoky, magical feel that I loved. Above us chandeliers of all kinds from elk antlers to Waterford crystal lit the place, casting shadows into the shadows until you felt as though you might come around a table piled with swords and find the wardrobe that leads to Narnia. The air wasn’t musty, instead it was perfumed with orange and clove and some sort of citrus sent from whatever Ciaran used to wipe down the tables. The best part was that sometimes Ciaran really did have a magical item or two, though it was rare and he generally had me destroy them if we couldn’t figure out what they did. Letting normals buy magical things was just asking for later trouble that nobody wanted.
“Hey,” I whispered to Harper as we entered the shop, “What flavor is that Justice, anyway?”
“Flavor?” She whispered back. “Scary with a dollop of sexy?”
“No, like animal flavor,” I said, whacking the back of her head with my palm.
“Oh. Tiger.” She grinned and rubbed her head.
“Figures,” I muttered. “Guess he wouldn’t be like a rabbit or something.” I’d bet a week of earnings he would be the biggest damn tiger ever. Shifter animals were usually larger than real world ones anyway, but odds were that cocky bastard would be like the strongest, prettiest tiger ever to live. The universe was just like that.
“Most shifters are predators,” Harper said, ducking in front of me. “Makes sense someone who has to like hunt bad shifters and stuff would be a super predator, right?”
“You two done gossiping?” Ciaran called back to us. He was already halfway through the store.
Harper, and I wound our way through the tables and cabinets toward the back office where Ciaran kept any interesting purchases for me to go over, just in case, before putting them out on the floor.
“Was at an auction in Seattle last month,” Ciaran explained, using English for Harper’s benefit, “just got the goods shipped in today. Some old pieces; might be worth checking out before I put a price on them. Even found some of those silver buttons your mum likes so much, Azalea.”
Harper wrinkled her nose at him. He knew she hated being called by her name and preferred her gamer handle. She was about to reply when she stopped cold in front of me, forcing me to do a little dance sideways to avoid running into her. My arm wacked a cabinet and it jingled and rocked but settled without breaking anything. Thank the universe. I figure if something ever fell in here, it would domino and the whole place would crash like a bad YouTube video.
“Where… how… no… I…” Harper couldn’t get words out. She just pointed at a large stuffed fox that was perched on top of an oriental dresser.
“What about it, love? Are you all right?” Ciaran reached for Harper as she started to sink to the floor with horrible half-mewing, half-gulping cries.
I caught her first, wrapping my arms around her wiry body and finally seeing her face. Tears made her mascara run and her shoulders shook in my arms.
“That’s Rosie,” she gasped. “That’s my mom!”



CHAPTER 2
Through the power of Irish hospitality or maybe some magical leprechaun mojo, Ciaran had Harper bundled in a sweater and holding a cup of mint tea before she even realized she’d finally stopped sobbing. Which was good, because Aleksei, who insisted Harper now call him Alek instead of Justice, was grilling her and Ciaran like a cop pushing a suspect.
To be fair, I don’t think he intended it to come out that way. I’d known him for maybe half an hour now and it seemed he only had one gear and it was stuck on one level: intense.
“I will go through my records, Jade, and see if I can get the ID of the man that sold this to me, all right?” Ciaran said. “It was a young man, on Tuesday, I remember that much.”
“See it done.” Alek turned his icy gaze on Harper. His gaze seemed to soften, but it was hard to tell. “And why did no one notice her missing all this time? You said she’s been gone since last weekend.”
“Because she was out picking mushrooms,” I said, stepping firmly between Alek and Harper. “Rose does that. She’ll be gone in those woods a week or so. It’s normal for her.”
“How would a poacher get her?” Harper choked out. “She shouldn’t have even been in fox form.”
She was right about that. Rose, her mother, ran a bed and breakfast on a ranch that was grandfathered into the River of No Return Wilderness. She was an earthy, eccentric, and loving woman who took all sorts of shifter strays in. She liked to go camping in the wilderness every spring before the summer season brought in wildlife photographers, white water rafters, hikers, and all the other people the Wilderness attracted.
“I was sent here by the council,” Alek said and he shook his head, eyes narrowing speculatively at me. “That means foul play.”
“Hey, I was manning my shop. Plus I wouldn’t touch a gun even if it snuggled and made me waffles.” I glared at him. “Oh, universe damn you. Now you are interrogating me. This is not cool.”
“My vision says you are the key,” he said, folding impressively muscled arms over his broad chest.
“Maybe you need your psychic eyes checked,” I shot back.
“Guys,” Harper said, sniffling. “Please. We need to find out how mom… oh god, I can’t say it. Just. Help me.”
I turned to her, taking the tea from her hands and setting it aside. She collapsed into my arms, shaking with renewed sobs. I couldn’t resist another glare at Alek, making it clear this was definitely his fault.
“Hey! Jade? Ciaran?” a male voice called out from back within the shop.
Fuck. Game night.
“Ezee, Levi, we’re back here,” I yelled to them, then said to Alek as his hand reached for his gun, “ease off there, Dirty Harry. They’re furry friendlies.”
“Is anyone human in this town?” He asked. He’d already sniffed at Ciaran and established he was safe since he wasn’t a normal.
“Steve,” Harper said, swallowing another sob and wiping her nose the now damp sleeve of Ciaran’s sweater.
“Harper? You okay? What’s going on?” The twins had made their way back to us.
Ezekiel and Levi Chapowits are Native American like myself, but Nez Perce, not Crow. They’re fraternal, not identical twins, but they share a lot of the same features. Strong bone structure, above average height, thick black hair, dark eyes. Beyond that, and being giant nerds, they are nothing alike. Ezee is a coyote shifter and wears designer knockoff suits he sews himself. He teaches American History and Native Studies up at Juniper College.
Levi is a wolverine who wears nothing but cargo pants, work boots, and tee-shirts stained with the guts of the cars he works on in his shop. He wears his hair in a long Mohawk and has enough piercings in his face that I joke I could peel his skin and use it to strain pasta.
They both break the heart of every woman they meet, pretty much. Not just because they are handsome, smart, and awesome, but because Levi is happily married to a crazy hippy artist and owl shifter named Junebug and Ezee is as gay as Neil Patrick Harris.
“Someone killed mom,” Harper blurted out.
“Fraking-a,” Ezee said. “That why there’s a Justice here?”
Trust Ezee to have noticed the tall hot guy and taken in the feather talisman in a glance.
“What?” Levi said. “Oh, hello.” He tipped his head to Alek.
Alek nodded back, finally seeming at a loss for words in the face of the twins. I was certain he’d start interrogating them soon enough, however.
“Where’s Rose? What happened?” Levi asked.
“Behind you,” I said softly.
A lot more curse words came from the twins as they looked Rose’s dead body over.
“I don’t see a wound,” Ezee said finally.
“We should get an autopsy. That’s what they do on TV.” Harper pulled the sweater tight around herself and stood up.
“Is your medical examiner shifter also?” Alek asked.
“No,” Levi said. “He’s with County. We aren’t big enough to have our own.” Levi also was a volunteer firefighter. That kind of multitasking happens when you live as long as shifters do and in a small town like Wylde.
I ran my hands over Rose’s body, swallowing bile as nausea wormed through me. I was manhandling one of my favorite people in the world. My eyes felt too tight and hot in their sockets and I realized I was about to cry. Shit. I never cry. Not in a couple decades. Not anymore.
I don’t know much about taxidermy, but I figured there would be seams, staples, something. I felt nothing but her fur, its longer russet hairs rough and the lighter undercoat thick and soft on my fingers. I looked into her creepily realistic glass eyes and wished I could ask her what the hell she’d been doing in fox form and how she’d gotten caught. It was possible whoever had done this had no idea he’d killed and stuffed a person.
Which didn’t make my desire to hunt him down and stuff him any less rage-filled and immediate.
“Vivian Lake can do it,” I said. “She’s the local vet. Wolf shifter,” I added, seeing the look on Alek’s face. I took a deep breath as I stepped away from Rose.
Time to put on my Game Master face and get shit done.
“Levi, call Steve. Tell him no game tonight, family emergency. Ezee, you take Harper up to my place.” I pulled out my keys and tossed them to him. Harper looked as though she’d protest for a moment but then leaned into Ezee with another sob.
“Thank you, Jade,” she whispered. “I don’t think I can, I mean…” she trailed off.
“I know, it’s okay. We’ll figure this out. You have a car?” I said then, turning back to Alek.
Ciaran came down the back stairs from his own apartment with a blanket, holding it out. I gave him a half smile of thanks, glad he’d foreseen that we would want something to carry her in.
Before I could, Alek took the blanket and wrapped Rose up with a gentle carefulness that surprised me. As presumptuous as he was, I was kind of glad I didn’t have to touch her again. He looked at me, apparently waiting for me to lead the way out. Another surprise. Maybe he wasn’t always a macho asshole. Or maybe he just wanted to keep me in front of him so he could keep an eye on me. I shoved away those thoughts.
“Okay, Justice, since I’m betting you’ll want to be there, let’s go see Dr. Lake.”



CHAPTER 3
Alek didn’t let me drive his truck. Guess the surprises had run out. It wasn’t what Harper and I would joke was a “compensating for it” truck, but a good sized Ford with scratches and dents and a little dirt around the edges that let you know this guy used his truck for things, not just for driving around. The interior smelled of wet grass, damp earth, and a vanilla-laced musk that I was pretty sure came from Alek himself.
My whole body, all my senses, were aware of the huge, handsome man only inches away from me. Not a thing that boded well. The last time I’d been this instantly attracted to someone, he’d tried to fatten me up with magic, Hansel and Grettel style, and then eat my heart. I inched my ass as close to the door as possible, putting a bit more gap between us on the bench seat.
The drive to Dr. Lake’s should have taken about five minutes, but we hit the single stop light on Main and it was red. An old woman, someone I didn’t recognize, which meant she was not a nerd and probably part of the human half of Wylde, inched her way across the crosswalk.
“Where are you staying?” I asked, more out of a need to fill the silence and not think about what was inside the hand-sewn quilt on my lap. There were two tiny motels in town, mostly catering to the College for visiting family and the summer tourists.
“I have a house trailer,” he said. “It’s at the Mikhail and Sons RV Park, you know it?”
Of course I knew it. Mikhail and his two sons were bear shifters. Vasili, the younger son, had a thing for Magic the Gathering cards. His purchases paid my building rent every time a new expansion came out. They were good people. I could just imagine how they’d bent over backward to accommodate a Justice. I bet they hadn’t charged him. I wasn’t going to ask that aloud. I was more curious about this whole vision thing of his.
“So how’s that Justice thing work? Do you just get visions and know where to show up? And why didn’t you see Rose in danger?” I hadn’t meant that last part to sound so accusatory, but fuck it. What’s the point of a supernatural system of law if they can’t help people before someone gets killed?
“Is like a compass,” he said, turning his head to look at me. His eyes were no longer ice chips but deep pools and there was something sad in his gaze. “I know where to go; I know that I will be needed. The visions are what the Nine know, what they share with me in my dreams. I only know what they know. Is not my power, but theirs.”
I noticed his accent got stronger, too, wondering if I’d upset him. It was hard to tell since his chiseled face gave away little.
“From what Harper has told me, the Nine are like gods. Can’t they do a little better than vague visions?”
“They are not gods,” Alek said. “And there is much in the world we cannot control.” His tone and the sudden tightness in his jaw and shoulders warned me this was a dangerous subject.
“Hey, green light,” I said, too brightly. The car behind us, clearly someone important and in a hurry, honked.
We rode the last couple minutes in silence. I wanted to ask him more about the vision of me, about me being somehow the crossroads between people living and dying. He seemed to think that meant I was killing people, but the most likely explanation was a lot scarier than that. If Samir, my ex, had found me, everyone I knew was in danger. Maybe his vision had nothing to do with whoever had killed Rose.
I took a deep breath and hugged the bundle, my eyes hot again with unshed tears.
“Left, into that parking lot,” I said, pointing to Dr. Lake’s practice. It was in a Victorian-style house, like a lot of us business-owners in Wylde, Dr. Lake lived on the floor above her practice.
Alek came around and opened my door, taking Rose from me. I led the way into the office. Christie, a young wolf shifter who does reception for Dr. Lake, was the only one inside and I sighed with relief.
“Hey Christie, the doc in?” I asked.
“Yeah, she’s doing paperwork,” Christie said, eyeing the large bundle Alek carried. Or perhaps she was just eyeing Alek.
“Get her, and tell her we’ll be in the surgery room. Then you might want to close early. Just, trust me, okay?” I really didn’t want to show the body to Christie. She was barely out of her teens.
“Uh, okay.” She didn’t like it, but she got up and ran down the hall to Dr. Lake’s office.
I led the way to the right to the surgery room. The smell of alcohol tinged with an undertone of old blood make my skin goosebump. I knew the vet pretty well since Harper was always rescuing hurt animals a side-swipe away from roadkill and begging me to take them to the vet for her. She couldn’t stomach the times there was nothing to be done but easing the little critters into death, so I got the fun task of hearing Dr. Lake say there was nothing to do but help them cross over.
Dr. Lake came in directly after us. She was a tiny wolf shifter, short enough she would have legally needed a booster seat in the state of California, with a wiry, compact energy about her. She halted and tipped her chin up, her nostrils flaring as she sniffed the air. If I didn’t hang out with shifters practically twenty-four-seven, it would have been creepy, but you get used to the whole sniffing people to recognize them or learn their mood or whatever.
“Another of Harper’s creatures?” she asked.
“Not exactly,” I said. I took the bundle from Alek and set Rose on the stainless steel table, unfolding the blanket.
“That animal is dead,” Dr. Lake said. “And has been stuffed. There’s nothing I can do here.”
“It’s Rose Macnulty,” I said softly. “We need to figure out how she died.”
Dr. Lake’s eyes widened and she took a half step back, looking from Rose to me and finally to Alek. “Ah, Justice. This is a Council issue?”
“Shifter getting murdered is always a Council issue.”
“Can you do an autopsy?” I asked. It wasn’t really a question, since I bet she’d do whatever the big old Justice here told her to do, but no reason to ruffle more fur than Alek already was just by being himself.
Dr. Lake stepped up to the table and ran her hands expertly over Rose’s body. She peeled back the fox’s lips, felt along her belly, examined her paws. With a grunt she nodded.
“I have no idea how they did it, but I’ll open her and see if I can find out from the inside. No seams, no bullet wounds. It’s an expert job.” She shook her head. “Let me glove up. Get her on the table proper, no point getting that quilt icky.”
I lifted Rose up so Alek could pull the blanket out. Nausea swept through me again, along with an electric tingle along my skin.
And I knew, with lightning clarity, where I’d felt that before.
It wasn’t just revulsion at the body, I was touching foreign magic. There are lots of kinds of magic and lots of ways to draw power. I drew my power from myself, from something like a well inside of myself. It’s unique to me. Any other kind of power, be it from a witch’s ritual drawing on ley lines or natural forces, or another sorcerer, feels alien and weird to me. I can’t use it or understand it, only sense it. Like being a native English speaker and finding all the books in your house suddenly written in Chinese. You know it says something, but the hell you could tell anyone what that was.
“Wait,” I said. I closed my eyes, reaching for a thread of my own power. I gritted my teeth and ran my hands along Rose’s side. The wrongness resolved into a more solid impression. Black lines, dark on dark behind my eyelids, wrapped all around her body just beneath the skin before terminating in a complex knot in her chest.
And below that, the faint bump-bump of a heartbeat.
“Shit,” I said, stumbling backward. “Don’t cut. She’s not dead. She’s got a heartbeat.”
“What?” Alek and Dr. Lake asked at the same time.
“It’s magic. She’s not dead. She’s frozen somehow. Like stasis.” I shivered. Dead might have been better. I couldn’t imagine being frozen, unable to move or speak. Cut off from my human form.
“Can you do something about it?” Alek asked me. I didn’t like the speculative way he was looking at me.
“No,” I said. The truth, more or less. “This is way above my pay grade,” which was kind of a lie but I hoped not enough of one that his apparent lie detection abilities would notice. “It’s not a kind of magic I can use. Whoever cast the spell has to undo it. If that’s even possible.” All that was the truth. Great universe, I hoped it was possible. If it wasn’t, Rose would be trapped like this until the spell degraded enough to stop keeping her alive, and that could be years or even centuries depending on how exactly this magic worked.
“So I find who did this and make them undo it before I kill them. Good.” Alek turned toward the door.
“Hold up there, Rambo. I need a ride back to my store.” Not that I was looking forward to telling Harper what we’d found. I didn’t know if not-quite-dead was worse. We had no answers, just more questions.
“I will keep Rose here, if you want, and see if I can figure out a way to monitor her vitals,” Dr. Lake said, talking to Alek as much as to me. “If anything changes, I’ll call you, Jade.”
The light stayed green on the way back through town and this time we didn’t talk at all.



CHAPTER 4
Ezee, Levi, and Harper were waiting for us in my apartment over the store. I led Alek up the back steps. Three red-eyed faces greeted us as we came into my small living room. The apartment is a long, narrow one bedroom unit, with a single bathroom. The living area is dominated by my purple velvet couch and a fifty-five inch LED TV with about every console you can name set up under it. I mostly use my Xbox360, but some days nothing will do but to kill my thumbs playing Armada on my Sega Dreamcast.
A girl needs options. To me, video games are like shoes. But with more pixels and a plot.
Ezee and Levi had Harper, still bundled in Ciaran’s red sweater, between them. As we came in, they each took one of her hands and all turned their faces to us, expectant.
“So,” I said with a weak smile. “You want the good news or the bad news?”
“Mom’s dead, there is no good news. Unless on the way to the vet you ran over the guy responsible.” Harper glared at me, her green eyes puffy and glittering with tears.
“Actually, she isn’t dead. That’s the good news. And kind of the bad news, too.” I grimaced. That hadn’t come out in the sympathetic, gentle way I’d rehearsed in my head.
“She’s not dead? But, I saw her. She was… how?” I could almost see the hope like will-o-the-wisp lights turning on in Harper’s eyes. I just prayed it wasn’t a false hope I was giving her. How much worse would this get if Alek couldn’t find the magic user who did this and make him or her undo it?
“Magic,” I said. “She’s under some kind of spell holding her in her animal form and keeping her frozen like that.”
“Why the hell would someone do that?” Levi said.
“Good fucking question.” I shook my head and looked at Alek. He had come to loom beside me, standing too damn close for my comfort, but I wasn’t about to inch away. It would have looked pretty obvious.
“I will ask when I find him,” Alek said with a tiny smile that made me think about screaming rabbits and blood spraying on white walls. Not a nice smile, really.
“I don’t care why,” Harper yelled. “Just find him and make him undo it.”
Ciaran knocked at the back door before entering into the tense, now-quiet room. He was out of breath and excited. “I have the paperwork. Here.” He held out a manila folder.
I took it and spread it open on the narrow black coffee table after clearing away the remotes and controllers. The photocopy of the ID said the guy who sold Rose was named Caleb Greer, age thirty-two, with an address in Boise, Idaho. Brown hair, brown eyes, five-foot-eight, one hundred and fifty pounds.
“He was thinner than that photo. If his ID hadn’t put him at over thirty, I would have thought he was a college student,” Ciaran said.
“He probably is,” Ezee said. He leaned forward, looking at the paperwork upside-down. “I mean, how likely is it that some middle-aged dude from Boise drove all the way out here to sell a stuffed fox? It’s more likely a fake or stolen ID.”
“I have his signature on the sale, and his finger prints, there, see? I do everything above board,” Ciaran said. He folded his arms and pressed his lips into a line, muttering in Irish about idiot dogs.
“So what, we just go start knocking on dorm room doors until Ciaran recognizes someone?” Levi asked.
“If that’s what it takes,” Harper said. The hope in her eyes had turned into anger.
I resisted making a comment about anger leading to hate and hate leading to the dark side, but the tension and level of predatory desire to kill was pretty palpable in the room. While it made a lot of sense in a “someone did something awful to someone I love” way, unleashing the hounds, so to speak, on the mostly normals population of Juniper College seemed like a pretty bad plan in actuality. For all we knew, some kid had found the be-spelled Rose on the side of the road with a “free” sign on her and figured they could score a little extra cash.
“There’s a better way,” I said, mentally kicking myself even as my mouth kept moving. I shouldn’t do magic. I shouldn’t get involved. I felt like Sarah in Labyrinth when she falls down into the chute full of hands and chooses to keep going down. Too late now.
“I can do a spell,” I continued. “There’s enough with the signature and fingerprint that I can probably design a tracking thingy. If he or she is within twenty miles, it’ll point right at them.” There, that was more or less the truth. I carefully didn’t look at Alek, though I could feel him looking intently at me. He didn’t trust me anyway, so fuck him.
Hmm. Fucking Alek.
My brain hung up on that idea for a moment and I had to ask Harper to repeat herself once I realized she’d asked me something.
“What do you need?”
Technically, I didn’t need anything. But I wasn’t about to go along. This was clearly Justice business. If the kid was involved, nothing I could do would stop the death sentence on his head for messing with shifters. Justices were judge, jury, and executioners. In most of the world outside the shifter-dense population of Wylde, shifters hid, maintaining a careful line between themselves and normals. Anyone stepping over the line risked humans finding out about the things that go bump in the night on a larger scale and nobody wanted that. The Inquisition? The Nazis? Not just about persecuting humans. A lot of shifts, warlocks, and witches had gotten caught up in human madness over the centuries.
The Council of Nine and the system of Justices keeping peace and shifter law had come about sometime after the worst of the Inquisition, from what Ezee had told me. Compared to outright slaughter and experimentation the inflexibility of shifter law was pretty understandable.
“A compass,” I said. “I have the rest of what I need here.”
“I will be right back,” Ciaran said, turning and dashing back out my door.
He came back with a brass compass done up to look like an old fashioned pocket watch.
“Perfect. Just give me a minute.” I took the compass and the folder and went into my bedroom, locking the door behind me.
Deep breath. This wouldn’t take a lot of magic. We’d still be safe. Wylde has so many ley lines, a full coven of witches, a couple thousand shifters, and probably a few other paranormals I didn’t yet know about. One tiny spell wouldn’t give me away. Probably.
Wolf materialized from thin air, like she does, and jumped up on my bed, watching me with her head cocked and ears perked. I couldn’t tell if she approved or not.
I sank down onto my knees and put the compass on the floor on top of the thumbprint. Wrapping one hand around the large silver polyhedral die that hangs around my neck, I focused, bringing my magic up from the deep well inside.
This kind of magic isn’t my specialty. In my old life, before I almost got killed and eaten, I was more of a fireball throwing, showy sorceress. Form a magic sword instantly out of ice that won’t melt? No problem. Want to cause a localized earthquake or rain down acid? Again, I could do that, once upon a time. Samir and I used to train in an abandoned bunch of warehouses he’d bought up in Detroit, sometimes going out to lone islands in the Great Lakes to do the really spectacular stuff.
I’d grown up and honed my magic on Dungeons and Dragons manuals in the nineteen eighties, raised by an awesome bunch of programmers and gamers after my family kicked me out. Todd, Kayla, Sophie, and Ji-Hoon had taken me in after I’d spent a hellish year on the streets of New York. They had been the closest thing to real family I’d ever had after my birth family kicked me out. Until Samir destroyed that, too.
Another deep breath. I let the past flow away from me and focused on the fingerprint, its ridges and whorls etched in black ink. There wasn’t really a DnD spell precedent for what I wanted to do, but that was okay. Role Playing Games are just that, games. They aren’t any more real than Godzilla or He-man. I’d used the spells as a sort of channel when I was growing up, a way of learning how to focus and impose my will on the power that flowed naturally within me.
I focused on the fingerprint, then on the idea of the hand that had formed the signature. My power flared into my amulet and poured down into the compass. The needle twitched, then spun, then stopped, pointing not north but now to the north-west. Toward Juniper College.
I sealed the spell with another focusing of my will, visualizing a thread of power like a monofilament line from the d-twenty around my neck to the compass. It would hold until I let it go or it got too far away, keeping the compass connected to my power.
“Wish that kid luck,” I muttered to Wolf as I rose and took the compass back out into the living room.
“Here.” I handed the compass to Alek. “This will point you right the owner of that fingerprint. And, uh, be careful. Whoever did that to Rose isn’t a nice person.”
“I am not a nice person,” Alek said with another killer-inside-me smile. “And I have certain defenses from magic that most do not have.”
I almost asked but managed to close my mouth before it got him even more suspicious of me.
“Find him and make him undo the spell. Promise me, Justice.” Harper’s hands were curled into white fists in her lap as she spit the words out. I couldn’t actually tell if she’d asked him to promise her justice or if she was using his title. Maybe both.
Alek started to shake his head as he said “I will…” but I pinched the back of his thigh and twisted, hard, giving him my best don’t-you-dare-crush-my-friend look.
“I will do my best,” he amended with only a slight twitch in reaction.
He had really firm thighs. I shoved that thought away into the overflowing paper bag in my head labeled “inappropriate thoughts about Alek.”
After he left another awkward silence descended. Harper finally broke it by standing up. “Where’s mom?”
“With Dr. Lake,” I said. “She wanted to keep her under observation, monitor her vitals. She’ll call me if there is any change.” I tapped my jean’s pocket where my phone was jammed. Under observation and monitoring vitals sounded good, clinical and nice, like Rose was just in the hospital after an accident instead of locked magically into her fox body, paralyzed and helpless.
Okay. My thoughts really weren’t on the helpful train today.
“I want to go home,” Harper said. “But I don’t know if I can face Max. Oh god.” At the thought of her brother, her eyes started leaking again.
“We’ll go with you,” Levi said.
“Yeah, of course,” Ezee and I agreed.
“Okay. But maybe we don’t say anything. I don’t know. I need to think.” Harper took a deep breath and stood up.
“I’ll be at my place, if you need me,” Ciaran said, excusing himself.
“Thank you, Ciaran,” I said, squeezing his arm as we all moved toward the door. “And Harper, we’ll say or not say whatever you want. It’s going to be okay.”
I could have stabbed myself for saying that last part, but the look of hope she gave me made the lie worth it. Hell, for all I knew, maybe it wasn’t a lie. Maybe the Justice was as badass as he thought and he’d kick in a door or drag the guy who did this back to Dr. Lake’s, and we’d be having tea and cookies with Rose in her country-chic kitchen by moon-rise.
After all, in a world full of shape shifters, witches, gods, and sorcerers, maybe miracles can happen.



CHAPTER 5
Dusk fell over us like a shroud as we drove out of the town proper and down the narrow two-lane road toward The Henhouse Bed and Breakfast which Harper and her family called home. I rode in the back of Levi’s Honda Civic with Harper but we all drove in silence, each lost in our own thoughts, I guess.
The locals, like my friends in the car, call the River of No Return Wilderness “The Frank,” after the prefix, since it’s technically the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness. I resisted calling it that and in bleak moments like this its name fit. No return. Whatever happened after tonight, after finding Rose and whatever dark magic was trapping her like that, nothing would be exactly the same here. We were friends, sure, but we’d never faced any real adversity together. We sat around a table a couple times a week and pretended we were mages and bards and barbarians fighting dragons and evil liche kings.
I stared out the window so that I wouldn’t be staring creepily at Harper and watched as the sun disappeared in a bloody smear behind the black spikes of the fir and pine trees.
Yeah. My brain wasn’t feeling morbid and hopeless at all.
“Do you think she’s awake? Conscious I mean. Like, could she hear me?” Harper said softly. Her face was still pressed to the window, her eyes staring out into the darkening trees.
I knew what she meant though. I’d been worrying over the same questions. I had no real answer though. Harper had asked me what I thought, so I decided that would allow another small lie. It’s almost funny how we destroy things by inches.
“I think she’s sleeping. Magic like that takes a ritual. I bet she was asleep and still is. Big, blond, and scary out there will find the bastard that did it and stop him. Then she’ll wake up, like sleeping beauty.” I smiled at her in what I hoped was a reassuring way.
“But without the rape and having a baby after one hundred years thing,” Ezee said over the back of his seat.
“Oh god, what if he did things to her before the spell? Or after?” Harper started sobbing again.
“Not helping, dumbass.” I leaned in and flicked Ezee’s ear.
“Alek will find him,” Levi said. “The Nine never fail to get justice.”
“We should have gone with him,” Harper said. “I should have.”
“And what?” I said. “None of us have law enforcement backgrounds. None of us know shit about tracking down someone or how to deal with hostile magic.” Wow, I was just full of lies tonight. Why quit when you’re ahead, right? “We’d be in the way. Remember what you guys told me about the Justices? They are highly trained from, like, birth, and equipped to act as supernatural judge, jury, and executioner. I don’t think any of us want to get in the way of that.”
“I guess,” Harper said, sitting up a little.
“We could always nerd the guy to death, I suppose,” Levi said.
“Ooh, yeah, new torture technique. We’ll make him watch nothing but Highlander 2 and Star Trek 5!” Ezee twisted in his seat, reaching back to squeeze Harper’s knee.
Harper giggled a little through her hiccupping sobs. “Anyone would give up their secrets to make that stop, huh?” Her smile was pretty weak-sauce, but at least she wasn’t staring blankly out the window and letting her mind run all kinds of horror scenarios.
My phone started playing the Mega Man 2 theme and I fumbled it out of my pocket. Ciaran.
“Sup?”
“Two men, guns,” Ciaran said quickly in Irish. In the background I heard someone, a male voice for sure, say something about speaking English and Ciaran say it was just a greeting. Then he continued, and it sounded from the echo like he had me on speaker phone. “Jade, there’s a problem with that stuffed fox I sold you. Sorry about the late hour, but could you bring it by the shop as soon as possible?”
“Sure thing. I’ve got it with me. I can be there in thirty?” It would only take us maybe fifteen to get back into town if Levi stepped on it.
“Sounds good. Come in the front, I’ll leave it open for you.”
“Cool. See you soon.”
I made sure the phone was clicked off and then growled at Levi. “Turn the car around. Two men with guns have Ciaran and are looking for Rose. We have to go back.”
Levi hit the brakes and executed the quickest three point turn I ever want to experience ever. His car might look compact and reliable, but inside is a beast of an engine that probably isn’t even street legal and we felt the full g-forces of it as he floored the gas and shot us back toward town.
“Call the sheriff?” Ezee asked.
“Not yet. We don’t know what we’re dealing with and I don’t want to get Ciaran killed. Let me go in and see. If I’m not out in a few, you guys can call then. I’ll leave my phone line open to you so you can hear.”
“How come you get to go in?” Harper said. “If they want my mom, they’ll have to go through me. I don’t fear bullets.” She looked ready to go furry and get her serial killer on.
“They are expecting me. Going psycho on them might feel good, but it won’t really solve anything. Also, we don’t know yet what we are dealing with. They might be human, in which case killing them is kind of murder and even our cops might get mad about it,” I said. The local sheriff was an elected position, so of course she was a shifter, but I think the last time our town saw an actual murder was back in the era of buggies and gunslingers in saloons wearing ten gallon hats.
“Can you go faster?” Harper said.
“Maybe,” Levi answered.
He could, it turns out. We got to Ciaran’s store in less than fifteen minutes, slowing down to drive past it and not look like maniacs. The main street was almost abandoned after dark in our sleepy little down. Most people would be at the bars on the other end or over at the diner. All the shops were closed here and there was no foot traffic.
We pulled an emergency blanket out of the back of the Honda and I shook it out and then crumpled it into a bundle in my arms. They were expecting someone to bring something in, after all. I figured worst case I could use the blanket as a lame distraction.
“Okay. Harper, stay out here by the car and keep an eye on the front.” She started to protest and I gave her my best pleading look. “Trust me? I need you out here watching my back.”
When she finally nodded and her shoulders slumped, I continued with my plan. “Levi and Ezee, head around back. If I’m not out in ten or if I say anything about my grandmother over the phone, call Sheriff Lee. I don’t suppose anyone thought to get Alek’s number?” I sure hadn’t. I touched my amulet. The spell was still active, the link thick and strong. Alek likely wasn’t far away if he still had the compass.
Head shakes met that last question. “Okay. It doesn’t matter. Don’t get shot.”
Easy for me to say, I thought as I walked into Ciaran’s Curios. The store was dark except for a light in the back hallway from the open office door. The dimness only emphasized the odd shadows cast by various lamps, statues, cabinets, and other items. I’d never noticed this place was so creepy at night.
I’d never walked in here expecting armed men either. Correlation is not causation, but I could make a pretty good case on this one.
I tried to quiet my random thoughts and come up with a real plan other than don’t get shot. I thought about using magic to somehow subdue the men, but just upkeeping the tracking spell was making me more tired than I thought it would. A headache had vice-like fingers around my temples.
Magic for a sorcerer is like a muscle, if you don’t use it much, you won’t completely lose it, but it will atrophy and not work the same later. I did exercise my power on weekends sometimes, lifting small rocks and holding them up in various patterns. Nothing big, nothing that would jiggle Samir’s web of informants or sensors or however he tracked me, and bring him after me like a starving spider.
Maybe I could do something more coincidental, like more White Wolf mage than Dungeons and Dragons mage. Jam the guns. Knock a cabinet onto their heads.
Only, I had no idea how to jam a gun. Nor did I have a clue how much magic would get me noticed. The ley lines and supernatural population could only hide so much, especially from someone who knew my magic and what it looked and felt like.
So, I was down to just winging it. No magic. Maybe I should have gone to my place first and grabbed a knife. I recalled some saying about bringing a knife to a gun fight and it not being a good thing. Okay, we were down to hoping I could take out two men with only my wits and a scratchy wool blanket. Great plan.
“Ciaran? I’ve got the fox,” I called out as I carefully wove my way through the shop. I didn’t want to surprise anyone with a gun.
“In my office,” Ciaran called out.
I saw a shadow move in the hallway beyond the office. It was way too big to be the leprechaun. One of the gunmen?
Then I caught a gleam of eyes, the way a cat’s eyes pick up light and shine in the dark. Alek stepped just enough forward that I could make out his features but he hung back so that he was still hidden from anyone inside the office itself. He raised a finger to his lips, and then made a get away motion. I shook my head.
“Ciaran,” I called out again. “It’s really dark out here. Can you come turn on a light or something? I feel like I’m going to kill myself running into something and this fox is super bulky.”
There was muttering from the office. I crept forward, trying to be stealthy and not knock over anything. I let the blanket slide down my body to the floor and kicked it under a table, ready to follow it if bullets started flying.
“Be right there,” Ciaran yelled.
He emerged from the office, a taller, thinner man standing directly behind him. I assumed that guy had the gun pointed at Ciaran’s back.
“Drop the gun and tell your friend not to do anything stupid.” Alek’s voice was calm and deep. And cold enough to send chills down my spine.
“Fuck man,” said the guy behind Ciaran. He twisted his head and saw Alek’s huge form in the shadows, pointing a big hand gun at his head. “Jimmy, don’t do anything stupid.”
“There’s a guy here with a gun,” someone, I assumed Jimmy, said from inside the office. “What do we do? What? No, don’t. Don’t do that. We’re sorry. We can fix this. Shit!”
The guy in the hallway turned slightly toward the door. “What’s he doing?”
Ciaran chose that moment to sprint forward and then duck aside, behind a large oriental cabinet. Panicking, the guy with the gun started shooting into the dark shop as he swung around toward Alek.
I dove for the floor as well as something hot hit my hip. I felt as much as heard my phone shatter and then lightning pain shot through my side and down my leg. I crawled with zero dignity under the table.
From my agonizing but safe-ish position, I saw Alek jumped by another man, this one shorter and bulkier than the first. They grappled and the first guy ran right at me, though I wasn’t sure he could see me. In a brilliantly thought-out move, I shoved the wadded up blanket next to me out in front of him and he sprawled into the table, knocking down the universe knows what around us.
The pain in my leg nearly blacked out my vision but I grabbed at the guy. He knew what had been done to Rose. He was the key; I couldn’t let Harper down just because of a stupid wound.
“No. You. Don’t,” I hissed.
He stopped fighting me so suddenly I actually lost my grip. For a moment he froze and then he ripped at his neck, pulling out a medallion on a chain. I couldn’t make out the details in the dim light but nausea hit me and I felt the same kind of weird magic that had trapped Rose at work.
“No no no nononono,” the man’s voice became a litany as the medallion started to glow a sickly green.
In pain, bleeding, and out of options, I reached for my power almost on instinct, throwing my power into a giant silver circle around us both, trying to lock out the foreign magic. Whatever that thing was doing, it didn’t seem good.
The other gunman was screaming and I dimly heard Alek cursing. Then it stopped, the sickly green light winking out as though I’d imagined it. The man in front of me lay still, his chest slowly rising and falling, but for all appearances he wasn’t conscious.
“Jade!” Harper’s voice.
Ciaran threw on the lights and I winced, blinking rapidly to try to adjust. Harper came up, kicking the gun further from the man’s hand. Boy, really, now that I had a look at him. I doubted he was over twenty-one.
“It’s a trap,” I said, waving at Harper to back off. “Get an axe.”
“Trick, not trap. Geez.” She poked him with her shoe.
Misquoting Army of Darkness. I really was hurt. I crawled forward, trying to keep my weight off my injured hip. I felt the bullet inside me, my body reacting to the unknown object and trying to heal it out. I needed to get out of here before I did fully heal or there would be some truly uncomfortable questions.
But I wanted the boy’s medallion. I yanked it off his neck as I pretended to feel for a pulse and slid it into my bra as I curled my body to keep the bleeding side out of Harper’s vision.
I failed.
“Did you get shot? You’re bleeding,” Harper yanked off her tee-shirt and bent over me, trying to press it to my hip.
“My phone broke when I dove under the table,” I said, taking her shirt and covering the bloody patch as best I could. I didn’t want to look yet. If it looked anything like it felt, my side was disaster. “Just cuts, I’ll be fine.”
“We called Sheriff Lee, she’s on her way,” Ezee said. “Bloody hell, did you get shot?”
I had to get out there. Like, now.
“No, just cuts. I’m going to my place to clean up. This guy needs a medic or something, I don’t know what happened.” I tried to stand and regretted my life.
“This one is dead. I’m not sure how.” Alek’s voice.
Dead? Oh, that was bad. It was getting harder to think. I decided to worry about one thing at a time. Step one was figuring out how to walk out of here, up the stairs to my apartment, and if I could make it to the bathtub before I fainted from the pain. Be a lot easier to clean blood out of the bathroom than my living room carpet. I’d never get that security deposit back.
“Harper, go with Jade. The less people messed up in this, the better, no?” Ciaran said.
“I’ve got to stay since I called the Sheriff,” Levi said.
“And I do also, since she’ll never believe only one of us was here,” Ezee added.
“I’ve got her,” Alek said. He moved with insane speed to my side and then somehow I was in his arms. “Don’t protest,” he whispered in Russian, his breath warm on my hair. “Clearly you don’t want them to know you’ve been shot, so shut up and let me carry you.”
Since the Zerg queen of white hot pain and all her little pain-filled broodlings were currently setting up a summer home in my hip, I decided to shut up and let him carry me.



CHAPTER 6
Harper tried to follow us into my bathroom, but I shut the door in her face, muttering something about too many cooks in the kitchen. I hoped I made some kind of sense, but I was in too much pain and panic to care.
I’d used my magic, like a lot of magic. Maybe too much. My head certainly thought I had used way too much. It was out of practice and I felt like a former athlete who’d spent a couple years on the bench suddenly trying to beat Usain Bolt in the hundred meter dash.
Plus the more passive side-effects of not being human were taking a toll. My body was shoving shards of cell phone and what felt like a million pieces of bullet out of my hip, with what looked like a million gallons of blood.
Alek set me down as gently as he could in my bathtub and then pulled out a knife.
I flinched and held up my hands, but he just sighed and reached for my pants.
“I need to cut those away, take a look.”
“Harper,” I whispered, then switched to Russian. “She can hear us.”
A weird warmth slid over the room and I watched as the walls took on a slightly silvery sheen.
“No one outside this room can hear anything now,” he said.
“Guess being a Justice comes with bonus features.”
“First we take care of your wound. Then we’ll talk.”
I wasn’t sure which part of that I looked forward to less. He cut my jeans away and it wasn’t anything like the fantasies I hadn’t let myself have about him cutting my clothes off. I was too busy trying to seal my teeth to each other with my jaw muscles to tell him that, thank the universe.
With the wound washed off, which let me tell you was a peachy experience I never want to repeat, it didn’t look so bad. Kind of like a steak after you take out your aggression on it with a hammer. And bonus, I now know what my hip bone looks like and I had a nice collection of metal fragments to show the grand kids. My phone seemed to have eaten the worst of the bullet and it was super FUBAR.
I laid back in the tub once we got the wound clean, focusing on breathing and not passing out.
“The bleeding has stopped,” Alek said. Helpful guy.
“Yeah. Give it a little while. I’ll heal.” I wished he would shut up and go away.
“You are no hedge witch.”
“You are amazing at pointing out obvious things,” I said, opening my eyes. “How did you know I’d understand Russian?”
“Call it a hunch.”
He leaned against my bathroom counter, looking entirely out of place in the small room. I turned my head, choosing to look at the Dragon Ball Z poster I had on the bathroom door instead of into those speculating, piercing blue eyes.
“What happened back there? What kind of magic was that? And how did you save that boy?”
“That’s way too many questions for my brain to handle right now,” I said. All questions I didn’t really want to answer. Some I didn’t even have the answer to, anyway. Like what kind of magic this was. Human magic, I was pretty sure, so that meant ritual most likely. But it wasn’t like just anybody could use a ritual any more than a kid could open up the Dungeons and Dragons Player’s Guide and cast Magic Missile. Magic was everywhere, in everything, but it was like sunlight or carbon molecules. If you don’t have the tools to use it and the ability somehow to even tap in, there’s no way you can make it work just by trying.
To work a ritual, you’d need knowledge, time, a power source you could access, the right ingredients and foci, combined with a strong enough will to bind it all together. It wasn’t those kids, not working alone. Jimmy, the dead one, he’d been on the phone with someone. Someone who had tried to kill both boys using their medallions.
“You are thinking very hard for someone who pretends to know nothing,” Alek said, interrupting my half-conscious train of thought.
“I don’t know anything, not really. It’s all speculation.”
Cat-quick, he bent over me and slid his large, warm hand into my shirt. When I pictured him groping my breasts, it wasn’t exactly like this. He pulled the medallion out of my bra and dangled it over me. I made out a pattern of circles on its stained, black surface and it looked to be molded from clay.
“You pictured me groping your breasts?” he asked and he had that smirk I’d seen a million years ago this afternoon, before everything went to hell on the handbasket express.
Clearly, I’d spoken aloud. “Blood loss talking,” I said. I swiped at the medallion. “Give that back.”
“Tell me what it is,” he said, standing up out of my reach.
“I don’t know.” I gave him a smile to show that hey, I could tell the truth sometimes.
“But you can find out.” That wasn’t even a question. No fair.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe. Not tonight. I’m kind of in heal mode here. Why don’t you go away? I’m rescinding your invitation.”
“I am not a vampire.” He cocked his head, those ice chip eyes of his narrowing as he looked me over. “You can’t order me out.”
“Vampires don’t exist,” I muttered. I blushed and wondered I had the blood left in my body for it. I was lying in a bathtub with half my pants missing and only a scrap of black panties covering my girl bits. I wished I’d worn nicer underwear. Or shaved in the last two days. He was a shifter though, maybe he preferred his women furry.
Ho-kay. That was definitely the blood loss talking.
I looked down at my hip. The wounds were mostly closed, looking a lot more like a bad abrasion than a bunch of stitch-worthy cuts. Time to get out of the bathtub and find if I had any Band-Aids.
“Still here?” I said. “Help me up.”
He pulled me out of the tub as though I were no bigger than a kitten. I lost the scrap of panty but managed to yank a towel over myself as I leaned heavily on the bathroom counter.
“Okay, I need to clean up here, and you really need to leave. Maybe that kid will wake up and tell you what’s going on.”
He caught my chin in his hand and tilted my head toward him, leaning in close. He smelled like vanilla and sun-kissed hay. “I will come back tomorrow. And you will tell the truth, Jade Crow.” All trace of smirk was gone from his face.
“Fuck you,” I said, jerking my head away. Mistake, that. Red and black dots swum over my eyes and the headache vise tightened another notch.
“I thought you had revoked my invitation,” he said, and just like a freakin’ Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, he was smirking again.
“Do they train you to be this annoying at Justice Academy, or does it come naturally?” I said as I turned carefully around, deliberately not looking in the mirror, and pulled open the medicine cabinet. I did have Band-Aids. Score.
“It runs in my family.” He set the medallion down on the counter and pulled open the door. The silvery shield he’d cast on the room dissolved. “I’ll be back,” he said over his shoulder.
Harper lurked near the door and ducked into the bathroom as soon as Alek left.
“He managed not to make that line sound ironic at all, wow,” she said. “What were you guys doing in here?”
“Staring contest,” I said. “And I don’t think he was actually trying to quote The Terminator. You going to sleep over?”
“That okay?” She sounded so young and vulnerable. It was easy to forget sometimes that she was nearly twenty years younger than I was. I might look like I’m in my mid-twenties, but I’m a lot closer to fifty than thirty.
“Of course,” I said. “I don’t really want to be alone, you know?”
Apparently I wasn’t done lying after all.
* * *
I didn’t want to get up when my alarm blared to life, but the smell of waffles and bacon summoned me. I’d slept fitfully with weird dreams. The final dream ended with the sound of my alarm and the feel of Samir’s hands around my throat as he whispered he would be here soon.
For a moment I wondered who was making bacon, but remembered that Harper had slept on my couch. At least she was earning her keep. I sat up too quickly and my hip pinged me with a reminder that I’d been shot the night before. I stumbled to the bathroom with a muttered good morning to Harper and peeled up the Band-Aids.
There was a pretty amazing green, yellow, and purple bruise, but the cuts were all closed. A gaping wound would close within minutes. A bruise? That would stick around for days. Maybe it was my body’s way of telling me I should really avoid taking damage.
I pulled on clothes, shared a somewhat awkward and quiet breakfast with Harper, and then went down to open my shop. Harper took her laptop and said she was going to go over to Dr. Lake’s and sit with her mother, then she planned to go home and talk to her brother Max about what was happening.
After the craziness of the day before, a quiet day in my shop seemed eerie. I kept waiting for something else horrible to happen, but the hours went by without anyone ending up dead or frozen or any other hot strangers with guns barging in.
Harper called the land line in the shop around four to tell me she was heading to the B&B to talk to Max. I felt weirdly isolated without my cell phone. I ordered a replacement online, but I wouldn’t have it until the following Monday.
I had no word from Alek. Ciaran dropped by to say he’d solved everything with the cops, at least for the moment, and that the second kid was in a coma at the hospital. The sheriff was going to write it up as a robbery gone wrong. Nobody had any explanation for how Jimmy had died. It appeared his heart had stopped, just like that. I didn’t envy Sheriff Lee her job explaining it to his parents or the admins at the college.
Ezee called the store as well, sometime after noon when I’d given up on doing inventory and was distracting myself by painting orc miniatures. He said he recognized one of the kids from school and was going to ask around, see who they might have associated with. I told him to be careful and asked if he’d seen or heard from the Justice. He hadn’t.
The medallion off the kid in the coma was upstairs. As the day faded, I thought about it more and more, trying to anticipate the questions Alek might have and how to answer them in a way that would make sense but not give away more about myself than I already had.
No good. I dropped a mini back onto the newspaper and gritted my teeth.
Thoughts of Samir flooded in. Had even the relatively small amounts of magic I’d used yesterday been too much? Was he even now on his way here to finally kill me? The tracking spell wouldn’t register, I didn’t think. Way too much ambient magic in this area for that to stand out. But the circle of protection I’d thrown up to fend off whatever killing ritual the shadowy man behind Rose’s paralyzing was performing, that wasn’t exactly minor magic. I mean, in the scale of things for me, it was. Or it would have been, once upon a time when I was in practice and in shape magically speaking.
I looked around my shop. Pwned Comics and Games. It was home, the kind of place my teenage self had dreamed about all those years ago after my second family opened my eyes to the world of all that is nerd. I liked my life here. I didn’t want things to change. I didn’t want to have to run again.
Maybe I was still safe. No more magic though. Not even my stone floating exercises, at least not for a while. Whatever happened with Rose and the ritual mage who was behind all this was Alek’s problem to handle. He was the one trained for this shit. I could provide emotional support to my friends, but I had to stop being involved.
I could stay for now. Keep my life here. Decision made, I relaxed a little.
Which is when, of course, the universe kicked me in the ass again.
Levi and Harper came through the front door in a rush. I knew it was trouble just from the energy they projected, before I even made out their upset faces and heard a peep from them.
“Ezee is missing,” Levi said.
“What do you mean, missing?” I asked. My heart took up residence in my throat.
“He was supposed to meet me at work after his last class got out. He didn’t show and he isn’t answering either his cell or his office phone.”
“Maybe he’s at the library? Emergency student conference?” I tried to ignore my painful sense of foreboding.
“Did you talk to him today?” Harper asked.
Shit. “Shit,” I said. “I did. He said he knew one of the perps from last night and was going to ask around, see who else might be connected to the guy.”
“Shit is right,” Levi muttered. “We’re going over to Juniper to look for him. Come on.”
How could I refuse that? He was my friend. This felt an awful lot like involvement though.
“Where’s the Justice?” I asked.
“I think he went to the hospital to see if that guy had woken up yet,” Harper said. “He said something about it when he came to check on mom earlier.”
Which meant Alek was at least forty-five minutes away in another town. Wylde wasn’t large enough to have a full hospital, we just had the emergency clinic and a couple doctor’s offices.
“Okay, let me lock up,” I said. What else could I do?



CHAPTER 7
Juniper College is a private liberal arts university known for turning out a lot of serious students who go on to get PhDs and then work in low level service jobs for the rest of their lives trying to pay off massive student loans. Okay, so maybe not always that last part, but it was one of those elite small schools full of people who seemed more in love with learning than with practical life skills. I’d teased Ezee about it a lot, but in good fun.
I mean, I’d been raised by a bunch of professors and gone to a similar school. Once upon a time I had thought I could be happy in academia for the rest of my life. Before Samir and my wild years as a sorceress-in-training, plotting to make the world my bitch.
The campus was just outside Wylde proper and butted up against the border of the River of No Return Wilderness. Ezee’s office was in the oldest building on campus, a beautiful five story timber and river stone mansion that sat like a jewel in the middle of a grove of old growth Douglas Fir trees.
The sun was low in the sky when we arrived and the campus quiet in the spring chill. Here and there students walked in packs, talking to each other or with heads buried in their phones, and no one gave us much of a glance.
Ezee’s office was on the fourth floor. Levi had a key and let us in when knocking clearly showed his brother wasn’t in residence.
Books filled one wall on shelves bending a little under their weight. Two overstuffed leather chairs with brass upholstery tacks decorating them in knotwork patters on the edges were positioned by the desk in a way that invited one in for a cozy chat over a cup of tea about the mysteries of the universe, or, given Ezee’s area of expertise, a lively talk about American history and treatment of native peoples.
His desk was orderly, his laptop sitting in sleep mode and plugged into the spike bar on one side. A pile of papers sat waiting to be graded or handed back. There was a pink pen, uncapped, lying on the open area of the desk, as though Ezee had just set it down and was about to return to whatever he’d been writing. Even his desk chair was rotated toward the door, as though he’d only stepped out for a moment, and the Armani aftershave he used still hung in the air.
“Maybe he’s in the bathroom? Or we could check the library,” I said.
“It feels like he’s here. Somehow.” Levi shook his head and sniffed the air. “I think he’s close. I can’t tell. It’s like something is blocking my connection to him.”
The twins might be fraternal, but shifter twins were an almost unheard of phenomenon. It wasn’t a surprise that they were bonded in a magical way. We often joked that if you pinched one, the other would flinch. Or at least glare at you, if it was Levi. Flinching wasn’t manly enough for him.
“Do you know his computer password?” Harper asked.
“Is the Pope Catholic?”
“Okay, yeah, stupid question.”
Levi sat at the desk and unlocked the laptop. “Nothing immediate that I can see. Let me check his calendar. He writes down everything.”
“Can I help you?” A man’s voice from right behind me made me jump. Nausea twisted in my gut and I took a step back into the office as I turned and looked the guy over.
He was about my height, maybe five eight, pudgy, close to forty, with thinning brown hair and glasses that exaggerated the bulge of his blue eyes. He wore a brown sweater and a pair of faded khakis and looked utterly unassuming. Yet he set off my creep alert instantly. Maybe it was the nausea. Maybe it was the events of the last day.
“Hi, we’re looking for Professor Chapowits,” I said. Despite my no magic vow, I summoned a little of my power and tried to detect if this guy had any magic on him. Nothing. Damn. Maybe I was paranoid.
“He’s not here,” the man said. “How did you get into his office?” He seemed weirdly nervous, his eyes darting from me, to Harper, to Levi, and the computer.
“I’m his brother,” Levi said, swinging the chair around. “You are?”
“I’m Bernie uh, Barnes. I work here. That’s my office,” he jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Ezekiel is gone for the day. You shouldn’t be going through his things.”
“He wouldn’t have left his laptop, and he’d be answering his phone,” Levi said. “Did you see him? What did he say?”
“I just saw him leave a little while ago. Maybe he was getting coffee. He likes to get coffee at the student café. You should try there.” Bernie Barnes, whose name sounded like a bad Stan Lee villain’s, smiled weakly at us, nodding as though he’d thought of something brilliant.
I really didn’t like this guy. He seemed desperate to convince us that Ezee wasn’t here and everything was fine. I studied him more with my magic enhanced vision. It wasn’t that I was getting nothing, I realized. I was seeing not just an absence of magic but an actual null void. He should have registered as a human, with the little ticks and flurries of ambient power that flowed around all life forms. But to my magical vision, it was like he wasn’t there at all.
“Why don’t you come with us,” I said. “Show us where it is.”
“Okay,” Bernie said, surprising me. “Let me lock up my office.” He turned and walked down the hall.
“That guy seem weird to you?” Harper asked.
“Hella weird,” Levi said.
I stepped out of the office and saw Bernie disappearing not into one of the offices in the hall but through the stairwell doors.
“Shit, he’s running,” I said.
We bolted after him, Harper and Levi leaving me in their dust as we raced for the stairs. Bernie Barnes flew down those steps ahead of them, outpacing even shifter speed with his lead. Of course, even with super-speed, there’s only so quickly they could charge down four flights of stairs.
Make that five. Bernie headed for the basement and there we lost him.
The bottom floor stairway opened into a cramped hall with three doors leading off. No sign of Bernie. The hum of a furnace room greeted me as I slid to a stop beside Harper.
“Which door?” Harper said. She sniffed the air. “I can’t smell him. Just dampness.”
The air was humid and clammy. I assumed the door with the vents in it was to the mechanical room, so that left two others. Levi pulled open one and revealed a janitorial closet. Not that way. The other door opened to a set of iron stairs that led even further down. We listened at the top of those steps but heard nothing from below over the noise from the old furnace.
“I think that might lead to the steam tunnels. I vote that way.” Harper started down the steps.
“Unless he’s hiding in the mechanical room waiting for us to go away. Maybe we should split up,” Levi said.
“Because splitting the party always leads to win, right?” I said. “Oh, wait, no, it usually leads to death.”
“This isn’t a game,” Levi hissed at me. “My brother could be down there. That guy knows something. He could be the evil behind all this.”
“That guy?” Harper said. “But he’s so chubby and… nerdy.”
“Oh right, so evil can’t look like a dopey professor? Do you even read comic books?”
“You trying to accuse me of being a fake nerd girl? Seriously?”
“Hey, you two, stop it.” I stepped between them. They were both irritated, their shoulders thrown back, heads forward, posturing like they wanted a fight. Sure, Harper and Levi arguing wasn’t unusual but they didn’t generally do it in a way that looked like they were about to shift and tear each other apart.
Levi’s lips peeled back and his eyes went from dark brown to golden as he gathered his power. He was about to shift.
That’s when I sensed the trap. Magic, the same shadowy magic that was binding Rose, coiled around the room like a snake waiting to strike. Waiting for the two shifters to reach into that other world where their animal selves waited and shift. I had no idea what the trap would do to them. I doubted it would freeze them like Rose, it would take a lot more power than I felt in this room to do something that complicated, but I’d put money on at least knocking them out. It was a pretty hefty spell gathering here.
“STOP,” I yelled at Levi as Harper growled behind me and Levi tensed to spring.
The trap sprung as he went from man to wolverine in less then a heartbeat. I threw as much power as I could yank up from within myself into another silver circle around all three of us and threw myself into Levi’s furry body.
Shadowy power swirled around my circle and then dissipated with a discordant chime that rang inside my head as I held onto the image of a silver protecting circle even as I tried to hold back a wolverine almost as big as I was. Levi’s claws ripped into my back and then he was a man again, holding me instead of me holding him.
“Shit. Jade. Shit. I’m so sorry.” Levi shook in my arms as he pulled away and then reached out again, his hands bloody.
“It’s okay. It was a trap,” I managed to say.
“Jade. Your back,” Harper said. She knelt behind me and reached for the shreds of my shirt.
“It’s not so bad,” I said, though it felt pretty unfun. The pain was not the white-hot stabs of the bullet wound the night before but a more twisting ache. I’d already used too much magic warding off and diffusing the trap. What was a little more? I called on more power and it came even easier than the day before, my sorceress skills apparently not as rusty as I’d thought. I sealed myself off from the pain, pushing power at the wounds and imagining I was a cleric casting a cure moderate wounds spell.
“Shit,” Harper said. “How did you do that?”
“You aren’t a hedge witch,” Levi said softly, staring at me with a mix of awe and fear on his face.
“No. I’ll explain later,” I said. I wouldn’t. I had to leave Wylde, like, yesterday. It wasn’t safe here anymore.
But first I’d go down into those steam tunnels with them and see if we could find Ezee. If there were more traps, well, what was a little extra magic. Samir wouldn’t be here in the next hour.
I hoped.
“Come on. Let’s go see what’s down those steps,” I said, getting to my feet.
Levi unzipped his hoodie and handed it to me. I pulled it on over my ruined shirt and felt like crying. My friends were good people. I was going to miss them like crazy. But I’d rather miss them than get them killed.
“Gamers in steam tunnels. This always ends well,” I said, trying to smile.
Neither of them smiled back.
The steps led down into a tight corridor. The clamminess increased, and as we moved carefully forward, the air took on the faint scent of decay.
The corridor branched. Levi sniffed and motioned to the right. Even I could tell the smell of dead things was stronger that way. We didn’t speak. My head started pounding and it was difficult to breathe as the stench escalated.
The tunnel terminated in a round room that had probably held more mechanical devices for moving warm air around the place fifty or a hundred years ago. Now it just held a room out of a B-movie horror flick.
A huge pentagram was drawn on the floor in what looked like brownish paint but was probably dried blood. On a metal shelf to one side was an assortment of dried herbs, a couple ritual daggers straight out of a Kit Rae catalog complete with gem skulls and extraneous spiked bits, and a few books about magic. The books were bunk, new-age and totally harmless. Yet somehow this guy and his flunkies had managed to raise a lot of power. On the other side of the pentagram was a desk with a few papers strewn across it and beyond that another door.
“Oh god,” Harper moaned. She’d walked over to the desk and stood with her arms wrapped protectively around herself.
I moved to where I could see past her and the desk and found the source of the dead animal smell.
Two wolves were crouched there, both frozen like Rose, snarls on their faces. They were far too large to be real wolves, I realized. They had been shifters. One was rotted away, bones clearly sticking out in yellowed contrast to the grey fur. Its eyes were gone, only dark gunky sockets remained.
The other wolf was in slightly better shape. Its body was emaciated, looking like a creature out of a Humane Society commercial but even worse. Patches of its fur had come off and I could count its ribs and just about every other bone in its body. Its dark brown eyes were still there, staring up at us.
“I think Ezee was here,” Levi whispered, coming up beside Harper and I. “I can faintly smell him.”
“They are dead, right? Not like mom,” Harper said. I wasn’t sure she was talking to me, but I put my hand gently on her shoulder anyway.
“That smell certainly says so,” I said. I looked down at the desk. “Hey, is that a map?” Maybe we’d finally caught a break here.
“Yeah. That’s a map of the Frank near the Wylde river region here.” Levi bent over the map, tracing the lines. “Guess he got out in too much of a hurry to take it. Wonder what this writing is.”
I studied the writing. “Sanskrit?” I guessed. “It’s notes about the full moon hitting zenith and some kind of conjunction with Jupiter. Those lines there that look random? Those are ley lines, I think. He’s mapped out a node of power there. That can’t be good.”
“How many languages do you speak?” Levi was staring at me again.
“All of them.”
“No, seriously,” he said.
See? Even when I tell the truth, no one believes me. What’s the point?
“Is mom going to end up like that?” Harper said. Her eyes were locked on the wolves.
“No, Harper, geez. Don’t even think like that. We’ve uncovered a huge lead for Alek, right?” I gave her shoulder a little shake.
“The full moon is tonight,” Levi said.
“We have to find Alek,” I said. “Come on, that guy is long gone and I don’t want us lost down here. We know where he will be. Bring the map and stuff.”
“Are you sure they are dead?” Harper said, refusing to be pulled away as Levi gathered up the papers on the desk.
Oh for fuck’s sake. I swallowed the words and walked around the desk, breathing only through my mouth as my eyes watered under the assault of the bodies’ acrid smell. I bent and put my hand on the head of the wolf that was less rotted out and summoned up my magic again.
The same twisting dark bonds that had locked Rose up were present in the wolf. Same pattern, same flow towards an intricate knot I could sense but not unravel.
Same faint heartbeat beneath it.
I stumbled back too quickly and ended up on my ass against the wall. I knew what Bernie Barnes was up to. I knew where all his power was coming from. The emaciated bodies filled in the final puzzle piece.
It shouldn’t have been possible, but somehow he had found a way to paralyze shifters and then cannibalize their innate power for his own spells.
“He’s not dead, is he? He’s like mom. That’s what mom is gonna be. No, no,” Harper cried out and started to come around the desk.
“Get her out of here, Levi,” I said, shoving myself to my feet. “I’ll meet you guys at the car. Go!”
Levi’s eyes met mine and he nodded gravely, understanding what I meant to do. He grabbed Harper’s arm and yanked her toward the door we’d come in. “Come on, kid. We need to get out of here.”
Tears streaming down her face, she looked at me and then nodded bleakly.
I waited until they were through the door and out of sight before I walked over to the shelf and picked up one of the daggers. I wanted to cuss Alek and his stupid fucking visions right out, but it wasn’t him who had done this. His vision was about to come true, in a way, but it was my choice. I’m good at lying and at running, but I try not to lie to myself too much. It’s a bad habit.
I stood over the wolf, my hand shaking as I held the dagger. I knew I should drive it into the wolf’s heart. Which would make me a killer.
Warmth spread through me as a furry head butted into my side, rocking me on my feet. Wolf, my guardian, materialized beside me and nudged my arm again. I looked at her through blurred vision. The tears I’d been trying to shed in the last two days were here finally, stinging as they ran down my cheeks.
“Okay,” I whispered, “Message received.”
I knelt and drove the dagger into the wolf’s chest.



CHAPTER 8
We didn’t have to track Alek down. He was waiting for us outside the game shop when we arrived after a silent and tense car ride.
“We know who it is.”
“He has Ezee.”
“He has my brother.”
All three of us spoke on top of each other and Alek held up a hand.
“One at a time, and maybe not out here?” He looked at me and frowned. “I smell blood.”
“I’m fine,” I said. I pulled out my keys, bumping my bruised hip as I did so. Another painful reminder that I wasn’t fine. Nothing was. Again I felt irrational anger at Alek for coming into my world and wrecking everything. Two days ago everything had been normal. Now, my life was ruined. Again.
Inside the shop, Levi and I quickly explained what had happened at the school. I pushed the miniatures to the side and Levi laid out the map we’d found. Harper sat heavily in my chair behind the desk and booted up my computer.
“Think he actually works there? We can find out who he really is on the faculty page, I think,” she said. Her face was too calm, her eyes puffy but clear. She had the hollow look of someone who had suffered too much pain too quickly and burned down to an empty core of rage.
I knew that feeling. I knew that look. Intimately. I was halfway there myself. The other half? Sheer terror.
“I’m going upstairs to get a new shirt,” I said.
Alek followed me. I wasn’t really surprised.
“If we are going to talk,” I said, “Then you better do that silence ward thingy you did last night.” Fuck. Only last night I’d been bleeding in my bathtub. Two nights ago I’d been plotting how to sucker my players into their latest adventure and rolling up stats on a Liche Lord.
Silvery magic slipped over the walls of my bedroom. I pulled out a batman tee-shirt and pulled off the bloody hoodie and my torn up shirt. I kept my back to Alek and he waited until I was clothed again before speaking.
“This Bernie Barnes, he’s a sorcerer like you?” he asked.
So, he had figured out what I was. Guess that wasn’t really a surprise.
“No. He’s using rituals, which I guess makes him a warlock. The magic isn’t inside him, he’s stealing it. I think that’s what the ley line map and his notes are about.” I sat heavily on my bed and looked down at my hands. There was dried blood under my nails. Awesome. Tears threatened again. Twenty plus years without crying and now I was about to do it twice in a day. More awesome.
“Stealing power from shifters,” Alek prompted. “Like a sorcerer.”
“Stop saying that. You’re wrong. We can’t steal power, not like that.” I glared at him. “I have power because I was born with it. It’s like this well inside me. A witch or warlock or whatever you call a human magic user has only the ability to use power, not the actual power itself inside them. They have to do special rituals or tap power sources like ley lines, bodies of water, or plots of land, Gods, that kind of thing, to actually work magic. Shifters are different. You guys are one trick ponies. Well, you might not be.” I stopped for a steadying breath and waved my hand at my shimmering walls. “But most shifters just have that one connection to their animal. You guys are magic, instead of using it. And it isn’t a magic that is accessible to anyone else. If I ate your heart, nothing would happen but a bad stomach ache.”
“You eat hearts? I thought that was legend.” He ran a hand through his hair. Some fell over his forehead and I wanted to get up and go to him, brush it away. Lean into his vanilla and musk warmth and pretend he was just a hot guy in my bedroom and that I wasn’t sitting here on borrowed time while the world went to ruin around me.
“I don’t,” I said. “But I could. If, say, I ate the heart of this Bernie guy, I’d have his knowledge, his ability to use the kind of power he’s wielding.” I saw Alek’s expression at that and realized I really shouldn’t have used this situation as an example. “Anyway, that’s a sorcerer thing. Bernie can’t do that. I think, and again, I’m making educated but pretty crazy guesses with the stuff we already know, but I think he’s not using shifter powers so much as using their life force as a source. He’s doing it with shifters probably for a couple reasons. One, no one is going to be that alarmed if they come across a guy with a bunch of stuffed animals lying around. Two, you guys have a lot of life source. What makes you hard to kill is what makes you perfect as a sort of magical battery for this guy.”
Now that I was saying it all aloud it made even more sense than it had in my head as I ran through my ideas on the drive back to my shop.
“The full moon, the ley line node, and a fresh healthy shifter to power whatever he’s doing out there tonight, well, put it together and you’ve got really bad news. He might be able to tap into the node from there and create some kind of permanent conduit. After that, and considering how he views your kind as walking batteries, you’ll have a serious problem.”
“Yes,” Alek said. “But we can stop him tonight, before the moon rises. Make him undo what he has done. And then I’ll kill him.”
“Wait, what’s this ‘we’, white man?” I said. “I am not going with you. And don’t you dare drag Levi and Harper along either. They nearly got caught in one of this guy’s traps today. You have training, experience. They don’t. Right now this guy is pretty much just a human. You should be able to handle that.” Though we had no idea how many minions he had left. Two were out of commission. Were there more? I shoved the thought into the not my problem file.
“Why not come with me? You have power, you can help stop him, do your protection thing and tell me if he’s undoing his magic.”
“No. I’m leaving town before I get us all killed.” He’d been right when he told me the night before that I would tell him the truth. He already knew what I was. What did it matter if he knew the rest? “I’m here in Wylde because I thought the ley lines and the abundance of shifters and other magic users would hide me. But it was only going to work as long as I didn’t use my own magic. All those horror stories you hear about sorcerers? They aren’t really about the rest of us, few as we are. They are about one man and he’s probably on his way here right now to destroy me and anyone I care about.”
“Then I will fight him with you, in exchange for your help on this current matter.” Alek looked skeptical and his shrug was casual.
I laughed, the sound raw and ugly. I could have left it at that, he didn’t need to understand, after all. I didn’t need to change his mind. But I wanted him to know the truth, it was weirdly important to me that he see I was right, that I couldn’t stay, how badly I had to run. It wasn’t only terror making me go; it was the only way anyone would survive.
“Wolf, show him,” I said softly, looking over at where my guardian was flopped on the floor by my dresser. Alek gave me a strange look, which was fair since as far as he could see I was talking to an empty patch of carpet.
Then he gasped and his hand slid to his gun as Wolf chose to become visible. She was all black, the size of a pony, with a wolf’s head and ears, a body like a tiger’s, giant paws with retractable claws like a lynx’s, and the long thick tail of a snow leopard. Her eyes were the black of a perfect night sky with no moon, their depths endless and full of tiny stars.
“Undying,” he murmured and for a moment I thought he might bow or something. “She is with you?” He looked at me with something like awe on his face.
Wolf was a spirit guardian, what some called the Undying. The legend went that they were the guards of the beings that had become the human’s gods. I don’t really know about that, since Wolf doesn’t talk to me and certainly doesn’t share any secrets of the universe with me.
“I guess so. My cousins dropped me down a mine shaft as a bad joke when I was four. I was hurt and terrified, but then Wolf showed up. She stopped the pain and carried me out. Been with me ever since.” I stood up and went to her. “But that isn’t what I wanted you to see.” I touched her belly where a stark white line of scar tissue broke up the perfect darkness of her fur.
“Samir, the sorcerer after me, he did that to her last time I ran from him.”
“He scarred an Undying?” Alek gave a low whistle.
“He’s been gathering power and eating the hearts of any rivals since back when a guy named Jesus told the meek they’d inherit the earth,” I said. “Now do you see? You want me to help you stop the magical equivalent of a drunk driver while I’m telling you I need to get the hell out of here before I bring down a world-ending meteor on our heads.”
Wolf butted me with her head and then disappeared. No idea what she meant by that gesture, as usual. I chose to ignore the feeling of unhappiness I got from it.
“So you will keep running from him.” Alek’s tone made it clear that wasn’t a question. “Until when?” That was probably rhetorical.
I ignored his tone. “Until I’m strong enough to fight him.”
“And you grow stronger while you run away?” Alek said in a tone I was starting to really hate.
“I don’t know. He’s evil, Alek, and he hates me with an obsessive rage. He hunted me down after I failed to kill him the first time, used my family to lure me out. He would have killed all of us if I hadn’t run.” Tears sprang to my eyes and I curled my hands into fists. “He killed them. Because of me.”
Technically, they’d killed themselves after he’d captured and tortured them and then hooked them up to a bomb. I could still hear Ji-hoon’s last words telling me not to come, telling me to flee as far and as fast as I could. Could hear the sound of the bomb as the four of them decided they would rather give their lives by setting the device off than let Samir take me as well.
“You tried to kill him?”
“Dammit. Yes. I found out he wasn’t really my lover or my friend. He was using me, fattening up my magic by training me and helping me be more powerful so he could make a tastier meal of me later. So yeah, I tried to kill him. I failed, okay? Twice. And now, this is my life. I run away so that I can live. So that my friends here can live.”
“I understand,” he said. His voice had gone cold and quiet. “I will go stop this warlock myself.”
He turned and walked to the door, throwing it open as he dropped his sound-proofing ward. Then he hesitated and looked back at me.
“You survive,” he said. “Not live. You are not living, Jade Crow.”
“Fuck you,” I yelled after him. I didn’t need his judgment. Anger would have been better than the disappointment in his face. Better than those words, words so close to the ones my own heart whispered to me in the dead hours of the night sometimes.
* * *
I stumbled into the bathroom and saw the medallion sitting on the counter where I’d apparently forgotten it the night before. Angrily I shoved it into a drawer. I turned the water on as hot as I could stand and scrubbed at my hands until no more blood stained them. Then I splashed water on my face until I could look into the mirror and pretend I didn’t look like a mess.
Levi and Harper were still in the shop, alone. I let out my breath with a huff of relief. At least Alek had made them stay here.
“That guy told us the truth,” Levi said. “His name really is Bernard Barnes and he’s a professor of Religious Studies at Juniper.”
“Well, I guess that’s good,” I said. My brain was already inventorying the place, trying to decide what I would take with me and what I would leave. I’d have to leave most of it.
“He said you weren’t going to help,” Harper said. She came around from behind the counter and stood, hands on her hips, looking at me with accusing green eyes.
“I’d get in the way,” I said.
“That’s what he said about us.” Harper shook her head.
“He’s right, Harper. He’s a Justice. They are like super-shifters, right? That’s what you guys told me. Your Council of Nine sent him here to fix things. So let him do his job.”
“She’s right,” Levi said, his voice rough but soft. “Let’s go, Harper.”
I was glad to have support from his quarter, but it surprised me. I squinted at him. “Where are you going?”
“To see mom at Dr. Lake’s. Max is with her. If that’s okay with you?” She said the last part with an exaggerated sneer.
Fuck. My last conversation with my best friend was going to be a fight. Totally awesomesauce. Not.
“Yeah, of course,” I said. I went to her and tried to give her a hug.
She stepped back. “See you later,” she said. Levi was already half out the door.
“Bye, guys,” I whispered as the door chimes rang.



CHAPTER 9
How do you leave a home? If the third time was supposed to be the charm, one would think I’d have this down by now.
I locked up my shop and went back upstairs. A couple pairs of jeans, the few T-shirts I hadn’t bled on and destroyed in the last couple days, socks, underclothes, my Pikachu footie pajamas. I didn’t take any of my posters or figurines, but I did pack my dice bag. I knew wherever I went, I could probably find gamers. We are legion, after all.
I did my dishes and vacuumed all the floors. I was walking out on my lease, so I figured the least I could do was clean up the place a bit. I looked around. This was my life. And now it was over. Again.
I walked down into the shop and flicked on a light. My orc miniatures sat on the counter, primed and ready for paint to bring them to life. I could almost hear the echo of my friends’ laughter from the back room where the game table stood empty, could smell the traces of a hundred pizza deliveries and spilled soda pop. The concrete floors were scuffed around the counter where Harper’s combat boots always left marks when she stood there for hours on end chatting away with me while playing Hearthstone on her laptop.
I walked behind the counter and took a single framed picture off the wall. It was the only thing I still had from my last real home, twenty years ago.
It was just a pen sketch. Four figures done up comic-book-style and a small Korean signature in red ink at the bottom. Ji-hoon, one of my surrogate parents, had been an illustrator for Marvel back in the Comics Bronze Age of the late seventies and eighties. He’d done a family portrait for me as a high school graduation present.
There was Kayla with her usual side ponytail and giant smile. Sophie with her 1980s punk band Mohawk and one hand flipping off the artist. Todd with his hair over his forehead, his oversized glasses, and his favorite Pi tee-shirt on. Ji-hoon with his carefully cut, short black hair, and slight stature which he always exaggerated in self-portraits. And an awkward girl named Jessica Carter with waist-length black hair, big cheekbones, and a huge glowing D20 pendant around her neck.
That had been me. I’d been Jade Crow when I was born. Then Jessica Carter to my second family. Jade Crow again to my third.
I didn’t know who I would be next. I just wanted to be myself, whoever that was. But I’d chosen the wrong boyfriend in college and any normal life after that was game over for me. Alek had been right about that. I had to be in survival mode, always. I’d forgotten that truth these last few years, making a home here in Wylde.
I’d been stupid.
“And this, kids, is why we can’t have nice things,” I said to the picture before tucking it into my duffle bag.
I looked around again. Dammit. I didn’t want to leave. Maybe my car wouldn’t start and I’d be stuck. Maybe Samir had given up on me. The last time he’d gotten anywhere near me that I knew of was over a decade ago. Maybe he wasn’t still looking for my magical signature, waiting to trap me. Maybe he was dead.
Fat fucking chance.
I had to leave. Tonight. Putting it off would make the leaving tougher. My friends were pissed at me. I was pissed at me. Would using more magic to help Alek have been so awful?
I wasn’t sure. I didn’t trust what I might do if faced with a choice between saving Rose and Ezee and letting them die.
Alek had said his vision showed me standing at a crossroads between shifters dying and living. I’d killed one shifter, a man whose name I might never know. It didn’t matter it that it was a mercy killing. I didn’t want to kill anyone.
Lies. I wanted to kill Samir. Sometimes I dreamed terrible and explicit revenge fantasies when I couldn’t sleep on the worst nights. I wanted to rain hell upon him in the worst way. And yet. He had a couple thousand years of practice on me and only in my deepest nightmares did I even speculate how many sorcerers and human mages he’d eaten over the millennia. There was no way I’d ever be strong enough to face him.
And you grow stronger while you run away? Alek’s words ran through my mind.
I hadn’t grown stronger. The magic I had used in the last two days felt pretty weak to me. My power was still there, but I’d grown out of shape, out of practice. I was getting weaker.
“All the more reason you can’t stay,” I said aloud to the accusing silence. Maybe I was a coward, but I’d be an alive coward. And my friends would be safe. I was doing the right thing.
I sighed and wondered who I was trying to convince, standing here arguing with myself in my head about a decision that only had one good answer where everyone got to go on living.
Survive. You are not living, Jade Crow. Alek’s words in my head again.
Footsteps raced up the street outside, distracting me from my stupid inner turmoil, and I was already turning toward the door when Max, Harper’s little brother, ran into it and started yelling my name.
I unlocked the door and Max nearly fell into my arms as he burst through, talking rapidly.
“Woah there, buddy. Slow down. Who took Rose?” I tried to parse his rushed sentences.
“Harper and Levi,” he said. “They came by a while ago, said I should go get some coffee. I went out and when I got back nobody was there. They took mom. I thought I should run to you cause your phone just goes to voice mail and no one is picking up and I don’t know where they are.”
“I do,” I muttered, thinking hard. Levi had definitely given in too easily. “Idiot.”
“Me?”
“No, not you. Me. I should have known they’d go after Alek. They’re going to try to fight the guy who did that to your mom and force him to undo it.”
“Good,” Max said.
“What? No. Not good.” They were going to go get in the way at best, and at worst get Alek killed if he was distracted trying to protect them. They’d get everyone killed, or enslaved and paralyzed, and universe knew what else. Fucking toast on a stick.
I had to stop them. Or save them. I couldn’t just leave now.
Besides, I really did want to fight something. Bernard Barnes wasn’t Samir, but he was a start.
Maybe this was the universe’s way of telling me it was time to stop running.
“All right, Universe,” I said, glaring up at the ceiling. “Message received.”
“What are you going to do?” Max said as he followed me up the steps and into my apartment.
“I know sort of where they were going, but we don’t have the map. So I have to cast a spell on this medallion I took off one of the evil minions so we can track the person who made it, who I bet is the guy your sister and Levi went after, and so we can stop him from killing everyone before the moon hits zenith.”
“Cool,” Max said.
Oh, to be fifteen again.
The medallion was still in the bathroom drawer. I looked it over, finding little imperfections and dents in the clay that I hoped meant it was handmade. The stain on it reminded me of dried blood, and I tried not to think about that too hard as I held it in both hands and called on my magic.
It was a variation of the spell I’d done for Alek, only I needed no compass this time. The medallion would act as my guide. I felt it pulling northwest.
“You have your permit, right?” I asked Max as we descended the stairs to my car. The moon was already peaking up over the buildings.
“Yeah?”
“Good.” I tossed him my keys. “I need to focus on this spell. You’re driving. Try not to kill us.”
For the record, my car started up just fine.
* * *
“Pull over here,” I told Max after about half an hour of driving on the narrow highway along the border of the River of No Return Wilderness. “This is where I have to go on foot.”
“The moon is over the trees,” he said as we got out of the car. “How far is it? How long do we have?”
I almost said “who is this we, white man,” but I’d used that line once today and I figured there was some kind of cosmic limit.
“Me. I’m going. You are staying here with my car and making sure it doesn’t get stolen.”
“Stolen. Right.” His shoulders slumped.
“I mean it, Max. Please?” I softened my tone and gave him my best desperate female gaze.
“Okay,” he muttered.
I followed the medallion’s pull into the trees, shoving my way through the undergrowth. It was goddamned dark in here. I used more magic, feeding it into my talisman until the D20 glowed enough that I could see a few feet ahead. The ferns and weeds grew fewer as I moved into the more mature forest away from the road, but I was still moving too slowly. My lungs hurt and my leg muscles burned as I half stumbled, half ran through the dark woods.
This wasn’t working. At this rate, I’d get there about dawn if they were really deep into the wilderness. There might have been an access road or old logging path that provided a better way, but my tracking spell wasn’t Google Maps. It could only tell me direction, not the best route by car.
How long had it been since Alek and company stormed out of my store? Two hours? Three? Maybe they’d won and were on their way back to rub in my face how I’d missed all the action.
“Stop talking yourself out of doing shit,” I said aloud as I stopped moving for a moment and leaned against a tree. I wasn’t sure about lovely, but the woods were dark and deep, Robert Frost had gotten that part right. I guess two of three ain’t bad. Wind rustled in the branches high over my head as I gasped in the cool, damp air.
Wolf materialized beside me and cocked her head at me.
“You going to help?” I asked her, not expecting an answer.
She bent low and twisted her head toward her back.
“Guess that’s a yes,” I said, smiling at her. “Thank you.” I jumped up onto her back, digging my free hand into her thick, warm fur and clinging with my sore legs. I hadn’t ridden on Wolf’s back since she dragged us both bleeding and half dead out of the burning rubble where my family had chosen death and where I’d made my second and most disastrous stand against Samir.
This ride was a lot more fun. She sprang forward, gliding just over the ground in large, smooth bounds. I kept my grip on her fur and on the medallion, holding the tracking spell as best I could, but she seemed to know where to go. We soared through the woods, covering miles in a rush. I finally gave up on the spell and used that hand to grip my braid, keeping my head down as branches whipped by and threatened to tear off all my hair. Long hair can be a bitch.
After an eternity that wasn’t long enough, Wolf slowed and dropped into a crouch. As my ears adjusted to the sudden lack of movement and wind, I heard chanting coming from up ahead. I blinked tears from my eyes and peered into the darkness. There seemed to be more light in front of us than a full moon on a clear night could account for.
Wolf crept forward until she reached the edge of a giant clearing where the trees stopped abruptly and the land sloped downward. In the moonlight I saw a field at the bottom of the hill. Tiki torches were set in a loose ring, providing enough light to make out what was going on.
There were no triumphant friends or even a raging battle. As far as I could tell, my side had already pretty much lost whatever fight had happened.
Within the ring of light were two circles drawn with what I guessed was loose chalk. The smaller circle held a huge white tiger. Alek, I guessed. He was caught within a holding spell, I assumed, since he should have been able to just step out of the thing but instead was turning and growling as though he were caught in an iron cage.
The second, larger circle contained Bernie Barnes in a ridiculous black hooded robe with silver runes sewn onto it. He knelt over a reddish brown dog. No, not a dog. A coyote. Ezee. He was chanting in Sanskrit, the words much less relevant than the twisting shadow lines of power swirling like ghosts above him.
For a moment I didn’t see Harper or Levi. Maybe Max had been wrong. I scanned the ground inside the ring of torches and two dark shapes on the edge caught my eye. A fox and a wolverine, red and fawn fur bright against the dark grass. I couldn’t tell from here if they were alive, but they definitely weren’t conscious.
Rage swelled in me, white hot, and with it came more of my magic. I fed my frustration into it, and gathered power in my hands.
“All right, Wolf,” I whispered to my companion, “the plan is we charge down there and wreck that motherfucker’s night.”
I couldn’t kill him since we needed him to undo his spells, but I could make him hurt. Make him regret ever even thinking about using magic. I could show him what a real goddamn mage could do.
Wolf charged. We burst down the hill and into the ring of torches and I brought my hands up, aiming balls of force right at Bernie’s hooded head.
I totally would have saved the night if the evil minion I hadn’t spotted had waited just another few seconds.
But he didn’t.
Instead he shot me in the back.



CHAPTER 10
The shot was loud. The bullet ripped through me and the pain wiped my grip on my magic. That whole thing with the bullet in the hip? A flesh wound compared to the tearing pain that spiked through my chest. I think I stopped breathing.
I tumbled off Wolf’s back and stopped my fall with my face. My arms and legs didn’t seem to want to respond. I didn’t think a bullet could kill a sorceress, but this one felt like it was giving an A-plus effort.
The pain turned from lightning strikes to a deep, terrifying chill. I heard the chanting continuing and somewhere beside me Wolf growled. She might look scary as fuck, but she can’t actually do anything to a human. Or stop a bullet.
My eyes didn’t seem to want to open, either. The grass was wet and cool on my cheek. Maybe I’d just stay here. It smelled good. Clean. Nothing like blood or dying animals. I don’t like blood. It’s so sticky.
“I got her!” a man’s voice called out near me.
Wolf licked my back, her tongue molten hot, and I screamed. The pain faded back enough that I could think again, and when I moved my hands to get them underneath me and pry my face off the dirt, they sluggishly obeyed.
I raised my head, spitting out blood and dirt. My mouth was gritty but at least my eyes were working now and I seemed to be able to breathe again. A young man in a black robe stood about ten feet from me, pointing a gun and grinning.
I reached for my magic and this time I didn’t try to really control the flow of it. I tore open the dams on my power and let it fill me to the brim. The pain gave up, turning off like a switch had been flipped. I knew somewhere in my subconscious that I was going to really regret this tomorrow, but I wanted to live until tomorrow.
I wrapped one hand around my talisman and struggled to my knees. I thrust my magic down into my left arm and used it to extend my fist, slapping the gun out of the evil minion’s hand. He yelled in surprise, but I didn’t stop there. I swung my arm back, using the same force to punch him in the face.
He went down and stayed down. Guess no one had ever told him not to bring a gun to a mage fight.
I laughed, though the sound came out as more of a hiccupping cough. The chanting grew quicker, more frantic. I twisted and looked at Bernie. The moonlight shone on the huge silver dagger in his hands as he raised it over Ezee’s body. He was twenty feet away from me at least. I tried to rise and my vision swam with red and black dots.
Tiger-Alek roared, drawing my gaze to him. He was closer. I remembered how quickly he could move. He just needed out of that circle.
That, I could do.
I let go of my talisman and slammed both fists into the ground, channeling the raging tide of my magic into the surface of the earth. I visualized it charging just under the roots of the grass like a tunneling Arrakis sandworm. The grass rippled and the earth buckled in a straight line from my hands to the circle trapping Alek.
When the ripple hit the circle, I yanked my fists up and threw them wide in a breaking motion.
The circle flew apart, dark shards of power shooting into the air and chalk exploding in a white cloud. Tiger-Alek sprang free and took two great leaping bounds before he crashed through the circle surrounding Bernie.
“Don’t kill him!” I yelled. My magical tide was receding. I was definitely hitting a limit. I pushed myself to my feet.
Tiger-Alek slammed into Bernie, knocking him to the side. Then he was just Alek again. He grabbed the chubby warlock by his robe and twisted his wrist in a crazy Bruce Lee kind of move until Bernie screamed and dropped the knife. Even stumbling forward and still fifteen feet away, I heard Bernie’s arm break.
“Is the spell broken?” Alek called to me.
I looked around. No more shadows flew around the broken circle, and though I could still sense Bernie’s weird, nauseating magic, it wasn’t strong anymore.
“I think so,” I said. “Harper? Levi?”
“Alive, I can hear them breathing.”
Super senses must be nice. I sagged with relief.
“Good. So, Bernie Barnes, we meet again.” I looked down at the whimpering man. He looked so pathetic that I almost felt sorry for him. Almost.
“You don’t understand,” he whined. “You don’t know what you’ve done. I was so close.”
“I. Don’t. Fucking. Care.” I said. “Save the Bond villain explanation for whatever god greets you in hell. Unless, of course, you want to live.”
There was zero way he was going to live. Shifter justice isn’t very nice. But he didn’t need to know that yet.
“Yes,” he said, his bug-like blue eyes filled with desperation.
“All you have to do is undo your spells, the ones that suck power from my friends. Very simple.” I smiled at him.
From his reaction, it wasn’t a very pleasant smile.
“I, uh,” he stuttered and then looked up at Alek and then back at me. “I can’t.”
“You worked the spell. How?”
“I found an old book. Bought it on Ebay. Most of it was gibberish, but then some of the spells worked. But I couldn’t get enough power, not from people. They kept dying, you see. Then I discovered one of them.” He looked back up at Alek. “Werepeople. The book described using magical creatures as vessels.”
“Where is this book?” And what fucking idiot warlock had written down such dangerous spells? Rage trickled back through me, giving me a second wind, and I glared down at the shaking man.
“I burnt it. I didn’t my disciples to steal it. Jimmy and Collin were always lifting things, trying to find ways to gain power like I did. Then they sold that damn fox for weed money. This is their fault!”
“Oh yeah, your problem was that you hired bad help. Sure.” I looked at Alek. His eyes were flame and ice in the flickering torchlight.
“He’s telling the truth,” Alek said softly.
“So you can’t undo your spells? You really don’t know how?”
“No, I’m telling you. The book didn’t tell me that. Why would I want to? Before now, I mean. Those two,” he said, motioning toward Harper and Levi, “they aren’t tapped. They are just unconscious. They’ll wake up. See? It’s only that one.”
“Not just him,” I said. “What about the fox? What about those wolves under your office?”
“I can’t do anything about it now. Don’t let that thing kill me. I won’t do it again. I’m sorry.” Bernie said, his voice rising into a high screech.
I sank to my knees and reached out for Ezee’s body beside me, sliding my hand into his soft brown fur. Shadow bonds wrapped around him in the same twisting pattern they did on Rose. I found his heartbeat, faint but there.
“This is the crossroads,” I whispered, looking up at Alek. “This is what you saw.”
He just stared down at me, not moving, his face giving nothing away. I knew somehow that he would let me decide. That if I said the word, he’d become the Justice once more and execute the sentence of death on Bernie Barnes.
That was one path, one road leading away from the junction I now metaphorically stood at. Down that path, Bernie died. Rose and Ezee also died. Slowly and horribly, or else they would have to be put down by friends. By me or maybe Alek. I wasn’t going to ask Harper or Levi to do it.
On that path, they died.
There was another path.
“No, Bernie,” I said, the words falling like stones from my mouth. “You won’t do it again.” I summoned my magic, fighting the pounding exhaustion that threatened to stem the flow.
Then I plunged my hand, cloaked in raw power, into Bernie’s chest and ripped out his heart.
I didn’t let myself think about what I was doing. I just acted, shoving the bleeding hunk of muscle into my mouth and biting down hard. I didn’t know if I had to eat the whole thing or not. I hoped not. It was hot and tough, like trying to chew a raw steak. I ripped off the biggest piece I could and swallowed it without chewing more than once, half choking, and I fought to not immediately vomit it back up.
Shadowy power exploded in my chest as I swallowed and a flood of images and impressions overloaded my mind. Ugly, jock-type boys gathered around me, taunting me for my glasses, my weird name. Learning Sanskrit. Stabbing a shadowy knife into a screaming man’s chest. Cinnamon rolls. Shadow power welling inside me as young men sat at my feet, eager to learn. I think I passed out as Bernie’s life and mine collided.
Then the sensory overload stopped and just like that I was awake. My head was clear and this strange new knowledge was there, as though I’d downloaded a new file to the desktop of my brain.
I reached for Ezee, the shadow bonds inside him clear as lines on a map to me now. I knew what they were for, how they leeched his life force and transmuted it into an energy I now knew how to use.
I was relieved that the very idea of this still nauseated the fuck out of me.
I unraveled the bonds. I didn’t need a book to understand how this magic worked. Now that I could touch it, control it, my sorceress abilities took over and bent it to my will. I snapped the bonds, unwinding the knot around his heart.
He came alive with a yelp and sprang up. Then he shifted, turning instantly from coyote back to a man.
“Jade,” he said and then looked past me and ran for his twin’s inert form.
I didn’t take it personally. He could thank me later. All I wanted to do now was pass out and sleep for maybe a couple million years. The rush of new power was fading, leaving me hollow. The pain in my chest came back with an insistent throb and spots danced in my vision again. Not enough spots, though, to keep me from turning and seeing Bernie’s dead body lying in a black heap on the bloody grass. I felt nothing but a faint sadness for the man he could have been if he’d chosen another path.
I decided I could process later. It was definitely past time to be unconscious. On cue, Alek lifted me into his impossibly strong arms.
“Max,” I said. “He’s out there, at the highway. Someone should call him.”
“Shh,” he murmured. “I’ll handle it from here.”
He was warm, so warm. My skin felt rimed with ice in comparison. I nuzzled my head into his shoulder, pressing my bruised nose to his chest.
“You smell good,” I said.
And then, because the universe can sometimes be a merciful bitch, I passed the fuck out.



CHAPTER 11
It took me three days before I could do more than stumble to the bathroom and sip orange juice. I managed to pull up enough power at some point after I woke up the first day to free Rose from Bernie’s spell. Doing so knocked me out again right afterwards.
I don’t know what Alek said to the evil minion who’d shot me. I decided I wouldn’t ask. He’d shot me, after all. I also had no idea what happened to Bernie’s body, but I was willing to bet it would never be found. The boy in the coma woke up after I killed Bernie and fled town. Without the book and without Bernie to teach them, I figured he was probably harmless now.
Unfortunately, the spell that had bound Rose and Ezee didn’t put them to sleep. They’d both been awake and aware the entire time. Rose told us how she’d been approached by two young men who had said they were lost while hiking and how they’d lured her into one of Bernie’s magical traps. The boy in the coma had stolen her from Bernie and sold her to Ciaran after he and Bernie argued about how they weren’t learning useful magic yet.
While I was sleeping off my magical hangover and healing from a shot in the chest, Ezee had told Levi, Max, Rose, and Harper a pretty sensational accounting of my daring rescue. Harper and Levi were convinced I had a dire wolf familiar who could turn invisible at will now. I didn’t correct them.
He left out the part where I nom’d down on a man’s heart. I was grateful for that. I still didn’t know how I felt about it.
When I mercy-killed the wolf in Bernie’s lair, I had felt so much pain and regret and revulsion for what I had to do. My heart had felt like it was going to crawl out of my chest, and I wanted to scrub my hands clean of blood like Lady Macbeth every time I thought about him. It had been merciful. The right thing to do. I still felt awful and sick about it. Bernie’s memories hadn’t even provided names for his victims. He hadn’t cared enough to learn them.
But when I thought about Bernie, about thrusting my power into his chest and the hot, chewy taste of his heart between my teeth, I felt nothing. Empty. And I knew I would make the same choice again if I had to. I could run the scene through my mind a hundred times and I knew I would always choose his death and my friend’s lives. Always.
After three days, I made Max drive me home in my car. Levi followed us and took him back to the B&B. I wanted to be alone. To process. The twins and Harper told me they understood, but I could see a million questions in their eyes. Questions I’d have to find answers for eventually if I was going to stick around.
My duffle bag was still sitting on the floor of my shop. Waiting for me to run. I picked it up and took it into my apartment. I dropped it on the coffee table and slumped onto my couch.
Stay? Or go?
Things weren’t different. Samir was still going to come for me. I wasn’t ready. I was more powerful than I had been a week ago, thanks to Bernie’s donation, but I was magically flabby. I couldn’t even put a fight half as good as the one I’d given him twenty years before. Not yet.
Someone tapped lightly on my door. I hadn’t heard footsteps, so I knew instantly who it was. One giant blond pain in the ass coming right up.
“It’s open,” I called out. I actually wanted to talk to Alek. He’d been in and out of the B&B over the weekend, but we’d never had a chance to be alone.
He closed the door behind him and smiled at me before detouring into my kitchen and setting down a bag on the counter. Garlic and soy sauce wafted over to me. It smelled like heaven.
“Is that Chinese I smell?” I asked, even though the bag that read Lee’s Magic Kitchen on the front was kind of a dead giveaway. “You are a god among men.”
“That’s a much nicer greeting than you gave me the first time we met,” he said. He came over and sat down on the couch beside me, close enough that his thigh touched mine. I didn’t move away.
“Yeah, well, you weren’t exactly nice either. I believe you called me a murderer.” I frowned as I said it. I hadn’t been one that day. I was definitely one now.
He studied me for a moment and then looked at my duffle bag. “Are you still leaving?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m tired of running. And as much as it really, really kills me to admit you were right… well… you were right.”
“What’s that? I’m sorry, I think I dozed off for a moment.” He was smirking again.
“My ex is still going to come for me,” I said, ignoring his teasing. “I’m not ready.”
He shrugged. “So get ready.”
“It’s not that simple. I’ll have to start using my magic. A lot. Training. I don’t even know where to begin. I should probably learn to use a gun, or how to fight, or maybe Kung-Fu. I’m not cut out for this, and I probably don’t have enough time before he shows up. He could be here tomorrow. Or in a year. I don’t know. It’s not simple,” I repeated.
“Yes,” he said, flipping to serious mode. “It is. I have been assigned to this region. The Nine want a Justice around here for a while. I can help you, if you’ll let me.”
“Even knowing what I am? Seeing what I did?” I bit my lower lip and held my breath. This was the conversation I wanted to have, but I dreaded it anyway.
“Two weeks ago, I was sent a dream by the Nine. In that dream I saw a beautiful woman with hair like smoke and eyes full of fire. A giant crow soared above her and on one side of her was a pile of corpses shrouded in shadows as far as my eye could see. On the other side there was a sea of woodland creatures who laughed and danced in a sunny meadow.”
“I think the humans have psychotherapy that can help with that,” I said, trying to diffuse the awkwardness I felt at his intense recounting.
“Hush,” he said. “That woman was you, Jade Crow. But she was not you, also. That night, in the circle beneath the full moon, I saw you choose the sunlight, choose life. That is a strength I am happy to encourage. A woman I want to know.”
Tears burned in my eyes. I was going to have to magically cauterize my tear ducts or something at this rate if I kept crying all the time.
“But I killed him,” I said, curling my hands into fists in my lap. “And I don’t feel bad about it. At all. I’d do it again. I want to do it again. To Samir. I want to rip his heart out and destroy him forever.”
“Good.” Alek wrapped his hands around mine and gently pried my fingers open, rubbing his thumbs over my palms. “Some people need killing. Not everyone deserves life. This is something they taught me at Justice Academy.”
I squinted at him. “Wait, there’s really a Justice Academy?”
He laughed, the sound deep and beautiful and clean. “No.”
“Fucker,” I muttered.
Then he kissed me. His lips were firm against mine and liquid desire raced from my mouth straight into my lady bits. I moaned as his tongue slid into my mouth and crawled into his lap as his hands wrapped around my back and tangled in my hair. After what felt like much too short a time, he pulled away. Looking into his eyes I saw only a warm summer sky shade of blue, none of the glacial ice I’d always compared them to.
“The food will get cold,” he murmured. “Do you care?”
“Yes,” I said as my stomach growled in a very un-sexy manner. “To be continued, okay?”
“If you are staying,” he said, and I knew he meant more than just here, in this moment.
“Yes,” I said. I could almost say it without feeling terrified.
“I like when you tell the truth,” he said.
“I’m a work in progress.” I pried myself off of his lap. “Now we’re gonna eat. And then you, mister, are going to play a video game with me.”
“Oh?” He stood up and pulled me back against him, nuzzling my hair.
I could definitely get used to that. “Yep. I can’t date a non-gamer. It’s just not done. So we’re going to have to shoot some bandits and save the Borderlands.”
“I’ve never played a video game,” he said.
“Don’t worry,” I teased. “I’ll be gentle.”
He bent down and bit my ear lobe before whispering in Russian, “I won’t.”
His words turned my legs into Gumby imitations, but I managed to stagger away from him toward the kitchen, ducking my head so my hair fell in a curtain and covered my blushing face. I might have brown skin, but I was sure I was scarlet at that moment. This thing between Alek and I, whatever this was, it was new to me. I hadn’t dated in years, choosing to keep my relationships in Wylde strictly friendship-based. After all, I really hadn’t shown great judgment in choosing boyfriends before.
But here I was, about to share a meal with a sexy tiger shifter who knew what I was, knew the dangers I posed, and was still here. In my home. Not running.
I knew then that Alek was right, damn him. I was done just surviving. It was time to live.
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CHAPTER
ONE
Present Day
The woman from South Korea looks fetching in a white pantsuit. Her hair is the color of a raven, flecked with rainy day gray, and she wears it cropped close and level like a '50s flattop.
Out of everyone in this godforsaken support group, I trust her the least. In fact, I couldn’t trust her less if I tried; yet, I’m starting to think that she’s not the reason I’m here.
Still, she’s got some nerve.
John Conklin carries doughnuts around the circle, and when he asks in a hushed voice if I want glazed or Boston Crème, I politely decline. I know where his hands have been. “Suit yourself,” he says. “They’re from that gluten-free place up near Powell’s.”
“Patsy’s?”
His eyes light up. “Yeah, that one!”
I reassure him that, indeed, I do not want a doughnut, though on most days, I’d give my right arm for their blessed pastries. Bottom line, I don’t want John Conklin anywhere near my food.
Dallas works that Cheshire grin on her face, lying to everyone in the room, claiming that she’s responsible for Patriotman’s death off the coast of the Maldives.
We’re supposed to be here for that cotton-candy bullshit: love, support, understanding, and a shoulder to cry on. We’re not here to beat our chests about past conquests.
I should clarify: they’re here for that reason. I’m here for my own.
While the world mourns the death of the man in red, white and blue tights, from New York, to Shanghai, to Cairo, with newspapers screaming their headlines of despair, I sit here smoldering inside because I know the truth.
Plus, a woman named Kimmie Strand has been all over the news, talking to whomever she can, claiming to be the only witness.
Whatever. I repeat. I know the truth.
Dallas is lying, but that doesn’t mean she’s my culprit.
She sips her steaming mug of green tea and says, “You know I can’t tell you where the body is, Charlene. That would defeat the entire purpose. Imagine the hysteria.”
Charlene—she’s the attractive redhead—congratulates my South Korean counterpart and hugs her handbag closer to her chest. Her paranoia issues far outweigh my own manufactured problems, and the rest of us had begun to speculate that we’d never see her again. The fact that she’s here, that she made it again, says more about her character than I care to admit because she’s still a suspect. I like Charlene, no doubt, but if it comes down to a cup of coffee or handcuffs—not the furry kind—I’m choosing duty over desire.
Dallas goes on and on about her methods and tactics. She’s such a braggart that I’m beginning to wonder why she’s even here in the first place. She doesn’t belong. Neither do I, but I don’t care that she suffers from compulsive lying. I don’t like her.
“He was right there, guys. I’m telling you, just ripe for the plucking, and I was in and out before he took a second breath. Not that he would’ve had a chance to, mind you.”
Lie.
“Of course I was sure he was dead before I left. Don’t you all double check?”
Lie. Lie.
“I got the liquid brozantium wholesale. I’ll see if my supplier wants me to pass his card around.”
Damned lie.
The only thing she’s gotten right is the fact that they don’t know where the body is.
I do.
How do I know she’s not telling the truth about the rest of it?
Because that gig was my handiwork. A week ago, the world learned that Patriotman was eliminated with a simple medicine dropper full of liquidized brozantium, delivered to the ear canal. Every major news outlet on the planet received word that he’d died on the aptly named yacht, Misery’s Fortune.
The only known witness was a woman—apparently a (ahem) friend of Patriotman’s—who saw it from a hiding spot in the main cabin.
I wonder if she’s been enjoying her time in the spotlight. I may need to pay her a visit.
The story goes that some top secret, ultra clandestine government organization paid an assassin (yours truly) to get rid of the dear Commander, and voila, one dead superhero, as ordered. Everybody knows that he was vulnerable to brozantium, but a single, concentrated dose that close to the brain? Dude never had a chance.
The thing is, see, people had been trying to send the man of chiseled chest-diamonds to his grave for decades, but they were going about it all wrong; the trick was to get in there where he was vulnerable.
Hell, I can’t think of any good examples right now—okay, say it’s like Luke Skywalker and the Death Star. Patriotman’s ear canal could be that opening that Skywalker flies into and then fires his pew-pew proton torpedoes or whatever. Anyway, we all know how that ended.
Am I proud of it? Damn straight.
I mean, I guess I am. Patriotman had done a lot of good for the world, and it was a shame, but come on! On the surface, as the world sees it and will never, ever know, I accomplished something that no other person in history has been able to do. More people have walked on the moon.
There’s a part of me that wants to say, “Good riddance,” because it’s the end of an era. New book, new story, new chapter. A world that will learn to be self-reliant on the other side of Patriotman’s death.
Dallas says, “Tara, there’s simply no way—I’m sorry, Mara—there’s no way I’m going to offer you any legitimate proof and reveal my sources. We all know how this works.”
Mara crosses her legs and her arms. She pouts until Charlie Delta tries to put a hand on her shoulder. She squirms away with an upturned lip.
Dallas says, “Well, he certainly didn’t die with his boots on—wink, wink.”
I understand what she means, but, gag me with a spoon if she’s insinuating what I think she’s insinuating.
Here’s the problem: I have no way to refute this woman. She can sit there and lay claim to Patriotman or any of my other conquests like Gray Ghoul, Scarlet Gargoyle, Captain Kane, Deathmarch, Quickstrike, Sam Diamond, the entire Power Hour Team, and even the Crimson Gargoyle, and nobody would know the difference.
I’m bound by contractual obligation to keep my damn mouth shut—the US government doesn’t look kindly on its subcontractors sharing state secrets—and she gets all the glory, at least among our counterparts.
In fact, if she signed the same agreements I did, then she’s in clear violation of subparagraph three, section four point two. Forget what it says, but if I had a mind to tattle, she’d be up a certain creek without a certain boat propulsion device.
Should I care? No. Do I? Bah, whatever.
It’s ridiculous, and I’m tempted to call her out in front of this entire gaggle of heathens, but who will believe me? Dallas has clout among this den of miscreants and, supposedly, I’m just here for the anxiety issues.
What I’m doing with this gathering of mentally imbalanced, professional assassins is another story that I’ll get to in a minute, but first, let me offer a little background.
We meet every Tuesday and Thursday in the back of a bowling alley that smells like stale beer and floor cleaner. I’m always worried about being congregated here with nearly everyone of my ilk.
If Billie Bombshell happened to learn about this highly clandestine meeting, she could swoop in, drop one of her explosive devices on the roof, and ninety percent of the world’s elite superhero assassins would vanish.
She swore her vengeance after I eliminated her brother, Billy Barbell, but if I took the time to worry about everyone who wants retribution at my expense, I’d be a quivering mess like Charlene.
Remember how in Forrest Gump all the shrimping boats were destroyed, and that left the spoils to Forrest? If somebody blew up this building right now, our few remaining colleagues left out there would have more work than they could handle.
The owner, this wrinkled raisin of a guy named Jeff, is a retired NSA agent himself, so he doesn’t mind if the twelve of us gather and whine about how hard our lives are, travelling all over the world to beautiful, exotic locations so we can purge superheroes as various governments deem fit. They have their reasons. I ask, they tell me, and more often than not, I’m happy to comply. The bastards deserve it.
‘If the price is right, no job is too small or too light.’
That’s my motto. Sure, the rhyming is hokey, but it makes it simple to remember me, and I’m partly convinced that’s why I get more jobs than some of these other jokers. I thought about getting it embossed on a stack of business cards and changed my mind. You don’t want a paper trail in this line of work. Literally and figuratively.
Anyway, back to the support group and this ratty bowling alley. I’d prefer a bagel shop, but a certain amount of discretion is required when you do what we do for a living.
On the plus side, Jeff also allows us to roll a few free games, and I have to admit, my skills have gotten better over the past month. I broke a hundred last week for the first time ever. John Conklin—he of the doughnuts, who is also the demented bastard with a necrophilia addiction—nearly rolled a perfect game a couple of weeks ago. I’ll never forget the look on his face when that final 10-pin didn’t fall, and if the guy humped something other than dead superheroes, I might be able to find a dash of sympathy for him.
I mean, damn, one pin away from a perfect game. Can you imagine?
Sorry, was that too callous? I’ve been at this a while, and I’ve seen shit that would make Stephen King cringe, so you’ll have to excuse my forays into not-giving-a-crap insensitivity. It’s natural to me at this point. You have to adopt a thick shell of armor or you’ll never get through the day.
Okay, so I mentioned there are twelve of us: Dallas, Charlene, John Conklin, me, Don Weiss, Tara, her twin Mara, Eleanor, Mike, Charlie Bravo, Charlie Delta, and Fred McCracken. Each of us has our own—well, we call them “quirks” to avoid the true nature of the fact that we’re all certifiably insane—on some level—to do what we do as professionals.
We kill superheroes for a living.
I’m the normal one of the group, if we’re being generous, because I’m here under false pretenses. I don’t have “quirks” like these guys, but if you sit around and listen to them long enough, it’s hard not to think that you might be one job away from tilting the pinball machine in your gray matter.
This is the Superhero Assassin Support Society (SASS for short—let it be known that I did not vote yes to that acronym), and I’m here because there’s a traitor among us.
At least, an underground branch of the US government thinks so, and I’m getting paid to turn on my own kind…which leaves me wondering…which is worse, betraying your country, or betraying your friends?
The answer to that is pretty easy on a personal level, but, at the same time, if there’s no honor among thieves, then there’s certainly no honor among sassy people.
See what I did there?
* * *
The meeting went well, aside from every single lie Dallas told. Fred McCracken had a breakthrough and cried for the first time. Mike was the first to offer him a clean hanky, and those two have been rivals for thirty years in different aspects of their careers. Charlie Bravo and Charlie Delta didn’t argue once over whom Mom loved best and John Conklin kept his hands where everyone could see them. All in all, I’d say it was a successful Tuesday, and I’ve only been attending for a month.
I’m now standing by the shoe counter waiting on Jeff to bring me a pair of size elevens.
I don’t know about actually bowling this time, because I’m nursing a wound in my side from the Patriotman gig. Let’s just say that I had an accident, and for some reason, I’m not healing as fast as I normally do.
Charlene approaches with her handbag clutched to her chest like it’s a shield—a zebra-striped shield with pink piping, but a shield nonetheless. She glances nervously from side to side, a tennis match of paranoid observation, and then manages to give me a smile.
“Hey, Leo,” she says.
I have to be suspicious of everyone, because that’s what I’m getting paid to do, but this is equally strange because she’s never spoken a word to me outside of, “And how did that make you feel?”
Charlene has one thing in common with Dallas. She’s not why I’m here either, and of that I’m positive.
Charlene is wearing a green shirt that complements her red hair, so I say, “If it isn’t the Terror of Teal,” and immediately question if I could’ve come up with a better line. She’s a terror, all right. This five-eight bundle of cuteness is responsible for thirty-nine kills if you believe Homefront’s data.
Every single superhero with the ability to look great in spandex has it out for her after CNC revealed her identity on Tonight with Don Donner a couple of weeks ago. It’s no wonder the poor woman wears her suspicion like a heavy winter coat. I shake my head, embarrassed, and add, “Sorry, that was dumb.”
Charlene titters nervously, like she wasn’t sure she’s supposed to laugh, and I feel a gooey warmth in my stomach. I can read people well enough to know that laughing when it’s not warranted is a sign of liking someone—I mean like like—and I immediately feel as if I’m back in high school. Next thing you know, Charlene will be wearing my class ring, but it’ll be too big for her and she’ll have to wrap blue string around the band so it doesn’t fall off her finger.
With that thought, my eyes go down to her hands, which I’ve never really examined before, and I see that they’re large and sort of masculine. Maybe she wouldn’t need the string after all, and—
She says, “I wanted to ask you something.”
“Oh?”
Jeff shows up at the counter—stealthy bastard—and drops off the red, black, and gray size elevens. He sprays them with the anti-death-by-feet-fungus aerosol can and then seems to notice that Charlene and I are hanging out…together. He winks at me like she’s not standing right there looking directly at him. I roll my eyes and take the fashionably awful shoes.
Charlene nods at a nearby table. “Want to go sit?”
“So it’s a sit-down conversation, huh? Do I get detention afterward?” I shake my head, mentally punching myself in the nads because that was probably the lamest attempt at a witty flirtation that I’ve ever screwed up.
I’ve seriously been off my game since my divorce three years ago.
Thankfully, she doesn’t notice, or doesn’t care, because she titters again and heads to the table. The sound of bowling balls galloping down the lanes and the ear-shattering crash of flying pins reverberates around the room as we pull the seats out and sit across from each other. I feel like we should be cheek to cheek, sharing a root beer float.
Is it my imagination or is this absolutely awes—
See…this is the reason I haven’t gotten remarried. A woman says hi to me, and I’m already planning who’ll get the kids every other weekend.
Charlene lets go of her bag long enough to pull her seat closer to the table. An obnoxious funk emanates from the bowling shoes, and I discretely remove them from under my nose. They go into the chair beside me, but it’s too late; the nostril damage has already been done.
“So,” I say, “what’s up?” My voice comes out deeper than it usually is, and I can only assume that it was subconsciously intentional.
She says, “Can we talk about Dallas for a minute?”
I scoff and do that nasally snort of disapproval. “That woman. Jesus. I don’t even have the words.”
Charlene checks the surrounding area, and I follow her lead. Jeff remains behind the counter, spraying the fog of anti-death into a row of shoes while the other ten participants in SASS fling heavy balls at ten pieces of carved wood made from rock maple.
We don’t really have a group leader, by the way. Too many strong-willed egos for that to happen, but if I had to pick someone to be in charge, I’d go with Charlene. While she may be more timid and paranoid than a mouse poking its head into a room filled with starving alley cats, she also seems levelheaded and is highly precise with a garrote wire, from the stories I’ve heard. But is that it? Are they just stories?
That’s her trick, she says. Even superheroes need oxygen to survive, most of them anyway.
Charlene leans forward. Her lush red hair falls around her shoulders, and I get a whiff of perfume that smells like strawberry cream. She whispers, “It’s none of my business, but how could you just sit there and let Dallas take credit for your work?”
Whoa. What?



CHAPTER
TWO
ONE MONTH EARLIER
I step off the commuter plane at PDX and feel the rush of cool rain and wind on my face. Portland’s finest weather, and part of the reason I live here. I love that misty spritz.
The white-haired woman shuffling next to me says, “I thought it would be sunny.”
“Vacation?” I ask.
“Visiting my sister. I hoped to get some sun and sand between my toes this close to the ocean.”
I chuckle. She’s clearly never been to the Pacific Northwest before, and I don’t have the heart to tell her that the only waves she’ll see in Portland are over in the Timbers’ stadium.
The woman who had been sitting three rows up from me looks over her shoulder and smiles. Our eye contact lingers, and I’m already planning the honeymoon.
Forget it, bud. You promised yourself time to relax, remember?
Sometimes there are long weeks between jobs, and honestly it’s a good thing, because I don’t care how much of a pro you are, you need time to wind down after eliminating someone that’s universally beloved. It’s a hard job, no matter how much some of them deserve it.
I like to sit on my front porch, with a blanket wrapped around my legs, watching the rain while I read non-fiction books about physics and marketing. I read the nerd journals to keep my mind sharp, but I’m also a businessman.
Do I question why I do this, why I fight for the wrong side? Sure. Every day. But, just as sure as somebody needs to dig ditches, somebody needs to do what I do.
Is there a wrong side? Depends on how you look at it.
We all have our faults. None of us are innocent.
Even our heroes.
I’ve been at this for a few years now, but the worst was Polly Pettigrew, also known as White Cloud. She was originally the Blue Baroness, but she dropped out of the crime-fighting scene for a spell, and everyone thought she was dead. When she came back, she was essentially reborn, so the name change was appropriate. She was a billionaire heiress from somewhere deep in Texas—old money that came from centuries of her family controlling bountiful oil fields.
Polly was beautiful, and my God, did that woman have a heart of twenty-four carat gold when it came to the public persona. She was America’s sweetheart on nightly television, but I’ll tell you what, if you’re cutting backroom deals with the Chinese over oil shipments to the tune of billions, Uncle Sam doesn’t care how many little girls adore your action figure, you’re taking a dirt nap.
Polly had a good soul, even if it was a little misguided, and my eight-year-old niece, Stephanie, absolutely worshipped her as White Cloud. Had to be done, though, because once you turn down a job, the men in the black suits who cut the checks may not come calling again.
So here I am, walking into the outer hub of PDX where they bring in all the small flights, stepping into the din of chatting travelers while they wait on their boarding instructions. I smell coffee and hamburgers, two of my favorite things in the world, next to a good northwest-brewed IPA, and immediately regret the half of a leftover peanut butter sandwich I had on the plane. What a waste of stomach space.
The woman I’m marrying in my mind glances back at me again and slows her marching speed.
Oh ho, what’s this? Will we go to Belize or Hawaii?
She’s wearing a charcoal gray blazer, matching gray slacks, and a white top. The carry-on suitcase she drags along is one of those standard black ones that everyone has, and I can see that it looks spotless. There are no scuffmarks or tears in the fabric. She doesn’t have anything tied around the handle to indicate that it’s hers, should she have to check it, and it also looks rather empty. It’s not bulging like it’s jammed with shoes, clothes, a hair dryer, and other necessities.
Either it’s brand new, and she’s here for a short stay, or that thing is a decoy. When you travel as much as I do, you get a certain sense for this stuff.
I get my answer right away when she says, “You look tired, Leo.”
I sigh and nod. These approaches rarely surprise me anymore.
“Got a minute to talk?”
“Which agency?”
I ask this because the NSA pays the best, the CIA is finally learning that you have to open your wallet for quality work, and the FBI, well, let’s just say that I have a certain appendage that could use servicing if they ever lowball me again.
“I doubt you’ve ever heard of us.”
Interesting.
“Try me.” I keep my eyes focused ahead, paying attention to the swarming, milling crowd. If there’s one, there’s another, and I like keeping these people on their toes. It’s always more fun when I have them shaky and slightly less confident. I spot who I’m looking for about thirty feet ahead.
He’s a dinosaur to be in this line of work and probably had his heyday when the Teletype was still in use. But, he’s good at disguising himself because I never would’ve thought to check him until now. He got on the plane about twenty minutes after I did and I remember he bumped into me when he was trying to put his briefcase in the overhead compartment, then scrambled to get off the plane before everyone else. I see now that he was trying to get into position, but once I’m alone, I’ll have to remember to check my collar and pockets for microscopic tracking devices in case he planted one.
“And,” I add, “tell your buddy up there that if he wants to get someone’s attention off him, he should start picking his nose. Works every time.”
She smirks. “I’ll be sure to let him know. Good eye, actually.” As we pass the aging agent, she says, “Tough break, Agent Carter. Maybe next time.”
Agent Carter’s eyebrows arch high. He shakes his head, grumbles something unintelligible, then he tosses his newspaper into the trash. He follows, but not too closely.
The agent at my side clears her throat and says, “We realize you just got back from, you know, that job in Beijing, and Powder Keg was tougher than you—”
I hold my palm up to her. “Nope.”
“Nope what?”
“He wasn’t tougher than I expected and not another word until, one, you tell me how you know where I’ve been, and two, you tell me which agency because I don’t make a habit of talking to people I’ve just met. Stranger danger.”
This elicits a throaty laugh from her. Did I say something funny?
“We know more about you than your own mother, Leo, but I appreciate your candor.”
No, she doesn’t...she does not know the truth. But, I play along. “Then you’re aware that I’m not a fan of secrecy.”
“You like northwest IPAs with a low IBU, right? Let me buy you one. I know a good spot.”
Okay, now I’m impressed. “Local brew?”
“Wouldn’t have it any other way.”
* * *
I never accept rides from ultra-secretive government agents, especially ones who refuse to identify themselves until they have a cold brew in their hand.
However, her invitation intrigued me because the way this usually goes is via a self-destructing cell phone that receives vague texts, handed to me by some “whitebread” dude in dark glasses. Good thing I operate well on little instruction.
She doesn’t even tell me her name until the waitress brings two heavy mugs full of a golden amber liquid. These things are made of such thick glass, you could use them as hammers.
She says, “Wait until you taste this. New guys in town doing some amazing craft work.”
“How do you know I haven’t had it before?” I ask. She’d ordered them while I was in the restroom. I couldn’t find any tracking devices, but if they think they already know so much about me, I doubt it matters.
She grins and sips her beer. “Please. You know the answer to that.”
I shrug and let her have this small win. Chess matches can take a long time.
The IPA is amazing, unlike any I’ve ever tasted, and I have to work to contain my excitement. She’s right, the bitter taste of IPA is almost negligible and there’s this sort of heady, fruit-forward taste with a soft touch on the back end. Magnificent. I smack my lips and feel a grin stretch to my ears.
“See?”
I lick the foam off my upper lip and take another swig. “That’s just…unbelievable. So good. I can’t decide if I should propose to you or threaten to walk if you don’t tell me what I want to know.”
Her eyes soften over the rim of her mug. When she sets it down, I notice the small trace of lipstick left behind on the glass. “Let’s start with the latter.”
I inspect the bar. We’re alone except for the bored bartender and the waitress folding napkins around silverware. The sounds of basketball, scuffling shoes and bouncing rubber, along with the voice of an excited sportscaster, emanate from the embedded speakers while Agent Carter sits at the bar, arms crossed, watching the Blazers play. They’re winning, finally.
“Great,” I say. “Who the fuck are you?” I force a smile to look real, but she can sense my impatience. Time for the game to be over. I’m walking in dangerous territory here and I’ve let it go too long already.
“Agent Lisa Kelly,” she answers. “Sorry about the discretion. Can’t be too careful in airports. Too many cameras, too many ears.”
“And you’re with…whom? You’re too laid back for a spook. You’re drinking a beer so you can’t be one of those stiffs from the FBI, and the NSA would do a handoff in the grocery store. So that leaves, what? Secret Service? Homefront?”
“What if I told you that we’re so far off the books, the president doesn’t even know about us?”
“Then I’d call bullshit and walk out the door. I might finish my beer first, but that’d be about the end of our conversation.”
Agent Kelly leans back in her seat and sips. She has green eyes, unnaturally tan skin for someone who likely spends more time working than enjoying her days off, and brunette hair pulled into a tight bun. I’ve been seeing her face, but this is the first time I’ve actually looked at her. She’s a beautiful woman. I’d put her at about forty, close to my age, but not a day over.
She stares at me intently while I wait. It doesn’t take long before I grow uncomfortable and say, “What?”
“I’m waiting on you to walk.”
So she’s really going to play it out, huh? Might as well see how far she’ll take it.
“All right.” I lift my shoulders and let them drop with a huff. “Let’s hear it.”
“Thought so. They said you were the curious type.”
“They who?”
“The data nerds.”
“And exactly where does this data come from?”
“Around.”
I look at my watch. I don’t really care what time it is, but this is getting old.
“Somewhere to be?”
“Oh my God.” She’s maddening. “Are you married?”
“No, why do you ask?”
“I’m not surp—never mind.”
Agent Kelly chuckles and signals for the waitress to bring us another round. “Deke…Agent Carter over there, he and I are from DPS.”
I’d never heard of it before and tell her so. I also don’t call bullshit, nor do I get up and walk out the door. She has my attention. There isn’t much I don’t know about the darker side of our fine governmental establishment.
“Direct Protection Services,” she continues. “When the suits see certain patterns in your testing, you’re given the option to take a post with DPS. It’s almost like the Witness Protection Program, in a way, except for the fact that we’re not running from anyone. If you join DPS, you say your goodbyes and then you vanish. All records, all traces…”—she swipes her hand across the table—“gone. You never existed. From then on, it’s service until you retire or take the long road home.”
“All in the name of God and country? Admirable, I suppose.”
Agent Kelly impatiently glances around for the waitress. “Sacrifices were made, but the pay makes it worth it.”
“Wild guess says that Lisa Kelly isn’t your real name.”
She shakes her head. “Just like Leo Craft isn’t yours.”
“Touché, but that one’s free.” Something occurs to me—the way she fidgets in her seat, the way she slyly glances at Deke Carter for approval, and how her fingers can’t stop fiddling with a packet of sugar; they’re all signs of some underlying current of insecurity. “You’re new at this, aren’t you? At least with the DPS.”
“What makes you say that?”
The hint of surprise on her face is all I need to see. It means she can be manipulated if the situation calls for it. Somebody thought she was prepared for this role, but you can’t make up for inherent human nature. “What do you need from me, Agent Kelly?”
When she gives an indirect answer, for once, I’m not prepared for what I hear.



CHAPTER
THREE
Present Day
There are a few cardinal rules you don’t break in this business. The first is don’t trust anyone. You start making friends, having drinks, watching the game together, it’s easy to slip into this comfortable place where you share tips and tricks and the next thing you know, some muscled prick in red tights with flames down the side is knocking at your front door because your “friend” didn’t live up to that supposed role.
Happened once, never again.
The second rule is, nobody will ever understand why you do what you do, so don’t bother trying to explain it to them. I say this because I’ve gotten close—I mean like, close—to a couple of women who could’ve been The One, since my divorce, and I thought they would get it. I thought they would get me. Nope. They beat feet down the front path fast enough to leave a cloud of dust in their wake.
Happened twice, never again.
I don’t like moving halfway across the country to hide, and I don’t like having my heart broken.
I guess there’s an unofficial addendum to rule number two; don’t fall in love in the first place.
I’d like to again, believe me, but there’s no room for it. Well, I shouldn’t say that. I do it all the time in my imagination. I just don’t act on it.
The third rule, and quite possibly the most important, is never, ever get lazy. All it takes is one mistake, one tiny little hiccup, and you’re exposed. You’re wide open and you might as well draw a bulls-eye on your back.
I broke rule number three. I don’t know how or when, but the fact that Charlene sits across from me, smelling like delicious, creamy strawberries, waiting on an answer, means that I slipped up.
I stare at her with abject speechlessness and race through detail after detail in my mind. I’m clean, I know I am. I can’t think of a single thing I might have screwed up with the Patriotman job. I didn’t so much as leave a flake of skin behind. There was no way in hell that I—
“Leo?” Charlene butts in.
“What? Oh, right? What was the question?” I know damn well what the question was but I need two more seconds to think.
Jeff drops off a basket of fries and says, “On the house, lovebirds.”
Really? Really, Jeff? Do I need that right now?
“You’re better than that, you’re better than Dallas, and I’m half-tempted to march over there and tell Kim Jong Un where she can shove it.”
“She’s from South Korea.”
Charlene looks up at the ceiling—as if she’s addressing God—as if she’s asking “Why me?”
My inability to focus on the imperative element must get under her skin. For the first time ever, she lets go of the zebra-bag shield long enough to hold her hands out to me. She pleads angrily, “You can’t let her get away with it.”
“It pisses me off too, but why does it matter?” This question is about as close to an admission of responsibility as I can get. By acknowledging the fact that Dallas stole my thunder isn’t cool, I’m opening the door just a crack to let Charlene know that she’s right. I don’t want to do it, but man, I’m stumped. If she knows, she knows.
“It’s not right, that’s all.”
“Charlene?”
“What?”
“What’s the real reason?”
Charlene glances over her shoulder. The other ten members of SASS are down at the lanes, arguing over whether Tara (or maybe it’s Mara) stepped over the line. Charlie Delta is so red in the face, I think I can see a vein bulging from here.
Dallas cackles with laughter.
Charlene turns back to me with a scrunched up nose, almost like she’s snarling, and says, “Because she’s a no-talent ass clown, and you’re one of the best in the business. I can’t stand the fact that she’s got all those other schmucks wrapped around her little finger, and they worship her like she’s some kind of…”
“Superhero?” It’s hard to ignore the irony.
“Whatever. If I didn’t think she would run and snitch on me to the suits running DPS, I’d expose every dirty little secret she has.”
My hand goes up in the air, and I unintentionally use a ketchup-coated French fry to accentuate my surprise. It wobbles limply between my thumb and forefinger when I say, “Hang on, what did you say?”
“That I’d love to expose every little—”
“No, the part about DPS. You’re talking about the DPS?” I’ve been working with Agents Lisa Kelly and Deke Carter for about four weeks. I thought they were invisible…to everybody.
Charlene snatches up her handbag again and resumes using it as a protective shield. She tries to backpedal. “I-I-I didn’t say anything about—you have ketchup running down your fingers.”
Indeed I do, but more important things are hanging out there like the most pregnant oops in the history of mankind. “You said DPS, Charlene. Direct Protection Services?”
Only when she nods do I finally drop the fry and wipe the ketchup off my hand.
“Who’s your handler there? And is that how you know about my work in the Maldives?”
Charlene shrugs. I’ve quickly gone from lovesick teenager to highly paranoid, distrustful, elite superhero assassin Leo Craft. It’s amazing how three little letters can change an entire scenario.
I repeat, “How do you know about DPS?” While I wait on her to make up her mind about answering, I breathe deeply, cycling through my options. Not one of them is good. They all lead to a fade-to-black that I don’t enjoy.
Charlene’s hand snaps out to grab a fry and draws it back in. She nibbles on the crusty end and says, “I’m getting soft.”
That tender spot for her winks to life again like a distant star poking through the darkness. It takes a lot to admit that, especially among the ego-driven culture we inhabit. I feel the muscles in my face relax. My leg stops jackhammering the floor, and I lean up onto the table with my elbows. “I can see why. That Don Donner thing must be tough.”
Charlene points her chin at the lanes. The arguments are over, and the thunderous bowling has resumed. “It’s because of her.”
“Dallas?”
“When DPS dropped her and took me on, she flipped out.”
“Hold up. Dallas worked for DPS, too?”
“Yeah. And she’s the one that revealed my identity to CNC and Don Donner.”
“Are you absolutely positive?” I ask, but I already know the answer. If Charlene knew this to be true, Dallas would’ve been dead already.
“It has to be her. And now that I’ve fucked this up,” she says, pointing at me, then her chest, “I could use your help.”
And the truth comes out. That’s why Charlene is really upset—and good Lord, who wouldn’t be—with Dallas, as long as she’s the real snitch, and now that I’ve had a second to process, I’m starting to think that Charlene’s little “uh-oh” wasn’t so accidental at all. She doesn’t give a crap about Dallas stealing my glory, she just wants to watch her burn. Plus, if she’s working for DPS, then it’s easy to see how she could’ve potentially learned that the Patriotman job was mine, but there are some seriously gaping leaks if that level of interdepartmental sharing is going on. I’ll need to have a discussion with Kelly and Carter as soon as possible. Who knows what other details about me are floating around out there?
This is not good.
This is not good at all.
But it’s Charlene, though. If there’s one person in this group who I would be slightly okay with knowing what’s happening on the back end, it would be her, but damn, it’s dangerously close to breaking Rule Number One.
Yet again, I repeat another question from earlier. “Who’s your handler?”
“Two of them, actually. Crenshaw and Hawthorne. You know them?”
“No, just my two. Carter and Kelly. Kelly’s lead and Carter…well, I don’t know what he does other than sit around and look pissed that I made him the first time we met.”
“Older guy? Should’ve hung the gloves up thirty years ago?”
“Yeah.”
“He’s a teddy bear if he likes you.”
This doesn’t surprise me. I’d bet that Charlene captivates most men. And I say this without the slightest hint of sexism or chauvinism, but that’s probably how she got in so close to all the men in tights that she’s eliminated. If everyone in the group is telling the truth about their number of recorded kills, then Charlene is first, I’m second, Tara and Mara are third, and so on and so forth. I consider myself top-notch in the skill department, but Charlene, she’s something else.
Back before Charlene became the nearly incapacitated paranoid recluse that she is now, if she approached me in a bar wearing a cocktail dress and a smile, and had murder on her mind, I’d be clawing at a garrote wire around my neck before the end of the night. So they say. As the story goes. Blah blah blah.
She adds, “Deke’s the one that told me about the Maldives.”
“Figures.” I nibble on another fry, trying to gauge her facial expressions, wondering what’s actually going on here. Study people long enough, you can pick up on all these little micro-movements that will tell you more about them than an all-access autobiography. A twitch at the corner of an eye, a wrinkled nose, a smile ever-so-slightly dipping into less of a smile…they all tell you so much.
If I’m reading her right, so far this is legit.
“Why’d he tell you about that?”
“He’s not your biggest fan.”
There it is. There’s what I’m looking for: briefly, it’s that almost imperceptible flinch of the fatty skin tissue residing above her cheekbones, or, in layman’s terms, a squint. It’s a microscopic hint that she’s focusing on what she’s trying to say to me, as if she’s forcing it to sound true and get past my defenses.
It could be innocent. It could be the dust particles flying around in here because I can feel the air of the ventilation system gently puffing against the back of my neck.
Maybe, but I don’t think so.
What she’s saying isn’t quite true because, while Deke Carter isn’t my biggest fan, I can tell that I’m growing on him, and I doubt he’d betray my cover.
Charlene, Charlene, Charlene…what are you up to?
I haven’t survived this long by being an ignorant fool. It’s not time to start now. I have to remember, absolutely have to accept the fact that this woman is a highly trained assassin. Paranoid or not, if we’re on opposing sides of something I’m not familiar with, I can’t risk allowing the walls around me to fall.
Do I test her now? Do I play along until I see what she’s up to? Should I punt and hope to stay in the game for a while longer?
An incomprehensible thought occurs to me, and Jesus, it would be one risky but amazing long con if that’s what she’s going for: what if her debilitating paranoia is just a charade? What if she, or someone at DPS, intentionally leaked her identity to Don Donner and CNC to set up this elaborate plot to draw me into a trap?
Call it prophetic, call it suspicious, but plotting out scenarios like this in my head is what’s keeping me alive.
Would she risk her life that way? Every superhero in the world is gunning for her right now. Am I worth that?
What did I do? Why would they be after me?
Yeah, punting is the safest option. For now.
Maybe I’m totally going down the path of insanity here, becoming truly, amazingly mistrustful like Charlene, and maybe that subconscious blip of wrongdoing on her face was nothing more than a speck of dust in her eye, but better safe than dead.
It occurs to me that it was awfully strange how a government organization that I’ve never heard of pops up out of the darkest depths of national secrecy to recruit me. I need to step away from this for a while. I need to go talk to my contact that knows the answer to more questions than a Jeopardy! champion.
We call him the Oracle, like that lady in The Matrix, but really he’s a retired CIA guy named Phil that has more connections than there are grains of sand on the beach. If Phil doesn’t know about the DPS, then I have plenty of reason to worry.
How do I make a fast exit without alerting Charlene that I’m onto her?
Thank God, it couldn’t have been better timing: my phone buzzes in my pocket. “Hang on, Char,” I say, holding up a finger, “let me check this.” The ID screen tells me it’s Agent Kelly. I apologize to Charlene and tell her that I need to take it, that it could be important. “Can we talk later?”
She looks let down. Is it genuine? I’m so flustered that I can’t read her right now. “I guess so. Don’t forget me, though. I still need your help with Dallas.” She meekly pulls her handbag close to her chest and turns away.
I’m hustling out the door when I hear John Conklin shout, “Fall you bastards, fall!”
Among all this craziness, I’m kinda hoping he just rolled his first perfect game.



CHAPTER
FOUR
THREE WEEKS EARLIER
I’m sitting on my front porch enjoying some well-earned downtime when a black sedan with non-descript government plates parks in front of my house. I sit up and throw the blanket off my legs, then set the latest masterpiece about particle physics to the side. I don’t understand a word of it, but it makes for interesting reading.
Whoever is parked in the sedan shouldn’t be here. Most of the major agencies know that I don’t operate on such a familiar level. My house? No way that the NSA, CIA, or even those trundling knuckle-draggers over at the FBI would risk blowing my identity by showing up on my doorstep. They know better.
It sits there quietly with the engine running. The windows are tinted, and I can’t see inside. I’m tempted to get up and take a stroll down the front walk, but from where I’m sitting, my guns and poisons and nun chucks and swords are a helluva lot closer. For probably the first time ever, I slacked off and didn’t bring a weapon outside with me; I regret the oversight.
Who in the hell is that?
Local law enforcement doesn’t know about my degree of involvement with the United States government, or most of the governments of NATO for that matter, so if it’s a couple of departmental detectives here to brace me about something, then it has nothing to do with my black-ops, off-paper work.
Finally, the engine shuts off. I scoot up to the edge of my seat, butt cheeks right on the lip of the rocking chair, with my toes pointed toward the front door, ready to dart inside. I don’t normally get antsy, but this is highly out of character for anyone I might be in contact with at the national government level.
Both doors open simultaneously, and I flinch, waiting, holding my breath, until out climb Agents Kelly and Carter. I exhale heavily and mutter, “Unbelievable.” I stand up and walk to the top step, folding my arms across my chest, glaring them down with a stare of disapproval as they make their way up to the house.
Agent Kelly is all smiles. Deke Carter stares at me like I’m the guy who stole his daughter’s virginity on prom night. Kelly says, “Good to see you again, Leo.” Deke grunts and turns his attention down the street.
“The hell are you doing here at my house?”
“In the neighborhood. Thought we might stop by.”
“In the neighborhood. Right.” I grind my teeth and lower my voice. “Are you insane? Broad daylight? What’s wrong with a phone call?”
“We could’ve, but this stuff is always better done in person. Less breadcrumbs that way. Eyes, ears everywhere.”
I glance nervously around at the nearby houses. It’s nine a.m. on a Wednesday morning, so most everyone is at work. The Marshalls across the street are on vacation, and Bill Tuttle, who lives next door, is retired and, fortunately, deaf and blind. His daughter Mindy won’t be by for another couple of hours to check up on him.
Flinging a pointed finger at my front door, I order them to get inside.
Agent Kelly’s smile stays plastered to her face—she’s enjoying my agitation—and Deke Carter does nothing more than lift his chin at me as he passes. One last look around to make sure nobody saw, and I step in behind them.
Agent Kelly whistles. “Nice place, Leo. That’s a real Picasso, isn’t it?”
“It’s a print,” I lie. “Ten bucks at a yard sale.” Truth is, that thing set me back like four million. It’s a little known piece from his blue period, and I got it off this billionaire the last time I was in Madrid. Taking out the superhero known as El Jefe had proved to be more difficult than the Spanish government had expected, so I had charged them double, and the Picasso piece was my own personal reward for a job well done.
“And look at this couch,” she says, running her hands across the plush black leather. “You could melt into it.”
“Sit down if you want. Deke, you can, too.”
He grunts and says, “Coffee?” with an expectant look. I should be offended, but this is the first word I’ve ever heard him speak, so I let it slide.
“Lisa?” I drop the formality with her. Might as well, since she’s inside my freaking house.
“I’ll have one, too. Thanks.”
She looks good today, wearing a dark blue suit with a cream top and matching heels. Nice touch. Her hair is down, and even though it looks great, I preferred it up, like the way she wore it on the day we met.
They sit while I head into the kitchen. I shuffle through the cabinets, acting like I’m getting prepped to make their coffee, when what I’m really doing is trying to remember where I put that Smith & Wesson snub-nosed .38; was it in the junk drawer or where I keep the knives or—there it is, in the drawer with the cooking utensils, because that makes perfect sense, right? Why wouldn’t it be there? I tuck it into my waistband at my back and cover it with the hem of my long-sleeve t-shirt, then set about brewing the coffee.
As it gurgles and steams into the pot, I walk back into the living room. I lean up against the doorjamb to give myself easy access to the .38 if I need it.
Lisa and Deke both have to turn their heads to the side to see me. She smiles and says, “Come sit down.” She points to the matching armchair on the opposite side. I sleep there more often than I do in my own king-sized bed. That chair, I swear, is like dozing on a bed of fluffy white clouds.
“I’ll stand,” I say. “Gotta wait on the coffee.”
“You don’t need the gun, Leo.” Lisa winks. It’s still not a measure of reassurance that I’m comfortable with.
I don’t question how she suspects it’s there because it’s fairly obvious. She’s been trained to know her shit and to anticipate stuff like this long before it’s necessary. Given that, I respect her skill and move over to the armchair, but I don’t sit back, nor do I relax. The cool metal of the handgun presses into my skin, and I’ve practiced this scenario enough to know that it can be in my hand and aimed in four-tenths of a second.
I would’ve done well in the Old West.
“So,” Lisa says, scooting up to the edge of the couch, or trying to, anyway. It’s deep and so thick that she literally has to squirm to adjust her position. Deke doesn’t bother. He appears disinterested in me and keeps his eyes trained on my Picasso. I suppose he’s pretending to study it, but in reality, he’s monitoring me from his peripheral vision. “Nice place you got here.”
“Seriously?”
“What?”
“Cut the bull—why are you here, in my home? You only told me about the Sassy Club or whatever the hell it is last week. I went on Tuesday and Thursday and you need to back the hell off. You don’t find a traitor in a week, and let me tell you something else—those people are insane.”
Her smile fades like she’s disappointed. I couldn’t care less. She says, “I can see that we’ve put you out a bit, so I’ll just get right to the point. We’ve discussed your current status with your handlers among the other agencies, and everyone feels that it’s best for you to come work solely with us until this situation is resolved.”
“Bullshit.” There’s no way that she got clearance from Eric Landers, Joe Gaylord, or Conner Carson all at the same time. It’s likely that they’re familiar with each other on a professional level, based on the fact that they’re all working for the sake of national interests, but I doubt that they know that each of the others works with me on an individual basis. I don’t care how convincing Lisa is. I flat-out refuse to believe that all three of them would simultaneously agree to give up such an asset, and I say that without a hint of bruised ego.
Plus, I have such clandestine relations with these men that I find it impossible to believe that she and Deke would be able to make the connections.
A sly smile creeps back across her lips. “Eric, Joe, and Conner—all three of them—were very understanding when we suggested that your services were better used elsewhere.”
Well, there you have it. Call me flabbergasted. Maybe the DPS has more pull than I thought. I’d checked around with a few of my contacts to see if any of them had ever heard of Direct Protection Services, but no dice. That hadn’t surprised me considering the fact that I was unaware of their existence as well. I hadn’t made an attempt with the Three Amigos either because, for one thing, I didn’t want them to know that I was ignorant of something since that might allow them to feel like they had the slightest upper hand.
For another thing, while I was pondering asking, I had been concerned that if they weren’t familiar with DPS, then what kind of shitstorm would it set off among them if a fourth agency—one previously unknown—was snooping around, looking to steal my in-demand services? In the end, I left it alone, figuring I could always meddle around later.
I clear my throat and hear the end of the brew cycle beeping in the kitchen. “Coffee’s ready,” I say, standing, walking away. I use it as an excuse to clear my head for a second. I pour three cups and debate on adding a little something extra to theirs. “Cream or sugar?” I call into the living room.
Or cyanide, perhaps? The vial is right there in the drawer.
“Both for me,” Lisa answers. “Deke says neither.”
“Coming right up.” A thought I have makes me curious, because what she’s telling me now doesn’t quite jibe with what she said last week. I step gently back into the living room, holding the coffees delicately to prevent any of the scalding liquid from sloshing out, and for a moment, I consider throwing both cups in their faces and making a break for it.
But, I don’t, because if they have connections with my three handlers, and are able to sway their opinions, then it would most likely be the end of my career. No more offing dudes and ladies in multi-colored tights for me.
“Coffee for you, ma’am. And Deke, this ought to put some hair on your chest. You look like you could use a few more.” Deke lifts one corner of his mouth in the slightest grin. Maybe he’s warming up to me. As they both take hesitant sips, testing the temperature, I back up to my cushy chair and ease down. “I’m curious about something.”
Lisa lifts her eyebrows at me in response.
“You said last week that you were so off the books that even the President doesn’t know about DPS. How’d you pull rank on the NSA, the CIA, and the FBI without clueing them in?”
Lisa sets her coffee mug down—on a coaster, thank God—and says, “Give us a little credit, Leo. We weren’t born yesterday.”
“You maybe. Deke here looks like he might’ve fought a stegosaurus for scraps.”
That comment results in a hearty chuckle from Deke. Not that I’m warming up to him, but obviously the man appreciates a witty sense of humor.
Lisa continues, “Your three contacts think we’re with the Secret Service, and they don’t need to know any different. Is that understood?” The hopeful look on her face suggests that I should nod to let her know I got the hint.
I do just that, but then I add, “Secret Service? What kind of pitch did you run with? Those sunglass-wearing mutes have nothing to do with double agents, do they?”
“Deke had the idea that we would approach it as if we had intelligence indicating President Palmer’s life had been threatened by an extremist group of superheroes, and who better to help protect the C.I.C. than the guy responsible for taking out those exact same people?”
Deke curses when he spills coffee on his stark white shirt. I’ve heard him use two words now, and the second shouldn’t be repeated in polite company.
“Rags are in the kitchen, Deke. Second drawer down below the coffee. Ignore the .45 if it’s still in there.”
He nods and toddles into the other room, swiping at his tie.
I say to Lisa, “Let me get this straight. You told three of the most powerful law enforcement agencies in the US that a superhero was planning an assassination attempt? Look, I may just be an ant on the bottom of the food chain, but that sounds like the dumbest idea I’ve ever heard. No offense to Deke, because hey, seems like it worked, but why in the world didn’t you go with a supervillain instead? I heard the Black Viper was working on something big. Starbeast is back. FireShot, King Killer, Dr. Craze? Any of those guys would be perfect culprits, but now, you’ve probably got entire task forces out there chasing down a threat that doesn’t exist. And if distraction is your plan, so be it, but damn if that’s not reckless endangerment when you’re causing valuable resources to be allocated to chasing ghosts.”
Lisa nods throughout my speech. When I finish, she looks underneath the coffee table at my feet and then glances around the floor like she’s searching for something.
“What’re you doing?”
“Trying to see where you keep the soapbox.”
“Very funny.”
“Here’s the thing, Leo… You’re right. We could’ve done that. We could’ve given them a spiel about how the craziest masterminds in history were cooking up a credible threat against the president, but there’s no way in hell that Eric, Joe, and Conner would’ve handed you over for that. They would’ve laughed in our faces. They would’ve told us to suck it up and find someone that worked on that side of things. But, and this was the integral part, who better to chase down disgruntled superheroes than the guy who’s been eliminating them for the past three years?”
Okay, she has a point. I tell her as much, and she shrugs off my approval as Deke re-enters the living room. “And you came here just to tell me that officially I work for you guys now?”
“Yeah. And don’t worry, you’re still on the support group thing, but we’ve got a little side project for you.”
“Like what?”
“Ever been to the Maldives?”



CHAPTER
FIVE
Present Day
I had ignored Agent Kelly’s call, and she didn’t leave a message, so now I’m standing here on the street corner wondering what she wanted. Knowing that the SASS meeting had ended, she was probably calling for a status update, but she usually waits until the next morning. Maybe she’s getting antsy. It’s been a month, and I’m no closer to finding her traitor.
That can wait until tomorrow. I have more important things on my mind.
The Oracle, or Phil, as he actually prefers, lives in a modest two-story condo in the Northwest District in Portland. It’s within walking distance of a number of awesome shops, pubs, and more coffee joints than anyone would ever need. There’s a bagel place, too, that will knock your socks off if you’re wearing any with your Birkenstocks. (Don’t Birkenstocks come furnished with socks? Just asking.)
I climb up his steps, checking the tree-lined street both north and south to see if I have a tail. The only thing that might be out of place is a gas-guzzling Hummer parked two blocks up, which is astronomically out of sorts for how green this city prides itself to be. It’s a little past ten p.m. and the soft glow of the street lamps don’t help much, but if I focus just the right way, I can tell that it has a California license plate.
Tourists.
There’s a hostel around the corner, but I’m thinking if you can afford the gas and car payments for a monstrosity like that, you can afford a hotel downtown, something swanky like The Nines.
Is it out of place enough to worry? I doubt it, but it wouldn’t surprise me if some hipster decides to key the thing in the middle of the night. Can’t say I would blame them.
Phil’s place hasn’t changed in the last decade. I recruited him for backup info gathering when I got into this business. Aside from the members of SASS, my handlers, my mom, and the two ex-girlfriends I stupidly opened my mouth to, Phil is the only person who is aware of what I do for a living.
He gets paid handsomely to keep quiet about it.
If I were to trust someone implicitly, Phil would be on the top of the list, probably more than Dear Old Mom. She’s not happy with my chosen profession, and I wouldn’t put it past her to leak my identity to Tonight with Don Donner just to get me to retire.
I knock on his front door. Even in the low light, I can tell that the black paint is fading. I wait impatiently, so long that I’m ready to knock again before I spot the subtle swish of a curtain falling back into place.
There goes the metallic clunk of the deadbolt, followed by the jangling chain, and then the latch on the knob.
He opens the front door—crazy bed hair standing at attention on the top of his head—wearing a red flannel bathrobe and matching slippers. Underneath that, he’s got on purple silk pajamas. He doesn’t offer a greeting. He simply stands there looking annoyed.
I say, “You look like the Oregonian version of Hugh Hefner.”
Phil smirks. “If only.”
“How’re you doing, Dad?”
“It’s late, Leo.”
“You got anything better to do?”
“Sleep, for one thing. Get in here before somebody spots you.”
I check the street and sidewalk one last time, and step inside, satisfied that I wasn’t followed by Charlene or anyone else.
Dad. Phil.
Phil. Dad.
Bio Dad, a man named Martin Lauderhill, walked out on Mom when I was two, and we never heard from him again. My connections say he died in the early ‘90s from a heroin overdose. Whatever.
Thirty-five years later, I still waffle on what to call Phil. He insists on “Phil,” but he’s been in my life since I was four years old. He’s my dad, plain and simple. Being the manly men we are, beating our chests and chasing down mastodons with sticks, we’ve never really discussed this conundrum. I mean, gauging by the way he constantly reminds me to call him by his proper name, I’d say he has attachment issues, but it’s been a game we’ve played for almost four decades. If it is an attachment thing, then it’s likely due to his years and years of undercover work for the CIA.
Phil was a Cold War spy, and a damn good one, too, so it’s easy to see how he wouldn’t want to get emotionally involved with anything. It’s not a huge stretch to see why he and Mom divorced. Well, that and his Russian mistress, Ilya, might’ve had something to do with it.
He called me “Son” once and refuses to acknowledge it whenever I bring it up.
Phil moves a stack of newspapers and a crocheted blanket off his decrepit couch and motions for me to sit down. He asks me if I want coffee.
“Got anything stronger?”
“It’s gonna be one of those conversations, is it?”
“Yup. ‘Fraid so.”
He waddles over to the mini-bar that I installed for him two years ago—a Christmas gift that actually put a real smile on the man’s face—and pours us both a hearty helping of Glenfiddich twenty-year-old scotch that he keeps around for emergencies. I notice that he’s gained some weight since Ilya left him. And by “left him,” I mean, “went to Heaven” six months ago.
Mom even came to the funeral. That took a lot of willpower and heart, but as insane as it sounds, she and Ilya had become acquaintances, often sharing war stories about Phil. Their mutual annoyances had served as plenty of laughter over wine. Phil has asked Mom if she’d like another go at it, and the last I’d heard, she’s considering the possibility.
Why? God knows. Forgiven but not forgotten? Could be all the money he has and refuses to spend.
Phil apologizes for the lack of ice and hands me the tumbler. “You shouldn’t ruin good scotch like that anyway.”
I don’t feel like arguing with him. If it enhances the flavor in different ways then—never mind. I nod and down it in one gulp. Yeah, it’s that kinda night.
He looks at me like I kicked a puppy. “Jesus, you shouldn’t waste it like that either. Take your time, enjoy it. Things that bad?”
Oh God, the burn. I cough and beat on my chest. “I’m in something deep, Dad, and I don’t know what’s going on.”
“Phil.”
I roll my eyes. “Can we not do that right now? This is serious.”
“Yeah, yeah. So what’s going on?”
“You’ve been watching the news lately, haven’t you? Seen the Patriotman thing?”
“God, how could I not? They interrupted Wheel of Fortune the other night, again, just to say they’d found another new lead—wait. Why do you ask?” He leans forward in his armchair, cradling the tumbler in his hands. They shake a little, but they always do that. You couldn’t unnerve the man if you told him there was a ticking bomb under his seat.
I flatten my lips against each other, frown, and raise my hand.
His surprise is evident. “That was you?”
For the past three years, Phil has been a part of nearly every mission I’ve ever worked. He’s a master at digging up details on people—their strengths, weaknesses, and habits—superheroes in particular, and he’s one of the reasons I’ve been so successful. I never mentioned the Patriotman gig to him because it was too big, too…wrong, and I didn’t want him to think less of me.
I had ruined the hopes and dreams of so many little boys and girls. Crime rates the world over were already rising. North Korea, just this morning, had announced the reboot of their nuclear weapons testing program.
And it was all because of my handiwork.
“Oh, God, Leo, that’s over the line. You were…what were you thinking, son?”
He calls me son. That’s how much it affects him. “I know, Phil. Lecture me later, but right now, I need information before—this is so deep, I honestly don’t even know what I’m involved in. I guess the worst that could happen is being six feet under, but—”
“Wrong, bud.”
“Wrong?”
“The worst thing that can happen is somebody turns you over to SALCON.”
SALCON is sort of like the NATO of superheroes.
Superhero Alliance of Cooperative Nations.
Trips off the tongue when you say it, which is why SALCON is much easier.
It’s made up of representatives from around the world and though they publicly deny it—while those of us behind the scenes know the truth—they’ve been accused of prisoner detainment and torture that violates all sorts of international treaties. It’s whispered that they’re worse than most supervillains.
What does it say about your character if you do bad things while claiming it’s all in the name of good?
I suppose I should ask myself the same question.
“And in your position,” Phil continues, “if they ever found out what you’ve been up to for the last three years, it’d be a helluva lot worse than a dirty cop going to prison. You’d never see sunlight again, Leo, and that’d be the easy part.”
“The people they have on the case are morons. They’ll never get within ten miles of me, but they’re not the ones I have to worry about. The only way SALCON finds out is if I tell them myself, or—” For a moment, I had forgotten about Charlene. “I, uh, it’s more complicated…”
“How many people, Leo?”
I shake my head softly. “That’s the thing; I don’t know.”
Phil lowers his eyes and stares into his scotch like he’s reading tea leaves, looking for an answer. He takes a deep breath, huffs, and then downs his glass in a single gulp as well. Without a word, he gets up and walks over to the bar, then grabs the Glen by the bottle’s neck and pours me another one before he sits down. I fight the urge to blather everything I’ve done, know, and seen over the past month, but Phil is a master of extracting information. He’ll ask me the right questions.
This particular skill set of his is the reason I never got away with anything while I was in high school.
Phil sips again, smacks his lips—a habit I picked up, apparently—and asks again, “How many?”
“My two handlers,” I say, counting them off finger by finger. “Another S.A. named Charlene, possibly her handlers, their supervisors, and…” And God, I hate to admit this, but I add, “Possibly another S.A. named Dallas.”
He doesn’t get angry. He simply shakes his head, disappointed. “Goddamn it, Leo. That’s a fucking football team. What were you thinking?”
“It wasn’t my—”
“Fault, I know. It never was, never is.” Phil reclines in his chair and rubs his hands through his hair. “Explain to me how two other S.A.’s know about it. Let’s start there.”
I realize I should start back at the beginning, back when Agent Kelly and Deke Carter stepped up to me in PDX, but I know Phil well enough to realize that not answering what he’s asking will lead to a round-and-round that I don’t want to deal with.
You know what? The hell with it. We’ll waste too much time dancing around details if we attack the timeline like a Tarantino movie.
“That’s the middle of the story, Dad. I need to go back further than that.”
“Phil.”
“Fine, Phil. So about a month ago, I land in PDX after that last gig with the…you remember…”
“Yeah, the guy. Right, right.”
“I get the hi-how-are-ya from two D.C. suits right there in the terminal. Didn’t surprise me because I’m used to approaches like that, you know? Just not in plain sight in the airport.”
“Brazen bastards, huh? Greenhorns?”
“Nah. Deke Carter? He’s old enough that you should know him.”
“Deke Carter… Nope, no clue.”
Strange. I thought Dad knew all those Cold War dudes.
“The other one is Lisa Kelly. Close to my age. Not too much of a hard-ass, but she’s sharp. Good back and forth. Pretty, too.”
“And that matters…why?”
“Doesn’t. It’s a detail.”
He looks at me sideways. “Mmm-hmm. What’d they want?”
“Said they had some work for me, on the good side of things. They’re from DPS, which I’d never heard of.”
Phil raises an eyebrow.
“Direct Protection Services?”
I realize I’m in deep shit when he says, “Who are they?”



CHAPTER
SIX
THREE WEEKS EARLIER, CON’T.
I’m riding in the back of the black sedan with tinted windows. This is highly unconventional because I was informed that I wouldn’t be able to bring a weapon to protect myself, nor would I be allowed to see where we were going once we got to a certain point on I-5, north toward Seattle. Back at my house, I’d insisted that if I were going to do what they were asking, I would need to talk to someone higher up the food chain than Agent Lisa Kelly and Deke Carter.
She made some phone calls and got approval, so now I’m sitting here with my arms crossed over my chest, left leg bouncing nervously as I stare at the back of Deke’s head. It would’ve been smart of them to put me in the front seat where Agent Kelly could keep me honest, but as it stands, if things go bad, I’m within an arm’s distance of snapping the old man’s neck if I need to.
I figure that’ll take less than a half-second, which will leave me with plenty of time to take care of her, too. We’ll see.
Things are quiet at the moment. Deke navigates the traffic with ease, which tells me he’s used to the hustle-bustle of city driving. Whether it’s from living around here or not is another story altogether. I’d say most of their kind are residents of the northern Virginia area where a lot of the big government offices are, but it’s possible that they’re stationed out west.
That idea changes when he has to ask me for road clarifications a couple of times once we cross the river and head into Vancouver, Washington. It could be an act, but I doubt it, because Agent Kelly doesn’t offer up any solid knowledge either.
Why does this matter? It doesn’t, really, but I like to know that my handlers are confident of their surroundings. If they’re operating with some level of ignorance, what else don’t they know? I like to see the bottom of the pool before I dive in, you know? That’s the one good thing about the CIA, NSA, and the FBI—this might sound unbelievable, but when it comes to doing what I do for them…total transparency.
That took years to earn.
With Agent Kelly, Deke, and the DPS, however, I’m back to rookie status, and I’m not feeling the love.
* * *
Once we’re a ways north of Vancouver and traveling along the Columbia River, Deke pulls into a rest area. “Anybody need to rest?” he asks and actually chuckles at his own joke.
Agent Kelly and I both say no, and Deke offers more detail than he needs to about being old, bladder size, and nature calling. When he gets out of the car, he leans back inside and says to her, “We’re probably close enough. Give him the thing.” Deke slams the door closed and does the full-bladder waddle across the parking lot.
“The thing?” I ask.
“Trust me,” Agent Kelly says, “it’s for your own good,” as she hands me a black cloth bag with a gold drawstring. I’ve seen these before, and they’re usually worn by SALCON detainees in some exotic prison halfway around the world. I’ve heard Thailand is nice if you’re an illegally detained prisoner.
I toss it back to her. “I’m not wearing that.” Out the window, a young mother and father chase their darting, giggling children between a minivan and a pickup. They’re laughing and having a good time. He’s probably a computer programmer. She works as…I’m going to guess as a caterer—a little dessert company that specializes in cupcakes. Their kids are both towheaded, about five or six years old, a boy and a girl. American dream, right? I’m jealous. Maybe I’ll have that one of these days.
But first, these people want me to kill Patriotman and catch an international traitor.
My appointment calendar should be booked solid for April.
Agent Kelly hands the black hood over the seat and says, “To get what you want, you will, Leo. You asked to talk to the suits; that’s what we’re giving you. I made the calls. I didn’t have to.”
Her demeanor has changed. She’s all business; gone is the friendly who’s-your-buddy woman that I had already married in my mind. I snatch it from her hand with enough force to show her I’m irritated. “Fine.”
But no Belize for you.
I hold up the black hood and examine it. “I’ve always wondered…who makes these things? I mean, like, do you buy them in bulk from Abercrombie & Terrorist or what? Or maybe they’re hand sewn by the indigenous people of wherever and smuggled in on the back of a donkey?”
She wiggles around in the passenger seat so that she’s facing me. With an upturned eyebrow, she asks, “What’re you talking about?”
“Have you never wondered just how much stuff goes into making the world go ‘round?”
“No. I prefer to stay blissfully ignorant.”
“But you work for an intelligence agency.”
“Like I said…blissfully ignorant.”
“Seriously, think about it,” I say, sitting forward in the back seat, close enough that I could grab her hand, break her thumb, and have her subdued before Deke pulls his zipper up.
I won’t, though. Not yet.
I hold up the hood. “There’s a guy that makes the string that goes into the mouth of this hood. Somebody feeds cloth into a machine and it spits this thing out. Then, somewhere back at the zero point, there’s a guy in a factory whose sole job is to monitor the assembly line where a bolt is made that holds the wings on an airplane. Some guy has to put the bolt on the plane along with the other millions of parts, and then another guy loads boxes of black hoods into the cargo bay, and—”
“And five hundred million years ago a dinosaur died to make the oil that goes into the engine, and now it’s there in your hand. I get it. What’s your point?”
I’m not sure I have one. The number of things that had to happen to get that black sack into my hands is mind numbing, but I make something up to sound smart.
I pull it on and let it rest on my forehead. “We’re all living in one big machine, Agent Kelly. Whether it happens by design or by accident, things happened in order to get us right here, right where we’re sitting. We’re living in a machine that continues to function even if some of the parts are broken. Humanity tries to steer it in the directions we want to go, but does it matter what we do? There’s really only one direction we can go, and that’s forward, no matter what happens.”
“I still don’t see your point.”
“If that guy making the bolts died, it wouldn’t change a damn thing about the direction we’re all headed. We’re going forward regardless, at least until some outside force changes it for us, so if that’s the case then why does it matter if I see how we get to where we’re going? And furthermore, why does Patriotman have to die if the world won’t stop?”
I’ll have to admit, I’m having a hard time with what they’re asking me to do.
“That’s exactly the point, Leo. If the end result is the same, then why not make a few changes along the way to make it better? And you can spew out whatever philosophy you want. The reason for the hood is simple: cause and effect. You wear the fucking thing, so I don’t lose my job. You don’t wear it, I put a bullet between your eyes, and we find someone else to complete the mission. The world keeps turning, just like you said.”
That doesn’t exactly explain why I have to eliminate the most beloved superhero in the history of mankind, but whatever. I like my job, and I like my forehead free of gaping holes. Round Two goes to Agent Kelly, so I sit back, pull the black hood all the way down over my head, and cinch the string tight.
“Lie down on the seat,” she tells me. “If I have to murder that family because they saw you, that’ll be a very bad day, and I don’t appreciate very bad days.”
I understand what she’s getting at, but man, those are some harsh threats coming from a representative of the federal government whose job is to protect people.
The car door opens, and Deke grunts his approval. “Much trouble?”
“He fits his profile so well, it’s like he’s acting out scenes from a script. They’ll be pleased.”
My voice is muffled coming through the black cloth, but I say it loud enough for them to hear, “I’m not deaf, you know.”
But, I’m also concerned about who “they” are and why “they” will be pleased at the apparent lack of deviation from my norm.
* * *
We travel maybe another fifteen minutes. I feel the car decelerate down an exit ramp, we make a right turn, heading east, and then who knows where we end up, because Deke makes so many rights and lefts and stops and U-turns that I have to assume he’s doing it on purpose. He must figure that if I’m a good judge of distance, based on where we stopped at the rest area, I could find my way back here.
He’s right. I could’ve, if it hadn’t been for the haphazard insanity he just pulled. Well played, Deke. Another round for the defending champs.
Five more minutes pass before he parks the car. They climb out, and that’s followed by the right side door opening near my head. Agent Kelly says, “Out, Leo. We’re here. Leave the hood in the car.”
I do as she says, and when I exit and get to my feet, it’s not what I expect, but it kind of is at the same time. It’s wet and flush with green everywhere; a thick grove of pine trees envelops the surrounding area. It smells like wet earth and drenched pine needles. Behind me, a road cuts through the evergreen forest, and, faintly, the hum of traffic on a highway cuts through the thick fog. I couldn’t even begin to guess where we are.
We’re in the middle-of-nowhere Washington. I wish there were some sort of landmark nearby to give me a hint, or the scent of salt air to know we’re closer to the ocean, but with such a short drive time, we’re still deep in the pine jungle.
I could get home if you gave me a compass, but since that’s not an option, I’m here, and I might as well be moving forward.
When I turn, the large home in front of me is surprising. I had anticipated a dull, boxy, beige-colored government building with minimal windows and plentiful soul-sucking attributes like a spot reserved for the DPS director of Northwest Operations or some nonsense.
Nope. This place is gorgeous; mossy, gray siding covers the outside, accentuated by black shutters and white trim. Potted plants hang from baskets, flowers bloom beautifully, while the small bushes lining the walkway are carved into miniature shapes. I see a puppy, an angel, and what appears to be a sailboat before Agent Kelly grabs me by the upper arm and drags me toward the house.
Deke follows, but since it’s on a slight incline, I can hear him already struggling to keep up behind us.
I pull my arm free of her talon-like grip and say, “I’m guessing this isn’t an officially sanctioned building, huh?”
“Black site,” she says, keeping her eyes trained on the looming porch steps. “You didn’t think we’d just parade you through the front door of our corporate headquarters, did you?”
“I didn’t expect a marching band, but I wasn’t prepared for my grandparents’ house, either.”
“Time to behave, then, because we’re about to meet Grandma and Grandpa.”
Being younger and fitter, we take the steps in twos while Deke latches onto the handrail and propels himself upward with willpower and grunts.
Agent Kelly knocks on the door’s window, and it rattles loosely. I fall into old habits, doing a quick visual recon of the area.
Pine trees and…and that’s about it. I see no other cars aside from the black sedan, which sits in the driveway, engine ticking as it cools down.
If we’re meeting someone, how’d they get here?
When the front door finally opens, I don’t have to wonder how. I know how.
Deke and Agent Kelly appear to be as surprised as I am.



CHAPTER
SEVEN
Present Day
I’ve lost track, but I think I’m about four scotches in, and I’ve explained every single detail I can think of to Phil. He’s playing some Lou Reed on the stereo and at times, I haven’t been able to figure out if he’s listening to me or Walk on the Wild Side.
He’s matched me drink for drink, yet his cheeks aren’t rosy, and you’d never be able to tell he’d had a sip if it weren’t for the half empty bottle he’s cradling like a football. He stopped making eye contact with me ten minutes ago, which I presume to mean that he’s so disgusted with my actions that he can’t even look in my direction.
I say, “And that’s it. Charlene’s got a hard-on for Liar Liar Pants on Fire Dallas, both of them apparently work for DPS, and, somehow, Charlene knows the details of my mission, or missions, plural, but I don’t know what to believe anymore.”
The words come out more slurred than I like. Liquor doesn’t mix well with me, and as it stands, I’m calling a cab when I leave here. Or, I could steal the Hummer parked outside. Around here, who would care if I ditched it in the Willamette River?
Phil stays silent for so long, the bobbing diver in his fish tank goes through four iterations of surfacing and sinking. The gentle gurgling is almost relaxing. I have to admit though that watching that little dude under the water makes me feel like I’m drowning. My chest is heavy, and I can’t take a full breath. This isn’t like me. The house-of-cards espionage happening all around me stands on shaky ground. I don’t get myself into these situations. I’m smarter than this.
Phil runs a finger across his lips. He sighs and checks the bottom of his empty glass, then sets it to the side.
Thank God, because I’m ready to call mercy.
Once he finally looks at me, he says, “When you started this, I told you—no, I begged you to stay smart, and you swore to me that you would. You swore. I promised your mother that you’d be fine. Anybody with a head as hard as yours has to be stubborn enough to stay alive just to piss off everyone else. I told her, ‘When the big bombs drop, the only things left will be Leo and the cockroaches.’ She bought it, every word of it. But now, goddamn it, Leo, if you don’t live to see the end of the week, score one for the cockroaches.”
Phil is that grumpy old man who’s seen everything and knows that the world can be a shitty place, but he’s normally not so gloom and doom. Anybody that can ask my mother to come back after twenty years of affairs has to be a guy who’s filled with so much lofty hope, his damn feet don’t touch the ground.
He’s always encouraged me, particularly when I was an idiot teenager trying to find my path, so this lack of go-get-em-sonny-boy is disconcerting.
I say, “It’s that bad, you think?” I try to stand up and the world spins on an alcohol-propelled axis. I allow gravity to pull me back down. It’s safer in the chair.
“I’ve always told you the truth, haven’t I?”
“Mostly.”
“And if I lied, it was for your own good. Like that time you were in high school; I told you Ellie Tolliver was kissing that boy out behind the Tastee-Freeze. She would’ve ruined you.”
That’s a long story that we don’t need to get into.
“I don’t like the sound of it, Leo. I don’t, not at all. And let me see if I heard you right. Two strange people approached you in the airport, they didn’t wave any credentials, and you took their word that they were from some top-secret group that’s so top secret, even the president hasn’t heard of them? I got some oceanfront property in Colorado if you’re that gullible.”
“I thought that—”
“No, you didn’t. You didn’t think at all. First, they tell you there’s a traitor in your little group of nimbly-pimbly boo-hoos, and they want you to find out who it is, and then oh, by the way, since you work for us now we need you to take out the only superhero left with more common decency than what’s in his pinky finger. That didn’t sound fishy to you?”
“Of course it did.” I’m woozy from the scotch. My cheeks are flushed warm, and I sink back into the comfy couch. All I want to do is close my eyes. It’s been a hell of a month, and I’m no closer to finding out who the real traitor might be. Something sparks way down deep in my mind like striking flint together. It’s not much, and I can’t feel it growing any clearer.
“Then why’d you take the job?”
“The money.” I’m drifting, barely able to stay in the land of the sober, but I’m still aware enough to tell him my own lies. “It’s always about the money.”
It’s never about the money, but Phil is right. I’m one stubborn son of a gun, and I’ve never disobeyed my gut instincts. That’s how I’ve survived this long, but, when Agent Kelly and Deke Carter showed me a check with an extra comma in it, I didn’t hesitate when I should’ve. I disobeyed my own principles.
Yet, when it comes to enough money to fund your retirement for good, the word “sanity” isn’t spelled with a dollar sign.
I’m ready to teeter off the edge into drunken slumber when I hear Phil say something about my mother, forgiveness, second chances, and that he’ll make some calls.
I dream about Dallas in that white pantsuit. She’s somewhere in the Maldives, having lunch with Charlene. They’re sitting in a bar out over the pristine blue water, laughing and sipping fruity drinks while I observe them from a nearby table.
Deke and Agent Kelly show up. Handshakes and hugs are exchanged as an unidentified male approaches. It’s only when he turns that I realize he’s the man who opened the door at the DPS black site. Someone says my name and laughter erupts from the table.
I wake up, thinking I’m in a cold sweat. I blink my eyes and grasp that Phil has poured a glass of water on me. I groan, asking him if that was really necessary. “You could’ve just said my name, you know.”
“What fun would that be?”
“You said something about making calls last night. Anything?”
Phil doesn’t answer. Instead, he turns toward the kitchen and tells me to follow him. I stumble down the hallway, my teeth feeling like they’re wearing sweaters, and I’m dying to get rid of this sour taste on my tongue. I smell coffee and the mere scent of it perks me up. Phil tells me to sit, then pours me a mug of the dark stuff and hands me a cup of water and two white pills to go along with it.
The steam pours up and I sip gingerly, trying not to burn my tongue.
Phil looks at me with a measure of relief and annoyance. How he gets his face into that position is anybody’s guess. I figure you have to be a parent to pull it off. He says, “First, you’re fortunate.”
I set the mug down. “Why?”
“Six of my contacts have heard of the DPS, which is a good thing. It means they’re legit and you got lucky enough to take a job from a real organization.”
“Meaning?”
“Could’ve been some terrorist group or maybe even some SALCON reps trying to flush out the guy who put a shank in Patriotman.”
“It wasn’t a shank.” I hadn’t thought of that possibility. I’m learning that I’m way too trusting of my government agencies. Or am I simply slipping? I’ve been at this for three years. It puts a lot of stress on your mind, always sneaking around, hiding your identity, trying to remember which fake passport you’re currently carrying. Will I be Jim Blount today, or am I Mark Tanner? Am I waking up in Chicago or Phnom Penh?
Phil continues, “They tell me that the DPS is new, only been around about eight months or so. Dark agency that handles the threats that nobody wants to touch because otherwise, it’d be a public relations nightmare. That’s why they’re so underground. DPS doesn’t mind getting their hands dirty, and, according to my people, they figure the less anybody knows, the better, including the President.”
“Any jobs I’d know about?”
“None that look like jobs. That girl that was kidnapped in D.C. back in January? Remember her? Pretty blonde that was all over the news?”
“Yeah, Amy…something.”
“My guys don’t know for certain, but they say that’s got DPS written all over it. That intern had intimate knowledge of how far the Vice President stretched out on a ruler, if you get my drift.”
“So the agents with DPS are like the mop-up guys?”
“More or less. They handle the dirty work but take on some big time threats, too: stuff that would send the country into a shit-flinging panic if word got out. Say a suitcase nuke goes missing from a warehouse in Tulsa. Calls are made from the higher ups for DPS to take care of it, because with the FBI, CIA—too many damn channels to keep quiet. It’s all over the media before sunset.”
I take another sip of coffee. I sort of expected this, given the man I met at the black site, but it doesn’t change anything. I was stupid enough to blindly follow their orders when I should’ve come to Phil first.
“So,” Phil says, “for right now, we don’t have to worry about you getting tortured in some SALCON prison. I gotta admit, though, when you were telling me about Kelly and Carter putting that hood on your head to go see you-know-who, it made me wonder.”
After I revealed the identity last night, saying the name out loud, Phil nearly popped a blood vessel and insisted that we never speak it again. Parabolic mics, microscopic bugs, or any high-tech listening device like that could cause bullets to fly if they knew whom we were talking about.
“Here’s what’s bothering me, son—what?”
“You called me ‘son.’”
“Don’t get used to it.” Phil gets up from the table, groans and rubs his back, and grabs two plain English muffins sitting on the counter. He knows I like them straight out of the bag. We’ve both eaten them the same way since day one. He hands mine over and says around a mouthful of his own, “They come to you and say, ‘We’ve got a traitor in close quarters, somebody that plans to blow up the White House,’ and that’s all well and good. Back when I was in and working the home turf we probably followed leads like that fifteen, twenty times a day. Jokers all around the world try to dip their hand in that honey pot because it’s an easy target and easy to get us hopping on planes to follow up. Mostly they were empty threats just to cause a little disharmony.
“Now, I can’t figure it out,” he continues, “because it seems to me that if they had it narrowed down to the eleven other boo-hoos in your sassy group, why not just put an agent on each one? Normally the suits are chasing thousands of these leads each year, right? Why would they need to recruit you if they had less than a dozen options? It seems like a lot of extra effort and paperwork to bring you in the plot, don’t you think?”
He’s making a lot of sense, and it’s something I hadn’t really thought through. Not once in the past thirty days has this thought crossed my mind. Truth be told, that’s why I hire Phil—he does this kind of thinking for me. I’m good at disappearing in dark alleys, slinking into apartments undetected, and getting close enough to Patriotman to squeeze liquidized brozantium into his ear canal, but, the more Phil talks, the more I realize that I’m damn lucky to be alive.
I lean back in the chair, gnawing on a mouthful of English muffin, and stare out the back window. It’s another beautiful day in Portland; hazy, socked-in fog with a light mist peppering the windows. The muted light still hurts my head, however, and I look away to reduce the pounding in my skull.
I can’t remember what I told him last night, so I might be repeating myself. I tell him, “They specifically said that they knew it was one of the eleven, they didn’t know who, and they couldn’t get close enough because if somebody made them, it’d set off too many red flags. You gotta remember, Dad—Phil—those people in my…that group…they might be a little messed up in the head, but they’re highly trained assassins that work with people at the uppermost levels of national security. A superhero gets out of whack, any one of those guys might get a direct-line call from the head of the NSA. The DPS knows they’re all valuable resources, so if any of the big-time suits got wind that they were snooping around, trying to eliminate an asset—even if that asset had credibly threatened the President—the pissing match would clog up the system for months. It’s no secret that Palmer’s approval rating is in the single digits, so it wouldn’t surprise me if the Holy Triumvirate would allow it to happen on sheer principle. Hell, they might even encourage—holy shit.”
Phil looks at me expectantly.
I’m out of the kitchen and down the hallway before I think to yell over my shoulder, “See if you can find any connection between George Silver and the assassins in the support group.”
He yells back at me, something about not repeating that name out loud, but I can’t make it out because the screen door slams, and I’m thundering down the front steps in twos.



CHAPTER
EIGHT
THREE WEEKS EARLIER, CON’T.
I’m sitting across from the Secretary of Defense, George Silver, and over his right shoulder and out the window, I can see the official government helicopter sitting on a concrete landing pad. He’s wearing a dark green flight suit and a smile, so I can only assume that he flew it here himself for the meeting.
Best guess is, he was at the ceremonial opening of a new defense contractor’s building in Seattle. I remember seeing something about it on Tonight with Don Donner last week. He has one agent with him on detail, and the guy stands in the corner like an uptight statue, unnecessarily wearing his dark shades in the dim light of somebody’s former home.
The place has been gutted, and the only things that remain are the table and chairs where we now sit. I can see faded spots on the walls where pictures used to hang, but that’s about it for remnants of a once-lived life. Flames were already dancing off logs in the fireplace when we entered. For that, I’m thankful, because I can almost see my breath. It’s chilly up here in the mountains.
George Silver listens politely while Agent Kelly apologizes—blathers, really—for dragging him away from his mini-vacation in Seattle. She asks him how the ceremonial opening went and insists that she expected the director of DPS, Dan Clavell, who was conveniently in the Northwest for another mission debriefing, to be here instead.
“Oh, don’t worry about it, Agent Kelly.” He gives her the pffft hand-wave, and I’m pretty sure I see a twinkle in his eyes. I’ve seen the guy on television before, talking to reporters about the state of North Korea and Russia, or whichever evil dictator is currently en vogue at the moment, and I have to say, he’s a handsome devil on television, but in person, he’s mesmerizing. Bright blue eyes, full head of sparkling white politician hair, and a million-watt grin all add credence to the fact that this dude is one smooth snake charmer.
“But, sir,” she professes, “this is… I don’t know, higher up the chain than I expected.”
“Who do you think squirrels away the funding for your paycheck, Agent Kelly? Director Clavell is just there to move the white and black pieces around the board.” He turns to me, smiles, and I can’t help it, I’m taken in by his charisma as well. He says to me, “Deke and Lisa were kind enough to pass along your concerns, Mr. Craft. What can I do for you? Or should I call you Leo? Is that okay?”
He maintains eye contact, warm and friendly, and he moves in closer like he’s completely and entirely interested in what I have to say, as if I’m the only person in the room. I know this tactic—I’ve used it a few times myself—and it’s something that Bill Clinton and Steve Jobs are, and were, famous for: the reality distortion field. It’s nothing more than some trick of manufactured allure, and I’m aware of this, but damn it’s hard to ignore it when a master is laying it on thick.
I clear my throat and sit up. I can’t believe I’m about to do this. One way to overcome his tactics is to fire right back at him. Leaning in closer, up on my elbows and smiling, I maintain eye contact and say, “Leo is fine, sir. And is it cool if I call you George? We’re all buddies here, right? Same team?”
His face is frozen in that perpetual smile, but the flicker of his eyelids gives him away. He’s not used to being treated like this. Shock and awe with magnetism, that’s his game. Regardless, he says, “My friends call me Sparky. Are we friends, Leo?”
“Absolutely. Does that nickname come from the superhero that died in the fifties? That electricity guy that could shoot lightning from his fingertips?”
“Air Force call sign,” he says. I think I might actually win this battle of wills, because he leans back into his creaky chair and tents his fingertips. He rests his chin on his thumbs and asks, “What can we do to help each other?”
Believe me, I notice that he switches from “What can I do for you?” to “How can we help each other?” and it further solidifies how slick he is.
I answer, “As you know, Sparky, our friends here,” indicating Deke and Agent Kelly, “they’ve procured my services for a couple of big, big missions.”
“Yes, yes, I’m aware.”
It occurs to me that I haven’t really planned ahead well enough. I had an idea of what I was going to say, but I’m reminded of that late 1800s Prussian army guy who said something like, “No battle plan survives first contact with the enemy.”
I stutter and stumble through the start of about four different sentences before I hold up a hand, close my eyes, and say, “Forget finding out who wants to kill the President for a minute. That’s, like, a Tuesday afternoon in my pajamas.” Which is kind of a lie because I’m no closer to unearthing any clues than I was a week ago. I open my eyes and lean as far across the table as I can without climbing on it. “But, for the love of God, you people want me to kill Patriotman? Patriotman? Why?”
“I was informed that Deke and Lisa explained our reasoning.”
I shake my head, sit back, and cross my arms. “Nope. Not good enough. You don’t take out Patriotman for threatening to boycott some NATO and SALCON circle jerk. It’s not that big of a deal.”
Silver lifts a shoulder in a semi-shrug. “And would it make any difference if I told you that Patriotman has been a vocal opposition to the new cross-program policies that the entire world is trying to implement? It’s been extremely detrimental to the president’s plans.”
It’s true, Patriotman has been exceedingly vocal about that, and I wholeheartedly agree with his stance.
I study Silver, trying to pick up on any of his microexpressions to see if he’s feeding me a line of bull. I spot nothing. Either he’s good, or he believes what he’s saying. I risk digging further anyway by saying, “You and I both know that those policies will never work. Patriotman’s right—he’s not even a member of SALCON and he’s right. If it’s not separation of church and state, it’s separation of state and super-state. Ne’er the twain shall meet.”
From the corner of my eye, I spot Deke grinning. There’s a chance he’ll come around yet. Agent Kelly clears her throat, admonishing me, and Silver holds his palm up.
“Agent Kelly?”
“Sir?”
“You and Deke can give us a minute. Take Benson with you.” At the sound of his name, the guardian agent tilts his head in our direction.
Agent Kelly says, “Sir, I’m not so sure that’s a good—”
“The man asked for the truth. He’s getting the truth. We’re on a timeline here, and if it means making certain concessions, then so be it.”
“But, sir—”
“Out, Lisa. Deke, you too. Get Benson to tell you about that time he burned down that village in Pakistan. Helluva story.”
Agent Kelly opens her mouth to protest again, wisely thinks better of it, and gets up from the table. Deke gives me a look that has too many undercurrents to decipher and follows her toward the front entrance. Benson trails them and pulls the door closed behind him as he goes.
Silver looks out the window and takes a deep breath. With everyone gone, he seems weary once he exhales. His shoulders go limp and he rubs his eyes. “I’m tired, Leo.”
I want to say So what, who isn’t? but I let it go. Instead, I tell him, “I’m sure there’s a lot of pressure in your line of work, huh?” It’s an innocuous, throwaway statement, but what in the hell do you say to the guy who jousts other world leaders with his junk in one hand and a machine gun in the other?
“You can’t even imagine, son. Every day, we’re on the brink of war, and nobody ever sees it. We feed the media piles of bullshit about how everything is hunky dory, and we’re shaking hands and kissing babies with the Prime Minister of Whogivesafuckistan, when in reality, that robe-wearing dickwad is threatening to blow up half of Israel if we don’t clear some trade sanctions and send his people a few extra bags of rice. It’s insane what goes on. So much ridiculous nonsense that the public never sees. Every day—every goddamn day—I’m out there cutting deals to keep the bombs in their silos because, let me tell you, brother, we are one red button away from total annihilation.”
“Then you’ll forgive me for nudging you along, Sparky, but you said we’re on a timeline. What does any of that have to do with me, Patriotman, or one of the jokers in that support group who’s supposedly ready to send a missile from Whogivesafuckistan into the White House? That’s why I’m here; that’s what I want to know.”
George Silver, United States Secretary of Defense, and one of the most powerful men in the world, bites his bottom lip, puts his face in his hands, and begins to sob.
* * *
The car ride home is filled with questions from Agent Kelly. Deke drives quietly while she leans over the seat and fires one after another. What did he say? I can’t believe he told you and not us; why would he do that? Doesn’t he understand that this is a matter of national security? Aren’t you going to say something? You do realize you work for us and that we sign the paycheck?
I ignore all of them. I tell her only that Silver asked me to keep this national secret just that, a secret, because the implications are so overwhelming that dozens of hands around the world will reach for that big red button if anyone finds out.
That really sends her into another tizzy, and she berates me about chain of command and how information should be shared between subordinates and superiors and eventually, she gets to a point where she’s not even yelling at me. She’s yelling at the sheer injustice of it, period, and it doesn’t have a thing to do with my situation. She’s pissed at the director of DPS, she’s pissed at George Silver for putting her in a potentially harmful situation without the proper details, and she’s seriously pissed at Deke for agreeing that if I was ordered to keep my mouth shut, that’s exactly what I should do.
“And,” Deke adds, “it was your idea to let him speak to the suits anyway.”
This turns her cheeks flame red. Agent Kelly goes on another tirade, and something she says catches my attention. “Patriotman was never supposed to be a part of this.”
“What does that mean?” I ask.
She turns her attention back to the front window and spits out, “Nothing.”
“No, that’s something. What’re you talking about?”
“You don’t feel like sharing what Silver said, well neither do I, so let’s just leave it at that.”
Agent Kelly has a point, and I’m not willing to share what I know in order to hear her secrets. Or am I?
What would be the significance of it? What did she mean that Patriotman was never supposed to be a part of this…this what?
Tirade over, the car has gone silent. I stare out the window as we drive, watching the trees and cars pass in a blur, taking a trip through my memory and trying to recall every detail she gave me.
Okay, so, we were at that country-western joint… The Blazers were on. Deke was up at the bar, drinking a beer. She was sitting across from me and said, what was it… ‘We have reason to believe that one of your friends is a traitor.’
And then I said something about not having any friends…
‘Acquaintances, then. Somebody you likely know.’
I told her I don’t make a habit of rubbing elbows with the bad guys. I mean, hell, I guess you could say that I am the villain, in a way.
What was it she said next? She had a drink of her beer, and then…
‘You call yourselves S.A.’s, right? Superhero assassins?
‘Yeah. But that’s always kind of misleading because we’re not assassins that are superheroes. It’s just easier to say.’
‘Right. And you’re familiar with most everyone working in this field?’
‘To a point. I know codenames, real names, faces. That’s it. It’s not like we get together for wine tasting once a month.’
‘Did you know that a group of your colleagues have a support group?’
I remember being shocked by that. We’re all such hard-asses. Then I remember saying… ‘News to me. What’s it for?’
‘Anxiety. Depression. Their psych profiles suggest they’re having a difficult time performing. Over time, eliminating a perceived hero, no matter how much their deaths are justified, really puts a strain on them. Enough that there’s been underground chatter about taking out the President and ending this crusade. Problem is, we have no idea who.’
‘No shit?’
‘And that’s why you’re here, Leo. All signs indicate you’re a heartless bastard who’ll kill anything as long as there are some extra zeroes on the paycheck. Betray one of your own, and we’ll make it worth your while.’
That’s how it went down, and as I sit here in the back of this sedan that smells like Deke’s aftershave, what really bothers me about the situation is not killing one of my own—a lot of them probably deserve to be pushing up daisies—it’s the fact that she called me a heartless bastard.
Come on. That’s a bit harsh. I’m just digging the ditches that need to be dug.



CHAPTER
NINE
Present Day
Point blank, George Silver lied to me that day in the cabin, and I knew that he did, but, damn, he was trying hard to be convincing with all those tears. That bit about how Patriotman had killed the American dream of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness by switching sides, by hating President Palmer and SALCON so much that he joined forces with the North Koreans and “became a commie bastard” sounded so persuasive, so real, that he almost had me convinced.
It’s not often you get the Secretary of Defense bawling about how America is going to shit—and that it’s already gone to shit enough for the All-American Hero to shake hands with the devil.
The rest of his story went like this: someone under the President’s command had already tried to recruit one of the assassins to take out Patriotman before he could go public with his decision to abandon the American way of life.
He told me that Patriotman uncovered the plan and had done such an excellent job of convincing his would-be murderer that his decisions were for the greater good, he’d turned that person against the United States.
Within a month, Patriotman was going to renounce his citizenship, publicly pledge faith to the red flag of doom, and this mystery person in my group would turn the White House, and President Palmer, into a fine mist and leave only a hole in the ground.
Of course, I questioned it as I sat there with him. Of course, it was fantastically unbelievable that the man who is universally beloved, who has come to embody every sense of nationalistic pride, would turn his back on the people he’d sworn to defend.
Silver told me they had no idea who the member of SASS was that had been recruited, only that they had narrowed it down to one of the twelve.
As I rush away from Phil’s house, it occurs to me that I might have a pretty good idea of who Silver might be trying to blame, and that Phil likely isn’t going to find a connection to any other member of SASS.
* * *
I land at Dulles International in northern Virginia.
It’s late, and I’m tired, but I don’t care if it’s two o’clock in the morning or not, I’m going after them one by one.
Who? Eric Landers, Joe Gaylord, and Conner Carson, the heads of the NSA, the CIA, and the FBI; one of them has to know something. They didn’t just hand me over to the DPS without reason. They would never do it on their own. At least, I don’t think they would. We’re more than colleagues. We’re friends.
Friends by proxy, I suppose, because they’ve asked me to do lots of inglorious shit to some of the world’s most adored superheroes, and I’ve kept their secrets because that’s what I get paid to do, but damn, they wouldn’t do what I suspect them of contributing to…would they?
I climb into the rental car and flop down on the soft leather seats. It’s got that new-car smell, but the last person that was in here left behind a hint of perfume that reminds me of Shelby. She was the first woman I dared to reveal my job requirements to, and once wasn’t enough to learn my lesson.
Man, I’m exhausted. I had spent most of the day back in Portland, driving in circles, thinking and coming up with no decent leads or solutions. Phil called twice and got nowhere either. I let him in on my theory, and he agreed that it was certainly plausible, which is why I’m here in northern Virginia instead of at home, sleeping in my own bed.
I’ve been paranoid all day that I’m under surveillance, and there’s even a little part of me that’s scared to turn the key in the ignition.
You know what? Better safe than sorry.
I realize I must look like a fool, but now that I’m down here underneath the car, checking for flashing red blips or any wires that might lead to a bomb, I feel better. That minor surge of adrenaline gives me another boost. It’s just after eleven back home, and my body hasn’t adjusted yet.
And, given the circumstances, if I’m awake, Eric, Joe, and Conner might as well be too, right?
I leave the airport parking lot, heading for a super rich area of Alexandria where I know Eric Landers, head of the NSA, lives in a three-story home so large that it could house the entire population of New Guinea.
D.C. is dead this time of night, and I love it when it’s like this. I spent about two years here, and if it hadn’t been for the pure insanity of the go-go-go world everyone here inhabits, I might’ve stuck around.
It’s foggy, too, adding a certain gloomy touch to the quiet city and surrounding suburbs. Stoplights cast green, yellow, and red halos as they cycle through their routines, and it strikes me how odd it is that we’re conditioned to obey these things, even in the dead of night, when barely anyone is awake. This is D.C., though, and there’s enough traffic on the roads to keep up the tradition of traffic laws.
I drive with the radio tuned to some talk show as a distraction. It works until I see a billboard along the highway. The model—I think it’s for shampoo—is a ravishing redhead with a smile that doesn’t need giant bulbs to light up her face. It makes me think of Charlene. I’m wary of her, considering she’s supposedly with DPS and knows more about me than she should, yet I feel that tug of longing.
Different world, different time, different jobs—you mix all those together magically, and we might have a chance. I don’t know this, obviously, because we’ve never spoken much outside of Group Sharing. It’s a feeling. A strong notion of connection, and I’m sure she feels it, too. That’s why she was concerned about Dallas stealing my glory. She was feeling protective of me.
Charlene. There are too many questions about her that don’t have answers.
I need to think about something else.
The radio doesn’t help much. Elevator music signals the end of one program and the beginning of another. There’s some nighttime DJ spewing talk radio bullshit about how the world is going to end now that Patriotman is dead. “It’s the end of humanity as we know it, my friends,” says the DJ, “and you voted this guy in. It’s all Palmer’s fault. Remember that the next time you cast your ballots in November.”
All Palmer’s fault. If the guy only knew he should be saying, “It’s all Leo Craft’s fault.”
And then something he said strikes me. It’s not so much a smack in the face as it is that flickering of kindling catching fire. “Remember that the next time you vote.”
It’s an election year. Palmer’s numbers are abysmal.
Would it be a stretch to think this is related to the election?
I toss the idea around and decide that no, it’s all too big to be a part of an election rigging scandal. If you’re a spin-doctor for the Republican Party, there are easier ways to completely obliterate what little confidence remains in Palmer’s ability to run this country. But, as bad as he is, all the talking heads suggest he’ll remain in office because the opposition doesn’t have anyone suitable enough to run against him.
They should know that it’s a risky maneuver for little to no return.
Hmm. That doesn’t mean it’s entirely out of the question.
If you’re a motivated Vice President who might be completely sick of having your good name tarnished because of the incompetency of the Grand Poobah, and you don’t want to spend four more years cleaning up his messes, and you think you can do a better job…
A car horn honks behind me, and I snap out of my plotting daze. The light above is green, and I wonder how long it’s been that way. I hold my hand up apologetically and press down on the gas pedal. The car behind me swings up to my side and in true D.C. hospitality, the driver flips me the bird and yells something in Russian. He’s gone before I have a chance to return the gesture.
So many possibilities to choose from and the more I think about it, the more muddled the details become in my mind.
The GPS announces that I’m five miles from my destination and tells me to turn right. I make a left instead and grab a cup of coffee from a dingy convenience store with a sleepy clerk behind the register and a one-eyed Pomeranian flopped on the counter like he’s a placemat.
“Nice dog,” I tell the woman.
“That’s Sparky,” she mumbles. “Don’t get near him. He’s a real bastard.”
Funny. I know another Sparky that’s a real bastard.
Back in the car, I sit with the engine running, trying to plan my approach to the three men who might be the connecting points of this complicated puzzle. I’m thinking over my plan to visit the head of the NSA first.
I find a pen and a notepad in the glove compartment and start jotting down some notes. It helps me process things thoroughly when I can see it on paper.
Eric Landers is fifty-three years old. He’s about a foot taller than I am, which is to say he bumps his head on the moon when it’s hanging low in the sky. He’s a family man; Dolores is his wife of thirty years, and they have two boys, Mark and Sam, who are a year apart and attend Harvard. Out of my three government contacts, I like Eric the most. He’s a bulldog when he needs to be, but he can also flip the switch and be all chummy with you in the same conversation. I’ve seen him turn an intern into a blubbering mess of tears and then share nachos with the guy ten minutes later.
He bleeds red, white, and blue, and from what I can tell, he’s fiercely loyal to President Palmer, considering they were roommates back at West Point. While I’m simply going on election rigging as a theory, I can’t see him purposely taking part in it just to get his buddy out of office. Wouldn’t happen.
So do I even need to go see him?
Yes. His lack of motive regarding Palmer doesn’t mean he’s not involved on some other level.
Okay, Eric Landers it is. He should appreciate a visit from his old pal Leo at two-thirty in the morning. Who wouldn’t?
* * *
I didn’t actually expect him to be happy about the rude awakening, but I surely didn’t expect the vitriol that I receive as he yanks me inside and slams the door behind me.
“What in the blue blazes fuck are you doing here at my house? Are you insane?” He says this with hushed anger, like he’s trying not to wake his wife up, but it doesn’t work.
A soft, female voice comes down the stairs. I assume she’s poking her head over the railing. “Eric? Everything okay?”
He calls up the stairs, “It’s fine, Dolly. Work stuff.”
“At this hour? It couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”
“Just go back to sleep, hon. This won’t take long,” he says, then turns to me and adds, “will it, Leo?”
I shrug. “Maybe.”
“Okay, then,” Dolores says. “There’s fresh French Roast in the pantry if you need it.”
Cheerfully, he replies, “Thanks, dear,” and then practically shoves me into the study at my left. I take quick mental notes of the room as he swiftly but quietly shuts the door. Books line shelves, plants hang from hooks, I can see that the windows could use a touch of cleaning, and his desk is cluttered with stacks of manila folders, letters, books, a laptop, a pencil holder, and a family photo in a silver frame.
Eric says, “Do you have any idea how risky this is, coming here? What’re you thinking?”
“I need some answers.”
“Leo, I’m not sure that—”
“Why does George Silver want Patriotman dead?” I interrupt. “And why is the DPS planning to use me as a scapegoat for whatever else is coming?”
I nearly have to lift him off the ground by his throat before he’ll give me an answer.



CHAPTER
TEN
TWO WEEKS EARLIER
Okay, so regardless of how ticked off Agent Kelly is, I still have a job to complete.
She was kind enough to remind me that they wired an inordinately large amount of money to my Swiss bank account, which means I should probably get to work—seriously this time—trying to find out which one of my counterparts is a traitorous bastard.
The thing is, I’m starting to wonder whether there’s actually someone out to blow up the White House. If Silver was lying to me about Patriotman’s involvement, and I know he was, then it could also mean that the other half of this assignment is total bunk, too.
For now, though, I’m going to proceed as if that part of the mission is true, simply because Agent Kelly had no idea what Silver could’ve told me, and, she said, “Patriotman was never supposed to be a part of this.”
It’s a stretch, yeah, but stranger things have happened, and if you think about it, it makes sense in a way. Her superiors want Patriotman dead for reasons unrelated to her and Deke’s original mission of preventing a presidential assassination attempt, and she’s annoyed that they’re butting in on her domain. It’s a turf war. Has to be. Superiors versus subordinates and yeah, it sucks, which is exactly why I’m an entrepreneur. I like being my own boss.
Sometimes it’s a good thing, though, because going back to what I said to her earlier, we’d never make any progress as a society if life weren’t one huge pissing match.
Okay, that’s settled. We have a wolf in sheep’s clothing to find.
And to ensure that Silver knows I’m on board, I’ve scheduled my trip to the Maldives for later in the week. They’ve shown a few blurry photos of him, so it’s not confirmed that he’s officially there, but all the tabloids say that Patriotman is supposedly vacationing in the Maldives until the end of April, and I figure I’ll go after I attend another SASS meeting.
My tasks: kill Patriotman and find a domestic terrorist in order to prevent an assassination. Simple enough.
It’s not that I’m a fan of President Palmer—however, the guy did have a great platform when he ran on the promise of bolstering education, which I’m all for—but once he was in office, the D.C. machine railroaded him into just another talking head who couldn’t get anything passed by the divided House and Senate. They were too interested in seeing who had the biggest schlongs to pass any real reform.
I think after a year the guy just got bitter and was burdened by petty jealousy. There were all these superheroes on Tonight with Don Donner getting more accolades than the man who was trying to do his best for an entire nation. Some masked muscle man on the street that saved an old lady from a mugger would be handed the keys to a city while every talking head on television skewered poor Palmer. He couldn’t take it.
That’s my theory, anyway. It wasn’t long after his failed attempts at any real reform that the late night phone calls started with secretive, electronically disguised voices placing orders.
They went something like this:
“We’re aware of your activities, Mr. Craft, and we’d like you to come work with us.
Carl Banks, and you may know him as Gray Ghoul, has been secretly operating with the Russians to sabotage oil pipelines through Eastern Europe. He’ll be hard to track down over there, but he’s worth three hundred thousand. Plus, get on our good list with this one and there’ll be plenty more.”
“Deathmarch, a.k.a. Bill Frederickson, had a hand in helping the IRA procure the appropriate items for explosive devices back in the ‘80s. He’s been on a low-priority wanted list for thirty years, but with his recent work as a hero, we’d been cutting him some slack. It’s time for the chickens to come home to roost. Five hundred thousand if you can get rid of him by Thursday.”
“Tom Liverpelt, who goes by the handle Captain Kane, has become one of our top priorities in the past week. It involves child pornography, and we can’t say more than that. Highest order, Mr. Craft. He’s in San Diego for a conference and if you can get it done by tonight, we’ll tack on a bonus. Million five.”
Before all this started—officially working for the government, I mean—I was on a mission of my own, trying to take out a superhero named BlazeWire who was on the take from some real bad guys.
I’d been undercover for about six weeks, running jobs for the Bandito Cartel down in Mexico, and honestly, it took me a couple of days to make up my mind when I got the first NSA invite, because I couldn’t decide who was more dangerous: a bunch of cutthroat bastards holed up in Juarez or the United States government.
So yeah, that’s how I got here, and, anyway, that’s all beside the point. The President isn’t a bad guy, but he’s probably a little misguided. I’m not part of Palmer’s Army, by any means. Still doesn’t mean he deserves to die, even if I have more fingers than he has points in his approval rating.
I’ll do my part to make sure he doesn’t go on display in a coffin, and in the meantime, I’ll try to figure out what’s going on with George Silver. Why was he lying to me about Patriotman?
And speaking of which, this “eliminate Patriotman” thing is really cramping my style, too, because it has far more serious implications than I’d like to admit.
Okay, too much going on up in the old gray matter.
I should get the Palmer thing squared away first, then I’ll tackle what to do about Patriotman. How do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time.
* * *
When you’re trying to do investigative work on a group of international assassins who are good enough to sneak up on superheroes with abnormal powers—and murder them—it’s not like you can simply sit down in a café and hide behind a newspaper and some dark sunglasses.
I learn this quickly, on Day One of Serious Investigation Commencement, when Charlie Delta spots me from across the way during Portland’s Saturday Market downtown. He waves at me and strolls over, holding a t-shirt with a screen-printed owl on the front.
I play it off like I’m there to browse the artisanal cheeses and homemade jams in support of all the fantastic local artists. We have a beer together, talk shop, and he tells me he’s late for a flight to Guam.
“Apparently,” he says, glancing around, making sure no one is eavesdropping, “Green Devil has been trading arms with some underground outfit along the border of Pakistan. Those damn cave dwellers. Can you believe it? I would’ve never expected Devil to be in on something like that, but all the data points from Homefront indicate it’s as true as the sun rising. And you think you know people, huh?”
Pffft. Tell me about it.
“Anyway, I figure I’ll catch him in Guam while he’s visiting his mama.”
“That’s cruel.”
Charlie Delta shrugs. “You mess with the bull…”
I nod in acknowledgement, trying to study his microexpressions to see if he’s hiding anything. Charlie Delta has a long list of accomplishments when it comes to eliminating people on the wrong side of justice, but he’s not a murderer.
That sounds weird when I say it like that. The dude kills people for a living.
What I mean is, he doesn’t kill the innocent ones. He’s a good guy, but I’m not ready to check him off my list.
You think you know people…
That faint smell of damp city wafts over me as Charlie Delta stands up from the table. He pushes his white plastic chair out of the way. The table wobbles, unstable. He offers to shake my hand, which I accept, and then he asks me, “See you at SASS on Tuesday?”
“Wouldn’t miss it.”
“Good, good.” He pauses, nodding somberly, like he’s got something to add. He hasn’t let go of my hand yet, and it’s slightly awkward. He squeezes and shakes again, finally relaxing his grip. “We’re all friends there, Leo. Those guys have done a lot of good for me and my mental state. This work is hard, but I don’t have to tell you that. Preaching to the choir. Whatever’s bothering you, keep your head up. There are plenty of shoulders to cry on.” With that, he’s gone.
I watch him go, feeling like that was the most genuine thing I’ve heard out of a human being in a long time. I don’t think Charlie Delta is my guy, but I’m not counting him out yet. I’m not counting anybody out.
* * *
I hop on a quick flight down to SFO because that’s where Tara and Mara make their home when they’re not travelling the world, killing people for a living. They live in an old 1950s, Eichler-style home, with lots of windows and an open-air courtyard in the middle. Their place has an incredible view of the San Francisco Bay, and to call me jealous would be an understatement. This city is second on my list, but Jesus, who can afford it, even if you have millions of dollars from eliminating superheroes?
The twins are too smart for me to hang out in a warm car, chugging coffee and eating doughnuts, pretending I’m on a stakeout, so what I do is, I walk right up to their front door, and I knock.
Tara comes to the door—and I know it’s her because of the chicken pox scar to the right of her nose—and she’s wearing pink, flowery pajamas. Her feet are tucked into blue slippers. She smiles and says, “Leo? I didn’t know you were in town.” I spot Mara behind her, wearing blue, flowery pajamas and pink slippers, sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee.
“I’m just down for the day, looking at some real estate. Figured I’d stop by.”
Tara steps to the side and beckons for me to enter. “Come in, come in. Sorry we’re in our jammies. We’re still recovering.”
“From what?” I ask, stepping into the front entryway.
She rolls her eyes. “You would not believe the trouble we had with Commander Cro-Magnon in Sydney. It went downhill in a hurry, and, besides, that’s a long-ass flight back.”
Mara calls to me from the kitchen. “Hey, Leo!” She waves and asks if she can get me a cup of coffee or a scone. When I decline, she gives me the pish-posh scoff and gets up to serve me something anyway.
We sit at their kitchen table, eating the best homemade scone I think I’ve ever had along with homemade strawberry jam that would rival some of the masters down at the Saturday Market. I ask them how they have time to do all this from scratch, given our schedules, and they pass it off as, “Oh, it’s nothing. You should see the energy our mother has, and she’s in her mid-seventies.”
You’d think that if I were trying to figure out whether or not these two were planning to assassinate President Palmer, I’d be sneakier and more cautious instead of trying the direct approach. While that makes sense, it also makes sense to catch these people unaware, especially Tara and Mara, when they’re relaxing in their own environment.
We’re all inherently suspicious of everything, even each other, and I can guarantee you that no matter how much they’re smiling and sharing their kickass jam, there are at least five different things hidden around this kitchen that would lead to my imminent death if they think anything is shady about me or the reason I’m here.
Tara and Mara tell different parts of the Commander Cro-Magnon story interchangeably, finishing each other’s sentences in true, stereotypical, twins-in-a-chewing-gum-commercial fashion, while I sit patiently and study them. They, too, are highly skilled, professional assassins, some of the best in the world, but I’m not getting that gut-bomb vibe that says they’re domestic terrorists. Still, they’ll remain on the list for now.
Here’s why I think that the surveillance and investigations into my SASS counterparts will be easier than I originally expected: my interlude with Charlie Delta leads me to believe that they’re all there for a shoulder to cry on, just like he said, and I have two perfectly good ones.
My task is to figure out which one of the eleven is shedding the least amount of tears. It’s not these two, so that’s three out of the way. Are the ones that are left capable of murdering the President? Definitely, but which one of them has the mindset to do it?



CHAPTER
ELEVEN
Present Day
Eric Landers, head of the NSA and one of, if not the most powerful intelligence official in the United States of America, sputters and gags underneath my grip. “Let…me…go,” he gurgles. Actually, he hisses, but it’s hard to tell if he’s angry or if it’s a byproduct of my vise-like claws around his Adam’s apple. I’m going with a combo of both.
“Not until you tell me why.”
“Why,”—cough, gag—“why what, Leo?”
“You know exactly what I’m talking about. Who’s setting me up?” He tries to spit out another non-answer, and I finally give up, and let go. This back and forth nonsense will take all night, and besides, the shower of spit is kinda gross, even if it’s coming from His Holiness Landers.
He stumbles away from me, rubbing his throat. He’s grown a mustache since I last saw him, and flecks of spittle dangle from the hair above his lips. “You think somebody is trying to frame you? For what?”
“You know damn well what. I’m losing my patience with this—”
“Leo, for God’s sake. It’s three o’clock in the morning, and I have no fucking clue what you’re talking about. I can’t help you…” he says, pleading with his eyes, his hands, “I really can’t help you unless you tell me what’s going on.”
I take a deep breath and snort it out in a frustrated huff. If I were a bull in a rodeo ring, I’d be pawing the ground, preparing to charge the idiot clown hiding in the barrel. I’m tempted to mow him down and leave a puddle of NSA goon juice in my wake, but given the expression on his face, I’m inclined to believe that he might be as clueless as he claims. After all, he supposedly handed me over to the DPS, and they’re pretty freaking crappy about sharing information. “Okay, let’s back up a bit. Tell me about the DPS.”
Landers retreats, holding his palms up to me, shaking his head. “That’s beyond my—”
“Eric!”
His hands drop and he looks forlornly at a bottle of scotch sitting on the wet bar. He’s been sober for twelve years and that particular bottle keeps him honest. It’s a constant test of willpower; at least that’s what he’s told me before. I couldn’t say whether it’s true or not, but he’s salivating. He resists however, and, instead, he pulls a can of diet soda from the mini-fridge near his thigh. The top hisses when he pops it. He offers me one, and I decline, telling him to get on with it.
To speed things up, I explain to him what Phil had learned about Direct Protection Services and Landers says, “Then, believe it or not, you know as much as I do.”
“You’re the head of the NSA, Eric. How can you not know about a department that’s operating under your nose? You don’t have any operatives inside their ranks? You haven’t tried to sneak some info? C’mon, I’m not buying it. You probably know what I had for breakfast this morning. How does anything this big get past you?”
“It gets past you when you don’t have access, Leo. DPS is all George Silver. He’s got his little band of cronies running around, pulling rank on all my agents, stealing my assets,” he says, indicating me. “As far as I know, DPS is there to do exactly what your pop said it does. They’re sweepers. They clean up messes—the kind of shit the public would go crazy over. Look at me—look—I have nothing to do with them.”
I back up to his sofa and plop down. I point at a cushy looking armchair and motion for him to sit, too. He shakes his head, tells me he’d rather stand, and moves over to the giant picture window overlooking a lawn the size of a football field. I say, “Then help me figure this out, because the way I see it, right now the DPS has two piles of dirt they’re trying to sweep up. First off, these two agents—”
“Kelly and Carter?” he asks with a raised eyebrow.
“Yeah. I thought you didn’t know them?”
“Bulldozed their way into my office a couple weeks ago, demanding I hand you over. Balls the size of grapefruits, but she’s a looker. Doesn’t seem like the type.”
“While that may be true, she’s shady, Eric. Wild swings on loyalty and sanity. How much do you know? She mentioned she got clearance from you to use me for a while.”
“Something about a plot on Palmer. That’s all she’d give me. Silver confirmed it when I checked in, but that’s all I got.”
“She comes to me and says there’s a traitor running with the S.A.’s. Somebody’s trying to kill the President, and it’s one of the people in this support group. Wants me to join it to see if I can find out who.”
“Support group?” He turns to me, confused, eyeing me over the rim of his soda can. In the low light of his study, I can tell that he’s thoroughly mystified. It feels strange to have more information about something than the head of the NSA.
I smirk. It’s not really funny, but damn it’s been a long day, and I think I’m starting to get a little loopy. “It’s called SASS. The Superhero Assassin Support Society. Almost every S.A. out there working gets together to bitch and moan about how hard this life is.”
“No kidding? Isn’t that a bit risky? I mean, what if Billie Bombshell showed up? We’d have to recruit and train an entirely new set of you people.”
“Glad to hear your current assets are valuable, but yeah, I’ve said the exact same thing. Look, I could go on and on, but it’s all unnecessary detail. DPS mess number one is this supposed plot against Palmer’s life, and they think it’s someone in SASS.”
“Do you?”
I lean back and cross my arms. Shaking my head and shrugging at the same time, I answer, “I’m no closer to figuring anything out than I was a month ago. That first week, I thought it’d be a cakewalk. To be an elite bunch of assassins, they’re all—every single one of them—they’re all as transparent as plastic wrap, but I’ve got nothing.”
“Interesting.”
“How so?”
“If somebody tells you there’s an idiot in the room and you can’t find him…”
I offer a lifeless chuckle. “Then I’m the idiot. That’s part of the reason I’m here.”
“You think George Silver is setting you up? You really believe he’d dare to get his hands dirty like that?”
I lift a shoulder, let it fall. “I don’t know what I believe any more. And that’s why I’m here. Answers.”
“What’s mess number two?” He drains the last of his soda and tosses it into the trashcan, but not before eyeing the scotch bottle. For a second there, I think he was seriously considering it.
I rub my hands together and push myself up from the couch. I hate admitting what I’m about to say, because from the first moment I was recruited to do this, my last mark had been strictly off-limits. He was too good, too pure. Plus, he’d retired and was no longer considered a relevant entity by anyone in the upper echelons of governmental control...at least not until George Silver lied to me about Patriotman’s intentions.
I ask, “You’ve seen the news lately, haven’t you?”
Eric leans back with his arms out wide with that look of a disappointed parent, as if I’d gotten busted on a Wal-Mart parking lot for underage drinking. “No, you didn’t?”
“I did. I had to.”
“Why?”
I lie and tell him, “You know why, Eric. I say no, and the requests stop coming. It’s always about the money, and, besides, he’d been out of the game for years. Hadn’t done any meaningful work in—God, I couldn’t even tell you how long.”
Three years, actually, but he doesn’t need to know that I’ve been keeping up with Patriotman. Goddamn, it was like murdering an old friend.
“He was off limits, Leo. You know that.”
“Not according to George Silver.” I explained George Silver’s story to Landers, the one about how Patriotman had intended to side with the North Koreans and had a little bit of a Stockholm Syndrome effect on his would-be assassin—the original one—and now said assassin was doing Patriotman’s dirty work for him, or would be, if and when he decided to eliminate President Palmer.
Landers stands there dumbfounded, mouth hanging wide open, unable to process what I’m saying, and I assume it’s due to the fact that Patriotman was the very symbol of nationalistic pride. “How could he do such a thing? I don’t believe it.”
“I couldn’t either, but Silver swore it was true.”
“Now I’m glad you got rid of the son of a bitch.” He puts a hand on his forehead. “All those years, and for what? He turns his back on us the moment we get some nincompoop in office that doesn’t know his head from a hole in the ground? Jesus Christ Almighty.”
I push myself up from the chair. It’s clear that Eric Landers knows nothing. I’m getting zilch accomplished here and I woke the poor bastard up for nothing. “Sorry I wasted your time, Eric. I thought maybe you’d…”
My words trail off because I really don’t know what I was thinking, other than the fact that I’d assumed the head of the fucking
NSA would have some answers. I’m angry with him for being so clueless. I’m angry with myself for wasting precious time.
He moves to the window, puts his hands behind his head, and stares out over the kingdom that is his backyard. “No, no, you’re fine,” he reassures me. “I wish I had more for you.”
“Is there anything you can do for me? Anybody to talk to? Questions to ask?”
“I can make some calls, ask around, but I’ll tell you this, Leo, I gotta be careful. This gets on the wrong side of George Silver, I’m out on my ass, maybe even buried.”
I move over beside him, study his face, looking for any signs of malfeasance. When he turns to me, there’s nothing. He simply looks old and tired, and a bit lost now that there’s a group out there with more power than he has.
“So I’m on my own, huh?”
He nods apologetically. “One thing I’m coming back to, Leo—did you know that Silver was never a fan of Patriotman?”
“What? No.” News to me, because for as far back as I could remember, from his time in the Senate, up through his reign as governor of Virginia, campaigning for the Presidency himself a couple of times, and then finally onto the cabinet, he’d always been the biggest damn proponent of Patriotman among any political figure out there. Hmm. Now that I think about it, maybe that was why he was crying—or pretending to—the dude had to keep up appearances.
You know, before every word out of his mouth was a big fat honking lie.
“He had to play nice on TV because who the fuck doesn’t like Patriotman, right? If he came out against the defender of the human race, he would’ve been crucified by the media. Dead in the water before his political aspirations ever got off the ground.”
“It goes back that far?”
“Something like twenty-three years, if my math is right.”
“Damn. I was, what, sixteen?”
Yeah, I was sixteen, and I was fairly familiar with Silver, even back then.
I was a big kid, too. I mean, a big kid for my age. My classmates called me Pops because I was already shaving and packing on muscle just by looking at weights.
“So what happened?”
Landers turns to me. Just as he opens his mouth, a red dot blinks onto his forehead.
The insane thing is, I know exactly what this is—I’ve had them trained on me who knows how many times. I’ve painted them all over my own targets for the last three years. I know exactly what’s about to happen, but I lack the ability to react. My brain is unwilling, or unprepared, for this to happen right in front of me, especially when I’m not the one initiating it.
My arms go numb. My skin prickles. I manage to lift a hand and squeak out a pitiful, “Get d—”
The glass picture window crackles. Landers grunts when a hole opens in his forehead. His body folds in half as he crumples to the floor.



CHAPTER
TWELVE
TWO WEEKS EARLIER, CONT.
I tackle my West Coast counterparts for the first couple of days, and so far, I’m batting the biggest zero in the history of batting averages. I’ve been spinning it as a “new guy wants to get to know you personally” kind of thing, lest they start talking amongst themselves, wondering why the new weirdo is visiting each of them individually.
I’ve got nothing to show for it.
Which leads me to here—I’m back at home now, in my apartment, preparing to jot down some notes. I’ve got some white noise playing on my cell to block the sounds of Portland outside; the lights are low, and I can’t sleep, which leads me to this: thinking.
It’s what I do.
I flip my notebook open and write down eleven names, checking off the S.A.’s I’ve already visited; then I create a little brainstorm of thought clouds out beside each one.
Charlie Bravo appears to be as clean as the man who shares his name, Charlie Delta. In fact, Charlie Bravo is even mushier than Charlie Delta about how much SASS has helped him “get through it all,” to the point where he’s almost crying he’s so thankful.
Then, Fred McCracken doesn’t come across as fishy in any way, nor do Mike and his wife, Eleanor. They’re two of the best assassins in the world, but they wear matching tracksuits for God’s sake. She uses curlers and wears a muumuu to bed. Mike, when he’s not slipping into some superhero stronghold like an invisible ninja, moonlights as a computer repairman. They’re boring in the real world, but they’re happy. Why would they want to upset that balance? No matter the size of the paycheck, some people just aren’t motivated by the money this job offers.
So, I have to check off both Charlies, the twins Mara and Tara, Fred, Mike, and Eleanor, which leaves Don Weiss, who’s even newer than I am, John Conklin, Charlene, and Dallas. Truth be told, my West Coast people are so clean and lacking in motive that for about three hours, I actually weigh the possibility that being so clean is part of the charade.
Like they were too innocent. Like maybe they were all in on it, and I’m the odd man out.
That’s a dumb idea, though, and I toss it. With so many massive egos—even when they’re bruised and looking for comfort—there’s no chance in hell that they would all come together to work on something of this magnitude just to trap me.
Would they?
Nah, not a chance.
None, nada, zero. I know these people. I know their type. I can read them all like the back of the shampoo bottle while I’m taking a dump.
What I can’t figure out is why any one of them would want to eliminate President Palmer. They simply don’t have a reason to unless there are a couple of extra commas in the paycheck, and I can’t see them giving up a good living to be on the run for the remainder of their days.
Why go that big? They may have super-sized egos, but they’re content to live in the shadows and make bucket-loads of money doing what they do.
Historically, Presidential assassination attempts, both successful and unsuccessful, tend to draw a lot of media attention.
You say the names John Wilkes Booth or Lee Harvey Oswald to anybody over the age of ten, they can tell you who, what, where, and when all these years later.
I can guaran-damn-tee you that none of my cohorts whom I’ve questioned have any desire to be known on an international level by the time 2164 rolls around.
Say any one of their names five to fifteen decades from now, and they’re likely to hope the response would be akin to, “Who the fuck is Fred McCracken?”
Not, “Oh, Fred McCracken! He killed President Palmer in the study with a pipe wrench in 2014.”
At this point, I’ve only been to a handful of SASS meetings, and I can already tell you that I’m not a fan of Dallas, the South Korean woman who suffers from compulsive lying. John Conklin is strange, with a capital “strange” and I’m not sure what his problem is yet. He’s fairly new, too, and hasn’t opened up much.
Charlene—the attractive redhead—was there for the first meeting I attended, and I haven’t seen her since the news broke on Tonight with Don Donner. According to the others, she’s been dealing with all-encompassing paranoia for a while now, and having her identity revealed on national television can’t help. Don Weiss…I don’t know much about him.
They’re the only four remaining, and they’re scattered all over the US. They specifically fly into Portland—as do the Californians—every Tuesday and Thursday evening, just for SASS. I’ll have to visit the rest of them later, because right now, I have like three hours to get some sleep before my flight to the other side of the world.
I reach over, flick off my bedside lamp, and then I ponder what I’m about to do.
I’m about to kill off the most beloved superhero in the history of tights, muscles, and masks.
It’s bittersweet, if I’m being honest. It’s the end of something that meant more to me than just about anyone on this godforsaken planet.
I close my eyes, and the birds begin to chirp outside before a fitful sleep finally comes.
* * *
When I wake up an hour later, I’m in a state of mild panic because, damn, have I not thought this through. I’m careful, and I’m thorough—really, I swear—but I’ve had so much on my mind lately that I’ve failed to properly plan for Patriotman’s demise.
See, how this usually works is, like I’ve said, I get the call with an order from some suit-wearing, smug old bastard like Eric Landers sitting up in Washington. Next, I take a couple of days of prep time, which mostly means I wait on Phil to gather some intel for me while I pack up my gear, drink a few cocktails to calm my nerves, and then wrestle over which fake passport I’m going to use.
Should I get a fake spray tan and dye my hair? Or go with the shaved head and round glasses look of the unassuming Portland hipster? These are the questions I typically grapple with.
Once it’s settled, I hop on a plane to France, Thailand, or Lansing, Michigan, where I stalk my prey, catch them in an unfortunate situation like sleeping or showering, and I do the deed. I’m in, I’m out, with no traces left behind, and then the news reports will begin some twelve to forty-eight hours later, depending on how beloved the particular superhero was and how long it took an obsessed fan or relative to find them.
The reporters will generally lead with the blood, and it goes something like this, “On Tonight with Don Donner, yet another superhero is brutally murdered in her own home. How long will this savagery continue, and who’s behind it? Some say the U.S. government. What do you think? More on the death of the Power Princess after the break. Tonight’s broadcast is sponsored by Sweetums toilet paper…keeps your bottom neat and sweet.”
If it bleeds, it leads, right? That’s how the old saying goes? The truth is, at least in my case—and I can’t speak for the others—I tend to lean toward the humane side of the job. A peaceful, resting submergence into the afterlife. There’s rarely an instance where I have to resort to guns and full-fledged violence.
Seriously, think about it. These people are superheroes for a reason; speed, strength, genetic mutations, billionaires with ultra-cool, one-of-a-kind gadgets, whatever the case, they know a hundred and ninety-two ways to off a bad guy. It’s better, trust me, to accomplish your mission undetected. Otherwise, you might find yourself getting tossed around like a sack of potatoes and getting beaten like mashed ones.
I made that mistake once, early on, and I still get pains in my leg on really cold days. Regardless, I’m alive, and yeah, that was an epic battle.
Anyway, the reason I’m panicking is this: Patriotman is supposedly in the Maldives on vacation. It’s an extended vacation, really, more like a mini-retirement, and his intent was to come back for another go at fighting crime.
Think of it as Michael Jordan coming back to play for the Wizards, only not as sucky.
While most everyone on the planet will believe whatever manufactured news is on their favorite channel each night, there are others out there—crime units, SALCON, conspiracy theorists—who will question the legitimacy of Patriotman’s death.
Why is this a problem?
I need proof. I need a witness.
And I can only think of one credible person that will suffice.
Damn.
* * *
Kimmie answers the door in a pink tank top and cut-offs made from sweatpants—the ensemble leaves little to the imagination, nipples ripe for nibbling poking through the thin fabric—and as much as I hate to say it, I feel a little wiggle in the worm. If she didn’t hate me with the burning rage of a thousand suns, I would find this hard to ignore. Matter of fact, acknowledging her immediate vitriol takes a backseat as I let my gaze linger a half second too long.
She moves to slam the door in my face, but I manage to sneak my arm inside a millisecond before it crushes flesh and bone. It hurts, because she’s damn strong for her size, and I almost drop the thick stack of hundreds into her foyer.
Instead, I clinch my fingers tighter around the wad of money and sort of shake it at her as she uses her weight to lean in, smashing my arm. With my nose pressed to the open space between the wall and the door, I say, “I need a favor, Kimmikins.”
“Leave, Leo.”
“Honey, listen—”
“No. No, no, no, you do not get to call me that ever again.” She grunts and leans into the door, and, I have to admit, I’m seriously considering a full-fledged mission abort.
“Would you stop for a second?” I’m bigger than her—like outweighing her by a hundred pounds bigger—and I could easily use my weight to shove her out of the way, but that would only serve to make her angrier. Plus, if I hurt her, I’ll have absolutely zero chance of convincing her to help me out. “Give me thirty seconds.”
“No.” She grunts, struggles, and shoves.
The good thing is, Kimmie has always been greedy, and motivated by money even though she has plenty of it already—two facts that I doubt will ever change—which is why I’m sure this will work if she’ll only hear me out.
“Five grand,” I say. I let go of the stack of bills and it thumps to the floor inside her apartment. “Thirty seconds of your time. If you agree, there’ll be two extra zeroes on the end of that.”
She stops shoving and grunting and leaning on the door long enough to pause and think this over.
Good, I think. The zebra still has her stripes.
I feel the pressure ease off the door as she steps back and allows it to slowly swing open.
“Thank you, Kimmie. I’m in something deep and—”
Before I can react, her leg is up in a whip-fast forward kick, burying the top of her foot and those pink-painted toenails into my nads. I let out an oooph of pained breath and fall to my knees. I can almost hear her smile around the words as she begins to count, “One, two, three…”
Please allow me to introduce my ex-wife: Kimmie Strand, formerly known as Polly Pettigrew, also known as the Blue Baroness, also known as White Cloud.
I look up, and she’s standing there with her arms crossed, hair up in a ponytail, mouth pinched tight in annoyance and anger, looking as tanned, blonde, blue-eyed, and beautiful as ever.
Three years later, she hasn’t gotten over the fact that I accepted the NSA contract on her life.



CHAPTER
THIRTEEN
Present Day
Eric Landers folds in half like a dishtowel—a small hole in his forehead, bigger hole in the back—and as he goes down, I go with him. It’s instinct, and it saves my life. The picture window crackles again and overhead, the untouched bottle of scotch shatters, sending shards of glass and caramel-colored liquid across the wet bar like an alcoholic Rorschach blot.
Given the trajectory, that’s a different shooter. A second gunman on higher ground. Doesn’t matter—he could be floating in a hot air balloon for all I care—all it means is that there’s more than one commando outside, effectively doubling my chances of eating lead before I can get to safety.
Two more shots pepper the glass and I’m not sure what this accomplishes, considering the fact that I’m on the ground and Eric Landers is lying right in front of me, face to face, lifeless and leaking on his pristine hardwood flooring. Maybe there are a couple of the Empire’s Storm Troopers out there wasting ammo.
Nah, if that were the case, they wouldn’t have hit Landers on the first shot.
Two more bullets rip through the pages of Eric’s old law guides on the bookshelves.
Now they’re just showing off.
My next thought is poor Dolores upstairs; she has no idea what’s happening or that her husband is creating a puddle three floors down. And the kids…their dad, gone, just like that. They’re old enough to accept it after a few rounds of therapy, but it sucks losing a parent, no matter what.
Then again, maybe Dolores has an idea of what’s happening, because all the way up at the top of the stairs, I hear a frightened, “Who are you? Get out of my—”
Next comes the muted chuff of a silencer, followed by an unforgettable gagging sound, then the staccato thump, thump, thump of a body falling three floors, bouncing off the handrails on its way down.
There’s another louder, heavier thump right outside the study door, and due to some small bits of lead, the twins are orphaned. Mr. and Mrs. Landers have gone to the great big government building in the sky. I wonder if the lines are as long up there, or if the waiting still feels like an eternity.
Does eternity feel like eternity if you’re inside it?
I don’t know why my brain processes nonsensical shit like that in the middle of a crisis, but it happens all the time. Truthfully, what I think happens is that the primal sense of instinct kicks into overdrive and works my muscles for me, while the rest of my brain is free to roam.
Point being, I’m pushing myself to my feet, grabbing Eric’s long-bladed letter opener off his desk, and shouldering through the study door before I have a chance to consider what’s on the other side. It’s a good move because the snipers at my back have the window covered. I’m not going that way.
I stay in motion; standing still and peeking down the hallway isn’t an option unless I want to feel a bullet pierce my skin. It’s been a while since that’s happened, and I’m not a fan of the sensation.
I’m counting on the element of surprise because the man, or men, or team on the other side of the door likely expect the both of us to be dead. If I can just get to him before he suspects that the snipers outside were trigger happy, I might have a chance to get out of here alive.
And thank the Good Lord in Heaven it works, because as soon as I’m through, I spook the guy dressed in jet-black tactical gear into inaction. He’s wearing a helmet and a set of military grade NVGs, carrying an assault rifle tight against his chest. He’s not expecting me, obviously, so it’s an easy kill when I stop, drop, and roll, then pop up and deposit the letter opener into his brain from underneath his chin.
He drops like a jacket falling off a clothes hanger, and I’m tempted to go for his weapon because that’d be nice to have on my way out of here. I lean over, reaching, then jerk my hand back when a volley of bullets rips through the body and the floor. The shots come from above, from the one who murdered Dolores.
That’s four total, so far.
The dead commando has a small .45 strapped to the side of his leg. It’s partially covered from overhead, so I go for that one, snatching it without getting a finger shot off.
I return three shots up the stairwell—not aiming, simply creating a distraction—which works long enough for me to snatch the more powerful assault rifle, dart away from the open area between floors, and sprint head-down toward the entertainment room on the north side of the house.
Think, think, think. What’s the layout like out that door? You’ve been here before, Leo! Think! Okay, garage, pool house. A hedgerow. Senator Michaels lives in the house next door. He gave you that piss-warm beer that time. Stop. Focus. Is there an escape route?
Has to be. They had the back yard covered. Upstairs covered. Four of them, small tactical team. Two outside, two inside. More than that would be overkill. They’d get in each other’s way, right?
I skitter into the entertainment room, slipping on the expensive, unnecessary rug, and then ease the door shut behind me. Not all the way, leaving it open a crack so that I can listen for the sounds of poorly concealed footsteps slinking down the hallway. I can’t wait too long because the two jackasses outside will have time to reposition themselves, and the guy upstairs might simply hold his post to give them the opportunity.
I hear nothing.
Son of a bitch.
Either that’s exactly what he’s doing or he’s sneakier than I anticipated.
I have to move. In here, I don’t exactly have a ton of room to maneuver. Good vantage points are hard to come by. Sure, I can hide in a closet or under a desk, but I can only guess as to how many goons are out there. Whether it’s three or thirty, I’m outnumbered.
Running, slipping into the night, retreating…it’s the most logical option, and damn do I hate to run away from a fight, but if the odds are stacked against you, that’s how you live to play another day.
I allow myself five more seconds to listen, which gives me enough time to ponder what this elimination team was doing here in the first place. Did they trail me, or did they already have orders to get rid of Eric Landers, and I happened to be in the way?
Whatever the case, it’s not good. For a moment I flip out a little, considering the fact that the head of the NSA and his wife have both been murdered, and I’m inside their house. My fingerprints and DNA are all over the place. My face is probably all over the security cameras. Shit. Well, it’ll link one of my identities—not me, specifically—and while that may not lead directly to the capture and arrest of Leo Craft, it’s too close for me to be comfortable.
I stop, I breathe, and I consider the fact that there’s plenty of evidence to indicate an outside presence was responsible for the murders. Even if they tried to cover their tracks, there’s no way they could get someone here to replace the window or, or…
The police. I should call them myself.
The commando team won’t expect that. Their total modus operandi is to sneak in and out undetected, leaving shattered dreams and cold bodies behind. The question is, do I stick around long enough to keep them distracted until the police arrive?
I don’t have time to weigh this decision, because three muffled pops create new holes in the entertainment room door, and since I hadn’t closed it all the way, the freaking thing swings open, ever so slowly, allowing my encroacher easy access. I drop low, silently, and crab walk to my right. Outside, in the hallway, a small table rattles, followed by the tinkling of Dolores’s curios. I can imagine the bastard cursing himself for being so clumsy.
I scramble behind a love seat and try to hold my breath, because to me, inside my head, I sound like a giant set of bellows huffing at a fire. I hold it until my chest begins to convulse, wondering where he went, or if he chose to abandon this room given his awkward stumble. I take a quick breath, enjoying the sweet release of all that carbon dioxide buildup and the fresh inhalation of oxygen. It’s amazing what you take for granted.
Breathing, that perfect engine that keeps the human body—
Chuff, chuff, chuff.
I don’t know where those shots went, but they were too close, and he chose poorly.
Head up, arms over the back of the love seat, I find him looking to his left, behind a wall of curtains that have been drawn back from another massive picture window.
I’m kinda old school—valiant, responsible, chivalrous—so I don’t enjoy shooting a man in the back, even when he’s trying to kill me. It’s a shitty move, one reserved for cowards, cheats, and bastards.
Growing up, I learned many things from Phil, and this was always one of my favorites: go to bed with your dignity intact, because your cereal will taste better in the morning.
I whisper a sharp, “Hey,” and the commando whips around.
Pop, pop.
He drops, and I’m on the move again, cell phone in my hand, across the entertainment room the size of Rhode Island.
Okay, that’s two internals down. I should be good.
I step around the pool table and note that there’s a dart right in the dead center of the bulls-eye hanging on the wall.
Here’s a problem I have—I’m hyper aware of things sometimes, especially when I’m in an intense situation, so noticing, and being impressed by the dart in the bulls-eye distracts me from the commando slinking into the entertainment room. I notice too late that he’s through the door, assault rifle at the ready against his shoulder.
He fires, and I feel the hot, stinging sensation as the bullet scrapes across the side of my neck.
Oh my God, too close.
I yelp and go down, mostly for theatrics to fool him, and hit the ground harder than I should. It knocks the wind out of me. Next, I’m rolling, rolling underneath the pool table, finger on the trigger, two shots into the kneecaps—pop, pop—and he falls to the floor, screaming and holding his legs. His NVGs are resting on top of his helmet, giving me one last look at the surprise in his eyes.
One more bullet is all it takes, and I’m back on my feet, moving, scrambling. I find my cell phone underneath the coffee table. Blood’s seeping down my neck, and I can already feel it soaking into the collar of my shirt.
Man, a bullet hasn’t grazed my skin in about three years. I’d almost forgotten what it was like.
I pause at the side door to catch my breath. The low valley carved into my neck stings like a son of a bitch.
Be cool, I think. It’ll heal. You’re not dead.
Okay, Leo. Think. Three internals down. Two snipers outside, maybe more. They wouldn’t risk approaching across the lawn with the floodlights and the moon. Smartest approach would be…what? Flanking the house if they’re trying to enter? North, south. Right? So that leaves possibly one more to go before I can—how much ammo do I have left?
For the first time since I picked it up, I look closely at the assault rifle in my hands. Before I can eject the clip to take stock of my remaining rounds, something on the side of the stock catches my attention: a SALCON insignia.



CHAPTER
FOURTEEN
TWO WEEKS EARLIER, CON’T.
Kimmie listens to what I have to say, then sits back against her couch, speechless, as she props her head up against a hand. Cotton candy pink fingernails cap off a set of long, luxurious fingers; the very same fingers that used to give me the best damn massages a guy could ask for.
The good news is, she’s got a smile on her face. The bad news is, it’s a devious sort of grin that’s full of “I told you so” and smug satisfaction.
She pulls her legs underneath her on the couch, and I can’t help but look at how muscular, but feminine, her legs are. She’s held onto her White Cloud shape when she could’ve easily stopped the genetically modified injections that made her a superhero to begin with. She says, “I’ve actually dreamed about this moment for a while now. And you’re seriously going to go through with it?”
I break eye contact and stare out the window at the hummingbird flitting near the feeder. There’s too much glee in her gaze to keep looking at her. I offer an accepting nod. “It’s time, I think.”
“After what you did to me, Leo, it’s beyond time.”
Okay, so long story short, Polly Pettigrew and I were married and for all intents and purposes, it was fantastic—for a while. We both led very different lives, as can be imagined, but it worked, and it worked well for us. I loved her with every molecule of my being when she was the Blue Baroness (Get it? Oil baron’s daughter?), and I thought that nothing could ever come between us. We’d bought a house outside of Houston and were even considering an attempt at a little Leo or Polly.
Then, one day, I walk into her dad’s office, unannounced, and find her cutting oil shipment deals with some members of the Chinese government. She was already worth billions, at least on paper, but more never hurt…until it did. I knew that if some of the upper level suits running this fine country ever found out what she was up to they’d take my dear heart away. There were arguments and long nights of discussions, and she promised she’d stop, so we paid off some no-name supervillain, a guy that went by Starbreaker, to participate in this epic battle in the middle of Times Square.
He won as planned, the Blue Baroness “died” from her wounds en route to the hospital, and everything was hunky dory with Polly and me for a while. At least until I left for a conference in Vegas one weekend, and by the time I got back, she’d resurrected herself as White Cloud.
At the time, I huffed, sighed, and let it go because happy wife, happy life, right? A month later, she was back to cutting deals with foreign governments to ship her father’s oil for marked-up wholesale prices that were still cheaper than what they could get through international trade.
Anyway, all that boring crap out of the way, the second time around, I absolutely could not convince her that she needed to stop, so I found out through a number of different channels—mostly Phil—that the United States government had marked her.
I made some calls, took the contract, and forced her into yet another retirement because in the eyes of the NSA, she was dead by my hands. The Blue Baroness had been reincarnated as White Cloud and died again; Polly Pettigrew had been reincarnated as Kimmie Strand, who was alive...and not very thankful for it.
Since she was so fond of money, and spending it, and doing so while she was breathing, she flipped me the bird, and true to form, delivered a sharp kick to the crotch, then left me moaning beside the toilet in our old house.
These days, she maintains a low profile, spending her time travelling around the world, keeping her tan even, drinking boat drinks, and hating my guts.
All in all, I’d say she leads a pretty good life. The genetic modifications she pays a hundred grand for on a monthly basis via some shadow company barely puts a dent in her bank account, and they leave her with an amazing body that she doesn’t have to work hard at to keep. Cheeseburgers? Two of them, please! A whole pizza? Why not!
My ex-wife…tanned, toned, and terribly vindictive.
Gorgeous, but I have to be careful, because I’m not convinced that she wouldn’t choke me to death if I take my eyes off her.
Kimmie jams a finger into my chest and repeats herself, “It’s beyond time.”
I push her finger away, and not gently. “I know, and we can go around and around, again—”
She tosses her hands in the air and says, “And it was the only way to save my life,” as she rolls her eyes. “Song and dance, Leo.”
I readjust myself on the couch; one, to keep a better eye on her, and two, I’m getting myself into a position to break for the door if she decides to go ballistic on me. I’m getting the feeling that she hasn’t softened a bit in three years. This might’ve been one of the worst ideas I’ve ever had. “Just hear me out, okay? If we’re gonna do this, we need to be at the airport in, like, thirty minutes.”
“Tell me again.”
“Okay, well, not that you’ll be the one to kill Patriotman, per se, but here’s what I’m thinking. And seriously, Polly—”
“Kimmie,” she reminds me. She points at her chest. “Don’t forget you made this.”
“Right, sorry. Regardless, it’s your chance for redemption, revenge, whatever.”
“If I’m not the one to kill Patriotman, how does that benefit me again?”
I explain my plan to her, and truthfully, I get a little choked up. She knows how much this means to me. She also knows how well I can read a person’s micro-expressions, so she holds her face flat and unmoving, like a beautiful blonde statue carved from tanned…things.
When I finish, she says, “And that’s how you plan to resurrect me? I’ve supposedly been alive for three years, living in some tropical place as Patriotman’s glorified love slave?”
“Yup.” It’s all I’ve got.
“White Cloud comes back to track down Patriotman’s murderer?
“Yup.” I wait. It’s all I can do.
“Leo?”
“Yeah?”
“I don’t know if you’re an idiot or a goddamn genius.” She’s up from the couch and moving toward her bedroom. Admittedly, I admire the taut, not-so-subtle curves underneath the thin sweatpants material. “Stop staring at my ass,” she says over her shoulder.
“Sorry.”
“No, you’re not,” she calls to me from inside her closet that’s bigger than my bedroom. “Fix some coffee while I pack.”
“So you’re coming?”
“If you screw me on this, I’ll castrate you.”
“But then you won’t have anything left to kick.”
“Just make the damn coffee, Leo. And call Daddy. Tell him I said we’re taking the private jet. There’s no way I’m flying to the Maldives on a commercial airplane. You should know better than that.”
I grin and rummage through the cabinets. “Yes, ma’am.”
This might just work after all. It’s something I’ve been thinking about for a long time.
* * *
Tennyson Pettigrew—a “lord” in his own mind—meets us at the Houston airport where all the private jets are located. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t be bothered to come down off his high perch atop one of the largest high-rises in the city. Pettigrew Oil Services is, at its foundation, a one-stop shop for anything the roughnecks and roustabouts, company men and drillers, could need out in the field. Some of his elders started out in a garage—go figure—about a hundred and twenty years ago, selling drill bits they’d designed and built themselves. They were eons ahead of their time, and the money flowed into their coffers like…well, like oil from a gusher.
Next thing you know, a century and change later, POS—hah, guess what I say it stands for?—brings in approximately forty-five billion dollars in annual revenue. Pettigrew himself is worth about twenty-seven billion, and that’s if you only count what’s publicly accessible. I almost got Kimmie to tell me one time, but the only thing she’d say was, “Daddy could buy Bill Gates’ entire fortune and still have enough left over to afford the Yankees’ salary.”
So, yeah. Dude’s rich.
And he hates my guts. Like father, like daughter. Always has, even before I unofficially murdered his little girl for the NSA. It’s not like I was an underachiever in his eyes. Matter of fact, I was far from it, ask anybody you know, but for most fathers, the scumbag trying to get in his daughter’s panties wasn’t worth his weight in dog shit.
I figure he’s here to voice his displeasure over our trip together, but Kimmie’s a big girl now. He can’t tell her what to do, so nyah, nyah, nyah.
We’re standing outside the white LearJet with the Pettigrew company logo painted on the tail—a large, blue P with a stem that looks like a downhole drill bit, encased in a piss-yellow circle—waiting on the crew to finish readying the plane for our departure.
They’re all scrambling, from the pilot and co-pilot, to the flight attendant, to the mechanic and grounds crew, because this is an unscheduled trip. They’re used to Daddy Oilbucks having trips arranged days, weeks, and months in advance, but what Daughter Dearest says goes as well, so here we are, thumb-twiddling until they call us on board.
We could be inside the damn thing, drinking champagne already, but Kimmie insisted on waiting in the hangar for the paterfamilias, who, from the looks of it, is ready to spit bullets at my head. He probably could, too.
It has to be said: Tennyson Pettigrew is a juggernaut of a man. Broad shoulders, about as wide as a dumpster, with a head like a watermelon sitting between them. I don’t mean to say that he’s green with stripes, just that the dude doesn’t have a neck and his head is sort of rounded off into a point. Some people eat Grape Nuts for breakfast, Old Man Pettigrew probably fills his cereal bowl with diamonds and whole milk. And damn, is he ever strong. He lifts, daily, and chows down something like eight thousand calories—no lie—and barely has an ounce of fat on him.
How he finds time to run a multinational corporation with thirty-five thousand employees and still lift like Schwarzenegger as if it’s a full-time job is beyond me. Maybe he doesn’t have to. Maybe it’s natural. There are rumors that he ran with the Incredible Hulk back in the 70s; could you imagine the two of them raging out together, having pillow fights with tanks? There’s no proof of him as a superhero, however, except for a handful of grainy photographs. I figure that’s where Kimmie got her ideas about life as a genetically altered badass.
Anyway, point is, the dude has everything going for him. Billions of dollars, body like two of me put together, a gorgeous, debutante daughter that used to be universally loved until her fall from grace—because what family doesn’t have a black sheep—and a smartass former son-in-law that’s just as handsome today as he was yesterday…what more could the guy want?
Me, dead and gone, apparently. Guess I was wrong.
This is the first time I’ve seen him since I sent his little girl, a.k.a. White Cloud, to her grave, and from what I can tell, there are a lot of unresolved issues.
I don’t know why he’s so mad—he knows I didn’t kill her because she’s standing right beside me, but he’s charging forward like an Angus bull on amphetamines, and I’m fairly sure I can see steam coming out of his ears.
He’s about fifty feet away, yet I can see the red hue in his cheeks getting darker.
“What’s his problem?” I ask.
Kimmie crosses her arms and chuckles. “You killed me.”
“I most certainly did not.”
“It’s the thought that counts, Leo.”
“I never had any intention of going through with it. You know that, and he knows that. It’s your own damn fault that the feds caught onto your—your shenanigans, not once, but twice, may I remind you, and, and, I’m pretty sure I did you a favor by letting them think you’re dead.”
She grins and flicks her chin toward her father. “Explain that to him.”
How can she get by with some people, like the flight crew, knowing that she’s still alive while the government thinks she’s dead and buried by my hands? Easy, they’re more terrified of Tennyson Pettigrew than they are of Uncle Sam. Right about now, I might be, too.
“I thought it was…right.”
She pinches my cheek and makes mushy, baby-face noises, then adds, “Doesn’t matter, Smoochykins. You never mess with Daddy’s little girl.”
Tennyson Pettigrew gets to within five feet of me, arms out, blood boiling, hands grasping like a pissed off crab—his face is about the color of one, too—and he says, “Come ‘ere, you little bastard.”
I react the only way I know how.
I lower myself to dodge his grasp, grab him around the waist, and then I throw him roughly thirty yards distant, where he lands in pile of boxes marked FluffyTime Pillows. I imagine they were a shipment waiting to go out, and lucky for him, they were there.
“Leo!” Kimmie scolds me. “Did you have to do that?”



CHAPTER
FIFTEEN
Present Day
When my heart drops out of my throat long enough for me to take a breath, I blink and focus again to reassure myself. Yep, that’s a damn SALCON insignia engraved into the side of the barrel. Ironically enough, it’s a large, fat S inside a diamond shape with a dove at the eastern point and an olive branch opposite of that. Peace symbols, and here I am, looking at a dead guy and the instrument that caused it.
Peace my ass.
Seriously, can the shit get any deeper? A SALCON commando team taking out the head of the NSA? If anything makes sense in this godforsaken ordeal, that’s the one thing that does. SALCON is the united front of superheroes and they’re probably not happy that someone has been giving orders to off their members.
I wouldn’t be, obviously.
I slink over to the side door that looks out toward their driveway on the side of the house. I don’t know why it’s even there, considering the five-car garage on the front side leaves plenty of room for Dolores’s scooter collection. The top half of the door is paned glass, and a nearby streetlamp gives me enough light to survey the territory. I don’t see any SALCON commandos coming up or down the driveway where green moss and small, leafy weeds sprout up among the bricks. A fat, thick, impenetrable hedgerow creates a solid boundary between the two property lines, so there’s no way I’m cutting across.
Looks to be all clear. My car is two blocks over, to the east, parked next to another multi-million dollar mansion that probably houses a chubby, white-haired leader of whatever subcommittee he was able to wrangle control of. Or maybe he’s a foreign NATO rep here on U.S. soil. Or maybe he’s even a retired SALCON heavy.
As I’ve said, SALCON is sort of like the U.N. or NATO of the tights and muscles crowd, a global representative organization that fights for the rights of those who keep the world a safer place, but who aren’t often accepted into normal society because of their special abilities.
Look at it this way: it’s a governing body for the freaks of the planet.
The leader is a guy with white hair and a white goatee, aptly named The Minion. Not quite a superhero name that strikes fear in the heart of morons, but the dude is a genius and a perfect figurehead capable of matching wits with foreign and domestic politicians.
The fact that SALCON is here, and that they’ve eliminated Eric Landers, makes perfect sense because it’s likely that someone finally found out that he was one of the three American upper-level suits calling in orders to eliminate SALCON underlings and superheroes all around the world for the past three years. There are plenty of foreign leaders placing orders, too, but the U.S. is by far the biggest proprietor of our services.
It would be like Kofi Annan, that awesome guy from the U.N., finding out that former President George Bush had been using the NSA, CIA, and FBI to employ elite assassins to eliminate marks with close ties to the U.N. council—then, Kofi gets pissed and fights back.
Which means, in all sincerity, that Conner Carson and Joe Gaylord, the top dogs of the FBI and CIA, are probably already dead, dying, or marked for elimination, so there goes my ability to extract more information that they possibly didn’t have. I’m not going to risk approaching them now, not a chance in hell. If I show up at either one of their houses, I could easily have a red dot centered on my forehead.
In fact, I don’t have the slightest clue what my next move should be.
All I know is, I gotta get somewhere and process all this.
I step out of the side door and quickly scan up and down the side of the house. It’s chilly outside, and I can feel the low-hanging fog speckling against my cheeks.
I drop beside a garbage can that smells like rotten chicken and take another look.
Nothing going on, all clear. I can only guess where the two snipers at the backside of the house went, but I’m in a spot where they can’t get a good shot at me, regardless. So, what I do is, I back up to the hedgerow—to get out of the bright glow of the streetlight—and I slink sideways for what feels like miles. Eric Landers has…had…a humongous house.
Had. I shake my head. He was a great guy, and it’s still too soon to think of him in the past tense.
When I reach the street, I pause for a moment, surveying the neighborhood, and my senses fully process what’s going on around me. I pick up on the mossy, wet smell of the landscaped and coiffed yards. A slight breeze pushes maples and pines to the side like old friends giving a shoulder a nudge. Somewhere a dog barks, and behind me, Eric and Dolores are dead in their home, due to a SALCON attack that I never saw coming.
I move. I need to get to a safer place. This is all too much new information to analyze while I’m on the run.
As if things weren’t screwed up enough.
I put one foot in front of the other, walking in a hurry, trying to keep my head down and not attract attention. My shoes are soft-soled rubber but every subtle step sounds like a bunker buster taking out some Taliban stronghold.
This is a neighborhood where some insomniac would definitely notice an interloper bleeding from a superficial wound in his neck at almost four a.m., but what do you do? It’s chancy to walk quietly and calmly because I still run the risk of taking a bullet to the head, but my gut’s telling me those snipers are long gone. Have to be. If they’d tried to radio their comrades inside the home and no one responded, then undoubtedly they weren’t prepared for an entity who would put up a fight against their trained commandos. My guess is they’d confirmed the death of Eric Landers then retreated to report back to SALCON.
There had also been rumors among the members of SASS that SALCON was working on something big, and we all thought they were planning to hit the Japanese because they’d been so vocal in their disagreements with SALCON’s political wrangling as of late.
Nobody within SASS knew a damn inkling of truth, and I had no reason to be suspicious of any of them. All I was supposed to do is figure out which one of them is plotting an attempt on Palmer’s life, which had absolutely nothing to do with SALCON or their movements.
Which also makes me wonder, if they know who had been barking the orders, do they know who had been doing the dirty deeds?
If that’s the case, that’s big. Too big. That means they’re coming after me, my friends, and God, I hope not, but my family is a possibility, too.
Am I in danger? is a rhetorical question, because I’m always in danger, but what about the other members of SASS? Charlene? John Conklin, Don Weiss, the Charlies, Tara and Mara, and the rest of the crew?
Dallas, I’m not so worried about her. You know…just because.
Are the hunters becoming the hunted?
Do I have time to warn them all? Should I waste the time? They’re highly trained assassins who can hold their own.
Self-preservation, man. You gotta go. Now.
No, wait. The phone tree, remember? Who was first? Charlene?
Call her, let it go down the line. One call, Leo. One and done. That’s why it’s called a support group, dumbass. For support.
I lift my phone to dial then think better of it. I’d momentarily forgotten that Charlene knew more about my current status with DPS than she should’ve.
I can still trust her, can’t I?
That’s a tough one, and right now, I’m in such deep crap that it feels like a brontosaurus took a dump on me, and I can’t afford another what-if scenario. Okay, so I’m not calling Charlene, definitely not Dallas, which leaves me nine choices. Maybe, just maybe, I’m unintentionally crying wolf here, and SALCON doesn’t know who did the dirty work, only who was in charge, but something tells me that if they were able to infiltrate the government enough to find out who did the hiring, then you better believe they know who the underlings are.
Makes sense, doesn’t it?
And, if I call and get the phone tree going, that might alert the culprit that his cover is blown, and I’ll have no chance of catching Palmer’s attempted murderer.
I guess the question now is, do I even care?
As I walk, pondering, trying to pull the pieces together, I’m about a half block away from my rental car when I pass a large mansion with a white stone façade on the side facing the street. Lush green vines creep up the trellises, and it’s pitch dark inside.
An unholy conglomeration of nature that looks to be a crossbred Corgi and Beagle pitter-pats down the walkway and stops behind his master’s wrought-iron fence. He fires a small grumble at me, nothing more than a warning shot across the bow, and then retreats back up toward his porch, toenails clicking like a typewriter.
It’s not until his ears perk up, and he flashes a quick look over his shoulder that I realize someone is behind me.
My stomach muscles clench and I hesitate, processing the situation. SALCON commandos would’ve shot me dead already. Anybody with trailing tactics capable enough to get that close, without me noticing, would’ve either pulled the trigger, slid a knife into my ribs, or tightened the garrote wire, so it’s likely not someone who wants me dead. And I’m making this guess purely by default.
Still I can’t risk anything, so I spin around, duck low, and get ready to pounce.
I brought along one of the dead commando’s Smith & Wesson .45, and it’s pointing directly at the head of—
“Deke? What the hell?” I stand up.
He drops his hands once he realizes I’m not going to shoot him in the face.
Honestly, I would’ve expected to see Santa Claus kissing Elvis before I could’ve anticipated Deke Carter trailing me through an upscale neighborhood in northern Virginia at four o’clock in the morning.
He glances at my neck. “Jesus, Leo, you okay?”
“What’re you doing here, man? I almost shot you.” My frustration is palpable, and he backs up a step. His white, fluffy hair isn’t as pristinely plastered against his head as it usually is, and his light blue suit and white collared shirt look rumpled, as if he’s had a long, hard day. Right now, I’m not conjuring up much sympathy for him.
“I should ask you the same thing,” Deke says. Granted, I have the .45 in my hand, and his weapon remains tucked squarely away in his shoulder holster, but he’s showing no signs of being here as an arresting authority. Maybe he doesn’t know anything about what happened back at Eric’s place.
“Do you have a car nearby?”
“Yeah, it’s parked right behind yours.”
“Then let’s go.” I flash my eyes up and down the street, looking for any signs of approaching SALCON grunts and spot nothing out of the ordinary. About six blocks down, an absurdly early morning jogger wearing a yellow reflective vest passes by on a cross street, but that’s it.
“What were you doing with Eric Landers?” Deke asks.
“Baking cookies.” I grab his arm and drag him with me. He doesn’t resist. It seems silly, though, like I’m punishing a seventy-year-old man as if he’s a toddler, so I let go, and thankfully he follows like a good little boy. We cross the quiet street, and I repeat my question. “What’re you doing here? Trailing me? Spying? What?”
“Agent Kelly asked me to follow you once you left Portland.”
“And how, exactly, did you manage to do that? I’d never used that ID before. It was brand new.”
Deke flicks a grin at me as he’s removing his car keys from a pants pocket. “We have ways.”
“Nope!” I hold up a finger like I’m scolding him. “Nope, nope. Not playing that game, Deke. If you have no clue what’s going on, and I’m assuming you don’t, because you would’ve said something if you did… This is deeper than me, you, Lisa Kelly…everybody involved, and I’m not about to play Pin the Tail on the Dumbass with you. Give me the keys and tell me how.”
“The GPS on your phone, dummy. It’s about as easy as watching you on a video monitor.”
I…I don’t have anything to say to that. Point goes to Deke, because that had totally slipped my mind.
We reach a white Ford sedan—a rental that’s way nicer than mine—and Deke reluctantly tosses the keys to me.
“Get in the car.”
Chirp-chirp. The doors unlock.
“What were you doing with Eric Landers?”
“Watching a bunch of SALCON commandos put a bullet between his eyes.”
Deke pauses, chuckles like I’m joking, and then his eyes go wide when I don’t return his smile.



CHAPTER
SIXTEEN
TWO WEEKS EARLIER, CON’T.
Okay, well, now…hang on a minute before any of those proverbial conclusions are jumped to, let me explain. I never said a word about being an average guy on the street. There may have been a few details I left out, however.
A few big ones, no doubt, but a guy has to have some secrets.
It’s true: I am the hero known as Patriotman, masquerading as Leo Craft the assassin.
Why?
Why…everything?
That’s a good question.
I spent my entire goddamn life hiding my true identity as a superhuman. From the moment I came out of my mother like I was riding a Slip n’ Slide on a hot July day, sick, weak, and diseased to the point of nearly dying on the operating table, I’ve been…special. For the first ten years of my life, there were cold labs, needles that injected warm fluid in my body—fluids that no other human on the planet has used or ever will use again—along with beeping monitors and lumpy hospital beds.
Underground laboratories, government officials in dark suits and darker sunglasses, and those late night knocks on the door, only to be whisked away from dear old Mom and Dad for another round of testing. Was I progressing well? Were my muscles developing at the predetermined rate that had been programmed into the live microbial cells swimming around in my weekly injections? What was my sperm count like? Was I behaving like a normal teenager? Crusty socks, hormones raging whenever I saw a cute girl in short shorts?
Yes, yes, and yes.
Great, we have big plans for you.
How it all went down is another story altogether, but I will say this, the men who made me are no longer with us, so that only the people I chose would ever learn my secrets, and to assuage my guilt I spent three decades as America’s Hero, the Defender of the Human Race, Friend of Planet Earth, God Among Men, the Elite of Elites—whatever. All that shit still makes me sick to my stomach.
It’s how I met Polly, it’s how I tossed Tennyson Pettigrew like a stubby-necked softball, and it’s how I knew that George Silver was lying about Patriotman turning his back on the American people in order to join the North Koreans. That’s when I knew something was up.
I don’t doubt for one second that there’s someone plotting to kill President Palmer, and it very well may be someone within SASS, but believe me when I say that I have never been approached by an assassin, nor did I attempt to turn someone against the leader of the free world like George Silver’s crocodile tears tried to lay testament to.
I believe this to be true because I hear things when I’m out and about. Chatter across the wires, if you will. When you’re involved in a profession like mine, the new one, it’s difficult to not get caught up in all the crazy shit that Joe Six-Pack would never suspect.
I didn’t—and don’t—have any specific details. It could be one of seven billion people plotting to murder Palmer, but it ain’t me. I also believe this because of Agent Kelly and Deke Carter’s total surprise at George Silver’s presence at the black site during our last visit.
Unless she was lying, and I didn’t pick up on that at all, she’d confirmed with her superiors that Silver did indeed own the wallet that funded Direct Protection Services, but he had no hand in the day-to-day operations, not typically, and his request to eliminate Patriotman had nothing to do with my mission to uncover the president’s potential assailant.
There are so many things that don’t make sense to me right now that I couldn’t even begin to guess which one of them makes the least sense, but one of the highest ones on the list is, why exactly does George Silver, the Secretary of Defense, want Patriotman dead? I suspect that he plans to publicly blame me, the Patriotman me, for whatever’s going to happen—or is supposed to happen—to President Palmer, but why me? There are literally dozens of superheroes out there working that could be the patsy.
That’s the reason for the setup with Kimmie. I figure that if I give her a chance to see my alternate identity die, and then resurrect herself as a brand new heroine, I’m doing double duty. I’m giving her an opportunity to forgive me, and I’m completely freeing myself of that godforsaken identity so that I can uncover Silver’s true intentions.
Now for the confusing part: I got sick of the double-standard, double-sided, double-crossing nature of so many of my fellow “heroes” that I could no longer feel proud of the work we were doing for humanity. I’m semi-retired as Patriotman, and occasionally I’ll show up to thwart some bank robbery or hostage situation to keep the persona fresh in the public eye.
Outside of that, I have a guy—in the Maldives, lucky bastard—who looks so much like me that my own mother would get confused. His name is Bart Alonzo, and he earns his living as my stand-in doppelganger. The funny thing is, he looks exactly like me, like my minute-apart identical twin, but it doesn’t make a damn bit of difference because nobody has ever seen Patriotman’s face. If he ever makes an appearance as me, he’s behind the mask. When I ran into him in Barcelona one sunny afternoon a few years ago, I hired him on the spot because it was so uncanny. I figured if I ever needed to have my face shown, it might be good to have a stunt double, just in case.
Sadly for Bart, in another couple of days, he’ll be out of a job.
Mostly what I do now is eliminate the sons-of-bitches who don’t deserve to be adored by fans the world over.
You think Billie Bombshell is all puppy dogs and roses with her pretty smile and, admittedly, perfectly glorious bottom in that set of blue tights? Underneath that mask is a brutally evil home-wrecker who has ruined more marriages than Monday Night Football. Behind that smile is an alcoholic nymphomaniac who couldn’t care less about the people she’s trying to save. As long as there’s a penis and a bottle of whiskey handy, she’ll fight crime all day.
And what about the Scarlett Gargoyle? He was no better. That guy was running a prostitution ring with rich, white Wall Street guys as clients and fourteen-year-old Vietnamese girls as the chattel. Disgusting. On the side, he fought crime in a bright red outfit with a chartreuse-colored lightning bolt down the sides of his legs.
Or the Crimson Gargoyle? The cheap, knockoff, poor man’s copycat who fancied himself just as good as his slightly more vibrant counterpart. I took that contract without wavering for a millisecond because nothing could’ve pleased me more than to watch that cocaine smuggler burn. (Not literally. He died when I released an air bubble into his jugular vein.) Who knows how many lives he ruined when he enlisted the help of underage thugs in South Central L.A. to help him move his product.
What is it with the Gargoyles and kids, huh?
Sam Diamond—I swore I’d never talk about that guy again, but here goes: we served together in Desert Storm. Mainly we were over there as figureheads, almost like a Bob Hope USO kind of thing, to lift morale for the troops. It’s not as if we couldn’t have fought ourselves, and damn, we volunteered for a few missions, but the upper-level generals said absolutely not. It’s like how NFL coaches barely play their stars during pre-season; you don’t want them to get hurt.
Anyway, Sam wouldn’t take no for an answer, and three days later, we found him in the center of a smoldering village, eating the fresh heart of a puppy while the innocent Iraqi citizens bloated and festered in the summer heat.
He denied that it was him, but two things gave him away: the puppy heart, for one, and two, that particular village had been under surveillance for about six weeks. The local commanding officers in that region had a guy under cover—he didn’t make it. The camera mounted in his shawl did.
Let me say this… Sam Diamond deserved what I gave him. I’m not ashamed of it, and part of me is ticked that I waited so long to do it, because who knows what other atrocities that sick fucker committed on the rest of humanity, all while he smiled for the cameras, wore red, white, and blue, and saluted our fallen heroes after yet another victorious battle against some no-name supervillain.
To sum up, after I made the decision to help out when the good guys weren’t so good, I jumped at the chance when the Prime Minister of Australia called me personally to place an order.
Don’t get me wrong, not everyone doing battle for the right is really evil deep down. Some of them simply have a darker side that their adoring public never gets to see.
Even heroes wear masks.
If some of the people wearing white hats have black hearts, why fight for the good guys?
That’s easy. The perks are better.
If you’re an asshole supervillain, you might be able to take what you want, like girls, guns, and money. That’s great—you’re living like a mad king and loving every second of it—until you realize that all the white knights in town are vying to be the first one to bury you and claim the reward. You can only exist as a supervillain for so long before some schmuck like Captain Kane comes along and makes a name for himself at your expense.
That’s probably why most of them hang out on private islands with nigh impenetrable fortresses. It’d say it’s a bit like Tom Cruise hiding from the paparazzi, but instead of cameras flashing in your face the moment you step into the sunlight, it’s fists, roundhouse kicks, and fancy gadgets shooting laser beams at your face.
The smart ones will strap on an American flag like a cape, fire off a few BAMs, BIFFs, and POWs, put a couple of criminals behind bars, then enjoy free drinks on the house until the adoration starts to wane. Walk into the middle of the biggest art heist in New York’s history, announce yourself as Billy Barbell, take down some punks, and then bite chunks of flesh out of unsuspecting hookers, nobody will ever be the wiser while you gladly accept bottles of champagne and the key to the city.
It disgusted me, and I couldn’t take it anymore. It sickened me so much that I felt fake, that I felt like my heart wasn’t pure, that it was tainted for knowing these things and letting them go. I justified it by thinking, “Hey, they’re helping the human race, so what if he chewed off that girl’s nipple?” I understand how bad that sounds, but is it worth turning a blind eye to someone who commits atrocities as long as he’s still doing good on the surface?
What about the televangelist who gives hope to millions and then snorts a five-pound bag of coke out of a stripper’s ass crack, then goes on a rampage and kills her in his hotel room?
Or what about the pro baseball outfielder earning a hundred and forty million dollars over ten seasons; can we forgive him of that fatal hit and run as long as he continues to help build homes in Guatemala during the off season?
I felt sleazy by association.
So much falsity hidden under the banner of good intentions.
That’s when I went on Tonight with Don Donner, announced my semi-retirement to the listening world, to much wailing and gnashing of teeth, and then walked off the set.
Five people in the world know that I’m Patriotman. Clark Kent, Bart Alonzo, Mom, Phil, and Polly…er…Kimmie. White Cloud, Blue Baroness, whatever, which is an amazing surprise considering she’s kept that secret all this time.
Not counting the two ex-girlfriends who ran for their lives after I explained what I did for a living, three people know that I assassinate superheroes: Mom, Phil, and Kimmie.
And it’s true; I do it for the greater good because I’m not built to do anything else. It’s a job with a purpose. I could walk away from superherodom for good and let someone else worry about it. I could get a job and be a good citizen, but let me say this… I’d die in a cube. I’d die behind the wheel of a pizza delivery van. I’d die selling cars.
Not literally, but my soul would.
While some of my colleagues disgusted me so much that I had to take a break from it all, I don’t pick and choose, though some days I’d like to. That’s between God and the government they pissed off. My employers and my maker are the judge and the jury.
I’m the Executioner.
Funny. Too bad that name is already taken.



CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN
Present Day
Deke leans back in his seat and puts a wrinkled, liver-spotted hand on his forehead. It’s shaking like a Chihuahua in winter, and he asks, somberly, “Landers is dead?”
“Yep.” I throw his rental car into reverse, back it up a nudge, and then leave mine behind. Somebody will find it eventually, and that fake bank account has enough in it to cover whatever overdue charges might be coming my way. I’m like that, see, worried about being a good guy even when there are much, much bigger things happening that I need to concentrate on.
“Holy shit.”
“Holy shit is right, and I need you to listen to me, Deke. I need you to tell me everything you know about this goddamn case. I want to know why George Silver wanted Patriotman dead, I want to know why you guys think that one of the S.A.’s in SASS is plotting to kill Palmer and if that’s even a real thing, and above all else, you wrinkled old ball-sack, I want to know why in the immortal fuck a SALCON commando team wanted Eric Landers dead. And before you say a fucking word, you better goddamn believe that I deserve the truth, because I’m sick of playing your little errand boy. I could’ve died back there, and Eric and his wife didn’t deserve to.”
Deke sighs through his nose while I check the mirrors. No tails. We’re in the clear as far as I can tell.
“Well?”
“It, uh… It gets worse, Leo.” The tone in his voice is so downtrodden that I can’t fathom a guess as to what’s coming next.
“How, Deke? How can it possibly get worse?”
“I don’t like being the one to tell you this, but it’s better that you learn now—”
I punch the dashboard. An air vent crumbles and falls out of its slot. “Learn…what?”
“They, um, they found…” He clears his throat and I swear, I’m within an inch of punching him instead of the dashboard if he doesn’t hurry up. “They found Phil.”
My stomach drops a little. “What does that mean? You mean, like, found him walking down the street in his pajamas? Found him at the casino?” I have an inkling of what he’s about to say, but son of a bitch, I’m trying hard to pretend like it’s not true.
“No, uh…double tap to his chest. Two clean wounds and the locals are running ballistics on the bullets now. Luckily, or maybe not so much… He was on the phone with your mom when it happened. She says they were talking about you, and then he just went silent. If she hadn’t been talking to him, he might still be there.”
I’ve been hit by a lot of things. Supervillains that can swing anvils like boxing gloves. This mammoth bastard named, well, Mammoth, who could use a light pole as if it was a thirty-two-ounce Louisville Slugger. Hell, I’ve even been hit by a few speeding trains and I once had a shell from a tank slam into my shield so hard that it took the wind out of me for a good fifteen minutes. I’ve been bruised, battered, and had my chest pounded on with cinderblocks by a real badass nasty named She-Beast.
But nothing, nothing, has ever hit me harder than hearing that The Oracle, Phil, my father and buddy, is dead.
I haven’t cried in thirty-five years and damn it, I’m not about to start now, but this hurts, bad. My chest heaves. My eyes are watering. I’ve bitten my bottom lip so hard that I can taste the subtle, metallic hint of blood.
That same, bloody lip starts to quiver, and I don’t know how I’m driving like this. My body can’t contain this emotion. My chest is on fire. My legs and arms burn, craving action, any kind of release. I want to kick down brick walls with my bare feet. I want to crush marble statues in my fists. I want to spit acid. I want to grind anything good into a fine mist underneath my bleeding knuckles.
For the first time ever, I think I can truly understand how some people become evil.
I want revenge.
And nothing will stand in my way until I get it.
But first, I need answers.
I grind my teeth together. I could chew through Wolverine’s adamantium claws. “Who?” I growl.
Deke shakes his head. “They don’t know yet.”
“Bullshit.”
“Look, I’m sorry—”
“Yeah, right.”
“Honest to God. I know it hurts, but you know how it works, Leo. Still too early in the game. The two guys running the case, a guy named DiMarco and one named Bailey, they’re good, and right now they’re tagging the scene, and they’ve put a rush on the ballistics. Lisa’s there, too.”
“I thought you guys stayed in the shadows? You’re sweepers, aren’t you?”
“She’s flashing FBI creds for now, trying to throw them off. We were paying attention to you when it came across the wire. Otherwise, we’d might’ve been there soon enough to shut it down. Now it’ll be up to Homicide because we can’t run the risk of blowing our cover to pull rank on them.”
It hits me again. Phil is dead. My dad is dead. “Fuck!” I punch the steering wheel. I try to pull up, but even my light touch bends it. I quickly change the subject because Deke doesn’t know my true identity. I have to keep him talking.
Pull your shit together, Leo. Stable now, mourn later.
“What does Agent Kelly think?” I feel a tear building at the corner of my eye. I rub at my face with a sleeve to disguise the fact that I’m wiping it away before it falls.
“From the looks of it, she says it’s a clean elimination. Professional. Given what went on back there at the Landers place, I’m inclined to believe it might be a well-orchestrated SALCON hit, but I’d need to call Lisa to discuss it. That’s the only thing that indicates a professional job except…” He almost continues, then catches himself.
“That what?”
“They found a long red hair.”
“So? Dad, er, Phil had all kinds of girlfriends. Or hookers, or strippers. Could’ve been the pizza delivery girl.”
“I’m only suggesting…”
“Oh, I know what you’re suggesting, and it sounds like total horseshit to me. Charlene? Charlene? Are you kidding me? She works with the DPS, doesn’t she? She’s on our side, right? Nope, not a chance, Deke. Not unless…” That flicker in the back of my mind becomes a flashing distress beacon. I whip the car into an empty spot along the sidewalk. It’s quiet still, but early enough that some lights are coming on. Early morning risers trying to beat the insanity of the northern Virginia commute. “It’s a stretch, but what if Dallas planted the red hair?”
Deke shrugs. “I’m not going to say yes to that, because anything’s possible, but Leo, c’mon, she was removed from DPS two months ago. She’s got no knowledge of any inner workings.”
“That doesn’t mean that she’s not a puppet for someone else outside of the organization. Jesus, it’s starting to make sense, isn’t it?”
“How so?”
“Give me a sec.” I see that the windows are fogging up from our body heat inside and the cool, moist temperatures outside. If we were followed, it’s a disadvantage to us without being able to spot someone on the approach, but at the same time, it’ll be good to hide ourselves as targets while I process this.
Phil is lingering there in the back of my mind, blocking clear thought processes, and I can feel that lump in my throat, refusing to go away. I swallow, hard, and say a small prayer to the roof of Deke’s rental car.
Dad…damn it. Yes, Dad. I love you, and I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you. You stepped up when you didn’t have to. You helped, you cared, and you were around. You were a good man. So good. You couldn’t keep your dick in your pants around Mom, and she was never enough for you, not by herself, but you loved her in your own dumbass way, and I can’t fault you for that, I guess. We’ll talk about this later, but for right now, I gotta get shit done, man. I love you, I’ll miss you, and I’ll see you on the other side.
I picture hanging up the phone to the afterlife in my imagination, and that helps clear my mind a little, helps me focus on the present. I can do nothing for Phil at this very moment—Agent Kelly is there to ask questions—so it’s my job to solve this whole goddamn thing, which, in turn, will avenge Phil’s death.
A long red hair, huh? Whether it was Charlene, Dallas, or that comedian, Carrot Top, or someone entirely different…it’s time to pay the Patriot.
Deke fidgets in his seat and clears his throat. Leaning forward to check the side mirror, in that last little spot where the window hasn’t fogged over, he says, “Not that I’m questioning your motives here, bud, but this is just a smidge dangerous, huh? SALCON commandos out there running around. Remember?”
I ignore him. I’m reasonably confident that we’re safe where we are, five miles from the dead bodies of Eric and Dolores Landers, and I hadn’t spotted a tail on our exit. “We’re good for now,” I say. “Tell me something—you know what, forget that, tell me everything, but what I want you to do is start with Dallas. Why’d you kick her out of DPS?”
Satisfied that we weren’t followed, and that nobody is slipping up to pierce his neck with a bullet, he shrugs and says, “Because she’s nuts. You know that.”
The .45 I took off the dead SALCON commando has been waiting patiently in my lap. I slowly turn the barrel around so that it’s facing Deke, his left side in particular, then I impatiently tap the grip. “Be specific.”
He sees what I’m doing, but he doesn’t have anywhere to scoot, so he just looks at me with a mixture of fear, contempt, and mild annoyance. He knows I won’t shoot him.
Or will I?
“Put that thing away,” he says.
“Be…specific.”
Deke rolls his eyes. “She wasn’t offing her marks like she was supposed to. She was collecting the money but splitting it seventy-thirty with the heroes she was supposed to eliminate. Some took the payoff and disappeared. Others? They’ve done the, ‘You’ll believe a hero can die’ thing, vanished, probably on an extended vacation with Dallas’s thirty percent, and then when the money ran out, they’ve been resurrecting themselves. I mean, did you know that Billie Bombshell used to be Queen Crush?”
“No shit? I thought she looked familiar.”
“Yep. Anyway, it was Lisa that caught on. Sent memos up the chain to get Dallas out, and she didn’t handle it too well. She’s been terrorizing poor Charlene ever since.”
“Damn. At least her compulsive lying thing is legit, huh? I thought for sure she was faking it just to sit around SASS humble-bragging. Hang on a second, though, why’s Charlene in that group with her? You’d think…”
Deke pauses long enough with a “cat that ate the canary” look on his face that I have to remind him of the pistol in my hand and its highly effective accuracy at two feet by tapping it again. Beads of sweat roll down his temple where I can see a vein throbbing beneath his aging, thinning skin. “Um…”
“Tell me!” I yell.
He jumps and throws both hands out, pleading. “Charlene’s not really an assassin. Never killed a fly. Just some greenhorn DPS agent that we slung into the lion’s den without really knowing how far Dallas would take her revenge.”
“What? Why?”
“We didn’t have a replacement, not until you came along, and it was easier to get Dallas out the door if she had somebody to direct her anger toward. It fit her profile. Give her an outlet, and she’ll take the bait.”
“Not smart, Deke.”
His shrug is so heavy it’s almost cartoonish. “I tried to tell ‘em. Anyway, Dallas leaked a fake story to Don Donner, and now Charlene has every muscled freak in tights after her. Brave girl. She’s made it this long, but we’re not sure how much longer we can protect her.”
“The hell is she still doing out in public, then? Get her out. Hide her, for God’s sake, because between Dallas and every hero gunning for her head, she’ll be dead in a month unless you put that girl on an invisible island somewhere in the South Pacific.”
Deke pulls a flask from inside his jacket pocket. He unscrews the lid and takes a long, long swig. When he’s finished, he wipes the top and offers it to me.
When in Rome.
It burns going down. Wild Turkey, maybe.
“Seriously, Deke. Get her into hiding.”
He says, “I wish it was that easy. We’ve got her prepped to kill President Palmer in three days.”



CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN
TWO WEEKS EARLIER, CON’T.
This LearJet is big enough to hold my entire tiny ass apartment inside of it, which is why Kimmie sits so far away from me that I’d need a telescope to see the pissed-off frown on her face. After I tossed Daddy Oilbucks halfway across the hangar—and thankfully for him, into a pile of boxed up pillows—it took a little while to calm her down. Him, too, once he shook the cobwebs out. Luckily for me, he was too dazed to get all crazy and rage out on me, but he did throw a couple of wild swings that spun him in circles and sent him back to the ground.
We eventually came to an understanding: after this trip, in which something would be accomplished that would satisfy all involved parties, I was to never, ever, never, ever see his little girl again.
Fine by me. She’s got a butt fine enough to chew like bubble gum, but truth be told, Kimmie (or Polly, or Blue Baroness, or White Cloud) is more trouble than she’s worth. It’s always the hot ones, you know? Crazier than a yard full of escaped mental patients.
Okay, so we’re flying, and we’re on our way to the Maldives. The inside of this jet is an ugly beige color, but damn if the seats aren’t cozy. I’m melting into this thing, and I’d love to take a nap if it weren’t for the fact that Kimmie is subconsciously showing every indication that she’ll murder me in my sleep. It’s a long flight, too. I hope the flight attendant has enough coffee in storage to keep me going.
I take another look at Kimmie. She’s got her legs crossed, and her toe is doing that bouncing thing it does when she’s annoyed. She’s staring out the window with her chin propped up on one hand, hair in a ponytail, ignoring the copy of Cosmo in her lap. I wonder what she’s thinking about. I can read microexpressions like they’re a flashing neon sign, but believe me, deconstructing the mind of a woman is not part of that skill set.
I mentioned how I mentally marry a woman the moment she says hello. It was no different with Kimmie—Polly, then—and she was the same way. About five years ago, we were at this superhero fundraising event in West Palm Beach called Miles of Muscles where we walked around a track for a week to raise money for cancer. It was a noble cause, and I was happy to do it, but when I found out that the Monster Masher, the superhero who organized it, had used all those funds to buy a mansion in Miami instead of granting wishes for sick children—let’s just say that I didn’t hesitate for a second when the FBI called me one evening with a new contract.
Kimmie and I met while we were walking around the track in hundred-degree weather and fifty-thousand percent humidity on the third day. By the end of the event two days later, we had The Preacher marry us on the spot. (Sad side note: he died in an epic battle with Fallen Angel last December. The world mourned. Even the Pope.)
Kimmie and I thought we knew what love was.
Or, maybe our love was true, but she wasn’t.
She’s not a good person. However, that doesn’t mean that I’m not drawn to her like an innocent fly to a bug zapper. I should know better, and I get electrocuted every time.
Still. Look at her. She literally activates the salivation glands in my mouth.
Leo. Get yourself under control.
Do not forget the glee in her eyes when you told her the plan to off Patriotman. I’m not so sure that she wouldn’t try to do it for real. Keep an eye on her.
There are times where I wish we could go back and start over, or not even start to begin with. Those first couple of months, I was married to America’s Sweetheart, the lovable, cheery, ass-kicking superhero that everyone loved. That was the person I wanted to go to bed with every night. Instead, once she felt comfortable enough to pull back the curtains, I saw that the wizard was really a bitter, self-entitled, petty, jealous, spoiled brat who thought she could get away with whatever she wanted.
That’s the thing, see, just like all the other evil good guys that I’ve eliminated, we have our faults. Some are worse than others. I drink straight out of the milk carton, while Kimmie should be spending ten years behind bars for illegal international trading and a host of other offenses. She’s cost the US government billions and they’re kindly passing those losses on to you in the form of tax dollars.
She’s not so bubbly now, is she?
We may be superhuman, but at our nucleus, we’re still human.
And that’s an imperfect creature.
* * *
We don’t speak through much of the flight, not even when we hit turbulence so bad that I’m wishing one of my powers was flying, like my buddy Superman, and we don’t speak in the car on the way to the resort. She’s fuming so viciously that I can feel the heat coming off of her skin. The steam pouring out of her nostrils is like an angry dragon’s snout, and I’m positive that she’ll spit fire at me before long.
Okay, that’s not really true. She’s not emitting vaporized water from her nose, but she’s pissed.
She ignores me when we check in. She ignores me when we drop our stuff off in the room. She ignores me for the next three hours while we sit on the deck and drink our own individual bottles of mango vodka, waiting on my doppelganger, Bart Alonzo, to show up for dinner. We’ve invited him over to discuss the plan after my “death,” and he’s dragging his feet down at one of the marinas, waiting to catch a charter out for some kind of fish that are running. I told him to hurry because I sure could use a buffer.
It’s not until I follow Kimmie down to the white sands and blue water that she finally decides to grace me with her voice.
“Did you have to throw him?”
“That’s what you’re pissed about?” I know that’s exactly why she’s mad, but I can’t resist poking the badger a little more. This isn’t a vacation—it’s business—and I spent enough time ruminating over our rocky past to realize that there will be no horizontal muscle flexing underneath the covers, so I figure I don’t have much to lose. Anything, really. I add, “I thought you’ve might’ve been mad at me for killing off Patriotman. I mean, come on, he’s—I’m—a national icon.”
“I would kick your spleen into next February if I didn’t know you well enough to realize that you’re an idiot. He’s my dad, Leo. I know you’ve never gotten along, but don’t you dare pull that super shit on him again, you understand me?” She takes her finger out of my chest long enough to slap me on the shoulder, then resumes poking. “He’s an eighty-year-old man, and you could’ve killed him.”
I scoff at this and look away. We’re in a gorgeous spot—absolutely stunning—like the water is so clear I can see fish swimming on the bottom fifty feet away. The breeze pushes palm fronds around. Small waves lap against the beach. It’s hot, but it’s paradise, and here we are squabbling about her jerk of a dad.
So what if I tossed his ass? He deserves every—you know what? Never mind. It’s not a battle I’m going to win and yeah, maybe it was wrong.
I try not to roll my eyes when I say, “I’m sorry, okay? It was a gut reaction. You saw him. I thought he was coming after me.”
She crosses her arms and does that chin waggle thing like she’s insinuating, So? And?
“He spooked me. I reacted. And besides, he used to run around with The Hulk, didn’t he? I thought he had some of the super juice himself.”
“Dad’s just a meathead, moron. I don’t even—oh my God, forget it. How long have we been doing this?”
“Doing what?”
“Having the same arguments. You don’t like him, he doesn’t like you, and it won’t matter after the next couple of days, will it?” She turns away and walks down the beach about five yards before she flops down and begins to dig her toes in the sand. She takes her hairband out and lets her golden hair fall down around her shoulders.
I’ve hurt her feelings, and I should be ignoring it. Damn it all to hell, now I feel bad.
She puts her forehead on her knees. That makes it worse.
I’m not really seeing her in a new light like this, but it’s a shame, you know?
Woulda, coulda, shoulda.
This is how I get into trouble with her. I can see how people get caught up in those abusive relationships and are never able to walk away. Those infamous words, “You don’t know what it’s like when it’s good,” keep too many people in chains.
Chains that even superheroes can’t break sometimes.
She’s right, though. This will be over with in a couple of days, and if I’m going to get away from her and this continuous cycle, I might need to gnaw off my own foot. It has to be done. We can’t keep going on like this.
I stroll over to her and sit down, resisting the urge to put my arm around her and at least pretend like I care enough to comfort her. Don’t get me wrong, I do. I simply don’t want to send any more mixed messages. Come on, I should be out fighting crime, whether it’s as Leo Craft the superhero assassin, or as Patriotman, instead of sitting next to my stewing ex-wife who’ll likely murder me in my sleep later this evening.
No matter the level of self-importance, or real importance to the human race, we’ve got our problems like everyone else.
I sigh and nudge her shoulder with mine anyway. Some small gesture of regret or care might keep me alive in her presence, and I’m only half-joking about that. “Let’s walk over to the yacht. How’s that sound? I called ahead a couple of days ago and had them get it prepped for us.”
She doesn’t answer in the affirmative, but she gets up and heads in that direction. The resort staff has even brought it around for us, and Misery’s Fortune rocks gently against the small pier.
It’s an ancient forty-footer that I picked up years ago when I wanted to “get away from it all,” but I love it like a child. We board it and give ourselves a couple of minutes to get our legs adjusted. Kimmie stays silent, pouting, while I check for wear and tear.
Satisfied that everything looks to be in good shape, I encourage her to come up front with me. I roll out a couple of towels, and we sit, side by side.
“So,” I say, “what’re you going to resurrect yourself as this time? I think all the good colors are taken, you know? I mean, the Mauve Maiden probably doesn’t strike fear in the hearts of criminals.”
There it is. A smile. An ear-to-ear grin that she struggles hard to keep from turning into a laugh. She’s unsuccessful. Kimmie doesn’t really laugh. She has this sort of cackle mixed with a honk that sounds like a cross between a blaring car alarm and a donkey with its tail on fire.
Most people find it annoying. Count me as one of them, but damn, it’s good to hear it after so long. I’d say it’s been years, and for about thirty seconds, this really feels like old times. This almost feels like our honeymoon all over again.
See? It’s like I have a stretchy rubber band tied to a belt loop, and every time I try to run away, it drags me right back.
She’s not good for you, Leo. Business only. She’s your witness. Accept and move on.
I don’t say anything else yet. I let her laughter die out until she’s wiping her eyes and cleaning the joyful tears off her sunglasses before I say, “Thanks for coming. You know, for doing this. There aren’t many people I could trust with this kind of information.” I wait a beat, then add, “I can trust you with it, right?”
“Oh, please, Leo. If it means getting Patriotman out of the game—just for spite—and getting my ass back in it, whether it’s as the Mauve Maiden or something else, I’m all for it. I’ll carry your secret to my grave. And excuse me,” she says, sounding increasingly annoyed, “but who’s kept your ‘Leo Craft is Patriotman’ secret for the past three years, even after you dicked me over and ruined my career? Who, Leo? Who?”
“You did,” I answer, sheepishly. She has a point, and it’s not one I’d considered, now that I think about it. In all this time, I’ve never thanked her for keeping quiet. I “killed” her to keep her safe and as much as she hates me for it, I suppose there’s some small measure of gratitude, or the fact that she has feelings for me, that remain underneath her vicious exterior because yeah, she’s right, my face isn’t plastered all over Tonight with Don Donner under some headline reading, “Guess Who?”
“A little thank you would go a long way.”
I watch a seagull drift blissfully on the breeze. I envy his freedom. “Thanks, Kimmie. Polly. Whatever. I hadn’t thought of it like that. I mean, yeah, I guess I owe you big time, huh?”
She fiddles with a piece of dried seaweed.
There’s so much unsaid between us.
“Is it enough that my identity is dying and yours will be resurrected?”
“Probably.”
“Probably?”
“Yes.”
“Then why do you sound, uh, sad?”
Kimmie tosses the seaweed into the water and brushes off her hands. She pushes her sunglasses higher on her nose and sniffs. It could’ve been a sniffle. Hard to tell. I’ve never seen her cry before. She says, “It’s weird, huh? So many years ago, we were the ‘it’ couple. God, we looked good, didn’t we? You in that red, white, and blue suit, me in those stretchy tights?”
“Your camel toe outfit?”
“Stop,” she says, grinning. “I’m being serious. We could’ve been legends together, if you hadn’t gotten all righteous and mighty. But here we are, chatting like an old married couple. It feels like the end of something, and it feels so strange to not hate your guts.”
“You don’t?”
“No, because it’ll feel so good to make your idiotic plan a reality.”
The knife slides through my ribs before I have a chance to ask her what she means. Only trouble is I don’t have to. I’m learning the painful way.



CHAPTER
NINETEEN
Present Day
I’m driving Deke’s rental car like I stole it.
This isn’t my best idea ever, but I’m trying to get to…well, shit, I don’t even know where I’m going, honestly. With Deke’s revelation that Charlene is the would-be John Wilkes Booth, I had to get on the move because I felt the need to run away from reality.
Deke’s in the passenger seat, begging me to slow down, telling me that it wouldn’t be smart to get pulled over by the cops. He can pull rank, of course, but will it do any good? All he has to do is flash some creds, and we’ll be on our way, right? Normally, that’s how it works, but since only a handful of people have ever heard of Direct Protection Services, we might get an escort to the local station while the flatfoot radios ahead to have someone check it out.
I slap the steering wheel and shout, “Damn it!”
“Does that mean you’ll slow down?”
“No… Yes.” I make a left out of the current neighborhood and then at the stop light I turn right, practically on two wheels, onto Highway 50 and cruise toward Falls Church. I spent some time there in what feels like another life, back when Kimmie and I were playing house and living close to the nation’s capitol. You know, back when we tried to keep up our ‘Real American Couple’ persona.
It’s too early for the sun to be up, but with all the streetlights, traffic lights, lights from convenience stores, illuminated car dealerships and restaurant parking lots, we might as well be driving through in the middle of the day. I liked it here way back when, but I don’t miss it.
I hadn’t given Deke a chance to explain himself before I floored it. Now seems like a good time. Besides, if he loses any more circulation in those white knuckles gripping the door handle, I might have to amputate his fingers.
I ease off the gas pedal as I top a little hill, and it couldn’t have come any sooner. A police cruiser rolls by going southbound. The patrolman gives me a subtle nod. I see his brake lights flash in the rearview mirror and, thankfully, he decides we’re not suspicious enough to tail and call in the license plates. Two reasonably average looking white males driving a rental car—to him, we’re probably on our way to the airport or back home after a business meeting. Regardless, he’s gone, and I allow myself to unclench.
The brakes squeak when we stop at the next stoplight, and the sound feels like my thought processes—in need of some serious greasing. “Deke?”
He clears his throat. “Time to explain, huh?”
“Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to tell me every single fucking detail you can think of. What you know. Who knows what you know. Why Palmer. Why Charlene. Why George Silver. I want it all, Deke, and in exchange—”
“I can’t do it, Leo. I don’t have the clearance to give you—”
The light turns green and I pull away. I grind my teeth together and try to speak as calmly as possible. “Clearance doesn’t matter anymore. You tell me, you walk away, and you disappear forever. Listen to me, man. Think about it. Murdering a president, whether it’s an inside job or not, your head is gonna roll. This ain’t the ‘60s, dude. People don’t keep their mouths shut; someone will find you just because you took a crap in the wrong bathroom stall. You know this. You know it. What’re you thinking? Are you? Are you thinking?”
“Leo, I—”
“Shut up. Just shut up. I like you. I didn’t at first but I do now. Past to present. Didn’t, do. You tell me everything I need to know, and I’ll pay you to walk. I’ve got money. More than I’ll need, more than you’ll need. I always knew something would happen and that I’d need to disappear. You don’t live the kind of life I’ve had and not think about vanishing until you’re ready to meet God Himself. Got it? I’m buying your answers, Deke, then you’re gone. Safe, out, gone. Find yourself a pretty little lady in a hut somewhere, and sip sweet drinks out of coconuts. That’s my offer.”
“And if I say no?”
I jam the barrel of my .45 into his ribs, and I’m not gentle about it, either. “Then we take a different drive, one where I know where I’m going, and you won’t be coming back from it. Don’t make me do that. Not when you’ve got a good twenty years left.”
“All right. Jesus. Just get that thing out of my side before you hit a pothole.”
It’s a sensible request, and I oblige.
He rolls down his window a couple of inches and takes a swipe at his forehead. “It’s hot in here, ain’t it?”
“Deke!”
“All right, all right.” He readjusts himself in his seat and tries to loosen up the lap belt around his beer belly. “This goes way back, you see, like to the Watergate days, back when Silver and Palmer were freshmen senators. Palmer screwed Silver on this Mideast oil deal—remember all those long lines at the gas pumps? Hell, I don’t even recall what committee it was, but anyway, George Silver has been in it for the long game. Almost forty years have gone by, and he’s tried so many different schemes to bring Palmer down, but none of them have worked. None. Not a single one.”
“Like what?”
“Paying off sexy interns, bribery, teamster scandals. Everything you can think of. Palmer’s too slippery. So, now we’re down to one second on the clock, and Silver is trying to throw a Hail Mary.”
“By murdering Palmer? Seriously?”
“The man holds a grudge. I think he’s so fed up and pissed off that none of his shitty schemes have worked: he’s finally ready to kill the poor bastard and be done with it. And, he’s doing it all under the umbrella of DPS so we can be the ones to run the investigation behind the scenes and clear everybody involved. Sure, the other top agencies will be all over the news, but they’re there to tell the media that we have solid leads and we’ll eventually arrest Charlene as a patsy. The conspiracy nuts will still be digging through the case files a century from now, but they’ll never find the truth.”
It occurs to me that I should pull over, detain the guy, and turn him over to the feds, but if I do that, how am I going to explain my end of the story? I’m not exactly an innocent snowflake given the contracts I’ve accepted. Now that Eric Landers is dead, and likely the heads of the CIA and FBI, Joe Gaylord and Conner Carson, I don’t have that top layer of protection. If I go anywhere near a federal building, claiming to have knowledge of a plot to assassinate the President, I’m wearing an orange jumpsuit and a black hood in Guantanamo within twenty-four hours. I won’t have to worry about SALCON—I’ll be at the mercy of good ol’ Uncle Sam.
Damn. It looks like I’m in this until I can clear my name.
Should I bother? Why not disappear now?
I recall that George Silver wanted Patriotman dead, due to reasons unknown. Does Deke have that answer? I’m not one to hold grudges for very long. I react and get shit done before it festers. If I run, if I hide, he gets away with everything.
“So George Silver is like Lex Luthor and Palmer is Superman? ‘Rats, foiled again’?”
I wonder how my buddy Supes would feel about me comparing him to Palmer, but he’s probably heard worse.
“Something like that, yeah.”
This is big. Real big. But it all seems too easy. “So what I’m hearing from you is that George Silver has been holding a grudge against Mike Palmer for forty years and the only way to get some piece of mind is to off the dude.”
Deke nods. “Yup. It’s not that glamorous, but this ain’t Hollywood.”
“And you and Agent Kelly are willfully following orders? What the fuck, Deke? Are you kidding me? It’s murder, man. You’re murdering a president.”
“Says the guy who kills heroes for a decent paycheck.”
“That’s different, and you know it. They deserve what they get. Palmer doesn’t deserve to die because of some petty, forty-year-old grudge, does he? I’ve met the guy. He doesn’t seem all that bad.” As soon as I hear the words come out of my mouth, I know that I’ve slipped. I was caught up in my mini-tirade and didn’t think it through.
“You’ve met him? When? How?”
Oops. No sweat. I can lie my way out of this. You know how nobody has ever figured out that Clark Kent is Superman? In real life, Clark is this bumbling, goofy, aww-shucks kind of guy—a nerd, if you will—and only a select group of people know that he slips on the red and blues to become Superman. I know, Lois knows… Steve Rogers. Bruce Wayne. Maybe a couple of others. Anyway, same goes for me. Other than Kimmie, Mom, Phil, Clark Kent, and Bart Alonzo, my double, not a single person knows that I’m Patriotman.
“I, uh, I met him at a fundraiser about ten years ago.”
“Oh, gotcha.” Deke seems to accept this, with only a hint of suspicion, and I let out a miniscule huff of relief when he doesn’t pursue it further.
“I don’t… I don’t get it. This is—it’s insane. How can somebody be that bitter for forty years?”
“If you’re surprised by that, then you don’t know people very well.”
“I thought for sure that it was the VP wanting to get into Palmer’s seat. To save face, or whatever, you know? Like get Palmer out of there before his shitty approval rating drags Thomason down with him.”
“I’m sure it’s crossed the Veep’s mind a time or two, but nope.”
I flick on my blinker and make a left. I feel too exposed out here on the main highway now that I’m sitting with an accomplice to a Presidential assassination. Just being in the same car with him—and hearing talk of the plans—could put me away for life. “Unbelievable.”
“What?”
“That it’s so simple.”
Deke shrugs and frowns. “Never underestimate the power of…well, the power of being a petty bastard. Some people never grow up.”
“Okay, two more questions.”
“That’s it? Only two?”
“No, I’m just getting started, but let’s tackle these two first.”
“Let me guess the first one. Why am I telling you?”
“Yes.”
He allows the moment to soak in anticipation before he answers in a softer tone. “Second thoughts. It’s not right. It hasn’t been right, Leo, and if anybody can put a stop to this, it’s you.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence, but Jesus, man, this is way bigger than me. Second question—why’re you and Lisa going through with this? Why help Silver assassinate Palmer?”
“A man will agree to just about anything with a gun to his head, Leo. You know that. I tried to say no. Lisa, too, but you don’t get to refuse when a bunch of goons dressed in black show up at your house at three in the morning. Made it seem like an ‘offer you can’t refuse’ thing. Silver himself was standing there beside my bed. Can you believe it? Guy makes house calls to get what he wants. Matter of fact, if this car’s bugged or if I’ve got a micro-device on me somewhere, I got a bullet sandwich waiting for me the minute I’m alone.”
“And Agent Kelly? How’s she feel about this?”
He pauses, makes a face like it pains him to answer. “She’s not on board with me yet. Said I shouldn’t tell you, not until we figure out how to save ourselves first, but I’ve been telling her all along that you can help.”
“Jesus.”
We’re driving through another sleepy, quiet neighborhood, yet the sun is starting to give the eastern sky a warm glow and more dutiful citizens are coming to life. Leaving to beat the traffic, walking their dogs, and squeezing in a quick run before it’s off to their cubicles, working for the man. In the meantime, I’m cruising around with a guy who’s been coerced, by the Secretary of Defense, into facilitating an assassination of the President of the United States.
Just another Tuesday morning, right?
The general public likes to believe that there are massive conspiracies underfoot when it comes to anything dealing with the government. Like, aliens are real and the government is hiding the truth. Or maybe Lyndon Johnson personally had Lee Harvey Oswald shoot Kennedy from the Texas book depository. Or that 9/11 was an inside job, giving us a reason to invade Iraq for cheaper oil.
The truth is, the simplest explanation is often the correct one. There are no grand conspiracies—I’d like there to be, because it would make more sense than the fact that one idiot with a gun can change the course of history. We like to create stories to make up for the fact that a simple act of shitheadedness can alter our lives for the next fifty years. We don’t like being out of control on that level. We don’t like knowing that our world can be thrown into upheaval by something as simple as a grudge.
When bad things happen on a substantial scale, it’s easier to believe that humongous groups of secretive people were driving the school bus to Hell, rather than accept the fact that Fate, or Chance, or one guy with a bad idea can fuck things up for the rest of us.
I ask him, “And you want me to fix this? Is that what I’m hearing? You suddenly decide that you’ve got a conscience, and you’re dumping it on me to stop it?”
Deke exhales a long, pitiful, exhausted sigh. “That’s about the size of it. I’m too old. Too slow. And I can’t die with this on my shoulders. You’re a good man, Leo. I know you’ll do the right thing. In some ways, you remind me of Patriotman. Could be the way you sorta look like him. Maybe that’s why I’m asking you to do some good.”
How can you say no to that?
“I’ll think about it.”
“Good. I appreciate it. It’ll mean the world to me if—”
“Hang on, we’re not done here yet.”
“We’re not?”
“Back, like, three weeks ago, when we went to visit Silver at the black site in the mountains?
“Yeah?”
I explain the entire story to him. What Silver said, why he claimed he wanted Patriotman dead, and that Eric Landers, right before he died, had mentioned that the Secretary of Defense had never liked me—although I didn’t say me, as in Leo, because Deke doesn’t need to know. Maybe I’ll tell him one of these days if any of us make it out of this alive.
“What I want to know, Deke, is why did Silver make up that bullshit story? Why did he really want Patriotman dead? You have to know.”
Deke’s answer confounds me. After all I’ve seen, done, and heard, I honestly thought I lacked the ability to be truly surprised.



CHAPTER
TWENTY
TWO WEEKS EARLIER, CON’T.
I heal easily and quickly. That’s a benefit of being a manufactured superhuman. You get injected with enough blue goo that’s hyped up in a lab, it’s easy to feel like nothing can take your life away. I haven’t had a needle poked in me in, oh, thirty years, and I’ve often wondered if this shit will ever just wear off, like batteries dying out.
I’m nearly invincible but injuries still hurt like a son of a bitch, yet they’re usually fixed by my internal mechanisms before I step back into a fight. I wouldn’t say I’m quite as much of a badass as that Wolverine guy, though I’m pretty close. Here’s a quick example: I once fell off a ten-story building after the Dream Demon caught me with a wicked roundhouse kick that I wasn’t expecting. I landed, broke my back, and bounced like a basketball. By the time I hit the ground again I was healing and ready to rock.
But this knife in the side of my ribs? It must have pierced a lung, because I can’t breathe right. Kimmie pulls away, grinning, and leaves the blade hanging in my side. I’m dizzy. Woozy. I haven’t felt this before. Why am I…what’s happening…
I manage to utter, “Was that poisoned?” I watch her honk that stupid honk of a laugh as I fall back onto the sand. She leans over and twists the knife, hard, gouging it into my side, tearing flesh and shattering bone.
She says, “Don’t worry, I’ll still tell your stupid little story about the brozantium. This is just for an extra measure. Makes it look real.”
Kimmie may be a fallen hero, but, damn, she does have some muscles in those lithe arms. She’s been keeping up with her regimen, maybe for a day exactly like today.
My vision begins to tunnel, the blackness encroaching on the blue water, the blue sky, and the white sands. Waves rock the yacht, and I hear the clang of a metal hook on the mast.
I reach for her. I want to squeeze her throat until it squishes out between my fingers. The darkening circle closes, closes, to a pinpoint of light, and then I’m out.
* * *
When I wake up, it’s pitch black and cool and I’m lying on something hard and metallic. It’s cold against my skin. Am I…am I in a morgue drawer? I remember what happened, vaguely. The images in my mind are hazy, gauzy, and I can make out the fact that Kimmie was cackling right before the world went as black as it is now.
Something stretches across my cheeks, and I reach up to feel what’s there.
Damn, it’s my Patriotman mask. At least they let me keep that on, which is good. Hopefully my true-life identity remained hidden while I was out for…
Shit, what day is it?
And did I survive Kimmie’s betrayal, or did she do that on purpose—that whole murdering me thing? Because yeah, I’m not dead.
I shift positions. It’s cramped and uncomfortable in here.
A bright, red light emits from somewhere within the drawer, illuminating this enclosed, claustrophobia-inducing coffin. It flashes briefly, giving me time to see that I’m naked from the mask down, and there’s a toe tag hanging off my right foot. The red light flashes again, and my ribs ache when I move to discover the source. Whatever she got me with, that crap has a lingering effect.
It flashes a third time, and I have to close my eyes. I already have too many shimmering lights swirling around in my vision.
There it is. I put my hand on a small, plastic box. I trace my fingers around the corners, and it feels like it’s about the size of an engagement ring box. On the top is a rounded bulb that might be the LED light that’s been flashing. I confirm this by holding my thumb over it and watching the red illuminate under my thumbnail.
It’s…what is this thing?
My lungs shut down when I briefly consider the idea that it might be some kind of micro-bomb that Kimmie carried onto the plane. With Daddy Oilbuck’s private jet, she wouldn’t have to go through security, and this is how I turn into a pile of superhero oatmeal inside a morgue drawer, once and for all.
If that’s what this thing is, my only option is escape. As soon as I lift my foot to kick the door open, because certainly some rinky-dink latch can’t hold the mighty Patriotman, I hear the thick kachunk of the exterior handle. The door swings open, temporarily blinding me with white this time, and I’m rolled out feet first.
Standing above me is a large islander, tanned skin contrasting starkly against the white uniform of a morgue attendant. His hair is the dark color of Deathstrike’s uniform, with eyes bluer than Kimmie’s outfit back when she was the Blue Baroness. He smiles, showing a sparkling white row of teeth, and pats me on the chest. He smells like coffee and stale cigarettes. “Thank God it worked,” he says in stilted English. “They weren’t sure that it would.”
One wall is taken up with rows of drawers like the one I’d been calling home for some indeterminate amount of time. The metal wall is full of them, and it’s so clean I can almost see my reflection. A row of three fluorescent lights hang overhead, their brightness clawing into my retinas. I see a bay of windows to my left, and beyond that, there’s a cluttered desk with a small lamp, and what looks to be a five-inch television screen playing a rugby match.
So, a hospital? How’d I get here?
“What’s that?” I say, sitting up. “Thank God what worked?” I’m beyond being modest, but I ask the dude for a robe, or my clothes, or something, to cover up the fact that my junk is splayed out on this sliding drawer like a snake basking in the sun.
“Oh, right.” He spins around, looking for something, and slips a white sheet off a dead body at my twelve o’clock. “Here.”
I cringe and feel guilty, but the old woman on that morgue table is most definitely a goner, and she’s probably well past modesty, too. I’m probably imagining the scent of embalming fluid as I wrap the blanket around me. I hold up the black box with the red light that’s still flashing. “Is this some kind of…what is this thing?”
“They said it was a miniature seismograph that would send a signal when you started moving again. Didn’t know for sure if it would get past all that metal. Here you are, though, Mr. Patriot, alive and kicking. Hey, you want some coffee?”
“No.” I shake my head. I change my mind. “Yes. How long have I been in there?”
Sam, according to his nametag, checks his watch, then matches it against the clock on the wall. “Thirty two hours and change.”
“Feels longer.” He hands me a cup of coffee that smells like motor oil and tastes like stale motor oil. “Sam?”
“Yessir?” He looks overeager to please and thoroughly excited that I used his name. He’s a gentle giant. Might make a good replacement for the Beast Machine if anybody ever wanted to resurrect that identity again.
“What would’ve happened if the signal didn’t get out?”
“Then I wait another twenty four hours and pull you out myself.”
“Dead or alive?”
“They said you’d be alive.”
“They? You keep saying ‘they.’”
“A lady and a guy.”
“They have names?”
Sam shakes his head, begins rummaging through some boxes on a shelf nearby. “Now where’d I put your stuff?” he says, muttering to himself.
“Blonde lady and a guy about my size? Maybe he looked like me quite a bit.”
Sam shrugs. He’s uncomfortable, hiding something, or a little of both.
“Sam?”
“Here they are,” he says, pulling my shorts and a bloody t-shirt out of a box marked “S.P.” He also pulls out my Patriotman uniform and holds it up. “You want to put this back on? Or the normal clothes? Normal clothes might be good, only your shirt here, it’s not in such good shape.”
He’s smiling, holding my things out to me, trying to get me to gloss over who delivered me. I repeat myself. “Focus, Sam. Blonde lady and a guy that might’ve looked like me?”
“Well, um, the medics and police brought you in, dressed in your uniform, then they had her and the guy identify you. But—uh—yeah, she’s blonde. Real pretty, too. About this tall,” he says, holding his hand up indicative of Kimmie’s height.
“That’s her. No name?”
“No, she wouldn’t say.”
“The cops, they’re out looking for my murderer?”
“It’s all over the news. Nobody knows nothing, but that lady, she says she saw some guy attacking you.”
“What about the man with her? Where’d he go?” While Sam thinks about his answer, I take my shorts from him and find my ratty flip-flops in the bottom of the container. I rummage around in some of the other boxes nearby and find a blue t-shirt with a seagull on it that’s a bit too tight, but it’ll have to do. “Look,” I say, urging him on, “I know you looked under the mask, that’s why you’re futzing around like this.”
“You know that?” His eyes go wide in disbelief. “Are you psychic? Is that one of your superpowers?”
I have to laugh. I can’t help it. He seems embarrassed, so I reassure him that it’s fine. This situation is too far gone to care about one more person knowing my identity.
“Oh,” he says, seemingly disappointed. “That would be cool too, huh? My dad says you can absorb the powers of others. That’s how come you’re so awesome.”
This makes me think of my dad. Or step-dad, really. Phil. I need to go pay him a visit when I get back to the States. He’s a good guy, even if he has gotten a little curmudgeonly lately.
“I wish, bud. That’d make this job a lot easier. Okay,” I say, finally dressed, “I’ve got three questions for you and all I want is clear answers. Can you do that for me? Can you do that for Patriotman?”
He lifts an eyebrow at me, slightly confused. “Are those two of the three questions?”
I chuckle. Sheesh. I’d be in some seriously pissed off, rage-induced, total blowup mood if it weren’t for this big honking dude unintentionally providing comic relief. “No, Sam. Here’s the first one. I know you peeked under the mask because you got that sheepish look written all over your face. Did the guy that was in here with the pretty lady look anything like me, and if he did, did he leave behind any messages?”
Sam is suddenly really interested in the tops of his shoes, but he answers anyway, like a little kid admitting he stole a cookie from the jar. “Yes, sir. Exactly like you. Like a twin or something. He said to tell you when you woke up, if you ever needed him again, he’d be at the spot with the thing. Said you’d know what that meant.”
I do. It means Bart Alonzo went back home to Barcelona, to his magnificently overdone house that I’ve mostly paid for all these years, where the thing is this giant statue of a nude Marilyn Monroe, only the sculptor screwed it up royally, so now it more or less looks like The Thing from the Fantastic Four.
Either the police let him go, or Bart Alonzo disobeyed orders and skipped out.
“Good, good.” I look up and around the room, checking the corners, not discovering what I’m searching for. I see no surveillance cameras, and, I figure if there were any, Sam wouldn’t have pulled me out and allowed a dead man to walk around the room.
I reach up and pull off my mask. It’s sort of freeing, in a way, to stand here in front of an average citizen, intentionally revealing my identity. The weird thing is, I feel more naked than when I didn’t have a stitch of clothing on. Sam gasps, and I shrug like it’s no big deal. “Question two, buddy. What about the pretty lady…she say anything?”
He reaches into the pocket over his left pectoral muscle, which is literally about the size of a small ham. I’m not kidding. This guy would make a great Beast Machine. He pulls out a small note and hands it to me. “She said to give you this.”
I unfold the note and read it out loud because I’m sure he’s already snooped on it, too. “Dear Dumbass, your plan was stupid, mine was much better, and this way, at least it looked real. The cops and the media think you’re dead. Don’t ever call me again. See you on the other side. Never yours, Kimmie. P.S. I hope the knife hurt like hell.” I clear my throat and raise an eyebrow. “Can you believe we were in love once?”
Sam squints at me. “Is that the third question, sir?”
I take a deep breath, shake my head, and grin. “No, Sam. No, it’s not. Third question is, where’s the closest place to get a burger? I’m starving.”
I invite Sam to come along with me, because he knows too damn much, and I’ll need to debrief him. Plus, he’s huge, and right about now I could really use an ally.
“You mean that?” he asks, surprised. “I can come with you?”
“Surprise question, Sam… If I asked you to drop everything and become the new Beast Machine, my supreme ally, are you able to walk away and do it?”
The size of his smile is big enough to disrupt gravity. “Let me get my keys.”



CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE
Present Day
Twenty-five years ago, I was a young, fledgling superhero who’d only just come to battle the ins and outs of navigating life as a high school teenager. My identity as Patriotman was a secret, of course, and has remained that way since, but back then, I’d barely figured out how to french kiss a girl before I started fighting supervillains on a worldwide stage. Mom and Phil were conscientious objectors, but how do you put chains on a typical teenager, let alone one with the strength, speed, and agility of a hundred Olympians combined?
More or less, the only thing I couldn’t do was fly. I didn’t mind that so much because I figured Clark had the market cornered on being the guy flying around in blue tights and a red cape. Besides, I’m a manufactured superhuman, not otherworldly.
My first car was a Dodge Dart. My first girlfriend was a young lady named Amanda who had a heart-melting smile and enjoyed making out with the entire football team after we went to our junior prom. My first F was in History. My first cassette tape, purchased with my own money earned from mowing lawns, was Licensed to Ill by the Beastie Boys.
My first major confrontation with a supervillain—which managed to get aired on national television—was against a guy who went by the name of Suckerpunch. He wasn’t necessarily one of the physical-type supervillains, but more of an intellectual, unparalleled genius. He had managed to stage a bevy of bank robberies so massive that it had the entire city of New York on a lockdown unlike any they’d ever seen. Every available cop, authority figure, or professional suit with a gun scoured the city searching for this guy and his band of cronies. Looking back on it, the execution was nearly flawless. Twelve banks in twelve minutes scattered far enough apart that the police couldn’t figure out which block of the city to tackle first.
That day, Suckerpunch had put The Joker to shame in terms of cunning corruption and sheer brilliance of implementation.
I caught up with him in the middle of Central Park.
He was tall, dressed in a black pinstriped suit, and wore a mask that resembled a Doberman Pinscher.
We fought. Hard.
I was young and inexperienced. I charged ahead like a bull and with the strength of one. He outwitted me at every turn. I landed a few punches here and there, but I was severely outmatched when it came to the intellectual aspect of fighting a good fight.
Or in his case, a sneaky, dirty, dastardly, underhanded one, but as they say, work smarter, not harder.
He won, and escaped, leaving me battered, bruised, and bloody, yet the good news was, I had distracted him long enough to allow the police to capture his crew and their truckloads of money. The only thing he got away with was the couple million in cash that he carried in a ratty briefcase. I probably shouldn’t mention that he beat me one-handed, because he held onto that damn thing the entire time, often using it as a weapon.
I got my ass handed to me. It is what it is. On the national news, no less, but in the twenty-five years since then, I haven’t lost a single battle, and I feel like I can personally thank Suckerpunch for teaching me what I needed to learn that day. The only problem is, the dastardly bastard disappeared and never committed another crime.
That we know of, at least.
George Silver, the handsome, debonair, eloquent senator from the great state of Virginia personally extended his hand in gratitude. He’d been in New York that day for a fundraising event and was so overcome with pride for a young superhero that was so gracious in defeat, he invited me onto Tonight with Don Donner and put my face in front of the world. Kapow, instant notoriety.
All of this comes flooding back to me as soon as I hear Deke say, “Did you ever wonder why they call George Silver ‘The Doberman’? Most people think it’s because he’s so vicious, you know? When he’s got an idea about something, he latches on with a full set of fangs and won’t let go until you give the right command. As far as I know, he’s the one that came up with the nickname for himself.”
I feel lightheaded. My legs go numb, as do my feet and hands. The ever-present smell of Deke’s overpowering aftershave becomes too much to bear, and I have to roll down my window. The breeze feels cool and refreshing on my face but it barely soothes my sense of…I guess it’s remorse. Shock? Regret? I manage to squeak out, “Go on,” as the bile climbs up the back of my throat.
“Get this,” Deke says. “I don’t ever go into things blindly—call it a byproduct of being in this field for too long—so when I was first invited into DPS, I dug up some dirt on everyone I could find, everybody involved. Lisa, the director of DPS, Crenshaw and Hawthorne, you name it, because you never know when you’re going to need a safety net. You’ve heard that ‘leap and the net will appear’ bullshit? No, sir. Give me soft landing already there waiting.”
We’ve been driving in circles long enough for the traffic to start piling on. I’m exhausted, so I pull into a parking lot and zip through one of those coffee kiosks for a quick pick-me-up. Deke stops talking about the shit he knows regarding Lisa Kelly long enough to order a dry cappuccino, and then we’re moving again once the steaming to-go cups get handed over. I find a spot to park under a maple tree at the corner of the lot. I back in because you can’t be too careful about a quick getaway.
Deke sips his cappuccino then wipes the foam off his upper lip.
“You were saying?”
“Right. Yeah. Pretty much the entire DPS crew is fairly clean. Lisa worked at a Hooters back when she was at NC State, but other than that, they’re all normal, right?”
“Except for...what? Because otherwise, you wouldn’t be telling me this shit if there wasn’t an exception.”
“That’s just it, see. It took me quite a while to unearth the fact that Silver was the brainchild behind DPS, so I didn’t start looking into his history until about six months after I was running all over the damn country cleaning up messes.”
“Why would it matter who set it up?”
“You can’t be that naïve, Leo. Really? It matters who pulls the strings, because it matters who’s got control of the money. Money talks—”
“And your bullshit is starting to smell. Get on with it.” I’ve already figured out what he’s going to tell me, but I want to hear it from his lips.
He rolls his eyes and takes another sip. “I traced George Silver’s history all the way back to the day he first started campaigning for office as some smalltime lawyer in Richmond, Virginia. I went through campaign contributions, public appearances, earmarks, everything I could find. From today, counting back twenty-five years, he’s as clean as surgeon’s hands. But, from August 23rd, 1986, back to July 4th, 1970, there are numerous reports of missing funds, interns filing reports that seem like they were totally swept under the table, all sorts of stuff that should have landed a normal Joe in prison. And I’m assuming you remember what happened on August 23rd, 1986?”
I hate being reminded of that day. “Patriotman got his ass handed to him by Suckerpunch, then George Silver invited him on Don Donner’s show and called him a national hero. Everybody knows that, so I’m assuming you’re going to tell me why I should care.”
He holds up his index finger and grins. “One report.”
“And?”
“Totally buried in a file box and shoved on some back shelf. Had to visit the precinct that took the eyewitness reports of Patriot’s battle with Suckerpunch.”
“Why would that matter?”
“On the day those guys fought, Silver was in the city for a fundraising event, right? Only problem is, he didn’t show up. The lady that organized it, she remembers he called ahead and told them he couldn’t make it. Bad egg salad or some shit. Anyway, he shows up that night on Don Donner, with Patriotman, looking as sparkly and fresh as ever. I watched it that night, so I didn’t know about him cancelling, but I specifically recall how wide-eyed he was to be standing beside the next big thing in superhero names, you know? I realize it was a huge leap, but something—intuition, I guess—made me go watch the video replay of that episode, and the portion of the battle that was televised. It didn’t seem like anyone ever caught on to the fact that he had knowledge of some of the battle elements before the cameras got to Central Park.”
I almost choke on my coffee. “No shit? How’d you know that?”
He points at his chest. “I was there. I was a beat cop back then, and I watched the entire battle from a distance. No way am I getting in the middle of that, not for thirty thousand a year and a small pension. Long story short, I’m reading through the files of the reports from that day, and there’s one eyewitness testimony from a little old lady, like, eight hundred years old, who saw a man running away from Central Park. She swore on her life that the guy ran by her and he was taking off a Doberman mask, like Suckerpunch used to wear, and he looked exactly, in her words, “like that handsome man in the newspaper today, that Silver fellow from Virginia.”
“And nobody followed up on that?”
“The officer’s notes questioned her credibility, and by that I think he meant her sanity, and that was it. And now you know.”
“George Silver was Suckerpunch.”
“You scared him straight, Leo.”
This time, I really do choke on my coffee. “Me?”
Deke winks. “I’m good at keeping secrets, especially when I need help.”
Ah, the blue sky peeks out from behind the clouds of misinformation and all this cloak and dagger nonsense. “So you’re bribing me to make this thing with Silver and Palmer go away?”
“Something like that, but you’re close. I’d even go as far as saying you’re a smart cookie.”
“And you’re a real bastard.”
He holds up his to-go cup. “Cheers!”
“My God, how long have you known? Does anyone else?”
“Couple weeks. Not a soul knows, not even Lisa, and she’s like a daughter to me. And, let me think…oh, I pieced it together when you came back from the Maldives and had no body to show for it. I can’t place why—maybe it’s that intuition thing again—but I had a feeling about you from the first day we met in the airport. You looked…familiar in a déjà vu way. Something like that.
“When you came back from the Maldives, and it was all over the news, like that same day, and it seemed to me like it was too quick, like it should’ve taken longer to hit the wire. Almost like—almost like you did the deed, then called it in to the media yourself and used that lady to tell the story, and I’m thinking, why would he do that? Why not give himself a chance to at least get out of the country before the locals are all over it? I put it together when you wouldn’t tell us where the body was. I’ve looked at every single one of your case files, Leo. You don’t operate that way. You’re proud of what you do. Same way a cat brings a dead bird home and lays it on the doorstep like an offering. I put it together then. Vibes. I get vibes.”
I’d put my .45 away, but now seems like just as good a time as any to shove it in his ribs again. He jumps when I do, and I wait on his face to ease out of its contorted fear before I ask, “And are those same vibes telling you that I could easily put a bullet in your gut and take away your trump card?”
He holds up a shaky hand. “Don’t pull the trigger, okay? Let me show you something.” He reaches for the lapel of his suit jacket, and at that moment, I know exactly what he’s going to show me.
The only thing that matters now is who’s on the other end of that wire.



CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO
PRESENT, AND STAYING THERE
Since Sam came back with me from the Maldives, he’s been staying in an apartment I keep here in the northern Virginia area. While I’m on-call as Patriotman, I often have to make appearances at the White House to accept awards and shake hands, doing an overly exorbitant amount of glad-handing with sleazy Hill types that make me wish I could carry a small bottle of sanitizer somewhere in my uniform.
But, since I’ve been in mini-retirement for the past three years while I attempt to cleanse the world of shitty good guys, I’ve pretty much been paying rent on a place I see only when I’m brought to the East Coast to purge a mark in the area. So, it’s good that Sam has been there for a couple of weeks now. Maybe he cleaned the mold off the shower.
Deke and I are sitting here in this parking lot only a mile away from my second home, where Sam is probably just waking up. He’s been here training, day after day, lifting, learning, and enjoying his time as he readies himself to become the new Beast Machine, complete with upgraded battle armor and weapons, all courtesy of my bank account.
I don’t mind. Patriotman has been in need of a good sidekick for well over a decade, and, with Sam’s size, he’s a perfect replacement. Once we got back from the Maldives, we got in touch with Hank Cagle, the original Beast Machine, and got his full blessing. Hank is generously donating his time to help train Sam, and he even contributed his favorite helmet to the cause, telling us he was proud to see the ol’ boy getting some action again.
With Deke in the car, I’d been slowly making my way in this direction for the simple fact that—while I may like him—I rarely trust a government agent. They’re good for passing along information, and for unintentionally putting wrenches in your gears, and that’s about it. Otherwise, they’re big proponents of the CYA Method—Cover Your Ass.
I had a hunch something was up with Deke, especially considering the fact that he was following me from the Pacific Northwest and showed up in Eric Landers’s neighborhood.
If all they wanted to do was tail me, then why not call in an area-based DPS agent and have him riding my bumper from a distance? I know Deke was assigned to me, specifically, but from what I know of him, he’s not the type of guy to go out of his way when there’s a shorter distance from point A to point B.
Something is afoot, and that’s been confirmed, but I have no idea what.
Deke sits there in the passenger seat with a smug grin that I want to smack off his stupid, fat face. Dickhead. He thinks he’s got me, and maybe he does, but about the only thing he can do is out my true identity to a reporter.
So what if every one of my superhero buddies turns on me for eliminating our own kind? I have the power and the strength to fight back. It might be a bitch of a few months, but eventually they’ll calm down once they see that I’ve been in the right, for doing what I’m doing, all along.
It might be tough going up against Clark if he chooses to come after me, but that would be like two brothers fighting for different sides in the Civil War. A Confederate and a Union soldier meet on the battlefield, stare each other down, and walk away to fight a different fight.
I hope.
Well, now that I think about it, there’s only one thing that would make me shit my pants. I need to figure out whether or not I should be glad I’m wearing dark brown slacks.
Meanwhile, if I could get Sam down here…
To distract Deke, I scream, “Turn it off,” shove the barrel of my .45 against his forehead, and then quickly jam my left hand in my pocket to grab my cell phone.
Shit. I can’t text in my pocket without looking. I’m not a twelve-year-old girl.
Forget it. I’m going for it. No time to waste considering the people on the other end of that wire already know that Leo Craft is Patriotman.
I press the barrel harder against Deke’s forehead and yank my cell phone out. A couple of taps later and I hear the slow ringing in my ear.
Deke tries to pull further away from the barrel and says, “I wouldn’t compromise whoever that is. It wouldn’t be smart, bud.”
“Shut up.”
“I’m just saying—”
I hear a groggy, “Yeah, uh…’lo?” from Sam on the other line.
“Tell Mom I’ll be home late for dinner,” I say, then hang up. That’s code for, “I’m in trouble, and use the cell’s GPS to come find me.” I’m going to use Deke’s trick to find me to have help find us. Sam and I have worked on a number of these options, like, “Put the cat out, would you?” means, “I’m going into battle, clear my internet history if I don’t make it back.” I trust that he’s been able to master all the technological devices I dumped in his lap when we were back on the mainland. I remember telling him, “You’ll need to figure these out,” to which he’d replied, “Can’t I just beat people up with you?”
Come on, come on, come on. Find me, Sam.
Deke tries to shake his head, squinting at me, confused, but it’s hard for him to move his neck because I’m absolutely trying to push the barrel through his skull. I reach into his jacket and pull out the wire and the device it’s attached to. Some fancy contraption that I’ve never seen before—a metallic gray box about the size of an iPhone with a small, digital screen counting up the minutes of recording time. This thing has been going for a couple of hours.
I calculate that back to the moment Deke approached me outside of Landers’s house. Briefly, I think that maybe it’s nothing more than a digital voice recorder, a decoy, and this will be a simple fix, but those hopes melt when I see LTE in the upper left corner. It’s broadcasting, and goddamn it, they’ve heard every word.
I throw it to the floor and smash it with my heel.
“Who, Deke?”
He doesn’t answer. He flashes a look over my shoulder, like he’s waiting on someone too. Or, could be he’s trying to pull an old trick; ‘Ha, made you look!’ in an attempt to distract me. I vote for the latter and keep my eyes on him.
Bad move.
It seems like they come out of the sky, materializing everywhere.
Black commando suits. Weapons ready. They’re quiet. They don’t need to shout. They know they’ve got me surrounded. Only thing is I have a gun to Deke’s head, but maybe they don’t care about that so much, given who it is.
And yeah, I’m glad I’m wearing brown pants, because the worst possible scenario just came true.
SALCON commandos swarm on the car, laser sights, thirty of them at least, pointing at the center of my chest.
I back off of Deke and hold my hands in the air. The .45 dangles from my thumb.
Deke reaches over and takes it from me, smiling.
There’s an indentation in his forehead where the barrel buried itself in his skin.
One of these days, I’m going to use that fucking thing as a bulls-eye.
* * *
In total, there are about forty-five armed SALCON commandos surrounding me as I’m yanked from the driver’s side of the car. Ordinarily, forty-five armed men wouldn’t be too much of a problem, particularly if they’re low-grade schmucks that somebody like Sergeant Evil hired for five bucks an hour to guard his—ahem—“impenetrable” palace. I’ve fought more at once, truth be told, but you don’t want to mess around with these guys. Next to the elite Special Forces of the United States military, like SEALs and Green Berets, these guys are probably third in line for the most badass group of soldiers on the planet.
I relent to their pulling and dragging because while I may be nearly invincible, and begin healing on wounding contact, my body is definitely not equipped to handle the exploding shells fired from a SALCON 24T automatic rifle, made by Smith & Wesson.
One of them, a big guy about Sam’s size, says to another one, “Standard cuffs? Are you kidding me? He’ll snap those things like they’re made out of taffy, private. Get the goddamn electro-bar out.” The stitching over the right side of his chest says his name is Gordon. A standard issue military mustache that looks like a sleeping caterpillar covers his upper lip. Maybe I could punch him, on principle.
Not a good idea, Leo.
Seconds later, a skittish, totally freaked out kid of about twenty-five years old approaches me with nostrils flaring and his fight-or-flight juice kicked into high gear. He’s Lewis, apparently. “I’m sorry, Mr. Patriot, sir. If you’d just let me…”
Gordon barks, “Don’t play patty cake, soldier. Get it done.”
I hold out my balled fists, wrists up, and let him attach the electro-bar—first the right, then the left. I can feel the barely detectable thrum of electricity running through these things. It makes my skin tingle, and I know that if I struggle too much, it’ll deliver enough voltage to stop an elephant’s heart.
Gordon grabs me by the neck, guides me to the back of a nearby van and shoves me inside. Twelve SALCON commandos follow. For an extra measure of security, Lewis—who was volunteered again—shakily attaches a chain from the electro-bar to the floorboard. Like I’m going anywhere.
Right now, I’m letting it happen. I’ll wait for the proper opening. I’ll also wait for the appropriate opportunity to shove my foot so far up Deke’s ass, he’ll look like a corndog.
The rear doors slam shut and we’re encased in shadows, the only light coming from the two small windows at the back of the van. The driver wastes no time in getting up to speed as he hurtles us out of the parking lot. He squeals a right turn and heads northbound.
I spot Sam running down the sidewalk, armor flailing loosely because he doesn’t know how to attach it properly yet, or he was in too much of a hurry. I’m betting on the former. He’s got a long ways to go before he’s truly fit to become Beast Machine. I have to give the poor guy credit though, he’s moving ten times faster than I thought he’d be able to by now. It doesn’t matter, however, because Hank Cagle wouldn’t be able to catch us at this speed either.
Sam pulls up, limping, grabbing his hamstring. He thrashes his arms and curses at the sky.
Too little, too late, Sam. Not that it would’ve done any good.
In all the commotion, yelling, guns waving, and jostling, they shoved me in here without thinking to check my pockets. The only hope I have left is that Sam will keep his wits enough to continue tracking the GPS positioning of my cell phone.
God only knows where they’re taking me, and I can only think of one reason why.
My best guess is, I’m a dead man.
SALCON is super-pissed that I’ve been eliminating some of its most important and well-regarded members over the last three years. The NSA, CIA, FBI, or any of the other international government agencies I’ve worked for haven’t been too choosy or cautious when it came to selecting marks for elimination.
There’s a credo among the assassins I know, especially the ones in SASS. You only take out the ones who really deserve it, and even then, it’s a hard thing to do because millions of faithful fans around the world have to mourn the death of someone they looked up to.
If they only knew.
This goes doubly true for me, considering I’m fighting for both sides.
I’ve never eliminated someone simply because some D.C. string-puller had a hard-on for watching an old enemy blink out of existence.
In the eyes of SALCON, none of this matters. I’ve been offing superheroes and upsetting the world balance while they’ve worked so hard to maintain peace and ensure that people of my kind can live a life of equality. Whether they’ve chosen to do it on purpose or not, they’ve continually turned a blind eye to the fact that there are horrible people wearing the white hats of the good guys.
They found out Eric Landers was calling the shots, and likely Joe Gaylord and Conner Carson, too. Ronald Kidman in Australia is probably a goner, as is Theodore Carlisle of England, Phan Thanh Chu of Vietnam, and Elizabeth Canterbury of our polite neighbors from up north.
If they do that, if they go through with knocking off all those important people…
That’s all out war.
Supers versus citizens.
No, they wouldn’t. It doesn’t make sense for them. Not financially. Not politically.
Then what in the hell are they up to?
The soldier beside me, Miller, I take it, slides the infamous, black SALCON hood over my head. Phil warned me about this.
I probably should’ve listened to him a long time ago.



CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE
Present Day
We bumble and rattle along in the van for what feels like days. It’s probably closer to an hour; it seems that long because these guys are stone-cold statues. I mean quiet—like I can’t even hear the one next to me breathing.
I have no clue where we could be going, and it’s a given that none of these goobers will give me a clear answer, or open their mouths at all, so what I do is, I think, because I’m good at that when I’m stuck. I try to process everything that’s happened to me over the past month.
First, Agent Lisa Kelly and Agent Deke Carter of Direct Protection Services—agents belonging to a clandestine organization so underground that the President doesn’t know about it—approach me in the Portland airport with serious knowledge of my activities as a superhero assassin. That one’s easy: interdepartmental sharing.
Or something.
They tell me that there’s a plot to assassinate President Palmer and that they have reason to believe that it’s a member of a superhero assassin support group known as SASS. I decide it’s a dumb name, accept the assignment and join the group anyway, because no matter how much of a screw-up President Palmer is, he’s a nice guy and probably doesn’t deserve to die. Well, except for the fact that he initiated these murderous operations against filthy superheroes, which I gladly joined, because I got sick and tired of the assholes out there doing horrible crap under the guise of good.
I went to a couple of the meetings, met some interesting people, then Agents Kelly and Carter showed up at my place asking me to knock off Patriotman. I questioned it, they took me to see…George Silver, which supposedly surprised even them. At this point, I’m thinking Deke knew all along.
Silver gives me a bullshit story about Patriotman turning his back on the American people and his original would-be assassin has a bit of Stockholm Syndrome or got brainwashed, whatever, and is intending to murder the president at Patriotman’s behest.
As if it wasn’t weird enough already…
I decided to eliminate my alternate identity as Patriotman—because I can always resurrect under a new identity—just to play along with Silver’s scheme and try to figure out what in the hell he’s up to.
Kimmie did me the favor of making it look real. Point goes to her, I guess, because I never saw that coming.
Okay, what else?
The van bounces, rattles, and I finally I hear the guard next to me groan.
We keep moving. It feels like we’re off road. I imagine we’re heading to some SALCON stronghold in the middle of nowhere.
I’m not looking forward to this meeting or whatever it is. I imagine they have plans to line me up in front of a firing squad.
Get back to the past, Leo. Look for answers to save your ass.
So then, I went to yet another SASS meeting because I was under the assumption that the murder of President Palmer was still going to be perpetrated by someone in that group. I’d visited a bunch of the members and gotten no vibes, but then, Charlene asked me how I could sit there and allow Dallas to take credit for my work.
I learned how she knew that when Deke told me that Charlene is actually an employee of DPS.
All of that freaked me out, so I went to see Eric Landers, who was murdered.
I met Deke outside of the house, who told me that Phil was dead, possibly at the hands of Charlene, possibly at the hands of Dallas.
Oh God, Phil. For a couple of brief hours, I’d glossed over the fact that my dad was dead.
Phil…Dad… You were right. I should’ve listened. I should’ve kept my mouth shut and fought the bad guys like a hero is expected to do. I feel awful, you know, because I’ve been lying to you and everybody else all along. Doing this, killing the bad good guys, it was never about the money. I always said that because it was easier than trying to explain that good people can also carry evil in their hearts. What I did may have been hypocritical, but I feel like it was the right thing to do. Murder or thinning out the number of evil people in a different way…maybe you can’t justify it. Maybe you can’t. The only thing I do know is, having people believe I was motivated by greed, like Kimmie, was a helluva lot easier than explaining that I was trying to right a wrong in a bad way, for the greater good. So, yeah. I’m sorry. You’re gone now, and I’m about to be. Was it worth it?
The jury is still out, but for now I’m gonna say hell yes.
We bounce on another pothole so hard, it jostles my electro-bar, sending a jolt of electricity through my arms, down through my chest, and into my abdomen. My heart flutters hard for a moment, but it actually does some good, snapping me back to the present.
Where was I?
George Silver wanted me—or, Patriotman—dead because he’s an asshole, and he used to be Suckerpunch, a.k.a The Doberman. According to Deke, he’s also the one behind the plot to assassinate Palmer for a forty-year-old grudge.
Deke, evidently, is a two-faced bastard, who’s also working with, or for, SALCON.
Should I believe anything he said?
I don’t know.
I’m so thoroughly confused that I barely know which questions to ask, and they may not be the right ones at all.
Why would DPS bother sending Charlene into the SASS meetings if they planned to have her assassinate Palmer and be the patsy all along?
How did SALCON find out everything that they know? Did Deke tell them?
Why get me involved? Okay, that one might be easy. If Deke was lying about only discovering my identity recently, then he could’ve told Silver that I was Patriotman, Silver plays like he doesn’t know how to get me to kill off my identity, and then the man behind the mask…
The man behind the mask becomes the patsy for everything.
Oh my God. Silver must be working for SALCON, too.
They’re going to have Charlene kill President Palmer and blame me, then the subsequent investigation by the DPS will reveal that Leo Craft, some crazy nobody, was murdering superheroes and also assassinated the President of the United States of America.
Silver knocks off two personal grudges that he’s harbored for decades, SALCON gets their revenge on me for offing their constituency and has a name to publicly announce and…
What am I missing?
Where does that leave the other members of SASS?
A cold chill runs down my spine. I have a feeling I might have something to do with that as well.



CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR
Present Day
The van skitters to an abrupt halt on gravel. That sound is unmistakable.
I hear both of the rear doors open and then the voice of Gordon, the SALCON commando in charge. “Get that pile of cow dung outta here,” he says. “Watch him, though.”
They don’t remove my black hood, but I can hear the sound of the chain jangling as someone unhooks the electro-bar from the floorboard. Next, I’m being dragged to my feet and marched to the rear of the van. “Step down, shitbird,” says Gordon.
I decide at this point, a little shock is worth the reward, so I process the general area where his voice came from. I whip my foot out in a hard forward kick and feel the toe of my boot connect underneath his chinstrap. Immediately, a harsh blast of voltage wrenches my body into an awkward contortion, but it’s slightly satisfying to hear Gordon hit the ground, spitting and cursing.
The two commandos holding me get a dose of the shock, too, since they had their hands wrapped around my arms, and I can feel them shaking on the floor of the van beside me. Maybe they’re dead. Who knows? Who cares?
Gordon groans again, and a string of curse words ratta-tat-tat out of his mouth.
The shock of the electro-bar passes, and I feel more sets of hands on me, dragging me out of the van. I’m guessing it’s Gordon getting his revenge, because the next thing I know, there are repeated shots from a rifle butt jamming into my stomach.
He has to realize that it’s not doing any good, right? I’ve taken a horn to the gut from the Purple Rhino that felt like a feather’s tickle.
Ah, well, let him have his fun. If I keep him agitated, maybe it’ll keep him off guard, giving me an advantage.
When the barrage stops, I cough and whimper as if it had done some damage and then act like it’s painful to straighten myself up. I groan and say, “Is that all you got?”
Pop!
Rifle butt, right to the nose. Okay, that one actually hurt a little bit, and my eyes begin to water. Superhuman or not, a good shot to the old honker can be effective. Could be that Gordon has studied the strengths and weaknesses of each of some of the superhero heavies, in case a situation like this ever arose.
He laughs as the multiple sets of hands squeeze tighter around my arms. “All right, shitbird. How’d that one feel?”
“Your sister hits harder.”
Pop!
Ouch. Damn it.
Pop!
Son of a—
Pop!
“Enough!” bellows a voice to my left. That, too, is unmistakable. I’ve only heard the guy on television. Never met him in person, nor had any desire to, but if I were blind, truly blind, I could pick that voice out of a thousand screaming fans at a rock concert. It’s high-pitched and rough, like someone took steel wool to harp strings.
It’s The Minion, which is ironic, since he’s actually the Supreme Leader of SALCON.
And it’s funny because he was second in command to Mischief, who used to be the leader. Rumors have swirled for roughly a decade that The Minion knocked off Mischief to take over his spot.
Do I give a crap who is running the damn thing? Nope.
My eyes are watering so badly that when the black hood is snatched off my head, I can barely make out the black shapes of the skittish commandos. I blink, hard, trying to squeeze the water clean, like a set of windshield wipers, and believe it or not, I taste a drop of blood on my upper lip. Damn. The dickwad actually bloodied my nose.
That hasn’t happened since, what, 2005 when I fought Eradicator in Kansas City?
I’ll have to give Gordon credit. He’s stronger than I expected.
By size and shape, I can make him out in the blur. He’s standing at my twelve o’clock, along with the entire horde of SALCON commandos. Deke Carter, the only one in the crowd not wearing black, is at my eleven, and off the left side, The Minion strolls toward me so slowly that it actually gives my vision time to fully clear.
We’re in the forest, at the end of what looks to be an old logging road. Fog hangs heavy. It’s gray and moody out here, wherever we are. Brown, rotting leaves cover the forest floor. Three more vans, the ones that transported the remaining commandos and Deke are parked at odd angles off to the side.
I can only hope that we’re not in the middle of a dead zone and the GPS still works on my cell. Maybe that’s why they didn’t bother taking it. They knew it wouldn’t help.
The Minion is short, like maybe five-foot-three in boots with thick soles, and he looks exactly like I expect him to look after all those appearances on television debating President Palmer over equal rights for superheroes. Insurance policies, right to life, you name it, they battled over it, metaphorically, during the election process. The Minion wasn’t running for office, but he’d challenged both candidates to national debates in an effort to sway the vote one way or another. In the end, Palmer put on the best showing and made the most promises. He received The Minion’s endorsement, and as far as I know, Palmer hasn’t lived up to a single one of them.
Hmm. Should’ve thought of that before. Palmer made promises to SALCON that he hasn’t kept, and, he initiates elimination procedures against its members. Double reason enough for The Minion to team up with George Silver.
The story behind The Minion is, he used to be a supervillain that supposedly “saw the light” and stepped over to do battle with the good guys. Could be true, because the guy has done a lot of good in the world for the superhero community, getting legislation passed, laws pushed through D.C. and whatnot. I can’t say for certain if he’s a double agent, but it seems to me that a lot more bad people fighting for the good side started showing up when he took over the office.
Regardless, I don’t plan on trusting the guy to do anything for me, considering the fact that he’ll likely try to murder me within the next few minutes.
The Minion saunters up, smiling, shaved head and a goatee rounding out the distinguished professor of bullshit look he’s going for. His superpower is highly critical thinking—a brain so advanced that he once beat a supercomputer in chess in eight moves—and I seriously doubt I’ll be able to outwit him in any mind games that he may try to play.
His dark blue suit is suave, and he looks like he stepped out of a Wall Street meeting where a bunch of fat rich dudes were laughing about controlling the world’s economy.
“Leo,” he says. “Good to see you in person. Do you mind if I call you Leo, or are we to stick with formalities? You know, I never really did like ‘Patriotman’ all that much. It rather tumbles off the tongue, wouldn’t you say? Like a cinderblock inside a dryer.”
“You can call me Susie, if you want.”
He squints and shakes his head slightly. “Why would I do that?”
“Seems like it would be more appropriate for one little girl to get invited to another little girl’s tea party like the one you got here.”
The Minion clasps his hands behind his back. “I appreciate the attempt at humor, Leo, but you had to stretch entirely too far for the joke.”
“Whatever. Look, Minion, what’re we doing here? You got Deke Carter working for you, these goobers show up and take me for a ride in their party bus, and here we are. The only reason all of you bastards are still alive is because I’m curious.”
With that, he cackles and howls with laughter. So do the rest of the SALCON commandos. That’s fine. Let ‘em laugh. He who laughs last, blah blah.
“I’m stumped, man. I’ve been pulled in so many directions over the past four weeks that I don’t know which way is up.”
When The Minion stops laughing long enough to answer, he says, “I have a hunch that you’ve figured out quite a bit of it by now.”
“And how would you know that?”
“Once you really start processing things, it’s easy to see that you’re here for a purpose. You’ve had plenty of time to think it over, I’m assuming, yes? You knew Mr. Silver was lying to you, which is why you faked the death of Patriotman. You had to have figured something out, which is why you were at the home of our fine NSA leader. Rest his soul, he was a good man. Deluded, but I liked him for the character he showed. He made decisions and moved before they got cold.”
He steps away from me, turning his back. “You recruited Polly Pettigrew or Kimmie—whatever her name is to help, so you had plans to do something, but I haven’t figured out what just yet, and that usually means that you didn’t have anything planned. Inaction, confusion, those are the only things that stump me, because if you have plans, then I can figure out where you’re going before you do.”
I don’t say a word. I stare and let him keep talking.
“Now, the question is, which one of my two options will you choose, Leo?”
“What two options?”
“Oh, come now, you have to know that I have options available. Why waste a good resource?”
This is getting old. “Seriously, man, I’m not a mind reader.”
His voice grows stern. “Do better, Mr. Craft. Challenge me! Show me you’re worthy of being my opponent!”
I roll my eyes. “Here’s where I see the game going, doucheface. One, you brought me here to kill me because you know that I hung up the tights as Patriotman, and I’ve been dropping the dirtbags that you’ve been enabling for all these years. And you want to know why I did it? You’ve let shitty, horrible people hide behind masks of justice while they go home at the end of the day and rub one out to snuff films.
“And don’t give me that line about does it matter if the guy doing the deed is awful as long as the results are for the best. I don’t agree with it, and I’m not buying it. Be good, be true, and fight with honor. Bad people do not get to say they’re good just because they helped a little old lady across the street, and somebody had to do something about it. In fact, a bunch of us are—which I assume you already know—and that’s exactly why Eric Landers is dead. Probably Joe Gaylord. Probably Conner Carson. There’s a bunch of us out there cleaning up your mess, and it won’t be long before your goobers here will try to take out the rest of them.”
“Good, yes. Go on.” He nods, smugly, and I’d like nothing more than to toss him into a burlap potato sack and sling him off to Jupiter.
“Two, I figure you plan to use me as a pawn. I don’t know how you’re going to go about it, exactly, but you’ve got your little lap dog Deke there helping George Silver inside of DPS. From what Deke says, one of their people, Charlene, she’s gonna kill Palmer in a few days and somehow, you’ll manage to lay that on me along with the death of Patriotman. Some nobody, like Lee Harvey Oswald for example, manages to kill two of the most powerful people in the world, and it’ll be caught up in scandal and conspiracies from now until the end of time, and the government will feed the public some crap about how I was a loony that got too close. You know, for once, I’ll be proving my own point wrong that it’s usually the simplest explanation, not some grand conspiracy, because nobody will ever think to point fingers at the quote-unquote good guys. Sound about right?”
“Very excellent,” he says, elongating the word in amused praise, the way a kindergarten teacher tells a student that his drawing of a tree is fantastic, and it doesn’t look anything like a piece of poo like the other kids say. (No, that didn’t happen at all.)
He adds, “My, my, my. I should’ve recruited you a long, long time ago. We should have, right, Deke?”
Deke crosses his arms and says, “For a meathead, he’s pretty smart.”
“Remind me next time to not be so…transparent.”
The Minion steps closer to me. He smells like pepper and fabric softener. He leans in and examines my face uncomfortably close. I can feel the warm air from his nostrils cascade over my lips. This is how people must feel when they go to the optometrist.
I say in a hushed tone, “It doesn’t matter what you do to me. I lost. I fell right into your brilliant little trap and you won. Pull the trigger and get it over with.”
“All very good, Mr. Craft, and that’ll come in due time, but you forgot one simple thing.” He pats me on the head and yells, “Bring them out!”



CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE
Present Day
I’m actually not surprised when I see someone emerge from the back of a SALCON assault van wearing a light gray suit with a red power tie, and the mask of a Doberman Pinscher. Frankly, I had been a little thrown off when George Silver, a.k.a. Suckerpunch, hadn’t been hanging out with The Minion.
I’m floored, however, when I see that he’s dragging Kimmie by her hair in one hand, and my poor mom in the other. Immediately, I lunge forward, and The Minion darts to the side, and this time, wisely, the SALCON commandos let go of me and allow the electro-bar to do its job. I make it about a step and a half before the most violent shock I’ve ever experienced—even when I fought The Zapper it wasn’t this bad—sends my body convulsing to the gravel road. I’m completely and entirely aware that I’ve lost all control of my bodily functions, but I’m unable to do anything about it as I lie here writhing. Thank the Good Lord, the only thing that happens is a stream of urine soaking my pants.
Whatever. Humility went out the window eons ago.
A deep, guttural, “Uuunnngggh,” escapes from my mouth when the shock stops vibrating through every atom in me. I gasp for air, listening to Mom and Kimmie scream in pain as George Silver yanks them around.
Damn, I can barely lift my head to watch. I groan and manage to get to my feet. “Oh, that’s gonna leave a mark.”
The Minion looks at my wet crotch and giggles like a kindergartner. “Looks like it already did.”
Deke, who should probably change his name to Dick, stares at me with a pained expression on his face.
“What’re you looking at?”
He shakes his head and glances away without a word.
Gordon looks so pleased with himself, I bet he has a boner.
George Silver shakes both my mother and my ex-wife. Mom is crying, and Kimmie looks like she’s about to chew through bullets, but I can tell she’s in pain. She’s a damn superhero too—stubborn, mule-headed—but she knows that trying to fight back against so many goons isn’t wise.
George Silver shakes my mother by the hair, and she yelps in pain.
I am so seriously, violently, all-encompassingly pissed off right now that for about thirty seconds, I can’t focus on any of the words that are blathering out of The Minion’s mouth. What I’m doing is sizing up my competition. Rage has blinded me to the point of eliminating all practicality. Before, I understood that going up against forty-five SALCON commandos by myself wasn’t a viable option, but now, I’m thinking that if I can break this electro-bar quick enough to prevent too much damage, I might actually have a chance.
In truth, I’ll probably get shot but I have to try.
Some of them are wearing helmets with goggles resting on top. Others wear balaclavas showing only their menacing eyes, staring me down, daring me to make a move. Kind of like The Minion, I can see a number of moves ahead, and I see a number of different options, yet the problem is I don’t see a pathway to victory. There are simply too many enemies to mount an attack.
A sigh leaves my chest empty.
I feel it in my heart that this might be the end, and since the last time I’ve known defeat was almost thirty years ago, it’s a dull, suffocating sensation that I’m not familiar with, and it only makes me angrier.
Mom and Kimmie are here for a reason. Leverage, I guess, and there’s no telling what I’ll have to do for The Minion to keep them alive a little while longer. I wonder how Phil’s death has affected her. Does she know? Does she care? She better, damn it.
The Minion snaps his fingers in front of my face, bringing me back to clarity. I glare at him, blood boiling, and grind out a pissed off, “What?”
“I said did you hear me?”
“No, numbnuts. If I heard you I wouldn’t have said, ‘What?’ And I thought you were supposed to be a super-genius.”
Deke laughs at this. Good guy or villain, he’s always gotten my sense of humor.
“Amusing,” The Minion says, though it’s not really, because I can tell that he’s annoyed by my wit and Deke’s laughter. “Sergeant Gordon, if you don’t mind…”
This time I’m ready for the butt of his assault rifle. I duck my head to the side and feel it graze my ear. He shoves it at me again, and I dodge to the right. The minor jostling sends small jolts of electricity through my arms. It’s not enough to hurt, however, and I continue to juke, dodge, and duck each of his attempts. He eventually growls and gives up, much to my amusement and even some of the tactical-suited goobers standing around me.
The Minion, annoyed and pretending to hide his agitation says, “At ease, Sergeant. Save your energy.” He moves back to my twelve o’clock position again, and he’s smart enough to stand out of my reach. He’s small, rat-sized, and he knows that all it would take is for me to get my hands around his throat and jostle the electro-bar for him to be a goner. I can take it, but he’ll melt like the Wicked Witch.
The commando to my left sniffles, and for some reason, it makes me hate him beyond reason that he gets to have something as normal as a cold. Oh, you’ve got a runny nose? How ‘bout I snap your neck to help you out you son of a—
The Minion disrupts my mental murder by saying, “Here are your terms, Mr. Craft. First, I’m aware that Deke explained the plan to you, and I trust that you’ll find it satisfactory for your colleague Charlene Templeton to assassinate President Palmer?”
“Go fu—”
“I’m not finished! She’s quite capable, and once the deed is done you will accept your defeat and be branded as the man who murdered the President and one of the most beloved superheroes in history, Patriotman. Also,” he says, beginning to pace back and forth, “you will have forty-eight hours to eliminate every single superhero assassin in your pathetic little support group.”
“What? You’re insane.”
“Your people have been killing our people, you moron, and you should be ashamed of yourself for participating! How dare you, sir! How dare you kill your own kind!”
“And how dare you, you son of a bitch, for allowing perverts and murderers and thieves wear the masks of heroes! What is wrong with you—no, what is wrong with society when all you have to do is put on a nice face and you’re worthy of an action figure that looks like you, huh? It’s about character, you evil bastard. Be good on the field and off the field. You’re only as good as your heart. A mask doesn’t change that.”
The Minion scoffs. “Oh, don’t be so naïve. We don’t live in black and white. It’s not good versus evil. It’s a hazy shade of gray that moves the machinery of life and people with antiquated ideas like yours are falling under the axe of progress. We can stand here and debate all day but it won’t change a thing. The choice is simple; you eliminate the remaining superhero assassins, face a lethal injection for your part in the deaths of President Palmer and Patriotman, Eric Landers, Joe Gaylord, Conner Carson…the list goes on. You don’t know it, but you’ve been busy. You do this, and your dear mother and this little pixie might see a few more sunsets.” He steps over to Kimmie and runs the back of his hand down her cheek.
Kimmie, awesome possum that she is, hocks a loogie and spits it in his ear when he turns away. Sometimes I miss her feistiness.
He wipes it clear with the hankie from his lapel pocket.
I say, “And if I refuse?”
The Minion shrugs and frowns. “It won’t change much. You’ll still be blamed for it all, and they’ll die right here. Sergeant!”
Gordon spins around, as does Lewis, and one blink later, the barrels of their assault rifles are resting against the temples of Mom and Kimmie. Both scream. George Silver, who has remained eerily silent behind the Doberman mask, shakes their heads again to silence them.
“Okay, okay. Put the guns down.”
They don’t put their guns down.
“Put them down, I said. I’ll do it.”
The Minion starts to speak, but Deke Carter interrupts him by saying, “Nah, that won’t be necessary, Leo.”
What happens next is one of the most insane, diabolical, crafty, unbelievable double-triple-quadruple crosses in the history of history.
I can’t make this shit up.
* * *
Deke Carter, agent of DPS, traitor to humanity, friend of The Minion, surprises all fifty people standing there, including me, when he pulls a white and lime green mask from inside his suit jacket and slips it over his head.
I recognize it immediately. The mask belonged to one of my childhood idols, and my God, I thought he’d died in 1973 when he fought Gargantuan underneath the Eiffel Tower.
Deke Carter is General Justice? You have got to be kidding me.
I don’t have time to think about this or process it in any way, because he reaches around behind himself, pulls out a small baton and with the quick push of a button, it extends outward, metal wrapping around metal, clinking and clanking until it forms a colossal gavel the size of a warhammer. That must be some kind of nanotechnology insanity because that thing was no bigger than a hotdog a split second ago.
I think we’re all in shock, because nobody reacts.
This happens within a couple of heartbeats, so maybe everyone is waiting to see what comes next, and it briefly occurs to me that Deke could be preparing to smash my head in and end it all right here. I don’t flinch, not normally, but I do this time when he lifts the mighty gavel of General Justice over his head and swings downward…
…smashing right through my electro-bar, snapping it in two.
He’s either saved us, or killed us both, and holy shit, he’s not a traitor after all.
What the hell is—
I stand there, excited and perplexed as he bellows, “NOW, LISA!”
Huh?
Who I thought was George Silver in a mask responds by slinging my mother and Kimmie both to the ground and then in the same motion, reaches underneath the suit jacket and removes two semi-automatic weapons, crossed-arm style, and then slings them outward.
Two dull thuds later, Gordon and Lewis crumple to the ground.
What the—
Chaos.
Deke, now General Justice, swings his monstrous warhammer gavel and takes out four goons at a time.
Gunfire chatters as some of the SALCON commandos turn on their own kind.
Traitors amongst traitors. Friends or foes, it’s hard to tell who is who.
I swing once, twice, three times, crunching the ones standing beside me. Knocked out, dead, doesn’t matter, just as long as they’re not shooting back. I turn, frantically, making sure my mother and Kimmie are out of the way. I can barely hear over the screams, the gunfire, and the sickening thuds emanating from chest cavities whenever General Justice lands a solid blow.
Mom is in the fetal position, head covered, and in no immediate danger. Kimmie crawls, scrambling over to her, and flings her body across my mother as a shield. Beside them, a hand reaches up to remove the Doberman mask, revealing Lisa Kelly.
Then where’s the real George Silver? Dead? Captive? Where?
I’m so thunderstruck that I’m distracted long enough to feel a bullet part the air next to my ear. I swing wildly, taking out everyone within reach, grabbing a falling commando, using him as a shield. Bullets ripple through him, and I use his gun to return fire.
To my left, I see The Minion sprinting through the woods.
I drop low, assault rifle to my shoulder, and I aim.
I squeeze the trigger, and it’s almost as good as an orgasm.
He goes down, grabbing his right butt cheek.
That’s not where I meant to hit, but it’ll do. He’s not going anywhere. Not in a hurry, anyway. We’ll catch him.
I’m up to my feet again, firing back at anyone firing at me, swinging fists and delivering thunderous kicks. I see Deke wrench to the right and grumble, taking a bullet, but who knows what kind of armor he’s wearing under that suit or what kind of adrenaline he’s running on—he’s a superhero, after all—because he grunts, howls, and resumes dealing out justice.
Lisa fires and fires, spinning, twirling, dropping, and rolling like a ninja in a politician’s suit. She’s good. I have to give credit where it’s due.
Soon, the SALCON commandos who are on our side have subdued the remaining soldiers. Deke buries his war-gavel one last time and stands up, holding his lower back and stretching. He’s out of breath.
Agent Lisa Kelly rights herself, wiping the sweat from her forehead.
Kimmie rolls off my mother and stares up at the sky, breathing heavily, then she gets up and brushes the dirt from her cutoff jeans. She rushes over to me, arms out, relief on her face.
Mom peeks out from underneath her hands and sits up. She stares at all the insanity around her and…and, well, she grins, too, which is just crazy because she seems a little maniacal and silly, like she either enjoyed it too much or she’s gone off the deep end.
Everybody sort of looks at each other, bewildered that we’ve done it, that we were outnumbered and outgunned, and we survived. We don’t need words because this is awesome.
Until it’s not anymore.
As Deke strolls toward me, he glances over my shoulder and his eyes go wide in the cutouts of his General Justice mask. “Move!” he shouts.
Instead of getting out of the way, like he suggests, which would’ve been a smart move, my instinctual reaction is to spin around to see what he’s looking at.
One of the SALCON commandos, who we thought was dead, is on his feet and bringing his weapon up to his shoulder. The voice that comes out doesn’t belong to a man. “You really were kind of a prick, Leo. How does that make you feel?”
I can’t quite place the voice, not behind the balaclava, but it’s familiar.
Oh, Jesus, is that Dallas? I knew I shouldn’t have—
And then the mask comes off.
It’s Charlene. My mind has a second to process that she’s yet another double agent.
She pulls the trigger as Kimmie steps in front of me.



CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX
Present Day
Kimmie’s in a wheelchair, and, as usual, she doesn’t want me to push her.
“I can do it,” she insists, “and if you try again, I’m really going to kick your ass once I’m out of this thing.”
We’re walking down a small pier in Phuket, Thailand, where I’m in hiding until the superheroes who are pissed at me believe that I’m really and truly dead, or someone finally convinces them that my intentions were for the greater good.
A small, sun-browned girl chases a beach ball in front of us. Kimmie squeaks to a stop. She’s making an excellent recovery, the doctors say, and if all goes well, she’ll be resurrecting again as a new superhero within a couple of weeks.
I ask, “Have you given any more thought to what your new name will be?”
“Not yet. Any ideas?”
“Is The Cripple already taken?”
“Jerk,” she says, but she can’t hide her grin.
“How about Hot Wheels?”
“Getting warmer.”
It’s been good between us the past few weeks, and I can’t help but wonder what it’s going to be like once she’s back on her feet. Obviously, Daddy Oilbucks could afford the finest nursing care on the planet if she wanted it. No, I’m here because Kimmie “suggests” that I owe her my life, and nursing her is retribution. The truth is, I kinda want to be here…just don’t tell her that. I’m not sure I can take much more of her lording it over me.
We’re connecting on a personal level, and I’m enjoying the fact that I don’t have to fall in love with any woman who smiles at me.
I do owe her my life. She was trying to protect me. After three years of wanting to bury me, she stepped in front of a gun barrel for my sake.
You know how in movies, you always see people jumping in front of someone else to save their lives? Total bullcrap. It’s one of the all-time biggest fallacies in movies. Human beings, superhero or not, are unable to move quickly enough to block a bullet.
Unless the timing just happens to be perfect, which it was. Kimmie took two bullets to the chest for me. One bounced off a rib, cut through the rest of her flesh without hitting any major organs, and then lodged itself in my hip. She wasn’t so lucky on the other one. It ricocheted around inside, nicked a few things, and then damaged her spine enough to paralyze her from the waist down. She’s strong, though, and to her benefit, she’s been juicing her genetics with hyper-stem-cell injections for the past twenty years.
It won’t be long now before she’s kicking ass again. Her official pardon from President Palmer was announced last week, and she’s promised me that there’ll be no more backroom dealings with the Chinese. The thrill of fighting crime is more of an adrenaline rush than getting away with criminal activities, she says, and I’m glad she’s finally learning that.
We come to a set of benches on the pier, and Kimmie asks if we can stop for a moment. “My hands are getting raw.”
“I told you to wear those little fingerless gloves I got you.”
“And mess up this tan? Are you nuts?”
“I know, I know.”
She leans her head back, soaking up the sun, and I admire her long neck and those perfect breasts. You put her on the cover of a comic book along with all those other spandex-wearing ladies, she’d fit right in. She’s bravely chosen to wear a white bikini.
Lately, showing off those war wounds in her chest are like a badge of honor, but the bullet wounds have healed nicely, and the scars aren’t as deep pink as they used to be.
I keep insisting that it causes people to ask too many questions, that we put Bart Alonzo in a morgue for nothing, and people will discover that I’m still alive. I tell her that I don’t want the secret to get out yet, not until I’m ready, and the only thing she says is, “You’re just jealous that they’re staring at my boobs.”
She’s right, but that’s not my point.
Bart woke up in the morgue drawer a couple of days after our epic battle, and I had Sam escort him back to the Maldives. I think he’s happier there anyway, and now that Sam set him up with a dark-skinned island girl, and I gave him my yacht and ample funds to retire on, he’s living the good life. He swears he done working as my doppelganger but deep down, I think he has fun with it when I come calling. Some people like that element of danger.
Sam has been back in the States after visiting his family, and insists that he’s ready to fully become Beast Machine. There’s the matter of properly hooking up his armor, but he’s close.
I look up from admiring Kimmie’s recovering physique, past her and about fifty yards down the pier. “Don’t look,” I say, “but he’s still there.”
And what does Kimmie do? She immediately looks and waves flirtatiously at the DPS agent, wearing bike shorts and a helmet, who’s been trailing us for the past week.
He turns away, but not before shaking his head and smiling.
Deke and Lisa say that it’s for our protection, that they want to keep us safe because we have work to do when we’re ready. When I remind them that even though we’re in hiding, we’re still technically superheroes and can take care of ourselves, Deke chuckles and insists that the guy will only hover, nothing more.
I also remind him that they had a SALCON double agent among their ranks, and had no idea, and that I’m not entirely comfortable with another DPS goon being so close. “Don’t worry,” Deke had said, “I vetted him personally.”
To which I’d replied, “Oh, just like you did with Charlene?”
He didn’t have anything to say to that. He asked me to trust them.
I do, because he’s General Justice, after all, but I’m relying more on my instincts than Deke’s investigative skills. So far, Dork Shorts hasn’t set off any alarm whistles.
Kimmie lifts her head and asks me to rub some suntan oil on her shoulders. Her repertoire of injections eats cancer like candy, which is why she has no trouble coating herself in what amounts to vegetable oil when she’s in the sun.
I slather the gooey stuff on her and massage her at the same time.
She says, “I know you told me already, but I was wasted on painkillers. What was up with that Charlene chick anyway? You had a crush on her, right?”
“Now who’s jealous?”
“No, I mean, if you had a crush on her, how’d you not pick up on something weird? Wait, never mind. I guess that answers my own question. You weren’t thinking with the right brain.”
“Exactly.”
“Then how’d she end up in the support group thing? It seems like it would’ve been hard enough for her to work her way into DPS as an elite agent, as an undercover SALCON agent, then into your assassin group as a highly trained killer. How’d she pull all that off?”
“The same way that Deke managed to do it to SALCON and The Minion. You get good at telling lies. And it doesn’t hurt to have a connection like George Silver who’s playing both sides as well.”
“I guess so. Sheesh.” She glances out at the ocean, then over her shoulder at me. “When does his trial start?”
“Six more months, at least, from what Deke says. Now that DPS has been thrust into the national spotlight, especially with that shithead Don Donner, they have to play by more rules. They can’t sneak around in the shadows and pull everybody’s puppet strings. Deke says they’re lucky that Palmer let them stay on, but that’s a thin-ice thing. He told me yesterday that Palmer wants him to head up the department now that General Justice is back, but he said no.”
“Really? Why?”
“He’s happier swinging his war-gavel than pushing papers. Feels too good to be behind the mask again, so they’ll probably promote Lisa.”
“She’ll be great at it.”
“Yeah.” The plan, according to Deke and Lisa, is to pull all the members of SASS, the ones who want to keep that line of work going, underneath the umbrella of Direct Protection Services, considering the fact that Eric Landers, Joe Gaylord, and Conner Carson are all gone, God rest their souls. Plenty of bad guys remaining hidden under the masks of truth and justice, so for people like Tara and Mara, Don Weiss, and Mike and Eleanor, there’s plenty of jobs left to keep them all busy for a long, long time. The rumor is, Ptera-Jackal, the new head of SALCON, is encouraging it. He’s got a lot of cleaning up to do as well if he wants to get that cesspool filtered out.
Kimmie says, “I’d rather you work for her when you go back.”
“If. If I go back. And besides, who says I’m going back?”
She raises her sunglasses and gives me a look that suggests I know exactly who says I’m going back.
“What? I’m having fun with you, playing invisible.”
“Leo, really? You and I both know that there are hundreds of supers out there who don’t know the truth yet. You’re a traitor to them. The good ones want to kill you for betraying our kind, and the bad ones want to get rid of you for exposing their charade. And don’t get me started on the supervillains, or that bastard Don Donner, because they’ve seen your face. Everywhere you go, you’re a dead man, at least until some of this gets straightened out.”
“That’s why we pretended to kill off Bart Alonzo.”
“Pffft. That was for the media. For the public. Our kind know. Trust me, they know.”
“But I’m—”
“You know what your dad would’ve said.”
“Phil or Bio-Dad?”
“Phil, goofball.”
“He’d probably say, ‘You’re already an idiot, son, don’t prove their point for them.’”
Phil. Damn it. The funeral was emotional. Mom cried. I knew she would. So did I.
“Precisely,” Kimmie says. “Get it through that thick skull, honey. You are not Patriotman anymore. You’re not Leo Craft, either. Those guys are dead and gone, and we’re going to sweep the floors clean, invisibly, until it’s time for you to resurrect. Got me?”
I nod. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Good.”
“Can I ask one more question?” I slide my hands down the front of her chest, between her Breasts of Perfection, which are the best superhero weapons of all, if you ask me, and then I gently caress her bullet scars. They’re a constant reminder of what she did for me. I’ve been shot dozens of times and always begin healing on impact so there’s no question I could’ve survived Charlene’s last-ditch attempt before Lisa returned fire, but the mere fact that Kimmie was trying to protect me warms my heart in a place that I’d thought had grown dark. Sure, there were crushes and puppy love, and my inability to say hello to a woman without planning a divorce, but there was a spot Kimmie would always occupy, and now there’s light in there again.
She chuckles and shakes her head. “The answer is no.”
“No what? You don’t even know what I’m going to ask.”
“I don’t want to get married again, Leo. Not for a while. Let’s see how this goes.”
“That wasn’t what I was going to ask.”
Yes it was. That’s exactly what I was going to ask.
Pathetically, I add, “I was gonna ask if you wanted some ice cream.”
Kimmie uses her hands to roll away from me. She spins the wheelchair around and says, sarcastically, “You’re such a horrible liar when you don’t have a mask on.”
She has a point. Given all the insanity over the past month, it’s a wonder my trust issues haven’t grown deeper roots, because whether you’re a superhero or not, we all hide behind masks and tell the world what it wants to hear. When the masks come off, that’s when you really see who is underneath. Hero and villain alike.
Or, in the case of Deke Carter, someone who you think is a real bastard can throw on a mask and become a superhero.
So yeah, I guess what I’m trying to say is, be careful who you idolize, but don’t be afraid to give somebody else a chance. We’re either hiding behind something on purpose, or we need to hide behind something to have a purpose.
Don’t judge a hero by his mask, or some shit like that.
Patriotman, over and out.
* * *
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Caged Wolf
 (The Tarot Witches)
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DESCRIPTION: The biker gangs passing through Lobo Norte don’t scare Ofelia anymore. All those men are the same: scarred, homeless, and broken…just like Ofelia. They’ve become a blur of forgettable faces watching her strip. She takes off her clothes, takes their money, and wipes them from her memory instantly.
But Trouble is different. A biker with a wolf tattoo and tortured eyes, he sees beyond Ofelia’s tough disguise to a more fragile woman within. She’s drawn to him like she’s never been drawn to a man before—at least, not since she survived hideous torture at the hands of her ex-boyfriend that left her scarred physically and emotionally. She can’t forget Trouble. And she definitely can’t push him away.
There’s magic between them that neither understands. But maybe if Ofelia and Trouble can find the truth, they can release each other from the chains that bind them to Lobo Norte, to the Fang Brothers biker gang, and to the dark secrets in their pasts…
WARNING: This sexy, violent paranormal novel contains werewolf bondage, motorcycle bondage, knotting, shapeshifter sex, and a shotgun named Little Bo Peep. Adult readers only! You’ve been warned…
Turn the page to begin reading Caged Wolf, or click here to return to this anthology’s Table of Contents.
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THE DEVIL (XV)
The fifteenth card of a tarot deck’s major arcana, The Devil represents hedonism, obsession, and temptation. His arrogance is as intoxicating as it is deadly. Those drawn to his magnetic personality will become entangled in his pursuit of earthly pleasures.
He is bound in chains with no lock: the ties that hold him are those of his own making. Though The Devil is surely in bondage, freedom always lies within his reach…if only he will allow himself to take it.



CHAPTER ONE
FOLKS DIDN’T COME to Lobo Norte because they wanted to. Our town was a pit stop in a nowhere-place in the desert, neither Mexican nor American, marked on no map and unreachable by normal means. Any normal person unlucky enough to stumble upon us was likely to never leave again. For those who came deliberately, we were the last chance to get gas before crossing the border into the United States. Or the first place to get whores and drugs before crossing into Mexico.
When the Fang Brothers blasted into my town, I could tell that they weren’t there for gas. That only left one other option.
The door to my bar swung open, and there they were: three men, each of them tall and broad, each of them encased in leather and denim.
The first one was grizzled and gray. His vest had “Big Papa” etched into the breast with white thread. Big Papa didn’t have a right eye and he didn’t try to hide the scarred, empty socket.
The one on the left, with a goatee and wicked eyes the color of the playa, had a vest that said “Mad Dog.” Both radiated intimidation. It would have been enough to make any other twenty-two-year-old girl drop everything and run.
But I wasn’t any other twenty-two-year-old girl, and the third guy—the one on the right, hanging back a little from the others—had my cowboy boots glued to the floor.
He was a full inch taller than Big Papa. His square jaw was shadowed with faint stubble, same length as the dusky brush of hair on his head. He’d shaved maybe a week earlier, and judging by the glistening sweat on his collarbones, that was how long it had been since he had showered, too. His skin was dusty and sunburned. A man who had been on the road for months—maybe his whole life.
The stubble made me wonder what the hair on the rest of his body would look like, if there was any at all. My gaze made its way up his fitted jeans and tasseled chaps to the shirt that hugged every line of his abs.
It took me a moment to meet his eyes, and once I did, I realized with a jolt of shock that he was watching me just as hard as I was watching him.
This guy’s vest only said “Trouble.”
I believed him.
The way my body instantly reacted to his stare—that was definitely trouble. Sprawled on the pool table with my ankles hooked over his shoulders kind of trouble. My stomach clenched low and hard, making heat pool between my thighs.
I reached under the shelf, grabbed the shotgun, and set it on the bar where all three of them would be able to see.
“What can I get you boys to drink?” I asked in English. Pleasant, nonthreatening. I let my shotgun, Little Bo Peep, do all the real talking.
Big Papa hefted his girth onto the stool in front of me. He was in good shape for a guy his age. Burly. Looked like he knew hard work in fields or factories, judging by the breadth of his arms and the scars on his palms. “Tequila,” he said. I grabbed three shot glasses, and he said, “Two’s enough.” He spoke Spanish like a Mexican. Not like I’d have mistaken them for tourists in the first place.
Two shots of tequila. It wasn’t a strange request, even at three in the afternoon.
I pushed the shots across the bar and shifted gears into Spanish-speaking mode. It didn’t come as easily to me as English, but I was more or less fluent after my months in Lobo Norte. “Cash or tab?” I asked, trying like hell not to look over at Trouble. What I was really trying to ask was, How long will you be here?
Cash meant they would be gone soon. They’d get some blow from Johnny, top off the gas tanks, fuck a girl or three at the Coyote Ranch, be gone by dawn.
Big Papa said, “We’ll open a tab.”
He tossed back one shot of tequila. Mad Dog downed the other. Trouble hung back, thumbs hooked in his pockets, the muscle in his jaw working as if he wanted to say something but didn’t dare. It wasn’t restraint holding him back. I could see in the bulge of the veins on his tattooed forearms that he was fighting hard against himself on the inside, way down in the dark places where nobody could see. His bones and flesh were only a cage for his fury.
“More,” said Big Papa.
I refilled the shot glasses.
Mad Dog took his shot and ambled around the bar, looking around at my pride and joy—the place that had sheltered and employed me since I was twenty years old, back when I was still healing the wounds that now left my shoulders and neck a twisted mess of white scar tissue.
The bar wasn’t much. Our pool table was upholstered with patchy red velvet. Its broken leg was propped up by a piece of slate. The TV had been bootlegging football games since the seventies. The scattered tables were clean, but mismatched.
Our usual clientele didn’t care about fancy things. They only cared about the stripper’s pole affixed to the bar, the shelves of alcohol I had behind me, and the main feature of the back room.
The biker leaned against the door and lifted a black eyebrow. “When’s the next fight?”
He was looking at the cage hidden behind the curtain: twelve feet by twelve feet of wicked iron enclosing a concrete platform with an old bell on one side. It was stained from years of monthly bloodshed.
That cage was the only reason we had any kind of economy in Lobo Norte. Men came to us for the cage fights. Johnny’s drugs and the Ranch girls had followed to service those men. Gloria and Johnny and I lived a good life off of those weekends. A modest life, but good.
“Tomorrow night,” I said, and pointed at the chalkboard advertising our fight nights. There was a signup sheet next to it.
“Prizes?”
“Five hundred dollars to enter. Winner takes all.” There were usually at least five or six guys chomping at the bit to climb into our cage. It was good money for those willing to risk it, and the liquor sales were even better.
“Steep,” Mad Dog said. Unlike Big Papa, he didn’t sound or look Mexican. The back of his vest said Fang Brothers, just like the others’ did, but none of them looked to be related. Brothers in soul but not in blood.
“It’s worth it,” I said.
Mad Dog squinted at the signup sheet. During his moment of distraction, my eyes traveled back to Trouble. He was quiet and still. But even though he hadn’t budged, it felt like he was shouting my name, demanding my attention.
Trouble wasn’t interested in the cage match. His gaze was fixed to Big Papa’s back.
“We need a motel,” Big Papa said to me. “Where do you think we should stay?”
Far, far away from here. These weren’t the roughest men that had ever crossed my doorstep, but their quiet intensity had the hair on the back of my neck standing. They hadn’t even threatened me and my adrenaline was twisting to dizzying heights.
But I didn’t want Trouble to leave. I wanted him to look at me again. I wanted him to speak.
“There’s only one motel in Lobo Norte,” my lips said as my finger lifted and pointed to the east. “They have three rooms at The Lodge.” Most people didn’t bother staying at The Lodge when they visited. Most people didn’t have a stomach for that many scorpions and the smell of fifty years’ worth of tobacco stink. They slept under the stars, propped against their motorcycles, or in a hooker’s bed.
That was part of the reason the Coyote Ranch girls made so much more money than I did. Guys would pay a premium to sleep on soft pillows and softer tits after long weeks on the road. But Johnny told me he didn’t take scarred whores. I wasn’t welcome at the Ranch. I’d turn off the customers.
Fine by me. I did well enough in the bar, and I didn’t have to put up with Johnny’s bullshit. It was worth it.
“Another,” Mad Dog said, dropping his shot glass back onto the counter. Big Papa agreed by pushing his glass toward me as well.
I refilled them. “And what do you want?” I asked Trouble. The words were out of my mouth before I could think to stop them.
His eyes locked onto mine, then drifted. He took a long minute to look me over. The boots gave me an extra two inches, so he could see everything from the waist up from behind the bar—the way I kept my hair in finger-width braids all down my scalp, the way my curves tried to bust out of my tank top. I wondered if he could tell that my nipples hardened under his stare. I didn’t dare look down to find out.
It felt like his gaze might burn away my clothes, leaving me naked and vulnerable with only Little Bo Peep to save me.
I knew what I was doing with the shotgun. I’d killed my fair share of starving coyotes in the dry months. But just standing in my bar, my home territory, and sharing the oxygen with Trouble made me forget every self-defense I knew. Like I’d just found myself alone in the wilderness with a predator.
Trouble’s lips parted. There were sins hiding on his tongue, just waiting to be spilled.
It was Mad Dog who said, “He doesn’t want anything.”
His voice broke the spell between Trouble and me. Mad Dog hadn’t drunk the second shot of tequila. He grabbed Trouble by the collar and jerked him toward the door. Trouble was still staring at me even as his companion dragged him outside—until the very last moment, when the door swung shut and stole away my view.
My heart was suddenly hammering. Sweat rolled down the nape of my neck, disappeared under my shirt. I rubbed my thumb over Bo Peep’s stock.
Big Papa didn’t look behind him at the younger men. He drank the orphaned shot of tequila. Rolled the empty glass between his meaty forefinger and thumb. I realized that his eye socket was scarred with four parallel lines, the top of which began near his eyebrow and sliced toward his ear. It looked like he had lost a fight against a bear. “You look like a good girl. I’ll give you advice. Free of charge.”
Not many people mistook me for a good girl in Lobo Norte. Good people didn’t live here. Especially not good people with so many scars.
“I’m the bartender,” I said. “I give the advice.”
A hard look from Big Papa. I knew I shouldn’t have been poking at him, but I was giddy, like I’d just survived another assault.
“Stay inside tonight, girl,” he said.
Big Papa unhitched himself from the bar. Strolled outside. When the door swung open, I got a glimpse of burning desert, glistening motorcycles, and harsh midday.
Just hours until sundown. Those hours suddenly didn’t seem long enough.
It was hot enough that the bottle of tequila was sweating, but I shivered.



CHAPTER TWO
GLORIA RELIEVED ME an hour after the Fang Brothers left. She was five feet of attitude on six-inch stilettos. She didn’t wear the shoes for the height or for vanity. I’d seen her jam those heels into the nuts of drunken men twice her body mass and make them beg for mama.
She took one look at the shotgun on the bar and said, “You’ve already met them.”
Them. The Fang Brothers.
I was a little embarrassed to be caught petting the gun. I should have put her away, but it felt comforting to have my hand on Bo Peep. “What about them?”
“They just checked into The Lodge,” she said, rolling herself behind the bar. She wore a tight skirt, coin belt, tube top. Gloria embraced her generous curves and didn’t fear showing them off. Any man who tried to touch her would pay in blood, and they frequently tried to touch her—the kind of guys who came to our bar didn’t think much of personal space.
I asked her the question that I had been dying to ask Big Papa. “How long?”
“Get this, Ofelia,” she said, slapping my butt to get me out from behind the bar. I sheepishly tucked the shotgun under my arm and gave her room. “An entire month.”
A month? In a transient town like ours, that was practically like putting down roots. “They must need a lot of blow.”
Gloria snorted, grabbed a rag, started wiping down the bar. “Just wait. They’re the first, but their friends will be here soon, and then more will follow. They’ll spend the whole month making trouble. Not of the drug kind. More like the kind that leads to pain and blood. Don’t go near them.”
All of this was said casually, as though it were no big deal for men to come to our little town and make pain and blood happen. I guess it wasn’t a big deal. Our world was filled with darkness, demons, and a million other evils that go bump in the night. You could never hope to escape pain and blood—but you could profit off of it.
That was why we had the cage, after all.
It strange for Gloria to warn me off of the Fang Brother, though. She didn’t warn me off of anyone. It made me wonder which kind of evil they were. Considering the way the sight of them had filled me with fear, I didn’t think they were mere mortals.
“Are they that bad?” I asked.
“I don’t want you dancing as long as the Fang Brothers are in town.”
That sounded like a lot of lost tips. “We’ll see.”
Gloria shot me a look. She didn’t appreciate backtalk. Her hand twitched on the bar, and I could imagine her whopping me upside the head all too easily because she had done it a thousand times before. She loved to cuff me like I was her wayward daughter.
I was getting smarter. I’d moved out of her reach before responding.
“I mean it,” she said with shocking gentleness. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll lie low until they’re gone.”
She meant well. I managed a smile for her.
But I couldn’t get Trouble out of my head, with his stubbled jaw and his wide shoulders and the way that he had looked at me. I didn’t want to lie low to avoid him. I wanted to lie low with him. I wanted him behind the bar under the desert sunset, naked and panting, dripping sweat onto the planes of my stomach as he worked himself inside of me.
The image I conjured was clear. Very clear. Warmth flushed over my cheeks and I fanned myself with a hand. “I’m going to nap before my shift tonight.”
Gloria’s eyes were sharp. “Don’t worry about it. I have your shift.”
“You just want to have my tips.”
The world erupted around me. I’d made the mistake of walking too close to her while heading for the back door—her meaty hand had connected with the back of my head and sent me staggering. “Don’t talk back!” she snapped, and she cursed me out in Spanish as I shoved through the door to the heat outside, still reeling.
Gloria had been right about the Fang Brothers. Once my vision cleared and I could actually count the motorcycles, I saw that there were no longer three hogs parked outside the bar. There were six. Big Papa’s friends had arrived on beasts of sleek chrome and glistening cherry with giant tires that smelled like melting rubber in the hundred-degree summer. The men were nowhere in sight. If they were anything like most visitors to Lobo Norte, they would be at the Coyote Ranch by now.
Shielding my eyes, I searched the horizon for the collection of trailers that formed the Ranch. They stood near the hills, white and blocky and decorated in neon. There were definitely people moving outside.
What do you want? I had asked Trouble. Maybe he wanted a few hours at the Ranch.
Strange how that thought made jealousy stir deep in my belly.
I checked the mail behind the bar as the sun heated Bo Peep’s metal under my arm. Lobo Norte wasn’t on any postal delivery routes, yet the mailbox managed to fill itself every few days, as if paper waste blew its way into our little cubby by a twist of magic that had a strange sense of humor.
It was the usual collection of junk. Ads for used car sales in far-flung places like Madison and Tacoma. So-called “prayer mats” from megachurches in the South with Our Lord and Savior’s blurry, weeping face printed on one side and pleas for donations on the other. Envelopes stamped with messages like “urgent” and “time-sensitive, please respond” on the outside and then generic advertisements for lotteries on the inside.
Today, there was also a slender black A4 envelope sealed with red wax.
Intrigued, I tossed the rest of fate’s garbage in our trash can and carried the envelope back to my trailer. The material was thick and silky. Expensive. The red ink on the front should have been too dark to read, but it seemed to have a phosphorescent glow.
I was surprised to discover that the elaborate calligraphy said my name: “Ofelia Hawke.” No street name or number, no mention of Lobo Norte, no postal code—I was pretty sure we didn’t have one anyway. Just my name in red ink on black vellum.
My trailer was a half-mile behind the bar, a ten-minute walk through thick brambles and dust. Far enough that the rough-and-tumble patrons weren’t likely to take a casual walk out to visit me. Not so far that I needed a car to reach it. I knew the rocky paths by heart. I didn’t even have to look up from the envelope to get there.
I traced and retraced the wax seal with the pad of my thumb. It felt warm, soft, newly-stamped.
This was an invitation to something. I understood that intuitively without needing to know what the envelope held. This kind of fancy presentation was limited to parties where women wore black dresses and heeled pumps and the men looked like James Bond. This kind of invitation didn’t belong in Lobo Norte. Nobody had any business inviting someone like me to this kind of party, either.
Yet that was my name on the front. It had blown across the desert like a tumbleweed and landed in my mailbox.
The shadow of my trailer fell over me. I finally looked up.
Trouble leaned beside my door, muscles lax, a toothpick sticking out the righthand side of his mouth. It should have been a lazy posture but he had somehow fixed himself into it rigid with tension. It was the look of a beast coiled and waiting to attack.
I thought about throwing my door open and shoving him inside. I thought about ripping open the fly on his jeans, freeing the erection that stretched his zipper even now, swallowing him in one long stroke. I thought of his salty flavor on my tongue and the grunts he would make as he fisted his hands in my hair to drive himself deeper down my throat.
But all I did was lift the black vellum envelope.
“Did one of you deliver this?” I managed to keep my voice from quavering when I said it. I was squirming on the inside, desperate to move, barely controlling my traitorous body.
His only response was to lazily lift an eyebrow. That silent expression was like screaming an admonition at me. Stupid girl, it said. Do we look like the kind of people who write in calligraphy?
Trouble’s eyebrow had a point. I flushed all over, and not from arousal this time.
“You have no business near my home,” I said, emboldened by my embarrassment. “Not mine or Gloria’s or Johnny’s.” Their single-wides flanked mine, in similar states of disrepair, with equally dust-blasted paneling and tin roofs.
He straightened. A slight motion, yet it made me go rigid all over as if he’d swung a punch at my head.
I didn’t move as he stepped down toward me. He wasn’t the first visitor to think he could make himself comfortable on my private property. Like I said before, the kind of people Lobo Norte attracted weren’t big on personal space. A half a mile of walking wasn’t enough to deter those most determined to violate me.
Every fiber of my being said that Trouble was different, that he wasn’t a random cage fighter that wanted a piece of the bartender. That he was here for a greater purpose I had yet to understand. And every fiber of my being awoke at his presence, making me acutely aware of how I stood, where I stood, and the relation of my body to his. Like the sagebrush’s roots straining deeper in the soil to seek the slightest moisture.
He stopped in front of me without touching me, but just barely. If I took a deep breath, my breasts might brush against his leather vest.
It was hard to stand without swaying. I licked the sweat off my lips as I looked up at him. Heard the wooden beads tipping my braids clack softly against each other. I thought I might have heard him suck in a breath when our eyes met, too—but I was probably imagining that.
His eyes were strangely bright, a coppery gold that would be easy to mistake for light brown at a distance.
I was acutely aware of how much bigger he was than me, how much stronger, how easily he could force his will upon me and how little I could fight against him if he chose. It should have scared me.
It didn’t.
He dipped his head. I couldn’t breathe.
For the first time, Trouble touched me, and it was only a graze of his nose along the juncture where neck met shoulder. Goosebumps erupted over my upper arms.
Trouble inhaled deeply, dipping his nose behind my earlobe, teasing that sensitive, scarred flesh with his breath. And then he groaned. It was a deep, longing, animal sound, so much better than I had imagined he would make when I sucked him past the brink of sanity. When—not if.
My thighs clenched together. Any waning resolve I might have had not to let him into my home vanished. I reached up to grab his shoulders.
But before I could touch him, he stepped back.
Trouble shook his head as he backed away, wiped the back of his hand over his upper lip, almost stumbled on a rock. I wasn’t imagining the hunger in his eyes. I couldn’t be. He wanted me as much as I wanted him, in every way possible, anywhere and at any time. Yet that hunger was tempered by something else—something that verged on fear.
He broke into a jog and loped easily across the desert toward the waiting motorcycles. His shadow stretched long in the evening sun.
Casting a last look at me over his shoulder, Trouble rounded the bar and disappeared.
 

I opened the black vellum envelope after Trouble left, once my senses had a chance to return. In the safety of my trailer, sitting directly in the swamp cooler’s moist flow, I slid my thumb underneath the flap until the wax cracked and shook out the contents.
There was a single card inside. Maybe three inches wide and six inches long. Too long and thin to be a playing card, like the ones that we kept behind the bar to allow drunk, frustrated men to gamble away their souls.
The card was thick and glossy. Maybe coated with wax. I cupped it in both hands and studied the back for a long time. The art deco designs were red and black and gold, elaborate and industrial, yet somehow organic. The somewhat mechanical abstractions looked like they could have grown from the earth. The sight of it filled me with a strange sense of longing—and foreboding.
When I saw the image on the other side, I dropped it with a gasp.
It was a tarot card depicting a satyr crouched on a pedestal. His maleness hung heavy between his furred thighs. His glare was overtly sexual, tongue jutting from between his teeth, one hand lifted in beckoning and the other cradling a torch. A man and a woman stood in front of him. They were naked and chained, caught midstep, drifting toward each other as if the satyr’s lustful presence couldn’t quench their desire for each other.
The humans looked like Trouble and me.
A Roman numeral fifteen marked the top: “XV.”
Across the bottom, it said, “The Devil.”



CHAPTER THREE
I TOOK THE pole that night. We had newcomers in town, and newcomers meant money. Money that I couldn’t risk losing by staying at home. Gloria was angry to see me, but she allowed me to climb onto the bar after smacking me around a couple more times. Her way of showing love and concern.
I’d seen more bikes arriving throughout the afternoon. Not just Fang Brothers, but other guys camping out before tomorrow night’s cage fight. None of the newest arrivals were in the bar. My audience that night looked to be Mad Dog and his brothers—no Big Papa or Trouble—and Gloria put on my favorite song so that I could work at the one thing I was very best at doing.
The Foo Fighters’ “Darling Nikki” pounded a harsh, cruel beat over the stereo. It was an extended remix with a long guitar solo. Perfect for tricks on the pole.
I climbed to the top using my upper body strength, trapped it between my thighs, and hung upside down with my back arched. My breasts jutted toward the gathered men. The pole rotated and turned me with it.
My dizzying view of the bar seemed right somehow. Lobo Norte was an upside-down place filled with contrariwise characters on the best of days. From this perspective, the “OPEN” sign was unreadable, the TV flickering as football players darted across a sky of grass. Gloria stood on the ceiling to serve drinks. The men hung in front of me and leered upside-down leers that looked like strange frowns.
Blood swirled through my head. I gripped the pole with both hands at the juncture of my thighs and did the splits, stretching my Lucite heels far over my head.
Mad Dog lifted a shot that looked like it held whiskey against the laws of gravity. He tipped it right-side up and it drained upward into his throat. He was seated closest to my corner of the bar, elbows resting on my platform, face tilted back so that the lights spilled over skin sunburned by long hours chewing pavement on a motorcycle.
The new men had names on their vests, too: Old Yeller, Pit Bull, Smoky. All Fang Brothers. The one in the middle was waving pesos at me.
Even upside down with all the blood rushing through my skull and my braids reaching for the bar, I did the quick currency conversion. It was something like a hundred pesos per dollar, and he was holding just a few hundred. Barely worth getting off the pole over. But I couldn’t be choosy, not when business was so rare, and not when I needed the money so badly.
I made a smooth dismount and the entire bar flipped the wrong way around again.
Crawling to the edge, I turned and performed the splits once more so that my ragged shorts were within Pit Bull’s reach. They had large slices to bare either butt cheek. His hands wandered freely as he slid the pesos into my waistband. Pit Bull introduced himself to my ass and slid his thumb between my legs while he was at it. His fingers were cold.
He was so occupied with everything below my waist that he didn’t notice the damage above my ribcage. I didn’t bother hiding my scars when I stripped. I was just one more strange feature of Lobo Norte, a girl whose history was exposed on her shoulders, as damaged as our wind-blasted trailers.
“How much for a lap dance?” Mad Dog asked in his twangy American accent. He was holding American money, too. At least two tens. Good money here—unusually good.
I never hesitated to perform for the clients, whether it was on the bar or straddling their thighs. The men that came through Lobo Norte didn’t bother me. Not the ugly ones or the fat ones or even the ones sticking needles in their arms as they begged for me. Dancing was easy, dancing was fun; any performance beyond that was up to me, and that’s where I got choosy.
But Mad Dog was Trouble’s brother in a way that I intuitively understood to be different than these other men. For that reason, I hesitated.
“Girl’s gone shy,” Old Yeller laughed.
Maybe I was going shy. Trouble hadn’t even spoken to me yet. It didn’t matter if Mad Dog was his brother in name or blood or if they were married, for fuck’s sake. It wasn’t like I belonged to Trouble.
I slithered off the bar and the men hooted. Mad Dog spread his knees.
It was a joke to call what I did against him a dance. I twisted, I writhed, I simulated all the terrible dirty things that I could imagine without actually riding his dick.
He liked it, of course. They always did. I was good but their standards were low.
When it came time to pay me for services rendered, he held the money between his teeth. I pushed my arms together, offered him my cleavage.
Mad Dog shook his head.
I bent down and gently caught the bills with my lips. Very nearly a kiss.
More hoots and catcalls. The men were encouraging Mad Dog to see what else he could get me to do. They would be disappointed. Johnny had made it clear that he didn’t want me competing with the Ranch girls for clients, so I didn’t fuck for money. But Mad Dog was as perfect a gentleman as bikers get; he didn’t try to act on any of his brothers’ suggestions.
My eyes flicked up as I pulled back with the money, and I realized that there was someone new standing in the doorway to the bar.
Trouble was staring at me. The flashing lights of the bar reflected in his eyes.
A baffling twist of guilt guttered through me.
For a long moment, I was trapped in Trouble’s stare. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, whether he disapproved or was disdainful or disgusted.
He left, making the door bang behind him.
I didn’t think. I just reacted.
Leaping over the bar, I shoved the tips from the first songs underneath my pile of clothing—more than thirty, a good take for the beginning of the night—and I ran out the back door into the night.
We hadn’t spoken. There was no reason to think that Trouble would be waiting for me outside.
But he was.
He caught me the second I stepped through the door. Fear and adrenaline lanced through my veins as his hands shackled my arms, lifting me off the heels and shoving me into the dark corner behind the door.
I was so small against him. Unable to do anything but be dragged under by his heat.
Trouble’s mouth slanted against mine. His tongue thrust between my lips, taking possession of me, showing me what he thought of the dance for Mad Dog rather than speaking it.
He wasn’t happy.
Oh, but he tasted so good. He took what I would have happily given with harsh strokes, tilting his head to go deeper, fisting my braids in both hands.
I didn’t even know his real name. All I knew was this: I needed him. Desperately.
Fingers still tangled in my hair, his thumbs stroked over my cheekbones, back to my ears, up to my temples, tracing the lines of my face and leaving fire in his path. Such small, gentle motions from such a big man that overpowered me so easily. Harsh and tender all at once.
“Wait,” I gasped, “I can’t breathe—”
He didn’t wait. He sucked the breath from my mouth. I was dizzy, flying, falling. Drunk on his touch.
It was a full moon. The desert was bright, painted in shades of blue and silver. The reflected sunlight glinted off of Trouble’s muscles as I shoved his shirt up, ripped it over his head, tossed it aside. And then he was kissing me again. All I could see was his face. Blind, I familiarized myself with his chest using my hands, learning his hard ridges and scars and digging my fingernails into his ribs.
He was sweaty from a day of riding on his motorcycle. I thought I could smell the exhaust on him, and it filled my mind with images of the endless road and a brutal wind.
I dragged furrows into his skin with my nails as his mouth traveled down my jawline, treading the path his thumbs had discovered. His growl rumbled through me, even louder than the beat of music from within the bar. It was a Muse song. One of my jams. A song I usually used to strip down and bare it all in front of a bar full of hungry, lonely men.
My body ached to be exposed, but tonight I had an audience of only one. The only one I wanted.
And I still didn’t understand why.
It didn’t seem to matter. He reached my collarbone and nipped the flesh hard enough to bruise. Even with the line of scar tissue that had reduced sensitivity, it almost hurt too much.
Trouble ripped my shirt down. My right breast sprung free.
He sucked my nipple into his mouth, working it with his tongue, and every little flick tugged at my core. His mouth was hot and wet and I was shocked that the contact didn’t leave me burned.
It was too much all at once. I wanted him to stop. I never wanted it to end.
“Please,” I said, and I wasn’t sure what I was begging him to do. I clutched at his head, his shoulders.
He sank to his knees, pulled my thigh over his shoulder. He was face to face with my ragged shorts. I hadn’t taken all the money out of them—he ripped the bills away and crushed them in his fist.
I fumbled to take them back. “Mine,” I said. He threw the money to the ground, caught my hand in his, fingers tangled. He pushed my arm back against the wall. Pinned me.
Trouble turned his head and sank his teeth into my thigh, silencing me with a bite so close to where I wanted his mouth, so close that I began to shake.
And then it was too sharp. Too painful.
“Hey!” I protested, trying to jerk away.
He glared up at me and bared his teeth. He hadn’t broken the skin of my thigh—it wasn’t bloody—and I was shocked that he hadn’t, because his canines had elongated.
Trouble suddenly had fangs.
With a shriek, I tried to pull away. There was nowhere to go. His body had me blocked against the wall. His hand was twitching in mine, and the shivers traveled up his shoulder, cording his muscles into hard lines.
His mouth opened in a roar. No—a howl. It shattered the heat of the night and echoed over the desert.
Twisting, I slammed my knee into his face. His head snapped back.
I leaped over him and stumbled, landing on hands and knees. Trouble snarled. He caught my ankle as I struggled to crawl away.
The image of being mounted suddenly smashed into me unbidden—being pinned by Trouble’s giant hands as his weight covered me, having his body forced into mine in a way that was much more animal than human. Being dominated. Owned. Marked. The idea didn’t scare me. It made heat thrill through my stomach.
That moment of fantasy passed, and I flipped over onto my back to see Trouble rearing over me on his knees. He straddled my legs. It was a position that would have been sexy a moment ago, since it put me up close and personal with the fly of his jeans. But now his seams were straining and it wasn’t because he was growing long and thick with arousal.
It was because he was…shifting.
I realized belatedly that there was a howling wolf tattooed on his chest—a huge, vicious beast with bared fangs just like Trouble’s.
But the change didn’t stop with his teeth. His spine arched. With a muffled crack, his nose and jaw began elongating to accommodate his growing fangs. His ears were becoming more pointed. His nails were becoming claws.
I thought of the tarot card. The Devil, number fifteen. I thought of his claws and salacious leer.
My mouth dropped open. I couldn’t breathe again, and this time, it wasn’t with lust.
Fur erupted over his shoulders, growing shaggy down his arms.
This guy was just between my legs.
I tried to squirm out from under him and couldn’t. He was heavy.
“Gloria!”
She couldn’t hear me. It was too loud in the bar.
All I could do was lie back as Trouble’s spine wrenched to the side. The change was hurting him. His howls were pained.
Momentary sympathy fluttered through my chest. “Stop,” I said, reaching for him.
He swatted my hands away, tearing at his own chest with claws that were each as long as a knife.
I was going to be slaughtered by a biker that was turning into a wolf, and nobody would even know until the sun rose.
And then I heard another howl—not Trouble’s, but a response from behind me. I craned around to see a beast flash through the night, rushing down the hill toward us. It had four legs, a tail, a ruff of fur around its neck. Definitely a wolf.
I knew wild dogs. I shot coyotes that got brave enough to creep up on us all the time. But this? This was too big to be an ordinary wolf. It was large enough to be a pony.
It was coming right at us.
“Watch out!” I shrieked. I didn’t know why I was warning Trouble—he had attacked me, bitten my thigh, refused to let me escape. But I suddenly feared for him. I wanted him to run, stay away from this new monster.
Before Trouble could even think to react, the wolf broadsided him, and they rolled into the sagebrush.
I screamed, hands flying to my mouth.
A smart girl would have gone back to the bar. But I ran over on wobbling legs to see Trouble underneath the wolf, jaws locked on his throat.
I swung a kick at the beast. “Let him go!” My Lucite heel connected with its skull. The wolf whirled on me, baring its teeth with a drooling snarl. One of its eyes was missing. Shock staggered me. “Big Papa?”
The wolf closed his teeth around Trouble’s neck, now covered in a thick ruff of fur.
He dragged the man deeper into the sage. They were both gone in seconds, and the night was silent.



CHAPTER FOUR
I DIDN’T REALIZE that I had fallen asleep until I woke up to knocking at my front door.
Shock washed through me, cold and hot and tingling all at once. I had been dreaming of the week that I was given my scars again, lost in a hurricane of pain and fear, and I was disoriented to wake up free. The sight of the powder-blue walls and white furniture confused me even though I understood, rationally, that I had been waking up within those four walls for months now.
This was home. Yet something was amiss.
Someone knocked at my front door again, and the jolt of shock was even worse the second time. Probably because I knew who was knocking. There was no doubt in my mind who would be visiting me when the blue light of pre-dawn hadn’t even given way to sunlight.
Gloria had been angry at me for running out the night before, and angrier still when I hadn’t told her why my costume was destroyed, or why I was going home early. She was mean when she got pissed. She wouldn’t be speaking to me for days. Johnny and the whores, on the other hand, knew better than to darken my doorstep.
That only left one possible visitor.
Kicking off my sheets, I grabbed Little Bo Peep off the wall by my bed. Tucked her under my arm. Answered the door.
Trouble swayed on my step.
He was naked. It was the third and most powerful shock of my morning, and I hadn’t even been awake for five minutes yet. My eyes traveled down his sweaty, dirty chest, torn ragged by tooth and claw marks. I wasn’t sure why I was surprised to find that he was still hairless, but I was. Guess I’d expected that he would have to keep all that rust-brown fur once it had grown on him.
I hated that my body reacted to the sight of the cock hanging between his legs, heavy and large even when he wasn’t erect. I hated that he had almost bitten me the night before and that I still wanted to stroke him to life in my hand, in my mouth, between my legs.
And I really hated that it took me so long to get around to meeting his eyes.
The look he gave me was hollow. Pained.
I lifted Bo Peep to my shoulder and aimed her at his chest.
“Get the fuck off my doorstep.” I hoped that he would think my voice was quivering with rage.
Trouble’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, flashing the whites at me.
He collapsed bonelessly at my feet.
I jumped back. “Hijo de puta,” I swore, borrowing one of Gloria’s favorite curses. To her, every single man was an hijo de puta—a son of a bitch—and I was pretty sure that she would include Trouble in that assessment. Yet a maternal aching blossomed in my chest at the sight of the huge man unconscious, injured, and vulnerable on my step.
He wasn’t vulnerable. Not really. He was a fucking monster, a beast that shapeshifted into a wolf when the moon was high. I didn’t owe him anything. Not a second chance or a safe haven or even the time of day.
That was rationality speaking. Rationality also wanted me to deliver a swift kick to his shoulder, roll him off my steps, and lock the door behind him.
Rationality had never been one of my strong suits.
I forced my stiff hands to uncurl from the trigger, blowing out a slow breath. I set my shotgun against the wall. Peered out the door to see if anyone was watching. There were camps across the road from the bar, men who hadn’t found space at The Lodge or didn’t want to pay for it, but nobody close enough to see that Trouble was visiting me. Johnny and Gloria’s trailers were also dark. Neither of them were home. They were probably still working.
Whispering a prayer to deaf gods, I hooked my hands under Trouble’s armpits and hauled his unconscious ass into my trailer.
 

Trouble barely fit into my twin bed. He was too lanky. His muscular arms and legs spilled off the sides, dwarfing all my furniture, making my bedroom look like it belonged to a little girl.
Somehow, I managed to pile him up on top of my comforter. He was going to get his stink on all of my belongings. I thought that should probably annoy me, but it didn’t.
He began to stir when I wiped him down with a damp rag, but the struggle toward consciousness was slow. Judging by how thoroughly he had been chewed around the shoulders and back, it looked like he had lost his fight against the wolf the night before. It chilled me how similar his wounds were to mine, though they had been inflicted by completely different tools. I hadn’t been mauled by a wolf. My attacker had been something much worse.
Strangely, Trouble’s wounds—though bloody—looked like they were already halfway healed. The skin was trying to close.
It didn’t surprise me at this point. I didn’t think anything would surprise me ever again.
I took the quiet minutes where he began to rouse to explore the rest of his body: the large wolf tattooed across his chest, the stubble near his navel where he needed to shave his happy trail again, the silvery scars over his ribcage. Those scars were the most interesting. I could only see them if I tilted my head the right way. They were big, too—four long gashes.
I spread my hand over the scar and fitted my fingertips to them. Whatever had delivered that wound had been twice the size of my hand.
My skin brushed his. Trouble’s fist clamped on my wrist.
I sucked in a hard breath, trying to pull back, but his grip was iron. His eyes opened and there was no struggle for consciousness within him now. He was awake. And he looked angry.
If he didn’t want me pawing his scars, then maybe he should have thought twice about falling down on my doorstep. “Let go of me,” I snapped, twisting my hand and jerking my arm toward me. I escaped the circle of his fingers. “You don’t touch me like that. Not ever again. You hear me, Trouble? I’m not a piece of meat for the Fang Brothers to chew on.”
He said, “Cooper.”
“What?”
“Cooper,” Trouble repeated, and it occurred to me that I had never heard him speak before. His voice was pleasantly gravelly. His accent was American, probably western side of the country, maybe even Californian—where I had come from originally. “My name’s Cooper.”
I tried the name out on my tongue, rolling it between my teeth. “Cooper.”
He gave a low growl, rumbling so softly through his chest that I wasn’t initially sure that it was coming from him. Fire sparked in his golden eyes.
There was something intimate about saying his name. Those simple syllables. I felt like he had just shared a secret with me, something dark and illicit that I wasn’t meant to know.
He lifted his hand toward my shoulder, and I jerked in anticipation of a violent touch. He froze at my reaction. Watched me closely. Waited to see if I would move.
After the previous night’s passion, it felt so strange to hesitate now. I didn’t want to fear him. My whole body ached for him, like I had become lost in the desert for days and he was the oasis on the other side of an impassible canyon. I wanted to throw myself across that distance.
But Pops, my grandpa, hadn’t raised a dumbass. I could be a dumbass sometimes, granted, but that was despite his best efforts. He’d drilled as much sense into me as I could take. And Pops’s girl wasn’t dumb enough to allow herself to get bitten twice.
I scooted back on the bed. Just an inch. I might as well have put a whole prison wall topped with barbed wire between us because Cooper’s expression shuttered and anger furrowed his brow.
Dipping the towel back into my bowl of water, I forced myself to concentrate on the ugly flower pattern rimming my dishes, not the pain in my chest that told me to surrender to all of Cooper’s whims.
“Now, here’s how the rest of the morning is going to play out, Trouble,” I said, carefully choosing not to use his real name. “I’m going to clean you up a bit because you’re making a mess of my house. While I’m doing that, you’re going to tell me exactly what happened last night, starting with the moment you came into my bar and ending with your collapse on my doorstep. And if you think you can skip anything in between, you’ve got another thing coming.”
I washed the blood off of his left shoulder. It was a safe place to touch, relative to his abs and everything below that.
He didn’t start talking.
“Well?” I prompted.
When he remained silent, I dared to glance up, meeting his eyes.
His gaze stabbed through me.
My hand had stopped moving and I wasn’t sure when it had happened. My knuckles were brushing his hip. He was so very warm, radiating heat like the sun-baked earth at mid-afternoon. “What are the Fang Brothers doing here?” I asked, but I didn’t manage a lot of conviction in that question.
“This is where they find the new guys,” Cooper said.
My eyebrows climbed my forehead. “The new guys? You mean, the new…” I stuttered over the word. I felt stupid even thinking it. “Werewolves.”
He nodded slowly, like it pained him.
“Are you new at this?” I asked. Another nod. That little gesture chipped away at my resolve and let the maternal warmth come creeping back. Silly to want to protect such a big guy. Probably outright stupid. “Did you know you were going to change last night?”
He leaned forward slightly so that I could wash around his shoulder blade. He didn’t even flinch when I touched his healing wounds. “Yes, but I smelled you, and I couldn’t stay away.”
“Smelled me?”
“You were calling for me with your body.”
Heat flushed my cheeks. Was it possible that he could smell my body when I danced? That I had somehow put some kind of sexy pheromones out into the universe, and that he had responded?
Somehow, I wasn’t surprised by the idea, or even all that weirded out by it. If I were to be honest with myself, I had been calling to him. Not just my body, but my mind and heart.
I’d been calling to him since the first moment I saw him. Maybe I had always been calling for him, even before we met.
The Devil, number fifteen, flashed through my mind again. The grinning satyr, the naked lovers.
I didn’t know what to think about that line of conversation, so I didn’t think about it. I wiped across his chest. Up his neck. Behind his jaw. There was blood caked under his ear but I didn’t see a wound.
He kept staring at me like that as I cleaned him, as if I were saying something immensely interesting, even though we sat in silence together. He didn’t move as I sponged a path from his clavicle down to his abs again. He wasn’t bloody there, but he didn’t protest at my touch, either.
Something about the stubble down there was kinda cute. One little flaw to humanize an otherwise flawless body.
“Why are you smiling?” he asked.
“You don’t seem like a shaving guy,” I said, squeezing the towel out in the bowl. The water was rusty brown.
He shrugged one shoulder. Even that small gesture seemed to take a lot of effort. “It’s one way to…” He struggled to find a word, searching my face as if I might have all the answers. “It’s how I keep control.”
My fist clenched on the rag. “Because you grow fur on full moons.” I ran the cloth over his chest again, watching the water course down his pectorals and become redirected by the natural channels in his abs. I thought about tracing that path with my tongue.
How quickly I was willing to forget the terror of his fangs against my tender inner thigh.
“Tell me how it happened,” I said. “Tell me how you became a werewolf.”
Guess I wasn’t real surprised that he remained silent, but I was disappointed.
The pain in his eyes was palpable. The darkness.
I traced my fingertip around the edge of the scars again, careful not to touch them. “It looks like it must have hurt.”
He flinched. “It did.”
I was done cleaning him. I’d washed every inch that I could touch without crossing my newly discovered boundaries. If I went any farther south than his navel, I wasn’t going to be able to control myself anymore—I could already feel that insane, intense need that had driven me the night before clawing at my gut.
Setting the bowl aside, I dried my hands on my pajama pants. They were patterned with Christmas penguins. Yeah, I wear them year ‘round, even when it’s hot. The penguins are cute. “Is Big Papa your…uh… I don’t know the word. Leader?”
“Alpha,” he said. “Sorta, yeah. It’s hard to explain.”
I guess I didn’t really care anyway. “He was the wolf.”
Cooper nodded.
That meant that Big Papa might have saved me. I didn’t like the thought that Cooper would have hurt me, nor did I like the idea that I might be indebted to the one-eyed leader of his biker gang, but it seemed like I at least owed the man a drink.
“I think maybe next time you know you’re going to change, you stay out of my bar,” I said, keeping my eyes lowered. “I can’t do anything about you and your gang being in Lobo Norte. We need your business. But I don’t need your business on those kinds of nights, so you keep your distance.”
“Then don’t dance,” Cooper said.
I clenched my hands into fists. I’d known that it would come to this—that he was going to be pissed I’d danced for Mad Dog. “Nobody tells me what to do. If you’re going to get all jealous of me, then you need to stay away from my bar every night, because that’s how I make my living. And you can just deal with that.”
“Just not on the moons,” he said.
“Yes, on the moons. On any fucking night I want.”
“You don’t get it,” he said with sudden heat. “I don’t care if you dance for Mad Dog. I don’t even care if you dance for Papa. You dance whenever you want for anyone you want, except on the moons, because that’s how you stay safe. And when you dance, you remember that you’re still mine.”
Those were the most words I had heard him string together so far. And it had been to declare me his property.
I liked the sound of that. I liked it a lot.
Too much, actually.
“I barely know you,” I whispered.
His fingers dug into my wrist and turned it, exposing the tender flesh on the underside of my forearm. Still watching my eyes, still so very careful, he lifted my palm to his lips. His breath was hot on my hand. His stubble grazed that delicate flesh as he drew a line from my pulse point to the inside of my elbow.
Cooper paused at the junction between forearm and bicep. He pressed a warm kiss there. His nose brushed my shoulder as he pulled me just a little closer, leaning forward to place a second kiss on the side of my neck.
“Mine,” Cooper said. “I knew it the moment I smelled you.” His hand cupped my head. A whimper escaped my throat. “And you do smell…amazing.”
Fighting against the urge to climb on top of him made my whole body tremble. I wanted to melt together. Make our bodies one piece. “What does it mean?” I asked, barely able to breathe.
He drew back. Trouble looked…troubled. “I don’t know. I’ve never felt like this. But I’ve never been a werewolf before, either.”
“It scares me,” I said. It just slipped out. I hadn’t meant to be honest.
“Good,” he said. “What is this?”
His hand brushed over my shoulder, and I realized that he was looking at my scars. I pulled away from him.
“Nothing,” I said.
He had to have known I was deflecting the question, but he didn’t bother arguing with me. Cooper stood. He kissed the top of my head—a strangely tender gesture. And before I could think of how the hell I was supposed to react to that, he left.



CHAPTER FIVE
I TRIED TO throw away The Devil. It didn’t work.
I took the card out to the trash cans behind the bar after Cooper left me. I lifted the lid on the bin, put the card on top of it, and walked away before I could think better of it.
The sound of motorcycle engines built on the wind, rising and cresting and crashing over me. The storm came down the hills to the east—an army of glistening chrome belching exhaust into our bleached-blue sky.
It was cage fight night, and these biker gangs were late. They usually came in days before to spread their seed and pump their veins full of heroin. I wondered what they had been doing to make them late, but only briefly—it was probably best if I didn’t know.
There were three major gangs that always came to Lobo Norte: The White Wings, South Side Furies, and Hag’s Boys. Some of those assholes were even human. But when their motorcycles came down our hill, they brought the night with them. Didn’t matter if they arrived at high noon or dawn. Darkness followed them. Darkness, pain, and money.
Only one of those mattered to me.
I shielded my eyes to watch them descend. The clarity of the desert air made it easy to see them coming from miles away, ghosting over the shimmering mirage of heat on the pavement. They’d be here in ten minutes, maybe fifteen. Gloria would want me to have the booze ready.
The wind slammed into me hard enough that I staggered. Metal banged against rock as the trash cans tipped over. Garbage blew against my ankles, between my legs, whipped away into the sky.
One thing stuck to my heel. I looked down. The Devil grinned back at me.
My heart accelerated. Trying to dislodge it from my foot with a kick didn’t work. I had to peel it off by hand, then tip the trash can upright again and trap him inside once more.
I glared at the trash can and The Devil within.
“Stay,” I hissed.
We didn’t have trash collection in Lobo Norte. Not exactly. When you live in a nowhere-place that doesn’t exist on any map, nothing functions the way you expect. Mail shows up without ever being delivered. Our trash disappears without ever touching a garbage truck. Where it goes, I don’t know or care—as far as I can tell, it just vanishes.
Hopefully that card would vanish with the rest of it.
The roaring of engines grew louder. I retreated into my trailer, slamming the door behind me, and shut out the incoming gangs. When I first arrived in Lobo Norte, I used to gawk at the new arrivals, awed by the array of tattoos, leather, and scars. The White Wings, for instance, were into ritual scarification; their skin had been plucked into rows of raised, bumpy ridges all over their shining scalps and cheeks and chests. I’d seen one without a shirt once and knew that they cut wings into their backs, too.
They had willingly done to themselves what had been forced upon me. It should have been horrifying. Instead, I found it entrancing, the way that they took charge of their bodies. They hurt themselves before anyone else could.
Once you’d seen a hundred mangled men that reeked of weed and engine oil, though, the allure wore off. It took a lot to impress me these days.
I’d see them all tonight when they were beating the shit out of each other within my cage.
Tugging my shirt off over my head, I kicked my shorts into the corner as I headed for the shower. Something shining on the bed caught my attention from the corner of my eye and I stopped.
There was a card on my pillow.
I almost didn’t touch it. I knew what it was instantly, and I didn’t need to look to confirm my fears. Even so, I reached out and turned it over carefully, as though it might explode if I moved it too fast.
The Devil had come back.
“You asshole,” I whispered.
He wasn’t bothered by my insult. He kept grinning.
 

Pops hadn’t raised me to give up easy. I flung my closet doors open and shoved my costumes out of the way with a clatter of buckles and chains. Behind them, there was a second, smaller door set into the wall. It creaked when I opened it. Dust showered onto the carpet.
A low table was hidden in the very back of my closet. It was covered in a purple tasseled cloth, upon which stood two wax figures that I had carved myself. I wasn’t much of an artist. One was male, one was female. The male had horns coming out of his wavy, shoulder-length hair. The female had heavy breasts and wide hips.
Tearing a match out of the dusty matchbook on the corner, I flicked it against my thumb. Orange light washed over the other trinkets on my altar.
A quartz crystal. A tiny ruby centered atop sand in a glass bowl. A pine cone. A vial of ocean water I’d collected from Long Beach. A photo of me with my brothers, Cèsar and Domingo, down at the boardwalk. Little pieces of the life I’d had before Lobo Norte.
Pieces of magic.
My grandma, who we called Abuelita, had taught me everything she knew in secret. Pops hadn’t wanted me to know magic. He said it was too dangerous for a Hawke girl. But I’d never let shoulds and should-nots dictate my life, and nor had Abuelita; with her guidance, I had become comfortable drawing on the strength of the earth and sky under the watchful eye of the goddess Hecate.
There was no time for worship in Lobo Norte, though. Not while scrabbling to survive, not when Gloria had made it clear that my priority would be the bar or else I wouldn’t have a job. I wasn’t sure gods could even reach me here.
“Forgive me,” I murmured to the wax figures. “I need help.”
It had been so long since I’d cast a circle of power that I wasn’t certain I could do it anymore. I didn’t attempt it. I just lit one of the tapers and blew out the match.
“Blessed Hecate, work thy will,” I whispered hurriedly, keeping an eye on the door, praying Gloria wouldn’t choose this moment to butt into my trailer. “Let the unclean thing burn. Purify it with fire.”
Dipping the edge of The Devil’s card into the flame, I waited for it to catch fire.
And waited.
The candle flickered along the side, licking toward my fingers. It danced over the mechanical art deco design on the back. I rotated the card so that I could see the fire touch the lovers.
The card didn’t catch.
“Ofelia! They’re here!” Gloria was calling me from outside my bedroom window. I was out of time.
“I need to shower!” I shouted back.
I crumpled up a piece of notepaper and stuck it in the candle’s flame. It quickly caught fire. I dropped it in an empty bowl, placed The Devil on top of it, and left him to smolder.
 

They registered for the cage in droves.
I danced as they scrawled their names on the blackboard in chalk. Some only wrote X’s or scrawled lines or scribbles because they were illiterate, while others signed in beautiful cursive, and others still in block letters. I knew most of them by sight. These biker gangs came back month after month for the release of testosterone. They were our regulars.
Larry Smith, a big guy with gray hair and a belly bigger than a keg. Sweet guy that could barely read and liked to order his alcohol by color rather than brand. He loved blue and gold. A White Wing, with scars plucked into the side of his neck.
Chuck Coyote-Heart, a scrawny man that had gone bald on top and braided his scraggly fringe of hair with feathers, who always smelled like pot and fought like a mountain lion. One of the Hag’s Boys.
Yankee—no other name, just Yankee—a young guy with no chin and brass knuckles all but embedded into his gnarled fists. A South Side Fury.
They came back every month to kick asses and get their asses kicked and stuff dollar bills in my G-string. But something about those iron bars seduced a man in a way that even my body could not. It got their hearts pounding and the blood flowing. Some of them even got erect over it.
The idea of a place where rules didn’t exist—a place where a guy could unleash every one of man’s dirtiest, most violent urges—drew these gangs from the most distant corners of the continent, and it was sweeter than sex, a better high than drugs.
But there were new faces today. Men who hung back to watch others sign up, like they weren’t quite sure of themselves, or were watching to see who enrolled before they jumped in. Gloria would assign the matches at random. We didn’t do weight classes. Anyone could end up fighting anyone. A huge guy like Larry could end up pitted against a scrawny weed like Chuck, and they wouldn’t come out until one of them was beaten beyond the point where they could say uncle.
The Fang Brothers were there, too, sitting in the back under the TVs. I had already memorized all of their faces and I performed a quick headcount as I gyrated on the bar. Big Papa, Mad Dog, Smoky, Old Yeller, Pit Bull, and even Cooper. All there. None had signed up yet. They were among those waiting. Watching.
But Cooper was only watching me.
He didn’t even glance at the cage beyond the curtains. He didn’t care who was signing up to fight. His golden eyes pierced the gloom of the bar, and even though I had a spotlight on me to make sure that everyone could see my swaying tits, I felt like he was the only one in the room. Definitely the only one that mattered.
The way I danced—it was all for him. Every roll of my hips, every pop of my ribcage, the serpentine undulations of my spine. I was fucking Trouble with my eyes and with my body and we weren’t even on the same side of the room. I wanted him to imagine being between my legs as I slithered down the pole to kneel at its base. I needed him to desire me as badly as I desired him.
I didn’t want him to sign up for the cage match.
The song ended, and I realized that I’d been dancing for a half an hour without a break. I swung off the bar and landed easily on my cowboy boots by Gloria.
She was counting twenties and hundreds, licking her thumb, fanning through the bills.
“Looking good tonight,” I said, pulling a couple singles out of my bra. Tips hadn’t been good for that set. The men were too distracted. The money would come after, when they were so drunk on liquor and adrenaline that they wouldn’t realize they’d emptied their bankrolls on a woman that wasn’t even going to suck them off.
Gloria shot me a look. Her eyelids were painted smoky blue up to her eyebrows. “If I didn’t need your help, you wouldn’t be here,” she said in her musical, fluid Spanish. “Remember that.”
It had been a long time since Gloria threatened to get rid of me. “Did I do something wrong?”
“Not exactly,” she said.
Weird for her to be in such a bad mood when we had such an unusually big crowd. Big crowd meant lots of money. “Quite a few unfamiliar faces here, don’t you think?”
“Yes,” Gloria said curtly. “They want to be Fangs. It’s a big night.” That was news to me. I’d never seen the gangs try to swap members with each other before. They were usually at odds, working out their frustrations and territory battles within my cage. “Where’s Bo Peep?”
I brushed my fingers over the stock of the shotgun. She was under the bar, where I always kept her when I was working.
“Think it’ll get bad?” I asked.
“Yes,” Gloria said. “It’ll get bad.”
A man elbowed up to the bar, planting both hands on it, leaning all his six and a half feet of height over Gloria. “Cancel the fight,” he growled.
She spat a curse at him in Spanish, so colorful that even I wasn’t quite sure what she’d said. Apparently, he understood. He slammed his fist into the bar. “Don’t you fucking talk to me like that, woman. You heard what I said! Cancel the fucking fight!”
I pushed up beside Gloria and caught this guy’s eye. Showed no fear. “That’s not how it works. We fight every two weeks, whether or not anyone’s here. It’s the law in Lobo Norte. It’s how we’ve always done it.”
“You can’t do the Fang initiation fight until the Needles get here,” he said.
My blood ran cold. “The Needles? What do you mean, the Needles?”
Gloria elbowed me aside. “Get your skinny ass back there,” she barked, aiming a kick at my shins. I leaped out of the way. By the time I was free of her reach, her attention was back on Dickwad across the bar. “She’s right. The fight goes. We don’t wait for anyone.”
“You’ll regret it,” he said. “I’ll make you regret it.”
She was unimpressed. “Sign up or fuck off.”
My hand slipped under the bar, caressing Bo Peep. Give me a reason. Just give me a reason to shoot you, asshole.
But he backed away with a final warning look at Gloria.
At the same time, a hush fell over the bar.
Mad Dog had approached the chalkboard. The other gangs stepped back. Even the Hag’s Boys dipped their heads and looked at their feet.
The display reminded me of submissive dogs. When you’d kicked a mutt enough that it rolled over and pissed itself every time you walked past.
Chuck had the chalk. He offered it to Mad Dog.
The biker’s eyes cut through the crowd and fell on me. The corner of his mouth lifted in a knowing smirk. Then he slashed the chalk over the board four times, writing four different names to fill the final four lines for tonight’s fights.
Old Yeller. Pit Bull. Smoky.
Trouble.
My stomach flipped. Cooper was going to fight. He was still healing from the night before, and he was going into the cage.
Mad Dog was watching me to see if I’d react, but I didn’t let my fear show on my face. I made myself smile and bat my eyelashes. Push my cleavage together with my arms. Make a kissy face at him. Let him think I was some dumb whore, just like any of the Coyote Ranch girls.
He didn’t look fooled. He tipped his head at me and headed back to the table.
Gloria took down the chalkboard. Counted the names.
“We’re on,” she said.



CHAPTER SIX
NOBODY CARES ABOUT seeing a pair of tits once the men have taken the cage, so I didn’t bother stripping during the fights. I stayed behind the bar. It gave me a prime view through the doorway to the crowd around the raised platform, the iron bars, the flickering lights overhead.
There was magic in that cage. Not exactly the kind of magic that Abuelita had taught me to cast, but the natural allure of violence and pain.
A current rippled through the crowd as the first pair climbed in.
“Bloody Pete and Ezio!” Gloria had said, selecting two entries off of the chalkboard. She could always read the names, even when the one signing had only left a scribble. She simply knew.
Bloody Pete was a diminutive man missing his left ear. It was a wound he’d always had, as long as I’d been in Lobo Norte, but it still oozed pus and blood down his jaw—hence the name. His face looked like cauliflower. I could still tell he was excited as he hauled himself over the bars.
Ezio wasn’t much bigger than him, and was nearly as ugly. A good match, probably by accident. Gloria liked the mismatched fights better.
When they were both inside, Gloria climbed up to slam the door shut and padlock it.
The watchers hooted. Hollered. A hand slipped up the inside of Gloria’s thigh and she caught the thumb in her hand, twisting it hard enough that I heard the pop from the bar. That only made the shouts louder.
She hopped down, grabbed a mallet, swung it at the bell. It rang with a clear chime that resonated over all the shouting.
The men were silent fighters, circling each other with their fists lifted, watching each other through the guards of their forearms.
The crowd was not so quiet. The gangs roared, shaking the bars, slamming their fists against the cage. They shrieked suggestions. Stomped their feet. Made the whole bar shake with their fervor. It was a frightening sound, not unlike what I thought it might sound like to stand on the brink of Hell.
My hands moved as though with consciousness of their own, pouring beers, sliding them across the bar, flipping fresh steins into place under the taps. Foam dribbled over my wrists. Even as I sucked the moisture off my skin, I couldn’t tear my eyes from Bloody Pete and Ezio.
Pete took the first real swing.
He lunged forward and to the side, bringing a right hook around Ezio’s guard. Knuckles slapped against the meat of his shoulder. Ezio took the chance to make an uppercut.
Bloody Pete’s head snapped backward. He stumbled into the bars.
It was a short fight. Short and bloody. Once they got a measure of each other, they were beating hard, digging into their weaknesses. Ezio boxed Pete’s bleeding ear and made the man howl. The two tumbled to the ground in a writhing mass of limbs, kicking, kneeing, elbowing.
Bloody Pete ended up on top of Ezio, screaming wordlessly as he wailed on the other man. Blood splattered over the floor. The crowd grew feverish, banging against the outside of the cage, sending spittle and sweat flying.
And then Pete stood, and there was nothing under him but the bloody pulp of what had been a man.
Ezio had refused to tap out. Now he would be lucky to wake up ever again.
That was the nature of the cage.
Gloria opened the door. Took Pete’s wrist and shook his fist. “Victory!” she crowed. “Victoria!”
Everyone seemed like they turned to Big Papa all at once. He was sitting in the corner of the room on a stool, no taller than anyone else, yet undeniably kingly. He nodded his approval.
Cheers. Screams.
Gloria announced the next fight, and the next. One by one, the men fell to pain and blood.
Then she called, “Red Eagle! Trouble!”
Trouble. My heart flipped as I swung around to look at the Fang Brothers in the corner. Cooper.
He stood, stripping off his leather vest and dropping it on the table. His muscles bulged against his shirt. It looked so tight on him that I thought it might tear. There was no way to tell that he had just been shredded by Big Papa the night before, that he had spent that morning bleeding in my bed—he looked hale and ready to fight. But I knew the truth.
I vaulted over the bar as he cut a path through the crowd, moving to meet Red Eagle in the cage.
“Ofelia!” Gloria snapped.
I didn’t acknowledge her. I couldn’t stand by while Cooper was in the cage. I couldn’t.
Seizing his arm, I dragged him away from the door. “You’re still injured,” I whispered urgently, trying to haul him toward the bar’s back room.
He dug his heels in. Shoved me off of him.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he asked, fury flaming within his golden eyes.
What was I doing? He looked so angry at me. “I thought I was helping you.”
“I don’t need your help,” he spat. “Don’t make that mistake again.” He might as well have slapped me, his tone was so vicious. A cold ache flooded my heart. Then he lowered his voice and said, “Not where Big Papa can see.”
I didn’t have the strength to try to stop him again.
He mounted the stairs, throwing his leg over the bars to slip inside. He stripped his shirt off over his head. The lights reflected on his bare, sweaty muscles. He wasn’t the most ripped of the bikers that had been in the cage tonight, but there was something breathtaking about the sight of him, all broad-shouldered and narrow-waisted with the wolf curved over his chest.
The injuries weren’t completely healed. The tooth and claw marks still crisscrossed his shoulders.
Red Eagle was a behemoth of a man, so broad that I doubted he’d be able to walk through a doorway without turning sideways. Cooper wasn’t short, but Red Eagle was a full head taller.
When Gloria closed the door, it sounded like a coffin getting slammed shut.
I pushed my way to the front of the crowd.
Cooper circled Red Eagle, arms at his sides. He wasn’t guarding himself. His hands were curled as though they might grow claws at any moment. And his eyes—he looked so hungry. More like the wolf that had bitten me the night before than the man who had let me see into his heart that morning.
Through the bars, I saw the man who had demanded that we delay the fight. I hadn’t caught his name, but his face was memorable—that ugly, twisted scowl, those piercing black eyes. His skin was unnaturally pale for a biker. Usually, they were browned from the sun. This guy looked like he had never been outside in his life. And his hair was glossy black.
Why did he look familiar?
He slipped out the back door, and a sense of unease that had nothing to do with Cooper’s state of injury settled over me.
That biker was up to something.
Of course, when you confined multiple gangs to a single town that was nothing more than a handful of trailers collected in the middle of a perpetual dust storm, it would have been much stranger if the bikers didn’t get up to shit.
A gasp rippled through the crowd, drawing my attention back to Cooper and away from the pale-skinned biker.
Red Eagle had aimed a kick at Cooper’s head. He was fast—his leg was a blur as it lashed out—but I could see that there were studs on the toe of his boot. Big silver spikes.
Cooper ducked under it. The boot whistled over his head.
He lunged, swiping at Red Eagle. His hand cuffed the side of the man’s head. Boxed his ear.
And then all of the lights in the bar died and pitch darkness fell over the room.
 

If you’ve never been a stripper trying to fight your way out of a room filled with ruffians in the dark—and, I mean, who hasn’t?—then let me tell you this: If you think bikers are handsy when they’re drunk, just wait until you can’t see who’s fondling you.
I managed to get out of the bar with most of my clothes and my pride intact. As soon as the door swung shut behind me, I buttoned my shorts up and stuffed my tits into my bra. Someone had even managed to slip a couple of singles into my cleavage. At least they’d paid for the honor of feeling me up. Could have been worse.
It was much brighter outside under the waning moon than it had been inside; I didn’t even need a flashlight to find my way to Johnny, who was inspecting our breaker panel with the help of his Bic lighter. His figure had a lot in common with a wire coat hanger that had been bent into the shape of a man—impossibly skinny and sharp-edged. He had more sores on his face than teeth in his skull.
“You do this?” he asked me.
“Yeah,” I said. “I broke our electricity from inside the bar. Danced so hard that the breakers blew. Sorry. Can’t help being so sexy.”
Johnny snorted. A line of snot slipped down his lip. He wiped it away with the back of his hand. “Not a breaker.” He moved to the generator, where there was already a much more curvaceous figure inspecting the machinery. Whenever I saw Johnny and Gloria together, all I could think of was that old nursery rhyme: Jack Sprat could eat no fat, his wife could eat no lean. And so betwixt the two of them, they licked the platter clean. If Gloria had been hollow, Johnny could have easily fit inside of her three times.
“It was one of the bikers,” I said. “The one who told us to postpone the fight.”
Gloria didn’t doubt me for a second. “I’ll feed the fucker’s balls to the coyotes. But first you bring the power back, Johnny.”
“I’ll see about that.”
He worked in silence for a few minutes while Gloria and I waited. The men were pouring out the front doors of the bar now, filling the night with shouts and the sound of shattering glass. Heading back to their bikes. I took that to mean that the fights were over.
That biker had gotten what he wanted.
“Yup, it’s bad,” Johnny said, wiping his hands with a rag. It didn’t clean his skin off so much as redistribute the oil. “Looks like it’s one of the belts. Think we’re missing a couple of bolts, too—gotta replace those, or it’ll shake itself apart next time we turn it on.”
“We can fix all that.” I glanced at Gloria. “Right?”
Her expression spoke of bad things. Very bad things. Her penciled eyebrows were drawn low. “We’ll have to go into town to buy a replacement.”
The words settled into me with a prickly frisson. “Go into town” were three small words that meant one very big deal. It meant pulling out our old pickup, which ran on prayers and spitballs and gas fumes. It had a manual transmission that only Gloria knew how to drive and only Johnny knew how to repair—and it frequently needed repairs. Which meant that both of them would need to take it “into town.” Either across the border to the United States or Mexico. Into the real world.
Either way, they’d be leaving Lobo Norte.
“No,” I said. Not because I thought I could change anyone’s mind, or even the situation, but just because denying it made me feel better for a brief, shining moment. “We can’t leave the fight unfinished. All that money…”
“No refunds,” Gloria said. “I’ve already paid out the money. Besides, the men won’t go anywhere until the initiation’s over.”
That news surprised me. “You paid out? But there was no winner.”
“This is a special fight. The entry fees went elsewhere. Winners get a different prize.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
Gloria pinched me. “Don’t ask questions.”
“We’ll leave tonight,” Johnny said, slamming the panel on the side shut. “Depending on how long it takes the part to come in, and how the pickup handles the drive, we might be back in a week. No more than two. Ofelia, you can handle the girls for a couple weeks, can’t you?”
It was a taunt. He knew I didn’t want to have jack shit to do with the girls, and he didn’t want me to go anywhere near them anyway. His whores, as much as they irked me, wouldn’t be the problem. It would be the bikers. The Fang Brothers weren’t going anywhere for the rest of the month. I’d be stranded with them.
Nothing could make me show weakness in front of Johnny—not even the threat of dealing with the Fangs alone.
“I can handle Lobo Norte,” I said, lifting my chin.
“No, you can’t,” Gloria snapped. “Not by yourself.”
She was probably right. Those bikers were coyotes that would eat me alive the instant they caught me alone and vulnerable. I’d gotten pretty good at taking wild dogs down in Lobo Norte, but I didn’t have enough buckshot to take so many men all at once.
How could I run a bar, a motel, and a whorehouse if I was constantly watching my back, too?
“I’ll help her.”
We turned. Cooper stood behind us. There was no way to tell how long he had been listening. At our attention he rubbed a hand over his jaw, along the stubble on his scalp, down the back of his neck. Like he was trying to wipe our gazes away. All his earlier animosity was gone.
“What’s that you said?” Johnny asked, eyes narrowing to slits, until I could barely see his pupils sunken into his face.
“I’ll help Ofelia run Lobo Norte,” Cooper said. “The gangs won’t go anywhere until we do. You can’t run a bar alone. I used to work at my family’s restaurant, so I can help.”
Gloria rolled up to him, ready to argue. But before she could speak, I said, “Thank you.”
Cooper and me, alone in Lobo Norte.
What could go wrong?



CHAPTER SEVEN
WHEN I RETURNED to my trailer, I found that The Devil card hadn’t burned. It sat in a bowl of cold ashes, totally undamaged.
Something strange was happening at Lobo Norte. Stranger than usual, anyway, which said a lot. This card was the crux of it. The card, the Fang Brothers, the pale-skinned biker that wanted us to delay the so-called “initiation”—it was all The Devil’s fault.
Setting the card on my windowsill, I watched Gloria and Johnny head out in the pickup, carving a path through the night with the flickering headlights. As they trundled along the busted asphalt, their lights shined on glistening chrome, catching all the bikers hunkering down for the night with blow and bitches.
I glimpsed Kelsie, one of the whores, naked on her knees in front of Red Eagle. And then the lights had moved on to a pair of men with needles in their arms. And then the pickup was turned away and I couldn’t see anything but retreating taillights.
They blinked out halfway up the hill. Back to the real world. Away from the surreal, gritty oasis of Lobo Norte.
It had been a long time since I tried to cast magic, but that night I knew I was going to need my trailer warded—protected by powerful spells. I went through the effort of sprinkling salt at all of my windows and doors, burning a lotus smudge, filling my single-wide with purifying energy. I built an invisible wall of magic that nobody would be able to pass without my permission.
I prayed to Hecate. I prayed to the Horned God.
A feeling of safety crept over me, and I wasn’t sure if it was imagined or if the gods really could see me in that forsaken nowhere-place. I would find out if the bikers tried to raid my trailer that night. Hopefully, the hookers would keep them busy enough that nobody would come for the stripper.
Just in case, I slept cuddled up with Bo Peep that night, watching The Devil watching me from the windowsill.
It seemed counterproductive to ward my home with that thing still inside.
I wasn’t sure if I was imagining things, but in the half-light of the moon, I thought that The Devil’s leering face looked very much like Big Papa.
 

The fact that I woke up in the morning unmolested was a pleasant surprise. Sunshine poured through my window, warming Bo Peep’s metal to body temperature. She was a better bed companion than any of the bikers I had ever allowed to join me before. She felt solid and comforting against my chest. I slept better with the scent of her lubricant lingering in my sinuses than the musk of a man’s sweat.
The fact I’d slept so well was no small feat, considering that the bikers’ carousing had kept me awake until the brink of dawn. They always got into fights after a cage match. Gunfire and screams were a Lobo Norte fixture on those kinds of nights. But last night, most of the men hadn’t gotten to work out their frustrations in the cage, and all that bloodlust had to go somewhere.
They had fought for hours. I’d be surprised if there weren’t a couple dozen dead bodies waiting for Johnny’s oven.
But they hadn’t come to bother me, which meant I didn’t care, and it wasn’t my problem.
I whispered thanks to Hecate, released my wards, and headed out with Bo Peep broken over my arm, loading her as I walked across the sun-baked soil toward The Lodge.
The generator looked forlorn when I passed it, standing silently behind my bar, all its mechanical parts unmoving. The perpetually illuminated “OPEN” sign on the bar’s front window was, for the first time, lightless.
Between the bar and The Lodge, the bikers’ encampment sprawled over the dusty earth. Some men slept in the shadow of their bikes. Others hid underneath tarps and blankets. Tents were a rare sight—camping out in Lobo Norte seemed to be a dick-measuring contest of who could be most rugged. If they were happy to get sunburned in the pursuit of looking tough, then far be it from me to judge. I would have taken a tent, though.
I wasn’t sure what drew me to The Lodge, yet Cooper was waiting for me, alone behind the row of motel rooms, as if we had prearranged the meeting.
It was the first time that I had seen his ride. I was inured to motorcycles by now; I’d seen so many skull-shaped decorations and shiny chrome parts that I hadn’t thought anything could impress me anymore. Yet Cooper’s motorcycle was as breathtaking as the sight of his shirtless body. It was a deep cherry-blue, lean and mean, with arching handlebars and fat tires. A cruising machine with a massive fucking engine. I had no doubt that it could shake a man’s teeth out of his head when it was turned on.
He was crouched beside it with a toolbox, working intently. I thought that he hadn’t noticed my approach until he said, “Morning.”
I glanced at the sky. Judging by the position of the sun, it was almost midday. But it definitely felt like morning with all the snoring bikers spread around my town. “Good morning. What are you doing?”
“Something’s off about her timing,” he said. “I’m fixing her.”
I took a long time to study him as he worked. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. That was good. I was thinking that I needed to write it into Lobo Norte’s charter that he wasn’t allowed to wear shirts within our borders. Not that we had a charter.
His wounds were already on the brink of healing. It had barely been thirty-six hours since his mauling by Big Papa.
“The generator was sabotaged,” I said, surprising myself with the pronouncement. “Someone wanted to delay the fight last night.”
“It worked,” Cooper said. “Big Papa says everyone’s hanging around until the next fight.”
That meant we’d have a full house, so to speak, for two weeks. That pale-skinned biker would be among them. As if the Fang Brothers alone weren’t bad enough…
“They want to be initiated into your pack,” I said. It wasn’t really a question.
Cooper sat back on his heels, a wrench dangling from one hand. He squinted at me through the sunlight. He looked out of place against the desert. He should have been lurking in chilly alpine forests, splashing through rivers, kissed by rain.
“Some people want to be like me,” he said. “Got a pair of hands? I need help.”
I set Bo Peep on the ground. “Did you want to be like…this?”
Cooper returned his attention to the bike. “Lots of men want to be in the pack. Real bad men. It’s an honor. And it’s useful to be able to fight and heal like this. You can get high on any drug, as much as you want, without dying. You can get shot in the gut and live on.”
That wasn’t an answer. Not really. But his tone was pained, and I didn’t want to push.
“You said you need help?” I asked.
“Get on,” Cooper said. “Hold it in place for me.”
It took a moment for the command to sink in, and once it did, a flush climbed up my cheeks.
He was telling me to get on the motorcycle.
That was only a few degrees less filthy than what I had initially thought he meant. There was something intensely personal about a man’s machine. This was something he loved more than life itself, caring for it with obvious adoration. It was his partner on the road. His pride and joy.
I climbed onto the motorcycle. It felt solid between my legs, and somehow right, like I was meant to clutch something so large and hard between my thighs. The leather was hot from the sunlight. It burned against the tender edge of flesh exposed by my shorts. I lifted myself an inch, shifted, spread my legs a little more. It pressed my core right against the hard leather. Kind of took my breath away.
Bracing my hands against the seat in front of me, precariously balanced on my toes, it felt like I was sitting on top of a beast that might leap at any moment. It felt dangerous. There was no way I could control such a monster.
“Think it should work now,” Cooper said.
He settled behind me with a creak of leather and denim, pressing his chest against my back, his hips sinking in behind mine.
Now I was trapped between man and machine, engulfed in the sour smell of lubricant and the musky warmth of his sweat. If I’d had any thoughts of escaping, it would have been too late now. But I didn’t want to escape. I wanted to be there, with Cooper’s chaps burning against the backs of my legs and his breath on my braids, the too-hard shape of the motorcycle under me.
He took my hands in his. “Turn it on,” he whispered into the back of my neck, guiding my fingers to the ignition.
My eyes slid shut. I couldn’t remember the last time I had drawn in a breath, and the world was dizzier than when I was spinning on the pole, with no sense of up or down.
Together, our hands turned the key.
The motorcycle growled to life. What had been a solid, slumbering beast a moment before suddenly came to life, shaking hard underneath me. The engine purred a tone that was music to my ears. Better still when Cooper chuckled warmly. I wasn’t sure I’d heard him laugh like that before.
“Fixed it.” I felt his lips move against the back of my neck.
“Good,” I said breathlessly. “That’s…good.”
Cooper spread his hand over my spine and pushed me forward. Not much. Just enough to roll my hips forward and lean all my weight against my clit, letting the engine’s vibrations spread through my pelvis. I sucked in a breath. “Oh!”
“Stay there,” he murmured. His other hand curved around my belly, pinning me in position. “Right there. Don’t move.”
My heart fluttered wildly as liquid heat spread through my body, unfolding behind my navel, sucking the last wisps of oxygen from my lungs. Getting rolled forward had pulled the hem of my shorts up tight, between my nether lips, and it created a direct line from the engine to my clit. My knees trembled.
“Cooper, it’s too much,” I said, and I was amazed that I could get that many coherent words out.
“Stay.” He was growling now, at almost the exact same pitch as the engine.
Cooper pushed his hips forward a fraction, and I realized that he was hard. Not the kind of hard that came from sitting close to a pretty girl, but the kind of aching hardness that a man got moments before he lost control. I could feel the ridge of him through our jeans. He pressed between my cheeks, found the valley between the muscles, fitted himself against me. The layers of denim seemed too much and yet not enough at the same time.
The desert sun pounded against me. My skin was scorching and hot pleasure writhed in my depths. Sweat rolled down the cleft of my spine, puddled on his hands.
All he’d done was shift me a half an inch and turn on the motorcycle, and I was on the brink of unraveling.
“Something’s still out of alignment,” he said. “Think I gotta tweak the engine a little more.”
He flipped the engine off.
Those beautiful vibrations were suddenly gone, leaving me feeling weak and panting and more than just a little pissed. “Hey,” I protested.
Cooper moved me to grip the handlebars. I could stay in the same position this way, shifted just slightly forward. I felt so empty without his hands on my body. “Hang on to these and don’t let go.”
“Why? Worried the motorcycle’s going to fall while you’re working on it?” I asked.
“No,” he growled against the nape of my neck. “I want to see you stretched out. I’m not done with you.”
He dismounted, and even though it had to have hit a hundred degrees, my back was suddenly cold. I was exposed on top of his motorcycle, sweating and shaking, coming down from the edge of orgasm outside The Lodge where anyone could see us.
My eyes swept over the desert. My bar was only a faded orange block on the horizon, obscured by dust. That was home. That was safety.
I was a long way from safe right now.
But the only person looking at me was Cooper. His chaps, dirty and scraped and battered, encased muscular legs that led up to a hard-cut vee just above his belt, and a dusky brush of hair encircling his navel. He was sweating, too. Sweating and oily and dusty. I wanted to bathe him with my tongue, tongue the ridge of his collarbone, nibble the hollow of his throat.
Judging by his expression, he was thinking something similar about me. His eyes were enough to set me on fire again. His full lips were pressed into a hard line.
He wiped his arm over his forehead. That little motion flexed his abs, bared the rippling bricks of his ribs. The wolf tattoo on his chest seemed to be staring at me, too. Reminding me that this was no ordinary man.
Cooper grabbed something from his tool box. Then he kneeled beside me, fingers skimming over the top of my thigh, tracing the line of my calf. I tried to move so that he could reach the machinery underneath, but his hands locked down.
“Don’t,” he said.
He reached around my leg to adjust something. His stubbled cheek itched against my skin. His breath teased the back of my knee.
Cooper was so close to where I needed him. I was hot and swollen and wanting. Yet he worked on his motorcycle as if I weren’t there, like I was just another piece of the machine.
I moved to grab his head, trying to guide his mouth to my thigh. He moved in a flash. He seized my wrist, forcing me to grab the handlebar again.
There was anger in his eyes. Actual anger. “I told you not to move.”
His hand came down on me. The shorts were cut high enough that it bared the lower curve of my ass, and that was where he struck me, his palm curving on the bare flesh to give a meaty smack.
Cooper had hit me.
I was so shocked that I grabbed the handlebar without even thinking. The glint of satisfaction in his eyes was all I needed to know. He liked that I had leaped to obey him, and he liked that it was the strike that had motivated me. He was getting off on this.
My eyes flicked down to the waist of his jeans. The seam was straining.
He was really getting off on this.
Heat flushed between my legs again, almost as powerfully as when the engine had been running. I wanted him to look at me like that again. I wanted him to hit me again, as if I hadn’t been tortured enough by men.
What was wrong with me?
He kneeled once more, just long enough to make a couple more changes. Then he stood back, the wrench clenched in his fist, and his gaze sliced into me. “You can let go long enough to turn it on,” Cooper said. “Then grab it again. And don’t move.”
A thrill raced through me.
I fumbled for the key. Twisted it.
The engine came to life once more, making the seat of the motorcycle shake underneath me, and I thought I understood what he meant when he had said that something had been out of alignment. The rumbling was so smooth now. Smooth and hard and strong.
Pleasure unfolded inside of me, turning my thoughts to white noise. I struggled to breathe. “Please,” I said, my grip white-knuckled on the handlebars.
Cooper didn’t move. He just watched. He was breathing hard, golden eyes bright.
Too much. It was all too much—his stare, being so far from him, unable to touch his body, needing to be stroked and kissed and licked…
I let go of the motorcycle. Pushed myself off the seat with trembling legs.
“I can’t,” I gasped.
Cooper flung the wrench to the ground and slammed my hands back onto the bars, fingers engulfing mine. He shoved his face close. “If you can’t, then I’ll make you.”
There were steel chains—where had he gotten chains? They looked like something that an angry Alpha might use to tie down an errant werewolf on the full moon. But I wasn’t a werewolf. I wasn’t super-strong, with super-healing, and a wild rage that needed to be contained. I was a woman. Just a woman.
The chains were slender and strong. He wrapped them around my wrists, looped them around the shiny chrome handlebars, binding me to the motorcycle.
I squirmed on the seat, resisting the growing ache that came from the vibrations. I couldn’t escape them now. Cooper had trapped me.
“But I’ll come,” I said. It came out more whining than I intended.
“I know,” he said.
“We’re outside. Anyone could see me.”
Again, he said, “I know. Won’t be long until Big Papa gets back, actually.”
The idea of that big, gruff, terrifying werewolf Alpha finding me with his newest pack member was terrifying—and thrilling. The fact that I was as excited as I was frightened by it was strange. Confusing. But my entire body and mind was focused on the place where my hips contacted the seat of the motorcycle, the way that the chains bit into my wrists, the fact that I was trapped and there was nothing to do but ride out the pleasure.
“Please,” I said again. I wasn’t sure what I was asking for.
The vibrations built inside of me, but it wasn’t enough. By repairing the engine, he had reduced the shaking just enough that it couldn’t push me over the edge on its own. My heart slammed against the inside of my chest, and my head rolled back on my shoulders, letting the sunlight scorch my sweaty brow.
So close. I bucked against the seat, seeking the angle that would end it all for me.
I was lost in the feeling. The cresting, crashing, rolling inside of myself. Hot wind kissed the globes of my heaving breasts.
Cooper growled, and then he was behind me, on the motorcycle again, straddling the seat behind me.
“Beautiful,” he said. The word slipped through my barely-conscious haze of pleasure. Couldn’t make sense of it. Didn’t matter.
“Cooper,” I breathed.
He was everything. Cooper, the desert and the sun in the sky; Cooper, the heat on my skin and the slickness of flesh against flesh.
Cooper.
“Yes,” he said. “Come for me.”
He sank his teeth into my shoulder, biting down on the scars that would never let me forget how I had ended up in Lobo Norte.
That flash of pain shoved me over the edge.
I lost everything. My mind, my body, my fear. I came undone in Cooper’s arms with my wrists chained to his motorcycle and his erection pressed against my back.
I had never known such pleasure.



CHAPTER EIGHT
WHEN I CAME to again, the chains were gone and I was no longer tipped forward on the motorcycle. I was reclining against his chest. My head rested on his shoulder. He was stroking my braids, murmuring soft nonsense in my ear. The motorcycle idled underneath us, purring like a satisfied cat. I could relate.
I stretched, letting my arms twine around his neck, pinning his head beside mine.
“If I ever find out who hurt you,” Cooper said, “I’m going to rip him limb from limb and eat his flesh.” He whispered it into my ear, as if it were ordinary pillow talk rather than threats of vengeful cannibalism.
“My brother already got the perpetrator arrested,” I said. “He’s in prison somewhere.”
His hand skimmed over the ridge of scars on my shoulder. “He deserved worse.”
I didn’t exactly disagree.
Cooper turned my chin and caught my lips in a searing kiss, hotter than the sunlight, more painful than the sun against my tender skin. He tasted like tequila and blood. When we broke for air, I asked, “Is there a biker gang called the Needles?”
“Why are you asking?”
Because that was who the pale-skinned biker had said was coming, and I could only think of one group called the Needles. The Silver Needles, to be exact. Just thinking the name made my skin hurt. But they were local to Los Angeles, not bikers, and they didn’t travel.
At least, I didn’t think they did.
His hands slipped around my midsection. “You’re mine. I won’t let them hurt you.” That comforted me so much more than it should have.
Cooper’s hands wandered over my body, familiarizing himself with the shape of my breasts, the plane of my stomach, the ample swells of my hips. My juices had soaked the juncture of my thighs, slicked beyond the hem of my shorts by sweat. Cooper wiped it up with a finger. Licked his skin clean.
“Mine,” he growled, and that single syllable, combined with the sight of him tasting me, was so erotic that I almost lost it all over again.
I wanted to agree with him so much, but I barely knew him. Being brought to climax on a man’s motorcycle was hardly a first date. Okay, it was much better than a first date. But who was he? How had he ended up with the Fangs? What was going on between us?
Sex was one thing. I could do sex. Any more than that was expecting too much, too soon.
He wasn’t the first biker to roll through Lobo Norte that thought he could sweep the stripper off her feet, but he was definitely the most convincing of them.
I knew we were no longer alone when I felt Cooper tense behind me.
It was Mad Dog. “Big Papa wants you.”
Cooper’s hands tightened on me. “What for?”
“Because he does. Who knows? It doesn’t matter. He calls, we come.” Mad Dog ambled around the bike, his expression inscrutable. I refused to move. I was comfortable resting against Cooper and I wasn’t going to let some werewolf intimidate me.
“I’ll be there in a minute,” Cooper said.
“You know what’s good for you, you’ll have been there five minutes ago.”
That definitely sounded like a threat. “We got the message,” I snapped. “Thanks.”
Mad Dog had the nerve to look amused. “Collar the bitch, Trouble, or you’re both going to be in deep shit.”
I rolled my eyes. You’d think a werewolf biker could come up with a better insult than “bitch.”
“He’s right,” Cooper murmured. “I should go.”
Reluctantly, I allowed him to get up. I double-checked the kickstand before joining him. Didn’t want to drop his beautiful bike in the dust.
Cooper snagged his shirt off the ground and pulled it over his head. “I’ll take you home first,” he told me.
I laughed. “No thanks. I’m fine.” My trailer was all of a half a mile away, and I wasn’t afraid of walking around Lobo Norte alone during the day, even when it was filled with bikers. I didn’t need an escort.
“Suit yourself,” he said. His gaze raked down my body. “I’ll see you soon.”
I shivered.
He left to find Big Papa, and I suddenly felt so much more alone than I’d expected. I wondered if I’d made the right choice blowing him off.
Mad Dog didn’t move to follow Cooper. He gazed down at me with heated gold eyes.
“Your smell,” he said.
Could he tell what Cooper and I had been doing? Just how good was a werewolf’s nose?
I lifted my chin. “What about it?” He reached for me, and I stepped back. “You don’t touch me without money first.”
He ignored my protest, grabbing me by the hip with one hand as the other slid roughly up my thigh. Mad Dog smelled his fingers. His eyes rolled into the back of his head. The only thing he didn’t do was lick his chops.
Gloria had taught me a thing or two about teaching respect to men who were all hands. I rammed my elbow into his solar plexus. “Fuck off,” I said, and I spat on his feet.
He didn’t try to touch me again. He also barely reacted to the blow. Guess I was going to have to learn a few new tricks to handle werewolf men. “What is it about you, Ofelia?” he asked. “My little brother’s got a huge hard-on for you, and I get it. I smell it, too. You’re not just any woman. But why?”
“I’m just that great,” I said with confidence that I didn’t feel.
“How’d you get those scars?”
“I cut off a man’s balls and ate them. He tried to get revenge.” I gestured to the scar tissue. “I killed him for it.”
“You’re lying,” Mad Dog said. He tapped the side of his nose. “We always know.”
Then he should know that it also wasn’t any of his fucking business. The only person I’d told about my scars was Gloria, and I planned on keeping it that way.
He popped two of his fingers into his mouth, sucking on them slowly, licking my scent off of his skin. There was promise in his eyes. Not the promise of lust that I always saw in Cooper, but the promise of violence.
I turned my back to him and walked away, showing no fear.
But I didn’t need to show it. He could probably smell it on me.
 

I didn’t open the bar that night, or the night after. Being alone in Lobo Norte during the day was one thing. Being alone during the night was another entirely.
Just because it wasn’t the full moon didn’t mean there was no reason to fear.
It was strange to go through my day without Gloria and Johnny. They weren’t friends, but they were family in our twisted way—the people I relied on seeing day in and day out. And I hadn’t seen Cooper since Big Papa had summoned him, either. So typical of a man. Incredible orgasms one day, and then no calls for a week.
Lobo Norte was a tiny, isolated town, yet I had never felt so lonely there as I did now, trapped within its magical borders with a bunch of bikers waiting for the chance to beat the shit out of each other in my cage.
With nothing else to do, and without risk of Gloria catching me, I pulled the altar out of the hidden cubby. I’d tried to set fire to The Devil again. It was probably insanity to try the same thing a dozen times and hope for a different result, but I wasn’t crazy enough to be shocked when I found the card undamaged.
“Guess you’re used to the fires of Hell, aren’t you?” I muttered at his grinning visage. The card hadn’t even been scalded by sitting in a bowl of smoldering coals.
My ritual skills were pretty rusty after months of disuse, but I wanted to know more about this card. Abuelita had taught me a thing or two about tracking magic. I could try tagging the card to see where it had come from.
I pulled together everything I could. Some sagebrush blossoms, a little sand, rattlesnake skin, sulfur-infused water from the geyser a mile behind my trailer. Walking through the desert heat to collect them left me drenched in sweat and exhausted. But I knew it was worth it. I could feel the power in everything I pulled together, just waiting for me to direct it.
Habit made me lock my bedroom door before I got down to casting. I knew Gloria wasn’t home yet—she couldn’t bother me. In truth, I was much more afraid of Pops, my grandpa who lived in Los Angeles. Silly, right? I was afraid of a guy who lived in another country. In another world.
Teenage paranoia was a hard habit to shake.
As I ground the sand and sage together, Pops’s voice whispered at me from memory. “Hawke women don’t cast magic,” he’d said. “You know what’s good for you, you’ll never touch so much as a coil of enchanted copper. Got it?”
Abuelita had disagreed with him. Their arguments had shaken the walls of our tiny house.
I rolled the wetted mixture of plants and sand in the rattlesnake skin. It was warm to my touch, almost electric. It reminded me of Abuelita. A comforting sensation. She’d always smelled like good cigars and whiskey, and her skin had felt like the sweet kiss of magic. I’d loved curling up in her lap while she cast the old magic, watching her spin smoke into shapes for my entertainment.
“This is your past,” she’d told me once, blowing a butterfly out of cigar smoke. I had been a small child at the time. The sight of it had made me clap and giggle. “And this is your future.” Another puff.
“What is it?” I’d asked, reaching up to grab for the coils of smoke.
“You’ll know,” she’d said.
Maybe it was my imagination, or the distortion of memories through time, but I was pretty sure she’d blown a smoke wolf at me.
I whispered an incantation with the snake skin between my palms. “Blessed Hecate, work your will. Show me the truth behind the veil. Show me where the card hails from.”
And then I opened the skin and scattered the sand on the face of The Devil.
Magic swelled within me, connecting me to the card. A coil of smoke rose from its image. It was almost as thick as when Abuelita had blown the smoke from her cigars, and it thrilled me to see the spell working.
It writhed, twisting into an arrow upthrust toward the sky, its base planted solidly on the center of the card.
That was how it froze.
I waited to see if it would change, but it remained still. My eyes tracked the path of the smoky arrow toward the roof. I hadn’t expected my spell to work miracles—I hadn’t expected it to work at all, actually—but I had hoped that it would form a shape that told me where it had come from.
Yet it pointed skyward. Not toward any city or individual who might have given it to me.
Somehow, I was more surprised that the arrow wasn’t pointing down to Hell.
Someone knocked on my front door and I lost my concentration. The spell snapped. Scrambling to my feet, I beat the smoke out of the air, stuffed The Devil in my back pocket, and tossed my duvet over the altar. Even I wasn’t sure why I was being so paranoid. It wasn’t like Pops had come down from Los Angeles to yell at me for casting magic.
I hoped for Cooper when I opened the door, but it was Tatiana, one of the Coyote Ranch girls. “You’ve got to open the bar,” she said, wringing her hands together.
I gave her the once-over. She was wearing a baggy skirt, a tank top, flip flops. Her sleek black hair was pulled back in a practical ponytail. She wasn’t wearing any makeup. “What’s wrong?”
“You’ve got to distract them,” Tatiana said. “Kelsie is sick. She took too much lethe.”
Lethe was one of the weirder drugs Johnny sold. It was a super-strong mix of stimulants and hallucinogens that was powerful enough to knock any supernatural creature on her ass for a night-long high. I’d seen the girls snorting it before. It made them happy, made the sex and alcohol better, made it so they could turn tricks all night long.
It could also kill a human woman if she took more than a few grains.
“Is she going to die?” I asked, my alarm climbing.
“I don’t know. But she can’t work, and Leanne is taking care of her, so I’m on my own.” She wrung her hands. “I can’t handle that many guys. They’re bored, Ofelia. You need to distract them or they’re going to become violent.”
Become violent? If the scuffles I’d been hearing over the last few nights weren’t violence, then I didn’t want to see what would happen once it got worse.
I was safe in my warded trailer. All I had to do was stay locked up until Gloria and Johnny came back, fixed the generator, and finished off the cage fights. The Ranch girls weren’t my problem. They stayed out of my bar, and I stayed out of their whorehouse.
But her pleading eyes made me waver.
A figure approaching my trailer caught my attention. He was obscured by the dust storm, but I could tell instantly that it was Cooper. Relief and arousal were a powerful mix. I grabbed the doorframe to keep myself standing.
“I want to help, Tatiana,” I said, and I was surprised to mean it. “There’s just no power in the bar. There isn’t much I can do to entertain them.”
“We’ve been using candles at the Ranch. You can have all of them. And I think we’ve got some camping lanterns, too. Battery-powered.” She gave a sheepish smile. “We have plenty of batteries.”
Cooper stopped at the bottom of the steps, and my breath stuck in my throat. His right eye was swollen shut. Someone had been beating on him. “Is there a problem here?”
Tatiana drew in on herself, as if unsure how to conduct herself around one of the bikers when she wasn’t in costume and on the job. She bit her fingernail and shook her head silently.
I touched her shoulder. “It’s okay. He’s not like the others.” The gratitude in Cooper’s eyes warmed me.
“Ofelia needs to open the bar,” Tatiana said in a small voice.
“Okay,” he said. “So we’ll open the bar.” Like it was such an easy thing to do. I never did night shifts without Gloria.
But Cooper was going to be there for me. I could see it in his face now. He was ready to work, just like he’d promised on the night of the cage fight.
Lonely as I was in Lobo Norte, I wasn’t alone.
At least for now.



CHAPTER NINE
THE BIKERS POURED into my bar in droves. Tatiana was right. These were restless men in desperate need of entertainment. Most of them showed signs of having been in recent fights: black eyes and bloodstained shirts and cracked teeth. They clambered into the cage room, hanging off the sides of the bars.
I wasn’t sure if I was glad that the Fangs weren’t there.
Cooper served drinks while I stripped in the darkness, illuminated only by camping lanterns and the candles. We played music on a battery-powered tape cassette player that played mullet-rock from the eighties. It had no bass. It was still better than nothing.
With a hand locked on the pole, I kicked my legs up and swung a broad circle over the crowd. I gave them a good view of my legs, my abs, my ass. I wasn’t a particularly skinny woman, but I was solid muscle under my soft curves. I looked good, and I knew it.
I’d gone simple with my costume for the night. I was wearing a string bikini—basically just three triangles covering my nipples and cunt—with leather chaps borrowed from Cooper and a cowboy hat. But the men were cheering for me to take even that little cloth off. Demanding to see it all.
Glancing down at Cooper, I noticed that I had his full attention, even as he served drinks. He was good, I had to admit—almost as good at whipping out whiskey and beer as I was. And he was doing it while he stared at me. Silent. Hungry.
I wrapped an arm over my chest as I reached the other hand back to untie my bikini top, hips undulating in time with the music. The bikers screamed.
With a flick of my wrist, I tossed my top into the crowd. The flickering light played over my bare breasts, making my nipples look almost black against my creamy skin.
I dropped to my knees. Writhed on the counter. Callused, dirty hands shoved money in my chaps. One of the Wings got too grabby. He caught the side of my thong, snapped the elastic, and ripped them away. Then he tried to pull me off of the counter.
As with most things, I asked myself, What would Gloria do?
I snapped the heel of my boot into his face.
Like I said, I’ve got great muscles. My legs are the eighth wonder of the world. His nose snapped. The other men cackled as he fell back, mocking him for being beaten by a girl. He rounded on me, bleeding on his upper lip. It was hard to hear him over the others shouting, but I could read his lips. You bitch.
The touch of skin warmed my calf. I looked down to see that Cooper had wrapped a possessive hand around me. His voice, I could hear. My every sense was attuned to him. “Touch her and you’ll die.”
Heat pooled between my legs at his tone. Guess it should say something about me that murder threats got me wet. It’s definitely not a good thing. But there was nothing sexier than the werewolf showing the other bikers that I belonged to him, marking his claim, making it clear to whom they would answer if they fucked with me.
The other guy backed down. That was hotter still.
Cooper reached up for me.
I stepped into his grip, and he lowered me slowly behind the bar. I felt every inch of his body on the way down. Every ridge of muscle, his hard belt buckle, the scrape of his jeans against my bare thighs.
He didn’t let me reach my feet. Cooper carried me into the back room.
“Someone has to watch the bar,” I protested.
The shelves rattled as he shoved me against them. “Nobody’ll fuck with the bar while I’m here.” He pushed his knee between my thighs, hitching me up against him. The denim rubbed against me. Dancing always got me kind of hot, but the feel of him pressing hard against my core made me become instantly wet.
I couldn’t argue with him any more, even if I’d wanted to. All that came out of me was a groan.
He covered my mouth with his, devouring the noise. “You’re so fucking hot when you dance,” he growled. He bit my bottom lip. Sucked it into his mouth, let it snap back. “The way you smell—I need to have you.”
Cooper fisted my cornrows and yanked hard enough to pull my head back. His teeth nibbled along the line of my jaw. Down my throat, to my collarbone, between my breasts. As he tasted me, he ground his thigh against my hot core. Rubbing us together. His erection was almost painful against my hip.
I wanted him. I’d never wanted anyone as much as I wanted him.
“Fuck me,” I gasped, digging my fingernails into the muscles of his back.
He shoved his middle finger inside of me.
“You’re so fucking wet,” Cooper growled from between my breasts, pumping slowly, dragging it out before pushing it in again.
My vision blurred. My head fell back.
It felt so good, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted all of him. Every hard inch. Cupping him through his jeans, I could tell that there were a lot of inches there to take. I’d been with a lot of guys before, enough that I didn’t bother counting, but none that took my breath away when I felt the size of them through their pants. Cooper was incredible all over.
I rubbed hard, stroking his length, trying to make him as insane as he made me. His breath went ragged on my neck. His finger lost rhythm.
“Come on,” I groaned. “Fuck me, Cooper.”
Glass shattered.
For a moment, we didn’t move. We remained locked together, my leg hooked around his hip, his fingers deep inside of me, pressing against my G spot.
Shouts rose from the bar.
Cooper gave a low, delicious chuckle and said, “I should stop them before they rip the bar apart.”
I whimpered as he withdrew. He kissed me again, hot and lingering, and then ripped himself away from me to stop the fight in the bar. It was getting worse—loud and rowdy with more shattering bottles. That was usually when Gloria rolled in with her stilettos and started crushing testicles. I wanted to see how Cooper handled it. I was certain he would be impressive to watch. Then maybe he could fuck me against the bar, high on the adrenaline of victory. Let the men watch.
But the back door opened and shut, and Tatiana stepped in.
“Thank goodness,” she said when she saw me. She was still in sweatpants. “You have to come.”
I struggled to remember how to breathe, much less get out coherent language. I glanced down at my mostly-naked body. Grabbed a shirt out of my locker, pulled it over my head. “What is it now?”
“I think Kelsie’s dying.”
 

I stuffed my purse full of ritual supplies before following Tatiana to the Coyote Ranch.
Lobo Norte was about as far from a big city as you could get, but I’d still never visited most of the buildings within our borders. My life was limited to the space between my bar and my trailer, plus the long hikes I took out into the foothills whenever the temperature was below a hundred degrees Fahrenheit. I didn’t go to the gas station. I didn’t go to The Lodge. And I definitely didn’t go to the Ranch.
Its interior was decorated like Hugh Hefner’s fantasy, if he’d only had about a hundred bucks instead of millions. The walls were plastered with animal print. The floor was peeling laminate with sixties-era shag rugs. The wet bar was padded on the outside. The rest of the furniture in the “lobby” was covered in plastic, from the couches to the wingback chairs. All incredibly classy.
There were three bedrooms in the double-wide. One for each girl. Tatiana led me to the one in the middle.
Leanne sat at the side of the bed—a large, round mattress with red velvet sheets—looking pale and worried under her caked-on makeup. She had a full face on even though the Ranch had no customers. Lipstick with dark eyeliner, winged mascara, blue eyeshadow all the way up to her eyebrows, dramatic contouring that failed to make her square face look feminine.
I couldn’t judge. I was the one wearing chaps and a cowboy hat.
My contouring was better, though.
Kelsie, resting in bed, was easily wearing just as much makeup as Leanne, but she looked far worse. It was like she had tried to prepare herself for the night with the lights turned off. Her lipstick was smeared. Her fake eyelashes weren’t attached in the right place. The concealer did nothing to hide the dark rings under her eyes. She writhed in a sweaty tangle of sheets, her shelf bra askew and stockings pushed down to her ankles. She didn’t look at me when I entered. She groaned, clenched her fists in the sheets, arched her back.
“Hey, Ofelia,” Leanne said. “How’s it going?” Like we were friends who hadn’t seen each other in a while rather than competition.
“I’m all right.” I glanced at Tatiana, who was hanging back in the door and chewing on her fingernails. “Too much lethe, you said?”
“Think so.”
Dropping my purse on the floor, I sat next to Kelsie and pulled her arm toward me. She barely reacted to my touch.
There were no needle marks on her veins. No bruising. No sign that she had been injecting. It was the easiest way to overdose on lethe—the nosebleeds usually got too bad to snort it to the point of danger.
The writhing didn’t look like a lethe overdose anyway. She should have been zonked out and loopy. Not in pain.
“Kelsie?” I asked softly, stroking her hand. “You hear me, girl?”
Her eyelashes fluttered, but she didn’t focus.
I untangled the sheets from around her and bared her skin. I didn’t see punctures on the insides of her thighs, between her fingers and toes, or behind her knees. None of the places that I used to shoot up in order to hide the marks from my brothers. As far as I could tell, Kelsie was clean.
Her bra looked uncomfortably tight, and she was laboring to breathe. I unhooked it. Pulled it off. And I gasped.
Leanne stood to get a better look. “What in the world?”
There were red handprints on the underside of her breasts, just barely hidden by her lacy lingerie. The fingers looked long and slender. The marks weren’t quite bruises—almost more like burns.
“Lordy,” Tatiana said. “One of the bikers?”
I had a hard time imagining what they could have done to her to cause marks like that. Grabbing her hard might have left fingerprint bruises, but these were near-perfect imprints of the entire hand, curving around her large nipples to cover most of the breast tissue. Plus, some manhandling wouldn’t leave her sickly.
“That’s not right,” Leanne said.
I had to agree. “We need more help. Johnny would know what to do.” I’d never missed him before, yet I would have given my favorite pair of boots to have him back right at that moment.
“Isn’t there anything you can do?” Tatiana asked.
I opened my mouth to tell her no. But then my eyes fell on the purse I’d dropped by the bed.
Abuelita hadn’t just taught me tracking spells, wards, and kitchen witchery. She’d tried to teach me some healing spells, too. I’d never done all that well at them—healing magic was among the most difficult—but I knew how to string together a ritual. I could give it a try.
Reluctantly, I nodded. My mouth felt dry. “I’m going to need a few things.”
Tatiana perked up. “Whatever you want, I’ll go find it.”
I gave them a list. Tatiana and Leanne ran off to get supplies.
And I began casting a circle of power around Kelsie’s bed.



CHAPTER TEN
I WASN’T MUCH for big, flashy spells, but my eldest brother, Domingo, had enjoyed casting incredibly complicated rituals. The kind of things that had gotten him into deep trouble, like spells that compelled everyone in a building to ignore him. He’d knocked over three 7-Elevens like that before the cops caught up with him and found him with all the stolen cigarettes.
The kind of trouble I got into wasn’t anything like Domingo’s, but I’d still learned a few things by watching him.
Like how to cast a heck of a circle of power.
I sprinkled salt in a line ringing Kelsie’s bed first, then grabbed candles from a box in the closet. They weren’t the kind I had in my trailer. They were the kind with edible wax that smelled like molten candy. They’d have to be good enough tonight—hopefully the spirits wouldn’t be too offended by all the glitter.
I set the first candle in the east next to a butter knife. Not exactly my usual athame, but I didn’t have anything better nearby. “I call upon the guardian of the watchtower of the east, spirit of air,” I said, uncomfortably aware of Leanne and Tatiana watching me from outside the circle. They were whispering to each other. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, or if they thought I was crazy. “Arise to empower this circle.”
Magic pulsed through me, making my fingertips tingle. The candle flame burned brighter and glinted on the silver blade of the knife.
I went to each of the other cardinal directions, using the elemental representations that the girls had brought me at each one: sand for the north, a second candle for south, a Solo cup of tap water for west.
The circle closed around me with a solid yet silent thump. I felt it deep in my chest. The whole room hummed with energy. I sighed.
“Did something just happen?” Leanne muttered to Tatiana. Guess they weren’t even vaguely witchy.
Kelsie’s fitful tossing had slowed in bed. Now she was just panting and sweating. The hand prints on her breasts had darkened. They were actually blistered now.
I emptied the contents of my purse and Tatiana’s grocery bag on the bed, trying to decide how I was going to put together a healing spell with what little I had. I’d brought a few common herbs from my lazy susan at home, and Tatiana had brought me a bunch of chunky costume jewelry to serve as stand-ins for crystals. Leanne had contributed bandages and a few vessels from the gas station. Which meant plastic cups and an empty bottle of tequila.
Better than nothing, but only slightly.
The bandages would be helpful. They represented healing in the most obvious way possible and would help guide the magic. I set those beside Kelsie, then started mixing herbs.
“Blessed Hecate, work thy will,” I murmured. “And I sure hope your will is making Kelsie more comfortable.”
I drew on the strength in the circle of power as I stirred the herbs, combining aloe vera with mint, a little sage, some sweet marjoram. Abuelita had told me that the specific ingredients weren’t the important part. It was the intent, the strength of will. So I focused my entire heart on the idea of Kelsie healed. No longer sweating and thrashing with a pounding heart, but restful. I pictured her breasts unmarked. I imagined her sitting up and smiling.
Please, Hecate. Help her.
With my eyes closed, I could almost see the magic filling me. It poured through my circle from the earth. It swirled around me in a tidal wave of power.
Strangely, it also looked to be coming from the sky—the same way that The Devil’s tracking spell had pointed straight up at the sun.
Help her, Hecate…
The paste in the plastic cup began to glow faintly, growing hot. Excitement thrilled through me. I dipped one of the largest bandages into it. “Sorry for the grabbiness, Kelsie,” I said, knowing she couldn’t hear me.
Carefully, I spread the bandaid over her left breast, covering as much of the handprint as possible. She cried out in her sleep, twisting away from me.
“Oh, no,” Leanne said, stepping toward us.
Tatiana caught her before she crossed the salt line. “Careful!” I’d warned them that breaking the circle would break the spell, too. Good to see one of them had remembered.
Quickly dipping a second bandaid in the paste, I covered Kelsie’s other mark.
For an instant, my hands seemed to glow just like the magical mixture I had made, burning with starlight. We were all starlight. All four of us, including the women outside the circle. And the energy all streamed toward Kelsie.
Then it was gone. She slumped against the bed.
I froze, hands hovering over her, unsure if I should try to do anything else.
“Kelsie?”
The woman responded by snoring softly.
A relieved laugh escaped me. I peeled back a corner of the bandaid to see the handprint fading, though the blisters remained.
I’d done it. I’d healed her.
And Pops had told me Hawke women didn’t cast magic.
“You can come in now,” I said.
Leanne broke the circle and checked Kelsie’s heartbeat by pressing two fingers to her throat. It must have slowed down because she said, “Oh, thank goodness for you, Ofelia. Thank you so much.”
I blushed. I wasn’t embarrassed by getting naked in front of a room filled with horny men, but a little gratitude made me feel incredibly self-conscious. “Don’t thank me yet. I don’t know how much good I’ve done. She’s not awake, is she?”
“But she’s not as feverish,” Tatiana said with a hand on Kelsie’s forehead. “It’s a start.”
Guess we couldn’t ask for more than that.
I left the rest of the bandages and healing paste on her bedside. I suggested that they could try reapplying in a couple of hours, but I was talking out of my ass—I didn’t really have any idea if reapplying would do anything at all. I just I thought it might make them feel better to have something to do.
“I’ll check on you ladies soon,” I said, sticking everything else in my purse. “Maybe tomorrow.”
“Appreciate it, but I think we’ll be okay now. We can last until Johnny’s back. Besides, we’ve got to work, and so do you,” Tatiana said.
As if cued by her words, I heard muffled shouting out in the desert, beyond the walls of the Ranch. The fighting had spilled out of the bar. The bikers were returning to their various campsites around Lobo Norte.
“Careful who you service,” I said. “I still don’t like those handprints.”
Tatiana looked grim. “Don’t worry. We’ll be careful. Real careful.”
Slinging my purse over my shoulder, I headed for the door. I felt drained but energized. Sleepy but content. A strange mix of sensations.
“Never thought it was fair Johnny wouldn’t let you work here,” Leanne said. I stopped in the doorway. “I bet you could have been out of here by now if you were earning as much as we do.” She sighed. “Your magic is so pretty. You shouldn’t be in a place like this.”
Johnny had told me that part of the reason he didn’t want me to whore myself out at the Ranch was that the girls hated me—the other part being how ugly and scarred I was. I’d taken his word as truth. But now that I cast my mind back, thinking of the few times that I had talked to the Ranch girls, I realized that they had never been mean to me. If we’d argued at all, it was because I’d started it.
I’d always been a bitch to them, just because Johnny said they hated me.
Guilt crept over me. I turned around, gripping my purse tightly. “Thanks, Leanne.”
Kelsie was breathing deep, caught in restful sleep. I hoped that it would be enough to save her. I hoped she could last until Johnny could fix her up.
If nothing else, I hoped she would die peacefully.
 

I realized someone was following me halfway back to my trailer.
The night was dark and getting darker fast. The new moon was only a week away. The waxing crescent in the sky couldn’t seem to penetrate the depths of the shadows around me.
My bar was a distant pinpoint of light, seemingly impossible to reach. The desert between the building and me was a long, murky, starless void. Cooper was waiting for me there. Cooper, and safety.
I hadn’t taken the road back because I was trying to avoid the camping bikers. Their voices bounced in the night. It was impossible to pinpoint their origins. I’d thought it would be safer to avoid the places where most of the motorcycles were parked, but instead, I was now surrounded by sagebrush and rocks that looked like lurking men waiting to grab me.
And I heard footsteps.
Whenever I stopped walking, the man following me did, too. I could only hear him when I was moving. I stared around the desert, eyes wide to try to let every ounce of light in. It was impossible to distinguish between the shapes of the gnarled bushes and human bodies. I didn’t think I could see anyone coming after me, but there was no way to be sure.
I didn’t feel alone.
Maybe I was imagining it. Maybe it was just the stress of being alone in Lobo Norte finally catching up with me. Or maybe it really was a biker stalking me back to my trailer, keenly aware that I hadn’t thought to bring Bo Peep with me, hungry to use the stripper in any way he desired.
The generator hadn’t broken on its own. Kelsie hadn’t blistered herself with those handprints.
I walked faster but the bar seemed farther away than it had seconds before.
My mouth opened. “Cooper,” I croaked. I’d been trying to shout. I could barely hear my own voice. How good was a werewolf’s hearing? Would he be able to hear me over the shattering bottles, the shouting gangs, the screams and fighting? I couldn’t rely on that. Like always, I’d have to take care of myself.
I broke into a run. I’m built for strength and flexibility, not speed, so I wouldn’t be breaking any records for sprinting, but adrenaline made me feel like I was flying on the wind.
My pursuer was surprised. The crunch of his soles on the dirt didn’t fall into rhythm with mine. Then he started running, too.
I didn’t look back. I just ran and ran, putting all my energy into speed, leather fringe flying behind me. My heart beat so hard that I could taste it.
Hands reached for my back. I was certain that I wasn’t imagining that.
My trailer grew closer. I swallowed down my pounding heart and leaped for it, hands outstretched. My fingers tingled when I crossed the wards that I had placed around the walls. The door was unlocked. Had I left it unlocked?
I jumped inside. Slammed the door behind me. Flipped every lock and deadbolt. Something hit the other side with a distinct thump.
Backing up until I hit the wall, I stared, wide-eyed, at the curtained window beside my door. The shadow of a man slid over it. He was tall and skinny. That much I could tell. Then he slid away, disappearing, and my trailer was silent.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
AFTER TWO YEARS staffing a bar that served biker gangs, I’d become extremely familiar with the catastrophes their parties could leave behind. But I hadn’t ever realized how good Gloria was at damage control until she wasn’t there to pick up after the destruction. I stood in the doorway of the bar with my mop. My jaw dropped open.
“Where do I even start?” I asked the trash and broken bottles strewn across the floor.
Like Pops always said, the only way to eat an elephant was one bite at a time.
I was pretty sure he’d never said that while thinking of his little girl cleaning up used condoms and hypodermic needles, but whatever.
Grabbing heavy duty gloves and trash bags, I started sweeping everything into piles. The motion was peaceful and repetitive and gave me lots of time to think. Maybe too much. It was easy to pretend that I had been imagining my pursuer the night before now that morning had hit, but it didn’t change what had happened to Kelsie.
It was funny how repetitive stripping for tips while men beat the shit out of each other in a cage could become. We were meant to be neutral territory. A relatively safe place for biker gangs to hash out their disagreements and earn lots of money.
None of them had ever hurt the girls before. Johnny hadn’t let them.
The monotony had been shattered.
I had the windows cracked open, and there was a strange smell on the wind. There were no clouds in the acid-blue sky but the sun didn’t seem quite bright enough. The gloom sucked the urge to work right out of me. There was no way I was going to be able to clean everything in time to open for the early afternoon drinkers.
My gaze drifted to my purse on the counter. It was a leather hobo purse with fringe hanging from the bottom and a beaded pattern on the side. I’d bought it at the reservation outside Lobo Norte’s borders, over on the United States side of things. It was big enough to hold all of my magic supplies and a few extra boxes of shells for Bo Peep, so I hadn’t bothered to empty it the night before.
I was still tingling from trying to heal Kelsie. I felt electric. Almost invincible.
My hands took over for me. They opened my purse, pulled out the big jar of salt, and started sprinkling.
I’d already swept everything away from the walls, so it was easy to make a big circle that contained everything. I lit a few sex wax candles and placed them at the corners. North, south, east, west. The guardians of the watchtowers came even easier to me this morning.
Rubbing my palms dry on my cutoffs, I reached back into the depths of memory for Abuelita’s favorite household spells. “Blessed Hecate…” I began, and then stopped myself. I didn’t need a goddess for cleaning a bar. Better to stay on Hecate’s good side so she’d want to help me when I really needed it.
I pressed the play button on my tape deck. “Pour Some Sugar on Me” started to play, and I grabbed the broom.
Pushing the broom across the floor made my spine jolt with magic. I didn’t just sweep the trash that I touched. Everything moved. A wind swirled through the room, pushing all of the trash toward the middle. It even whipped everything off of the tables and counters. It was a small hurricane of garbage—might have been kind of cute if it hadn’t been made up of broken bottles and other dangerous objects.
Giggles escaped me as I ducked out of the way of a flying, studded cowboy boot.
“Now this is cleaning,” I said.
I bounced my hips along with the music as I gathered the trash into bags, holding them out so that the wind could dump everything inside. It took all of five minutes to clear the floor, leaving nothing but blood and whiskey stains behind.
In the end, the magic filled six big trash bags, which I set aside very carefully, making sure I didn’t puncture myself on anything.
I hummed as I filled a bucket with water behind the bar. It seemed to sparkle with its own magic. Better than any soap. But I didn’t get to test it out.
The front door opened. Cooper entered, scuffing the salt line and making my magic die in an instant. It sucked out of me. My hands went slack and I dropped the bucket. Water sloshed over my feet.
“Ofelia,” he growled.
He crossed the space between us in two strides, shoved me against the bar, and kissed me hard enough that I forgot how to breathe. His hands tangled in my braids. His chest against mine was hot from the sunlight.
I could get used to a greeting like that.
He broke away from me, running his thumbs along my jawline, gazing intently at my face. “You didn’t tell me you were leaving last night.”
“I’m sorry. The Ranch girls needed me. You were busy.”
“You never came back.”
“I had to go home, where it was safe,” I said.
“Your single-wide’s safer than being with me?”
I didn’t want to tell him about my wards. I wasn’t ready to explain the magic thing to him yet. Unfortunately, Cooper wasn’t utterly blind, and he finally realized that he was standing in a circle of salt and burning candles.
Cooper grabbed the nearest candle. It was still in a red tin that said “Edible Sex Wax.”
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Cleaning,” I said.
“With sex wax?”
“It sets the mood.”
“You’re a witch,” Cooper said. “I should have known.” He leaned against me to return the candle, putting his body flush with mine in a long line. I gazed up at his chiseled jawline. “You’ve put some kind of spell on me.”
Even though I knew he was just flirting, the accusation made heat climb my cheeks. “It’s not like that. I haven’t cast magic in a long time.”
“But you smell even better now.” He tongued the tender skin behind my ear, making my knees weaken. “I’m smelling your magic.” He sucked on the side of my neck.
I dug my fingernails into his hips. “Cooper, I want this. I want you. But I have to open the bar, and that’s not going to happen until I clean everything, and there’s still a lot to do.” Especially since he’d completely wrecked my mojo.
He groaned softly, but said, “Okay.” He picked up the bucket and started refilling it with water.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Helping you clean.”
I’d been wrong the night before. I’d thought that watching Cooper threaten another biker over me was the hottest thing ever. In fact, watching Cooper clean was the hottest thing ever.
He turned up the tape deck and started scrubbing the counter.
“What happened last night, Ofelia?”
“It’s Kelsie, like I told you. She’s sick. Tatiana thought that it was an overdose, but I think someone’s hurt her. So I went to try to help them.” I blushed. “I tried to heal her.”
“You should have warned me,” Cooper said. “I’d have gone with you.”
“And left the bar?”
“Nothing is more important than you.”
God, that man talked pretty. I was tempted to peel off my gloves and shove him to the floor right that moment. But the sun was getting awfully high in the sky—we’d have company soon. I settled for appreciating the sight of his muscles flexing as he scrubbed the tables alongside me. It was almost as good as sex.
“So what’d you do before you became a bartender in a magical town?” Cooper asked. “Wait. Let me guess. You were a witchy seductress in a traveling carnival. You used your allure to part men from their money at the ring toss.”
I laughed. I liked the exotic imagery of it, but it was way more exciting than the truth. “I got an associate’s degree. General education.” The corner of my mouth lifted in a half-smile, thinking back on my time at college with my friends. I’d mostly gone because a few of the girls from high school were doing it. That, and because Pops had given me the choice of continuing education or living on the streets. Not much of a choice.
“College girl.” Cooper gazed down at me, as if trying to picture me in school.
“Pretty hard to believe the stripper took trigonometry, I know, but I passed with flying colors.” If a C-minus counted as flying colors.
“It’s not hard to believe at all. I can tell you’re smart. I’m just surprised you only got your associates.”
My smile faded. “I was accepted at UCLA. I was going to finish off my undergrad.”
“But?”
“Life happened.” I swallowed hard. “Lobo Norte happened.” That was only skipping…oh, a few hundred significant events. “What about you?”
“Would you be surprised if I told you I went to college, too?” Cooper asked. “I have a masters in anthropology. When I left, I was working on my doctorate.”
My jaw dropped. “Your doctorate?” Dr. Trouble. Insane.
He hooked his finger under my chin. He smelled like soap. “You don’t have to look so surprised.”
For some reason, I couldn’t shake the idea of him wearing a cap and gown. Nothing but a cap and gown, with the sides parted to bare his rock-hard abs, the tribal wolf tattoo, and his incredible…everything else. It was kind of a silly mental image. Silly, and yet incredibly hot. “Was your anthropology doctorate on werewolves? Or was it more of a motorcycle gang thing?”
“Neither. I didn’t know werewolves were real…before. Not until about two months ago.”
“Before you got bitten?” Sympathy unfolded in my heart. I reached up to stroke his jaw, wishing I could stroke all his pain away. “How did it happen?”
Instead of answering, he gently took my wrist, prying the wash rag from my fingers. He pushed me onto the bar stool. Captured my face in both of his hands. “Don’t feel sorry for me.”
He kissed me with none of last night’s urgency. I liked it when he got rough me, liked it when I bruised under his touch, but I liked this, too. He tasted like toothpaste. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d kissed a biker who took the time to brush his teeth after partying at my bar.
The tape cassette stopped playing with a grinding sound, and I realized that an engine was grumbling outside the bar’s windows, breaking through the quiet.
I knew the sound of that engine. It was distinctive, unlike any other motorcycle I had ever heard. The harsh grinding made it sound like the parts were about to fly apart in a thousand directions, but I knew for a fact that the rider was just as meticulous with his baby as Cooper was, if not even more.
That noise made me feel sick in a way that even a dozen tequila body shots couldn’t.
Cooper was still talking to me. I couldn’t hear anything he said. I leaned over the bar to grab Bo Peep, and I didn’t even give a moment’s thought before tucking her under my arm and storming out onto the street.
My name followed me out. Cooper calling. I was numb, my head filled with white noise.
How dare he come here? To my town? To my fucking bar?
It didn’t make any rational sense. I knew that if I had screwed someone over as thoroughly as Peyton had screwed me over, I would never be able to show my face again. He deserved to die in a ditch somewhere. The fact he hadn’t had the courtesy to rot made my intestines turn into a knot.
Fortunately, it wasn’t too late for Peyton McCollum to meet the fate he deserved.
I pumped Bo Peep and aimed it at the yellow Harley that had just parked in front of my bar.
Peyton took off his goggles, hanging them on the handlebars. His cheeks were tanned and blistered. The skin around his brown eyes was a few shades paler. Next, he took off the helmet, and the black hair underneath was tousled and sweaty. I remembered running my fingers through those locks as he ate me out, sucking and biting between my legs. I remembered wondering if our kids would have hair like his, or more textured like mine.
“Ofelia,” he said with a lazy smile, dismounting from the motorcycle. His jacket hung open, baring a t-shirt with a winged skull on the chest. “Funny meeting you in Lobo Norte.”
“As if you didn’t know I’d be here,” I said, voice quavering.
“I’d heard rumors.”
And he’d come anyway.
This was the man I had been running from. No, not just the man—the entire life he represented. I’d been so happy without him. A pit like Lobo Norte was miles better than being with Peyton in his mansions of platinum and marble and jacuzzi tubs.
Two years after it all, I barely remembered the whirlwind of coked-out parties that I’d shared at Peyton’s side. It was a blur of colors and sensation. Dizzying highs punctuated by nauseating lows. Strolling down the red carpet on his side, flirting with celebrities, then watching him take money from johns after they fucked me in the dressing rooms. My bruised arms covered in needle marks. Laughing, dancing to music, getting bent over tables while too drunk to fight off the attention I didn’t want.
But I remembered the night he had sold me for the last time perfectly.
“I must say, the scars don’t look as bad as I expected,” Peyton said.
I was going to kill him.
But I felt someone step up next to me and turned, jerking the gun up to aim at his chest.
Cooper clamped his hand down on the muzzle of the shotgun.
“Ofelia,” he said softly, pushing it down so that it wasn’t pointing at him.
I’d been so jittery that I’d almost shot Cooper. I eased my finger off the trigger, gazing up at him with horror. He’d probably heal the wound, sure, but that wouldn’t change what I’d done. And it’d be a waste of a good slug that deserved to blast apart Peyton’s face.
I aimed again, back at the man who had earned it.
“You can’t,” Cooper said, his breath warming my ear. It would be so easy. Just squeeze the trigger and watch him splatter, just like the coyotes. “If you kill one of the bikers, then the truce is blown,” he went on. “You’ll be fair game.”
Startled, I turned to look at him. His face was just inches from mine. “Truce?”
“You don’t think the gangs just respect you and Gloria, do you?”
I’d always assumed that they feared us.
Peyton smirked as I lowered the gun. That smile didn’t reach his eyes. He sniffed, wiped the sweat off of his upper lip. “Who’s this, Ofelia? New pimp?”
My finger tensed on the trigger again. “Peyton’s not in a gang,” I hissed at Cooper. “He’s just some jack-off rich kid who digs deep in his mommy’s wallet.”
“But he’s wearing gang tats,” Cooper said.
Peyton didn’t have tattoos. At least, he hadn’t used to. I’d explored every inch of his body with my tongue and I had him memorized.
I took a second look. Cooper was right. There were tattoos ringing Peyton’s wrist that looked like vines with incredibly long, metallic thorns. I’d never seen those gang tattoos before.
At least, not in Lobo Norte.
“What are the Needles doing here?” Now Cooper was speaking to Peyton, not me.
The Needles. I had to shift my grip or I was going to fire accidentally. Like Cooper had told me, there was no biker gang named the Needles. It was the name of a very different organization. One much more dangerous.
Peyton was with the Silver Needles now.
Rich boy had gotten into some fucked-up extracurriculars.
Once I realized why he was here, I knew who had hurt Kelsie. It couldn’t have been Peyton—he was a grade-A asshole, but he didn’t have burning hands. He hadn’t come into Lobo Norte alone, though.
He had brought the incubus mafia with him, too.
“We want to talk with Big Papa,” Peyton said. “We want to cut a deal.”
Cooper nodded, settling a hand on the back of my neck. His touch was heavy. Comforting. It grounded me. Kept me from opening fire. “I’ll tell him.”
“Good boy,” Peyton said, like he was talking to a dog.
He mounted his bike and puckered his lips at me. Made kissing noises. Then he drove off, leaving me in the dust with a feeling of being dirty that I hadn’t felt in years, not even when I stripped or blew a biker behind the bar or let them fuck me. There was no feeling of dirtiness quite like being used.
I’d been wrong about The Devil card. He didn’t leer like Big Papa.
He leered like Peyton.



CHAPTER TWELVE
I RETURNED TO the bar, picked up the wash rag, and dunked it in water. My motions were mechanical as I cleaned the surface of the bar. Little circles. I could see my reflection in the soap.
The woman on the bar looked like she was in shock.
Warm hands settled on my shoulders. My heart was too broken to be in the mood for sex, but my body had its own agenda. Chills washed down my back. I leaned unconsciously into Cooper’s touch, letting my head fall back on his shoulder, molding my ass against his jeans.
“That bastard is responsible for those scars,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
“All my scars,” I said softly.
“You said he was in jail.”
“Peyton sold me to the john that gave me the scars. That guy is in jail. Peyton has never seen a police station that he couldn’t bribe his way out of.”
Cooper’s fingertips played over the ridged skin on my neck. The gesture didn’t feel intrusive, coming from him. It felt affectionate. “I’ll kill him.”
I knew a promise when I heard one.
Turning in his arms, I let Cooper pull me to his chest, warm and safe with the beat of his heart against my cheek.
“He smelled like wealth,” he said. “Like the drugs that rich boys snort and alcohol mixed with gold flakes.”
“He is wealthy.” My voice caught in my throat. Peyton was frighteningly rich. Rich enough to fuck up anyone who pissed him off with a quick phone call to his bodyguards kind of rich.
“I’m not surprised you used to be in that. You look like someone used to a better life.”
What could have been better than Lobo Norte? Steady work, people who watched my back, no laws, and no fucks given. But Cooper’s words made me think of home. Los Angeles. A place where I hadn’t been rich, but had been used by the rich. It was where my real family lived, though. Two big brothers, the grandparents who raised us, an extended family that could populate a small town.
I guess I had been wealthy in my own way.
“I can’t give you that,” Cooper said, sinking into a chair and pulling me so that I stood in front of him.
“Huh?”
“A mansion. Luxury. I’m not rich, and I can’t give you any of that. Maybe before, when I had a job, but now…” He lifted a fistful of my braids to his nose and inhaled, eyes closing slightly as though I was a drug. “You deserve it all.”
The fact that it had even occurred to him made me laugh. As if I could possibly care about how wealthy Peyton was. As if it would be better to be kept as a whore in a gilded mansion than be with someone who wanted me for who I was, not for how much he could get for my body.
I settled on top of him, straddling his hips in much the same way I sat on the recipient of a lap dance. “Cooper…” I trailed my fingernails through his hair, down to the back of his neck. “I saw what it takes to be rich. I saw what those people do. They think they’re free to fuck around because they’re wealthy, but money is just another kind of cage. I’d rather be free. Really free.”
His hands skimmed up my hips, thumbs settling underneath my shirt, on the bare skin just over my waistband. “I want you to be free, too.”
My mouth dropped to his. We kissed, gentle and soft. I licked the salt off his lips.
More and more, I didn’t just want to be free—I wanted to be free with Cooper. But we both had chains of our own. I couldn’t go back to Los Angeles to see my family as long as the Silver Needles were there. I wasn’t even sure I should cross the border into America. I didn’t know how far the incubus mafia’s reach extended.
Cooper’s chains were even stronger than mine. He was bound to the phases of the moon and the werewolf pack. His gang. Those ties were tighter than blood and silver and steel.
Neither of us could ever be free. Not really.
Our kiss deepened, and his hand slid up to brush over the underside of my breast. I wasn’t wearing a bra. He teased at my nipple with his fingertips. I sighed against his mouth, and he took the opportunity to plunge his tongue in deeper, flicking it against my teeth, the roof of my mouth.
My hand snaked between us, moving for the buckle of his belt. Cooper caught my wrist.
“What?” I asked.
“You’ve got to finish cleaning up the bar.”
I couldn’t have cared less about that at the moment. I had Cooper where I wanted him, Peyton was in town, and the Needles would be on his heels. The bikers could just party on sticky floors with dirty glasses for all I cared. I needed this. I needed him.
Reaching for him again, Cooper caught both of my hands and trapped them behind my back. “You’re a fucking tease,” I said.
“Waiting will make it better. Trust me.”
“That something you learned in anthropology?”
He responded by kissing me again. Harder. And then he broke away, moved me gently off of his lap, and picked up the mop.
I was smiling. It was a goofy expression, not at all the sultry look I gave the clients. But Cooper wasn’t a client. He also wasn’t just some biker. He had seen my scars, seen the man who had given them to me, and he had become something much more important than that.
Even if he was a tease.
 

The nights went by quickly with Cooper helping me run the bar. Everything was better with him. Cleaning in the mornings, cooking tacos for lunch, sifting through the insane mail that showed up in my mailbox every couple of days, serving drinks and stripping at night. He didn’t ask me more about Peyton and I didn’t offer. It was easy being with him. It was good.
He didn’t even look twice at the Coyote Ranch girls when they started joining us to entertain the bikers at night. It was like I was the only woman in Lobo Norte. Nobody had made me feel like that before.
I couldn’t forget about Peyton and the Silver Needles. I couldn’t forget that my quiet life was at risk of imploding.
But Cooper almost made it so that I didn’t care.
And then on Friday afternoon, when I was preparing to open, Big Papa strolled into the bar. It was the first time I’d seen him since the night of the failed cage match, and the sight made my stomach fill with butterflies on speed.
I’d been afraid of him the first time I saw him, but now that I knew who he was—and what he was—my fear only mounted. He was no longer just another anonymous biker rolling through Lobo Norte. He was a werewolf. The biggest and meanest in his gang. Mean enough to take Cooper down without even needing to catch his breath.
There was no way I could hide the smell of my fear, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t put on a good show.
“I’m not open yet.” I sounded so much braver than I felt. In truth, embarrassment was curdling my intestines, as if Pops had caught me casting magic or my brothers had spotted the hater marks on my cleavage. I didn’t want Big Papa to know about Cooper and me. It felt dangerous.
The werewolf’s eye flicked between the two of us. Cooper was behind the bar rearranging bottles. “You’re not opening tonight,” Big Papa said. “I’m having a meeting here.”
The back of my neck prickled. “No, I don’t think—”
“Ofelia,” Cooper interrupted.
I gaped at him. He was siding with Big Papa? He was just going to let him take over my bar?
Big Papa pulled out a wad of cash. Slapped it on the table. “This’ll cover drinks and your service tonight.” His eyes raked down my body. “You’re not wearing that. Put on something like you wear when you’re dancing.” The way he spoke left no room for argument. There was no doubt in Big Papa’s mind that I’d obey.
My tongue felt heavy and thick in my mouth. Somehow, I managed to ask, “Who are you meeting?”
“Go get dressed,” he said. He didn’t need to answer me. Peyton had gotten a hold of Big Papa, and Big Papa had agreed to meeting with him.
The Silver Needles were coming to my bar, and the werewolf wanted me to serve them.
Numbly, I set down my rag and headed into the back room to change, my pulse roaring in my ears like the scream of a desert tempest through the canyons.
I didn’t even hear Cooper follow me. When he grabbed my arm and spun me to face him, my heart skipped. “You’re not going to serve them, Ofelia. I’ll take care of the bar. I’ll serve the drinks.” I opened my mouth, but he spoke right over me. “If you’re worried about the tips, don’t be. You can still have them.”
It wasn’t about the money.
These were the men that had bought me from Peyton, tortured me, and ruined my life. They were the reason that I couldn’t return to Los Angeles and had to save up to make a new life somewhere else. Somewhere safer, where incubi didn’t live.
They had already fucked me up in so many ways. I wasn’t going to let them ruin Lobo Norte for me, too. “No. I’ll work the bar.”
Cooper shook his head. “This isn’t a negotiation.”
“You don’t tell me what to do.”
“If you know what’s good for you, just listen to me,” he said, searching my face with his eyes. “Go back to your trailer. Hide inside your magic. And don’t let anyone in.” His tone made it clear that he wasn’t suggesting that I hide. He was demanding it.
I lifted my chin, staring him down. “This is my bar, Cooper. I’m not going anywhere. If you want to make a big deal out of it in front of everyone, then fine—they’ll just figure out who I am that much faster.”
Heat flashed through his eyes. “They know you?”
I hadn’t meant to say that. I’d told him that Peyton had sold me, but not who had done the purchasing. He hadn’t known that the incubi might have a grudge aginst me.
“I’m not going anywhere,” I said.
But now that he’d realized something was going on, he wasn’t going to relent. He grabbed me. Tossed me over his shoulder. The world flipped upside down as my head dangled down his back. I cried out in protest, but he just locked his arm over my thighs and hauled me out of the bar. The back door slammed shut behind us. The sunlight scorched the back of my legs.
“Cooper! You can’t do this!”
“Watch me,” he grunted.
He kicked in the front door of my trailer. The wards allowed him to enter, since he was touching me. Guess I needed to do something about that.
Cooper tossed me onto my bed. I actually bounced. Before I could get up, he pressed his hands into my wrists, pinning me to the mattress. His hips were heavy against mine. “In about two weeks, the Fangs are going to leave Lobo Norte with a handful of new members,” Cooper said, glaring down at me intently. I’d let myself forget that he didn’t live in town like I did. The reminder that he was going to leave stung. “Two weeks, Ofelia. You’ve just got to have the sense to hide out for that long. But if you don’t have the sense, I’ll have it for you. You’re staying here.”
“I can deal with rough customers.” I was breathing hard now, and it wasn’t because I’d been fighting against him. His smell was overwhelming in the nearness of my bedroom. His sweat and my incense mingled to form a head-spinning perfume. “I did it before you came around, and I’ll be doing it after you leave.” It hurt to even say that.
“You don’t deal with customers like my gang. And not like the Needles.” Cooper dropped down to give me a short kiss. I strained up against him.
But then he stood and left, slamming the door behind him.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
I SHOOK AS I got dressed. It was hard to put on my string bikini when my fingers trembled so hard, but I did. And then I put a short latex skirt over the bottoms, jammed my feet into knee-high platform boots, and stuck a kitchen knife down the calf.
Cooper thought I didn’t have sense. He was wrong. I had sense all right. I had a sense that I was going to stab the fuck out of the assholes that had followed me to Lobo Norte. I’d wait until they were drunk, and then I’d finish them off. Forget the truce—I’d risk everything to get rid of these assholes. Even my life.
I’d never killed a man before. I’d definitely never killed an incubus. But I’d seen people die, and I’d done cadaver autopsies in school, so I knew where everything important was located. I was pretty sure I could hit a heart if I was aiming for it.
On impulse, I grabbed The Devil. His leer made my trembling slow.
“I’m going to kill you tonight,” I told him. I half-expected the card to set my hands on fire, but nothing happened.
Shoving it down the waist of my skirt, I pulled my braids back with a headband, put a sexy gold cuff on my bicep, and headed out to serve drinks.
The rear door of the bar stood open to let air circulate. Night had fallen, but heat clung to the desert, and there were no swamp coolers without a working generator. I stood in the doorway for a minute, letting the noises wash over me. The knives in my boots felt heavy and cold.
The cross-draft carried voices to me, along with the clinking of glasses. Big Papa was already entertaining. “Nice to see you out here,” he was saying. His rumbling voice was distinctive.
“You wouldn’t meet us anywhere else. We didn’t have a choice.” I was guessing that was one of the Silver Needles.
“I’ve got better shit to do than heel when a demon snaps his fingers.”
“We don’t want you to heel. We want a partnership.”
“I don’t talk business without drinks,” Big Papa said. “Tequila?”
That was my cue.
But now that I was there, outside my bar, the idea of trying to infiltrate had me frozen. It was one thing to think I’ll kill all those assholes when I was alone in my trailer. In practice, it was something else entirely.
I swallowed down the lump in my throat and headed inside, careful not to make noise as I slipped behind the bar.
There were eight men sitting at three tables in my bar. Six of them were Fang Brothers, including Cooper and Mad Dog. One of the others was the pale-skinned man that had blown the generator. The other was new—not Peyton, thankfully. Judging by his narrow shoulders, black eyes, and sleek black hair, he was probably an incubus.
I grabbed fresh glasses, took a bottle of tequila off the shelf, found a tray. I poured shots.
“You heard me,” Big Papa said. “Drinks. Now.” He wasn’t speaking to me.
Cooper got up to fetch the tequila. He stopped in his tracks when he saw me. I could tell he was thinking of throwing me over his shoulder and hauling me out of the bar again, but if he did, they would wonder why. They would ask questions. I’d be no safer.
Fury flashed through his eyes. I didn’t react. I walked right past him like I didn’t know him, as if he didn’t make my blood burn and my body thirst. As if he really were a stranger.
I kept my eyes lowered as I stopped beside the table, tray resting on my shoulder. The men ignored me. I set the drinks down.
“We’ll give you lethe,” said the new incubus, grabbing a shotglass. I watched his long, slender fingers from the corner of my eye and wondered if they would match the handprints burned into Kelsie’s breasts. “We’ve got two crates just outside town for starters. More in Los Angeles, once you get there.”
They wanted the Fang Brothers in LA? A shot glass slipped out of my fingers and spilled across the table.
Big Papa growled at me, jerking back in his seat.
“Sorry,” I mumbled, turning to grab a rag.
Cooper already had one. He wiped up the table, his gaze hot on my face as he struggled not to speak.
“An entire crate of lethe cubes every month,” the incubus said. He still hadn’t even bothered to look at me. I was invisible, just background dressing in a bikini. “And then ten thousand dollars a week.”
“For what?” Big Papa asked.
“Finish the cage fights. But don’t pick the two or three strongest to join the pack. Pick the top ten, maybe twenty bikers, and change them.”
I walked away with my tray, going back to the bar. The back of my scarred neck prickled. It was hard acting normal, pretending that I wasn’t in the room with one of the demons responsible for destroying my life.
“That’s a lot of werewolves,” Mad Dog muttered.
“We want a lot of werewolves,” the other incubus said, the one who had threatened Gloria. “You heal all damage that isn’t inflicted with silver in minutes, even as humans. Right? That makes you a practically unlimited food source for the Silver Needles. That’s all we want out of your guys—fucking for food. Not so bad a fate, right?”
Big Papa grunted. “It’d make y’all invulnerable.”
An invulnerable incubus mafia in my home city, where my family lived.
“We brought some people with us that want to be changed,” the incubus went on, oblivious to my shaking hands and pounding heart behind the bar. “Men and women who are already down with the plan.”
“Your plan isn’t good enough,” Big Papa said.
“Is it the offer? Name your price.”
“A hundred thousand a month. Unlimited lethe, delivered wherever I want. Me and my boys, my gang, we’re not going to be trapped in Los Angeles while you try to fuck all the new wolves to death.”
“Done,” the incubus said.
“Fine.” Big Papa slammed his fist on the table. “More drinks.”
I hurried to obey.
The incubus said, “But there’s one other thing that we need. There’s a woman somewhere in Lobo Norte. You might have seen her. She used to belong to the Silver Needles, and we want her back.”
They wanted me. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind.
But they hadn’t realized who I was yet. Maybe they hadn’t seen any pictures of me, or maybe they just hadn’t looked all that close at the stripper serving them drinks. At least, not at my face.
I couldn’t let them see my panic. I kept my features smooth as I set fresh drinks on the table. It forced me to get close to the demons, brushing my bare skin against their leather jackets.
The smell of the incubus’s cologne was familiar. It brought me back to my darkest memory at a beach house in Los Angeles, to that week when I had been at the mercy of the mafia’s favorite torture method. They had used an entire bowl of silver needles on me. A few hundred of them. They’d shoved all of them through me one at a time until I felt like I was on fire.
“All you have to do is volunteer.” That was what the incubus had told me. He’d made it sound so innocent, so appealing. If I’d agreed to fuck him, the needles would go away.
But then he would fuck me to death, just like Big Papa mentioned.
So I’d kept my mouth shut, prayed that someone would find me, and let them stick another needle in. That wasn’t the part that had scarred me, though. It had been when they ripped the needles out. That was what had eventually formed the ridges of bumpy white tissue along my neck and shoulder, leaving me permanently disfigured.
“Did you check the Ranch for your woman?” Big Papa asked, glancing at me as I stepped back again. Big Papa wasn’t stupid. He had to know they were asking for me. But he hadn’t given me away.
“Yeah. We thought we had her, but when Mac fucked her, she just about fell over dead. She was a half-succubus anyway. Wrong woman.” The incubus said it so casually, even though he had just confessed that one of his men had tried to kill Kelsie. “We didn’t sense her at the Ranch. Figure she’s gotta be hiding somewhere else.” Hiding right in plain sight.
“The folks who run Lobo Norte are out of town right now,” Big Papa said. “There’s a woman with them. You can see her when she comes back.”
The incubus smiled unpleasantly. “I think we will.”
I stood behind him with the tray, staring at the back of his leather jacket, thinking about plunging one of my kitchen knives between his shoulder blades.
Do it. Just do it, Ofelia. End him now.
Cooper was seated at Big Papa’s right hand, all his muscles tensed as he watched me. He’d intervene if I did something. I was certain of it.
“Okay. The rules of the cage match will change,” Big Papa said. “We’ll bite all the guys you want. That’s fine. But first, they gotta survive fights against my boys. Next fight, every single match is going to be against these guys.” He jerked his thumb at the other werewolves arrayed around him, including Old Yeller, Mad Dog…and Cooper. “We’ll keep each fight to five minutes. Fangs will kill everyone they can. Anyone who survives for that whole fight gets to be changed.”
The incubus drank another shot. “Sounds fair to me.” His eyes sliced over to me. I felt glare like hands gripping my shoulders. “That one of the Ranch girls?” I wasn’t even important enough for him to ask me personally. He was asking Big Papa.
Do it. Stab him.
My hand crept toward my boot.
The door opened, slamming against the wall. I jerked my fingers away.
Gloria and Johnny stepped in.
Relief flooded me, so powerful that my muscles liquefied instantly. I had to grab one of the nearby chairs to keep from falling over.
“What’s going on?” Gloria asked, eyes narrowed.
Big Papa shoved back his chair and stood. He was just as broad as she was, but much taller. “We’re having a meeting.”
She tossed her head back, meeting him glare for glare. “You’ve got a motel for that. My bar’s not open. Get out of here.”
“You talk to me like that, woman?” he asked.
“Yes. I do.” She lifted one fist. A canvas bag hung in her grip. “Get out of here. Now.”
Whatever was in the bag, it made Big Papa falter. His nostrils flared. The other werewolves reacted more strongly. They shied back, muttering among each other. The only one who remained quiet was Cooper.
The incubi stood, too. “Is this her, Papa?” Mac asked.
Before he could answer, Gloria snapped. “Out!”
To my amazement, the men left, filing past her one by one. Johnny rocked back on his heels looking smug. He’d always enjoyed their power over the biker gangs. He didn’t hesitate to show it. That arrogance was less dangerous on him—he wasn’t a woman, wasn’t a biker, wasn’t a threat or offensive. The Fangs and Needles barely looked at him on their way out.
Cooper was the last through the door. He looked at me over Gloria’s head, and there was the promise of pain in his eyes.
I was in trouble for putting myself in danger. Big trouble.
Then he, too, was gone.
Gloria kicked the door shut behind them and rounded on me. “You let them take over my bar. And you said you could take care of Lobo Norte on your own.”
My muscles hurt from relaxing after all that tension. My eyes stung. My cheeks burned.
Instead of answering, I burst into tears.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
GLORIA LOOKED OVER the evidence of witchcraft in my trailer with a snort of disdain. She tossed my ritual knife aside, planted her hands on her hips, and said, “Really, Ofelia?”
I hadn’t had time to clean up my home before she dragged me back there, and I couldn’t make any excuses. I was done crying. I was done being a freaked out mess. I met her gaze with a fierce glare of my own. “Yes, really. There’s more to me than giving men boners. Get over it.”
Another snort. “Talk like that again and I’ll cut your tongue out with your paring knife.”
She probably meant it. I clenched my jaw instinctively.
“Ofelia saved Kelsie with this stuff,” Tatiana said. She had caught us on the way out of the bar and invited herself into my home. A week earlier, I would have protested letting one of the Ranch girls through my door. Now I was happy to see her and hear the news she had brought me. “She’d be dead if not for her.”
“You should probably stay out of it,” I muttered. Once Gloria was pissed about something, there was no slowing her down.
Gloria grabbed me by the chin. “I leave Lobo Norte for a week and a half, and look at you. Look at you! Hanging out in the whorehouse, casting magic, letting demons into my town, giving the bar to werewolves—”
“I didn’t give it to them!” I interrupted. “I can only do so much against Big Papa!”
She slapped me upside the head. Not hard, but it stung. “You’re not stripping on my bar again,” Gloria said. “You’re done.”
That hurt a lot more than the strike. “You can’t evict me.”
“I’m not evicting you. Are you too stupid to see that I’m trying to protect you?” she asked, exasperated.
I blinked. “Huh?”
“You know why Johnny never let you work at the Coyote Ranch?”
It took me a second to catch up with the change in subject. “Because he fucking hates me and doesn’t want me to have the money.”
“Because I told him what happened to you,” she said.
It was like a second slap. I glanced at Tatiana, but she was tinkering with my altar and pretending not to listen. “I asked you not to tell anyone. Especially Johnny.”
“I told him. Okay? He was gonna take you as one of his whores, so I told him, and he changed his mind. The Ranch girls are all volunteers. They’re happy to be there. Part-succubus, so they feed on fucking. Makes them feel good in all the ways. Johnny loves them, doesn’t want them hurt, and he didn’t want you hurt, neither.”
I stared at her, unable to process this shift in attitudes. The idea that Johnny might not hate me… No. It just didn’t jive. “I’m not a half-succubus,” I said slowly. “That’s why he wouldn’t take me, isn’t it? Not because he was trying to be nice to me.”
“Give him some credit. You’re not human. You’d have worked out fine.”
“What?”
“You’re not human,” Gloria said. “Don’t know what you are. Not a demon or angel. I can feel it.” She tapped her temple. “But you’re not human.”
“You’re not,” Tatiana agreed without looking over at me. She was digging her fingernail into the wax of one of my candles, drawing a line around its circumference. “I don’t think a normal witch would have been able to heal Kelsie, since she’s half-demon and all.”
I snatched the candle out of her hand and slammed it back into the ceramic mug. “You people are insane.”
“I didn’t want you fucking bikers or doing magic because you’re supposed to be hiding in Lobo Norte,” Gloria said. “You’re not hiding if you’re broadcasting all over the place!” Her long-nailed hands fluttered through the air. “No wonder they sent the card to you.”
The card. She knew.
“Thanks for checking in with me, Tatiana,” I said tightly. “I’m glad to hear Kelsie’s okay.”
She stood up, wiping her hands off on her skinny jeans. “But it was just getting good.”
I wasn’t going to talk about The Devil where just anyone could hear. But when I opened my mouth to tell her off, Gloria stopped me by jerking The Devil card out of my waistband. I didn’t think it’d been sticking out. I had no idea how she’d known it was there. “I got one of those cards when I was your age. Not this one. It was the Ace of Pentacles. But I remember this.” Gloria tapped the back graphic with her fingernail. “Came with the same note, too.”
“What note?”
She pulled a folded piece of paper out of her pocket. It was limp from sweat, the ink blurred. She’d obviously been sitting on it for the entire drive. I unfolded it carefully.
It was a poem written in looping cursive. “The wheel of life turns / and the Forbidden yearn / for a world that no longer exists. / Solve the card and you’ll find / you can leave this behind / and join the rest of us in the mists.”
Dumb fucking poem.
“ I could have written this in middle school,” I said.
“And it hasn’t changed in twenty years,” Gloria said. She didn’t sound like she found it as amusing as I did. “Except for this.”
She turned the page over. My name had been written on the back, and someone had added a note in different handwriting: “Can’t wait to meet you. N.K.F.”
The sight of my name in the exact same calligraphy that had been on the outside of the tarot card’s envelope made my stomach flip. “You found this in the mail? You hid this from me?” Each word came out a little louder until I was almost shouting. Dangerous thing to do to Gloria. I was already aching in anticipation of her slap.
Tatiana’s mouth opened wide in surprise. “Oh! That’s a tarot card, isn’t it? Wait here, I have something to show you. Three minutes. Don’t go anywhere.” She darted out my door, leaving it hanging open.
Painful silence stretched between Gloria and me.
I’d never quite trusted her. It was hard to trust anyone in Lobo Norte. But I did trust that she’d be honest with me. She’d never stolen my tips. She always told me when the gangs were going to roll into town. She’d taught me everything I knew about stripping and bartending.
Yet I was stunned she would have kept mail from me with my name on it, much less that she knew what it was.
“Yeah, I hid The Devil from you,” Gloria finally said. “I cut it up with scissors and scattered the pieces on the wind. You got sold for drugs when you were a kid, tortured by the Needles, ended up in Lobo Norte. The Ace of Pentacles ruined my life. You don’t have a life to ruin. I thought it’d kill you.”
“But the card came back,” I said.
“I guess they always come back. I had to try.”
They always come back. She said it with so much confidence, and she hadn’t seen me try to throw out and burn the card. She really had seen this before.
“What did you mean when you said that the Ace of Pentacles ruined your life?” I asked.
“You’re supposed to solve the cards, right? That’s what the poem says. I’ve got no fucking idea what that means, but I don’t think it was an accident that the card showed up a week before my family bankrupted, my dad burned down the house for insurance fraud, and he got sent to jail. I went to foster care over that.” Gloria poked me in the chest. “It was the fucking card. I didn’t solve it, and I got fucked. Pentacles mean money, you know.”
I didn’t know. “Do you still have your card?”
“It disappeared. I didn’t solve it, so the card left. Best as I can figure it.”
The way she said it was like she thought the cards had a mind of their own. Maybe they did. “And what does The Devil mean?”
“Figure it out. Solve it on your own.” She cupped my cheek in her hand. “Seems like you don’t have much of a choice anymore, do you?”
Tatiana’s footsteps banged up my stairs. “Got it!” She jumped into my single-wide holding a book. She was shaking enough from her sprint across Lobo Norte that I couldn’t see the cover, so I took it from her. The cover said “Tarot for the Solitary Practitioner.”
“Are you kidding me?” I asked. “Are you going to tell me you got a card, too?”
“I have a whole deck,” Tatiana said. “Not the same one, though. I bought it at Borders before coming here to work. I’m Wiccan. I kinda dabble in divination for fun.”
I barely heard her. I flipped through the book. It was a cheap thing printed on crappy paper with flimsy glue binding, but it only took a second for me to find The Devil. Number fifteen. Seemed like he really should have been thirteen, considering the way my luck had been going.
Gloria pulled the book out of my hand and read aloud. “The Devil’s in the major arcana. That means it’s a big card, a big deal.”
“Of course I know that,” I lied.
“Says here that The Devil means you’ve gotten yourself chained to a problem, and you’ve got to free yourself to escape.” Gloria laughed mirthlessly. “Well, that was easy. Card solved. Now you can live your life without fear of dying.”
I was pretty sure it wasn’t that simple, and I could tell she thought the same. She started flipping through it—probably to look for the Ace of Pentacles. I took the book back from her before she could lose my page.
The description was barely three sentences long. It really was what Gloria had said. The two people were chained to The Devil by choice.
“But I’m not here by choice,” I said. “I don’t understand.”
My head was spinning with all the information I’d gotten that day. Gloria had gotten one of these magical cards before. Johnny didn’t hate me. The Needles wanted me back for reasons I didn’t understand. It might have been because I wasn’t human—although nobody knew what I was.
I wasn’t even on the stripper pole and it felt like the whole world was upside down.
Gloria checked the time. “Better see if Johnny’s done with the generator. Gonna open the bar for a cage match tonight.”
“You’re doing the match? The one where Big Papa plans on turning all the survivors into werewolves?” I went to the window and looked outside. The gangs were still camped across the road, surrounding The Lodge. They looked restless. Ready to fight again. There must have been more than a hundred of them. “We can’t let them make that many werewolves.”
“How you planning on stopping them?” Gloria asked. She didn’t give me a chance to respond. “Tonight’s the new moon. I’d be surprised if there were more than a handful of survivors.”
At my confused look, Tatiana explained, “Werewolves change on both the full and the new moon.” I didn’t bother asking how she knew. It seemed like everyone knew more than I did these days.
Cooper was going to change again tonight. I remembered how he had looked two weeks earlier, wracked with the pain of the transformation, and I felt sick for him.
They were going to go into the cage like that. It would be a bloodbath.
I didn’t want Cooper in it.
“I’ll come help you get ready, Gloria,” I said. I needed to be close so that I could stop him before he got in that cage.
But Gloria shot me a hard look. “I told you, no more stripping. The demons will figure out who you are if they haven’t already. Stay here.” She hesitated by the door, then fished around in her purse and pulled out a box the size of her hand. She shoved it at me. “Just in case.”
And then she was gone. Tatiana was about two steps behind her.
“Can I keep this?” I asked, lifting the book on tarot cards. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.
Tatiana gave a long-suffering sigh. “Guess so. You did save Kelsie’s life. I get it back if you die, though.”
She left before I could think of a response.
I hope I don’t die, either.
Shutting the door behind them, I opened the box Gloria had given me. They were shotgun shells. Confused, I tilted the box to read the side. It said “double-aught silver buckshot,” and I remembered how Big Papa had cringed away from her bag. That explained everything. A smile spread over my lips as I set the box of shells next to Bo Peep.
Then I smoothed out the crumpled poem and read it again. The Forbidden yearn for a world that no longer exists… What were the Forbidden? And the mists? What was that supposed to mean?
The note to me had been signed with initials: “N.K.F.” This asshole would have answers. I just needed to find her.
But first, I had to survive the night.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
COOPER DIDN’T COME to see me before the fight. I’d been hoping he would, yet I was alone as the sun dropped toward the horizon and the bar filled with the ruckus of carousing bikers.
I paced in my living room. My whole body was jittering with the shocks of the week.
The Devil. Peyton. Not human. The Forbidden. Silver buckshot.
And Gloria thought that I’d stay inside tonight. Cooper had thought he could make me stay, too.
I didn’t need to be protected…did I?
Maybe I did. I trusted Cooper and Gloria, and both of them had independently come to the same decision. I needed to let them help me. It was insanity to do otherwise.
Plus, I was scared shitless of the idea of facing the Needles again. All of the earlier bravado had drained out of me, leaving me scared and trembling in my chaps.
The knocking at my door made me jump.
Cooper.
I threw open the door without even thinking to look through the peephole. Stupid me—the man standing on my steps, bathed in the crimson light of desert sunset, wasn’t my werewolf.
It was Peyton.
I tried to slam it shut again but he shoved his foot in the crack. His physical body pushed against my magical wards, trying to intrude, trying to shatter them. My magic held firm. I couldn’t shut the door, but he couldn’t get inside, either. “Come on, baby,” he said. “Aren’t you going to give me a kiss for luck before the match?”
Peyton was going into the cage. He was going to try to become a werewolf. “I hope Big Papa rips your throat out,” I said.
“Don’t get your hopes up, sweet tits. I know what you are. I know what you can do. As soon as I’m a werewolf, I’m going to take you as my mate. I didn’t tell the incubi who you are because I want you for myself.” He leaned in close to whisper that last part at me.
I couldn’t resist. I slammed the heel of my palm into his stupid fucking face.
The blow was hard enough that his head snapped back, but he reacted just as quickly. He snatched my wrist. Jerked me through the door, flung me down the stairs. Dirt burned against my bare knees.
I was outside the wards.
Scrambling to my feet, I tried to hurl myself back up the stairs again, but he caught my hair and jerked me back to the ground.
The scream escaped me before I could think to stop myself. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing it hurt. He had hurt me enough over the years. But it came out of me ragged and raw and aching, voice cracking in the dry air.
Peyton yanked my head back and pressed his mouth to my ear. “I’m going to love claiming that cunt of yours again. I wonder how much the rest of the pack will pay for the privilege of doing the same.”
I tried to elbow him, but he was so much stronger than me. I didn’t even stagger him. He grabbed my wrist, twisted it behind my back.
“I’d rather die than let you fuck me again,” I ground out through gritted teeth. “You made me a whore, but I’ve still got standards.”
“You don’t get to die,” Peyton said. “I’m going to teach you a lesson for running after I sold you off. You embarrassed me. I’ve got so many lessons to teach.” He yanked my braids again and licked up my jaw.
This time, I screamed because I was pissed, not because it hurt. “Gloria!”
It wasn’t my friend who responded.
Cooper hurtled out of the bar, Mad Dog about three feet behind him. They moved so fast that they blurred.
The fist seemed to come out of nowhere.
Bone cracked against bone. The hand in my hair was suddenly gone, and Peyton sprawled out on the dirt behind me. Cooper jumped on him, grabbed him by the vest, slammed his fist into Peyton’s face again and again.
A gentle touch on my shoulder made me jump, startled. Mad Dog was trying to help me stand up. I allowed him to pull me to my feet. I was shaking too much to do it on my own.
Peyton shoved Cooper off of him, scrambling away on hands and knees before standing up again. He was bleeding out of his right nostril. “You fucker,” he breathed, spraying blood on the dirt. “I’m going to tell the Needles.”
Cooper seized him by the throat. “Tell them what? That you’re violating the peace in Lobo Norte?”
“The peace doesn’t mean anything tonight,” Peyton said. “All the rules have been broken for the new moon and the cage match. I can do whatever the fuck I want to that bitch.”
I lunged for him. Mad Dog gripped me tighter, holding me back.
Cooper’s eyes were glowing with fury. He dropped his grip on Peyton’s throat. “The rules are gone, huh? Good to know.” His voice had dropped an octave to a deep, rumbling growl that shot heat right between my legs.
Fear flashed over Peyton’s face. He covered it fast. He always had. “Don’t get cocky, Trouble. I’m coming after you.”
“I hope you do,” Cooper said.
Peyton smoothed his hands over his vest as he backed away, working nonexistent wrinkles out of his clothes. “See you in the cage.” He didn’t run back to the camps across the street, but he didn’t exactly walk, either. He kept glancing over his shoulder as he left.
Cooper rounded on me, capturing my face in both of his hands. “I’ll kill him. I’ll fucking kill him. He’s not going to see another sunrise.”
I buried my face against his chest. His touch felt so good after Peyton hurting me. “I would rather die than be stuck with him again, Cooper. I mean it.”
“That’s not going to happen,” he said.
“It won’t,” Mad Dog said. “Trust me. Peyton’s not joining the pack. We’ll make sure of it.” They couldn’t promise that. They didn’t know Peyton. If there was a way to buy his way to victory, he’d do it. Cheating, lying, getting his big ugly friends to help—whatever it took, he always won.
But Cooper’s body, trembling with rage against my cheek, made me think that he might stand a chance. In fact, he was shaking really hard. Worryingly so.
“Are you okay?” I asked, stroking his jaw.
“The moon,” he grunted. “It feels like I’m about to lose it.” I knew he meant that to be a bad thing, but a thrill of excitement shot through me. I suddenly couldn’t seem to breathe.
“He’ll be fine in the morning,” Mad Dog said. “You probably want to back off for now.”
I didn’t want to back off. I wanted to wrap myself in his arms and feel the change shiver through his muscles.
But Cooper pushed me away. The camp was breaking up as the bikers streamed toward the bar. The generator was running full bore, music pounded inside, and I could hear screaming.
It was time for the cage match to begin.
 

They were already cleaning up the first fight when I followed Cooper and Mad Dog into the bar.
I say “cleaning up” because the guy that Old Yeller had been fighting was no longer alive. I couldn’t even tell who he was—just that he’d been one of the South Side Furies, judging by what I could see through the blood on his vest. Old Yeller was coated in his blood up to the elbows. He was smiling, baring fangs that had begun to protrude from his gums.
“Next!” he crowed, kicking the other biker’s body out of the cage.
Gloria checked her chalkboard. “Larry Smith!”
The big man lumbered into the cage, slipping on the blood twice before finding his footing. The door shut behind him.
I hid in the shadows behind the bar, watching with my heart frozen in my chest. The fight was brutal. It was a new moon—how could it be anything else? Old Yeller fought like he’d already changed into a wolf.
Larry stood up to him for a minute—two minutes. I watched the clock. He only needed to survive five. I wasn’t sure he’d make it. He was trying to stay out of Old Yeller’s reach, but it would only take one good hit to knock his head off.
Cooper stood beside me, transfixed by the fight. He twitched a little with each blow. He wanted to be in that cage. He wanted to be fighting. I twined my fingers with his, and he looked down at me. His eyes were a brighter shade of gold. The wolf was stirring underneath the surface.
Gloria rang the bell. Five minutes had passed.
Larry Smith was on all fours in the cage—drenched in his own blood, but alive. The first to become a werewolf, and food for the incubus mafia.
I wasn’t sure if I was glad that he’d survived or not.
Big Papa stood. I hadn’t noticed him sitting in the corner again. “Swap out Old Yeller.”
The werewolf climbed out, giving a hand to Larry. Old Yeller had already healed what few wounds Larry had delivered. The only blood on him was from his last two opponents.
“Mad Dog,” Gloria said. “You’re up.”
My heart gave a little lurch as he moved to take Old Yeller’s place. When had I started to worry about Mad Dog, too?
Yet that little lurch was nothing compared to what I felt when I saw the name written beside his.
Peyton.
“Don’t let him in the cage,” I said, running up to grip Gloria’s arm. “He’s planning to cheat. I know he is.”
Her eyes flashed. She hadn’t realized I was in the bar until that moment, and I knew I was about to get bitched out. Cooper interrupted her. “Assign me to this fight,” he said.
She shot him a sideways look, as if she couldn’t believe he would have the gall to give her orders. “I already decided to put him up against Mad Dog.”
“Give him to me,” he pressed, stepping close to invade her space. I winced. That was the worst thing to do to Gloria. She knew exactly how to handle men that got within arm’s reach—or, to be more precise, stiletto reach.
To my surprise, Gloria didn’t twist his testicles off. She arched an eyebrow. “You want to fight this pendejo, wolf? Tonight?”
“He’s the reason Ofelia’s here.”
Gloria’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh?”
“He sold her for sex. Gave her to the Needles. Left her to be scarred.”
That was all the information Gloria needed, apparently. She didn’t even hesitate. She wiped Mad Dog’s name away and wrote Cooper’s name where it had been on the blackboard.
“No,” I said.
Neither of them listened to me. Cooper gave Gloria a satisfied smile, and then jumped over the bar to head for the cage. Shock left me glued to the ground for a few seconds. Only the panic of seeing Cooper walk toward that door allowed me to break free.
I ran after him and planted my hands in his chest. “You don’t know Peyton, you don’t know what he can do.”
He fisted a hand in my hair. I was still sore from Peyton’s grip, but it was different with Cooper. A good kind of ache.
“I don’t care. I’m going to win this fight for you, Ofelia.” He kissed me hard, lips and teeth and tongue, using his other hand to pull me against his body. The pressure bowed me over backward. The only thing keeping me from sprawling to the ground was Cooper—sweaty, gorgeous Cooper, who was about to climb into the cage with my nightmare of an ex-boyfriend.
When he released me, I held onto him for a final, lingering moment, gazing up at his face one last time. It wasn’t that I didn’t have faith in Cooper’s skill as a fighter, especially on a night where he was about to turn into a slavering beast. I just knew how awful Peyton could be.
Then Cooper stepped away, leaving me alone with my fear.
Fear, and hope.
Mad Dog slapped him on the back as he passed. “Fuck him up, man.”
“I plan on it,” Cooper growled.
He threw his leg over the bar of the cage, sauntering to the center before ripping off his shirt and tossing it outside. He had healed all of the wounds from Big Papa. He was as perfect as the first time I had seen him. The wolf on his chest looked angrier than usual, and that fury was reflected in his face.
It took guts for Peyton to get in the cage with him. I had to admit that much. Cooper was nothing but sculpted muscle. Maybe he’d been an anthropologist in another life, but in this one, he was a fighting machine.
Peyton dropped his shirt, too. He didn’t have the werewolf blood helping him out, but he did have steroids. His veins bulged. His neck and jaw were so muscular that it looked like he could have bitten the trunk of a tree in half. But he was only human.
Then he pulled something shiny out of his pocket. Peyton rolled his fingers inside the silver-plated knuckles, balling them into a fist.
This was what he had meant about no rules tonight. He wasn’t going in bare-fisted. He was going in with one of the only things that could kill a werewolf.
My heart leaped into my throat. “He’s got a weapon!”
I only took one step toward the cage before a hand gripped my shoulder. I twisted to see Big Papa holding me back. “Keep your mouth shut,” he said.
“He’ll kill Cooper!”
“If he can kill Trouble, then Trouble deserves to die.” He tightened his fingers. “Keep your fucking mouth shut. I know what you are. I can ruin your life.”
I didn’t care if he knew who I was. I didn’t even care if he wanted to hand me over to the incubi—not at this moment.
All I cared about was Cooper.
But I couldn’t move. Big Papa squeezed every time I shifted the tiniest bit, and it was clear he wouldn’t hesitate to break my shoulder if I interfered. I tried to catch Gloria’s eye instead, but she was just as fixated on the cage as everyone else in the bar.
Mad Dog rang the bell.
Peyton and Cooper circled each other, fists lifted. Sizing each other up.
The other bikers didn’t seem to be cheering as hard now. The quiet was almost reverent.
And then Peyton attacked.
He swung his fist, and I was shocked by how quickly he moved. He was almost as fast as Old Yeller had been. Cooper jerked back and the silver knuckles whizzed past a centimeter in front of his face.
Cooper landed the first blow. He sank his fist into Peyton’s stomach. The breath gushed out of Peyton’s lungs, and he sagged.
But only for an instant. Then he slammed his knuckles into Cooper’s face.
Blood sprayed over the floor anew. He had opened a gash across the werewolf’s cheekbone as long as my hand, and it wasn’t healing.
I didn’t want to watch the fight. I couldn’t stand it.
Yet Big Papa held me in place as every blow landed, forcing me to hear every grunt, watch every cut open on Cooper’s face and shoulders.
Peyton slammed Cooper up against the side of the cage, driving his knee into his gut so hard that I could hear ribs creak. Cooper slammed him to the floor. Threw his head back, baring sharpened teeth. Then he sank his teeth into Peyton’s shoulder.
He ripped the flesh away. It shredded.
Peyton rolled them, ended up on top. Time seemed to stretch endlessly as they grappled on the floor, legs tangled together, fists slamming into each other. I kept looking at the clock. It didn’t seem to be moving.
These two halves of my life struggled against each other—my horrible past, and the man I’d come to see as the path to my future. A future without Peyton, without Lobo Norte, without chains. I couldn’t tell who was winning. There was so much pain. So many rippling muscles, so many cuts and bruises.
Blood flowed. I heard the crack of bones breaking, and I couldn’t tell whose they were anymore.
Somehow, five minutes passed.
The bell rang. Mad Dog slammed the mallet into it hard enough to knock it off the wall.
Neither men stopped.
Blood flowed freely down Cooper’s face. I could almost feel his pain. “Stop them,” I begged Big Papa. “Peyton survived. He fucking made it. Just pull Cooper out!”
I could tell by his hungry smile that the head of the Fangs heard me—he just didn’t care.
Peyton snapped Cooper’s nose with the silver knuckles.
“Please!” I cried, nearly shrieking.
My voice pierced the grumbles of the bikers. Cooper’s eyes focused on me through the blood coursing down his jaw and neck, slicking his skin. He pointed at me through the bars as if to say, This is for you.
Peyton pulled back his fist to hit Cooper again, but the werewolf caught his wrist, twisting hard, then jerking back.
He ripped off Peyton’s hand, silver knuckles and all, and tossed it aside.
My ex-boyfriend was too stunned to react in time. Cooper shoved Peyton onto his back in a blur of incredible speed. Cooper pounded his fists into Peyton’s face again and again, no holding back. Wet pops and crunches split the air.
Peyton cried out once.
Only once.
Cooper kept hitting him long after he stopped moving. He hit him until the entire bar had gone silent and all I could hear was the sound of knuckles meeting pulverized flesh.
Big Papa finally released me. I scrambled up the stairs to the cage, the only person in the room moving or making any noise. The scrape of my boots against concrete seemed horrifically loud. I ripped the door open, climbed over the bars, slipped to my knees on all the blood.
Peyton looked like Jell-O from the neck up. There was no question—Cooper had killed him. He’s dead, I realized with a giddy thrill deep in my gut. Peyton is dead.
The man who had used me as his whore, pumped me full of drugs, and sold me to the incubus mafia was never going to hurt me again. It felt like the chains that had been tying me to Lobo Norte had finally fallen away.
I suddenly realized that this was what The Devil meant. Not bondage…but freedom.
A growl made me look up, and I realized that Cooper wasn’t celebrating his victory. He had doubled over. The skin over his shoulders was rippling.
Cooper was starting to change.
Mad Dog climbed into the cage and grabbed him by the back of the neck, using his hands like the jaws of a wolf. The grip seemed to calm Cooper fractionally. “Good job, man,” he said gruffly. “Now let’s get out of here before you fuck everyone else up, too.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
I THINK THE fights continued after we left. I didn’t know, and I didn’t really care. Whatever happened with the Silver Needles and their werewolf food just didn’t seem that important anymore.
Peyton was gone. The darkest nightmare from my past…dead.
All thanks to Cooper.
If you had asked me a few days earlier, I would have told you that there was no way I could ever delight in a man’s murder. It wasn’t that I considered myself a moral person. I fucked whoever I wanted to fuck, I enjoyed stripping, I’d done enough drugs in my life to choke a wolf. But murder—that was something else. A line that you just weren’t meant to cross.
He had earned it, though. If anyone had earned it, it had to be Peyton.
As I helped carry Cooper to a shed behind The Lodge, all I could feel was a strange, stunned kind of gratitude. I was floating, not walking.
Mad Dog was much more grim.
“Hurry up,” he said, kicking the door to the shed open and dragging Cooper inside. I tried to hurry, but apparently I was still going too slow. He wrenched Cooper away from me and pushed him against the wall.
Cooper couldn’t stand. He slumped to the floor.
There were heavy chains waiting for us in the shed, hanging from reinforced o-rings. Mad Dog didn’t waste any time wrapping them around Cooper’s wrists and hooking them high enough that it pulled his arms over his head, stretching his muscles into long lines.
Cooper didn’t fight against Mad Dog, but he did struggle. It seemed to be a fight against himself. He was writhing, groaning.
I ran to The Lodge’s front office, wet down a towel in the bathroom sink. There was nobody to stop me from taking it. Nobody had really run The Lodge as long as I’d been there.
Within moments, I returned to wipe the blood off of Cooper’s face and chest. He wasn’t healing. He also didn’t look at me as I wiped him off. It was like he had sunk deep into a fever haze. “What’s wrong with him?” I asked, wringing out the towel. Bloody water spattered on the dirt.
“Nothing,” Mad Dog said. He lit a joint and gestured at Cooper with it. “The silver knuckles wouldn’t have left any metal inside of him, so he’ll heal as soon as he changes. But young werewolves have a few rough hours on the nights of the full and new moons. Feel like shit for hours. He’s still got at least until midnight before he gets all the hair.”
“What about you?”
“I’m fresh, but not as fresh as him. I’ll change around the same time. It just doesn’t hurt as bad in the meantime.” He took a long drag on the joint, then offered it to me. I hesitated. “The curse isn’t transferred by saliva, or you’d already be fucked.”
I dropped the towel and took the joint. Inhaling it, catching the smoke in my lungs, made my head spin pleasantly. Warmth suffused my veins. My eyes dropped closed. The relaxation settled over me bit by bit, and I gave into it. I needed that calm.
“What about Peyton?” I asked, passing the joint back.
“Not your problem,” Mad Dog said. “Not anymore. And nobody’s gonna give a fuck and a half that he’s dead, so he won’t be Trouble’s problem, either. No consequences.”
“Good,” I said.
Mad Dog’s nose brushed along the back of my neck. “There’s something about you, Ofelia. Especially tonight. You smell like…” He took another long whiff. “Better than weed. Better than pussy.”
“Cooper killed Peyton for thinking that he could touch me,” I said.
“I wouldn’t. You don’t smell like you’re mine.” He jerked his chin at the other werewolf. “You’re his.” Cooper groaned as he stirred, head rolling on his shoulders.
My heart skipped a beat. “His what?”
“I don’t know,” Mad Dog said. “Never smelled something like you before.” He brushed his hand down my arm, and this time, I didn’t stop him. Goosebumps lifted on my skin. “You can help him. When he changes, he’s going to get all tangled up in his clothes.” His eyes sparked with dark mirth. “Take them off.”
I swayed on my feet. “Take them off,” I echoed, swallowing hard.
Cooper was straining against the chains now. He looked like he was suffering from fever, sickly and sweaty. His muscles glistened.
“Here.” Mad Dog stuck the joint in the corner of his mouth and drew a switchblade. “Help him, Ofelia.”
I took it, but didn’t move. “Won’t he change and…hurt me?”
“No. I don’t think he’s going to hurt you.” He brushed his hand over me again, over my braids, almost like petting me. “Whatever you are, Ofelia—I don’t think any of us could hurt you.”
He was right. I knew I was safe with Cooper, even if I couldn’t put into words why that might be. He was a wild beast. An animal trapped inside a man. Before midnight—less than an hour away—he was going to shift into something four-legged and furred with fangs longer than my thumb. Yet there was a current between us. A sense of belonging.
With the switchblade heavy in my hand, I moved to kneel between Cooper’s legs. He was a little cleaner now that I’d wiped him down, but blood still caked the lines of his skin.
At my touch, Cooper’s eyes opened to slits. “Ofelia,” he said. His tongue sounded heavy, clumsy, like he was already forgetting how to speak.
“I’m here,” I said, spreading my hand over his chest. His heart pounded underneath my palm. I tried not to brush the gashes that Peyton’s silver knuckles had left behind.
“Get away from me.”
I ignored him and tried to unbutton his pants. His position was too awkward to get them off like that. “I don’t want you to get hurt when you change. I’m going to help free you.”
“Your smell…” He snarled, baring his teeth. It seemed to take all of his will to speak coherently. “I want you.”
Heat flushed my body. I licked my bottom lip, and his eyes followed the motion. “Cooper, you know that you killed him, right?” I asked softly, brushing my hand over his jaw. “He’s coyote food now.”
Pain flashed over his face. “Good. Still better than he deserves. But if that means you don’t want me now—”
“No.” I couldn’t even let him finish that thought. It was too ridiculous. I leaned into him, lowering my voice so that Mad Dog wouldn’t be able to hear. “I owe you, Cooper, in so many ways that you can never understand.” I hesitated, tracing the lines of his wolf tattoo. “I’m yours. Completely.”
He twisted to look at me. Our faces were only an inch away. His eyes filled my vision, like two giant burning moons that seared deep into my soul. “Mine,” Cooper said. He stretched to the edge of his chains and claimed my lips. His tongue invaded, shoving against mine, exploring the recesses of my mouth. He tasted faintly of blood. Peyton’s blood.
He will never hurt me again.
I clutched at his chains with my free hand, using them to leverage myself against Cooper’s chest. I couldn’t tell if the pulsing in my body was because of my pounding heart or his, or even if we had two separate hearts anymore.
“I need you,” Cooper said against my mouth. “But tonight—I’m dangerous, Ofelia. I’m changing.”
“I don’t care,” I said.
He was mine. Wolf or man, he was mine, just as much as I was his.
I traced the point of the blade down his collarbone, to his hardened nipple, circling the areola and leaving a line of white from the pressure. He panted, abs clenching as I brought the blade past his navel and scraped the trail of hair vanishing into the waistband of his pants. The cutting edge of the blade was sharp enough that his hair shaved off with the slightest brush.
My blade sliced into the hip of his jeans. I carefully carved them away from his thighs and peeled them down.
He was already erect. It was the first time I’d seen him naked and fully hardened, skin stretched, corded with veins. There was a faint purplish tinge to the shaft. It looked like it must have hurt.
Even having felt it grinding against me, and seeing him soft, hadn’t prepared me for the sheer size of it.
I cut away the remainder of his jeans. Tossed them aside. I was literally salivating at the sight of his erection, and I longed to feel it. “Please?” I asked, closing the switchblade and setting it aside.
Cooper gritted his teeth and nodded. His unspoken consent made something relax inside my chest. My fingers curved around its base. It was silky smooth, yet impossibly hard. When I squeezed gently, I could feel the pulse of blood under my fingers.
He groaned and threw his head back.
I lowered myself in front of him, breathing warm air onto his cock, inhaling the musky scent of his sweat.
Keeping my eyes on his, watching for him to change his mind, my tongue darted out. I lapped a long line up the base of his cock, from the soft edge of his testicles to the ridge of his head. The taste was warm and masculine. His responding growl was better than any aphrodisiac.
Encouraged, I swirled my tongue around the head, tasting the smooth skin, closing my lips around the top. I had to open my mouth wide to take his entire girth without scraping my teeth. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to actually go down much farther than the head alone.
“Ofelia,” he grunted, straining against the chains. They jangled. His biceps flexed.
I pulled off with a slight pop. “What?”
I think that Cooper tried to respond, but he couldn’t seem to get any words out now.
He was starting to change.
“When I touch you, is it easier for you to stay human?” I asked.
“When you touch me…” He let out his breath as a growl. “It’s like the wolf calms down.” His eyes glimmered bright gold. “But you still make me feel like a beast. Big. Strong.”
If I touched him, he was calm. He wouldn’t need to be chained.
I didn’t know what made me different for him than other women. I didn’t know why I was drawn to him the way that I was. But I understood now that what we had was special in more ways than one.
I stood in front of him. His eyes were on level with my hips as I popped open the button of my shorts and slid the zipper down, baring the lacy edge of my thong.
His breathing quickened. “Ofelia…”
Hooking my thumbs in the waistband of my shorts, I shimmied them down my hips, turning as I bent over so that he could get a full view of my ass.
The chains rattled as he struggled to reach for me.
“I’m going to break these,” he snarled.
Not if I touch you. I could see what I needed to do now—that I needed to soothe him.
Free him.
That was what The Devil was about, wasn’t it? The chains weren’t tied to anything. The woman and the man were tied up by choice. We could choose to liberate ourselves, if only we could find the strength. And we could choose to liberate each other, too. He had already released me. It was time to return the favor.
I crossed my arms, grabbed the hem of my tank top, lifted it up over my chest. My breasts sprung free, heavy and large. I wasn’t wearing a bra. My nipples were puckered.
Then I slipped down to him again, straddling his thighs, spreading my fingers over his chest. His cock jutted between us. It was intimidatingly large now that I was naked and just inches away.
He was sweating. His skin rippled as if a hand was pushing underneath. “I’m out of time,” he said desperately, helplessly. “I can’t stop myself.”
“I’ll touch you,” I murmured.
I wouldn’t let the change hurt him. This was what I was meant to do.
My lips fell to his. I kissed him slowly, and where my mouth traveled his trembling subsided. I skimmed my lips up his cheek to his ear.
“Trust me, Cooper.”
His shoulders unknotted slowly. He leaned against the chains, pushing as far forward as he could so that our chests molded against each other, lifting his thighs so that they pushed me flush against his erection. The head bumped against my lower lips. The elastic band of my thong was between us, but nothing else.
No more secrets, no more chains.
I pushed up on my knees, arched my spine, lifted my breasts. He gazed up at me with increasingly wolfish eyes as he lapped at the skin between them, nuzzling the soft flesh. He sucked the nipple into his mouth, massaging it with his tongue, pulling hard so that it extended into a long peak.
His teeth grazed my skin, and he kept watching me. Seeing if I would react. If I really trusted him.
I did. He wasn’t going to bite me.
Twining my fingers in his hair, I pulled him harder to my breast, and he sucked harder for a moment. Then his mouth popped free, leaving the skin glistening.
“I’m changing,” he whispered again.
His biceps strained. His abs flexed. I kept stroking the back of his head as his face contorted, twisting into a rictus of pain. But it wasn’t like the violence of the first change that I had seen. The more I petted him, the more his face eased.
When his lips parted, there were fangs jutting from his gums instead of teeth. The hair on his scalp grew as I watched. It came out shaggy, tawny brown, growing like a time lapse of grass. He breathed hard, but the groans coming from his mouth weren’t ones of pain.
I positioned myself over his cock, slipping my hand between us to encircle the base and point it between my legs.
The noise of satisfaction he made was all animal.
Pulling the string of my thong aside, I lowered myself on top of him. Just the head was too much, too wide—I was wetter than I’d ever been in my life, and he still stretched me like it was the first time all over again. I sucked in a breath, struggling to breathe calmly as I hugged his shivering body to mine. We were both trembling. Cooper, because the wolf was taking him; me, because I was letting his wolf take me, too.
Inch by inch, I joined our bodies. I spread over him. It brought me to the brink of pain, hot and prickling. I could feel the ridge of his head sliding through my body.
It seemed to take eons for our hips to become flush, and the sensation of fullness was better than anything else I had experienced in my life.
“You feel incredible,” I groaned into his throat, arms wrapped around his neck. He was so much hairier now, still shifting gradually even as I held him. The fur grew slowly, slipping out of his flesh by the millimeter, making him shaggy around the shoulders.
He breathed heavily into my throat. “It—it doesn’t hurt,” he panted. The words came out clumsy around the fangs. I heard a muffled cracking and realized that his jaw was breaking as it extended slowly into a wolf’s muzzle. Cooper was done talking.
I lifted myself slightly, testing the friction between us, and then began rocking gently on his cock. I held the chains above him for leverage.
Our bodies slipped together, grinding, aching. There was fur growing from Cooper’s chest. His ears were shifting to the top of his head. And still I rode him, taking away his pain, giving every inch of my flesh to him.
He pistoned his hips, digging his heels into the ground so that he could push against me with as much urgency as I did against him, growling deep in his throat.
Skin slapped against skin, becoming wetter and louder as we moved faster, more urgently.
The orgasm surprised me with its suddenness. It erupted deep in my belly, unfolding to the tips of my fingers, making my head drop back on my shoulders. Black stars erupted in my vision. My throat hurt—I was screaming—but all I could hear was the rush of blood through my skull.
Cooper watched me come. His face and straining arms filled my vision. The hunger in his eyes was breathtaking.
His eyes said, Liberate me.
I sagged against his chest, panting. He was still huge inside of me. He hadn’t come.
Cooper needed more.
My trembling hands slipped toward the locks on his chains, but someone seized my wrist. “Don’t,” Mad Dog said. His breath smelled sticky-sweet, like marijuana.
I’d forgotten he was in the room. He was watching us, making sure we weren’t going to do anything stupid or dangerous, and it was comforting to know that there was one sane person nearby. The fact that it was Mad Dog was less comforting.
But I didn’t want him to stop me. “It’s fine,” I said breathlessly, still hot from my climax. “Cooper won’t hurt me.”
“Even if that’s true, you’re not the only person he could kill,” Mad Dog said. “We chain him for a reason. New werewolves are vicious.”
Cooper snarled at Mad Dog, as if to illustrate his point. “I don’t think he likes you grabbing my wrist,” I said, keeping my tone calm and level.
Slowly, Mad Dog released me. “He’s not safe.”
“I don’t think that’s true,” I said.
This time, when I reached for the locks, Mad Dog didn’t stop me. He stepped back with his mouth drawn into a grim line.
I unhooked Cooper from the wall.
He moved with shocking speed, chains rattling as he pushed me to the floor. He wasn’t inside me anymore. I felt empty and cold without him. I was so surprised by the hollow ache that I couldn’t even react.
But Cooper didn’t withhold his touch for long. Metal slithered against the floor. He ripped his shackles away, arms now covered in long hair. He flipped me over, shoving my head to the floor with one large hand while the other held my hips in place. My cheek and breasts pressed against cold concrete.
I could see Mad Dog from the hips down. He took a step toward us.
“Don’t,” I said. My voice didn’t even tremble. I didn’t feel the faintest hint of fear. Only a thrill of understanding.
Cooper shoved into me in a single, powerful thrust. He was so deep that it felt like it should have emerged from the back of my throat. I braced my arms against the ground, pushing back against him, forcing him deeper inside of me with a throaty groan.
I wanted him. All of him. I never wanted this motion to end, with the ridges of his cock stroking me onward to greater and greater heights, driving every rational thought from my skull.
Mad Dog was watching as we fucked, breathing hard. He rubbed himself through his jeans. His skin was rippling, too, and I knew he was on the brink of changing himself. In a few minutes, I’d be alone in that shed with not one wolf, but two. And I didn’t care.
Cooper pumped in and out of me, setting a hard rhythm. The sound of his grunts had me aroused again within moments. The feeling of him inside me was just as sweet now that I was adjusted to his size, just as blissfully overwhelming.
All rational thought fled from my mind. I could think of nothing but the motion. The pressure.
My mate.
He pushed against me harder, molding his hips to my ass.
And I felt him begin to swell.
A muscular bulge formed at the base of his cock, growing slowly, stretching my entrance to its maximum. It shoved past pleasure and went straight to pain. The sweetest pain I had ever felt. I was going to tear. There was no way I could take the entirety of his knot.
It was something that wolves did, I knew. I had learned about knotting in my biology for non-majors class. I recalled laughing about the idea of the mating knot with my friends in class, talking about how gross it was that the male would lock himself inside of his female, how strange and unreal it seemed.
I had never thought I would be on the receiving end of it. And if I had thought that, I never would have guessed it could feel so good.
The sound that came out of me was barely human, somewhere between a whimper and a mewl. My fingernails clawed at the concrete.
His thumb pressed against my perineum, applying gentle pressure. Human enough to think of my comfort even as his body knotted in mine, locking us together. Inside my pussy, his head pushed against my cervix. I was filled to the utmost. And once the knot had grown fully, I was certain he couldn’t have pulled out of me if he wanted to, though he still thrust gently, each tiny centimeter shooting bolts of pleasure to my fingertips.
Cooper’s motions grew erratic. He gripped my ass with both hands—almost paws now—and lost himself inside of me.
And then he came.
His claws dug into the tender skin of my hips. I twisted so that I could watch him throw his head back and roar, the muscles of his neck bulging, veins cording his chest. The sight of him coming inside of me—the feel of his hot seed filling my body—sent me over the edge again.
I howled with him, mind whirling, skin aflame. I felt nothing but the places our bodies joined. I felt everything.
I was his bitch, and I loved it.
Spent, Cooper collapsed on my back, flattening me to the floor with his knot still inside. Even though I could feel him shapeshifting, he wasn’t thrashing. No longer in any pain. The change breezed over him. He groaned softly against the back of my neck, cock twitching in my tight cunt.
I drifted in a post-orgasmic haze, only half-aware of the fact that Mad Dog was changing faster, too. All that seemed to matter was that Cooper was finally beginning to soften. Pulling free of my body as he finished the change. I wanted to see what he had become, but I didn’t want to have to move. I loved being under him.
Mad Dog gave a grunt of pain. “Can’t keep an eye on you. Gotta run.”
“It’s okay,” I mumbled. “I’m safe here.” I had never felt safer in my life.
The other biker slammed out the doors of the shed, leaving them open to the moonless night. The smattering of stars looked unusually vivid tonight. Or maybe it was just because I felt so alive.
Cooper withdrew from me. His breathing and soft growling sounded different. I rolled onto my back to behold him.
He was almost completely wolf. His knees were still oriented like a human’s. His arms were still a little too muscular, his chest too broad. But he had long fur all over his body, a muzzle, golden eyes, a tail. I could tell that he wouldn’t be able to walk upright. But he was still Cooper. I could see the man within those golden eyes.
I smiled and stretched my arms above my head, enjoying the pop of my spine. “Looking good.”
He lowered his head between my legs and gently licked my tender core. I ached from his mating, soaked by both of our fluids. It sent a shiver through me.
Howls rose in the night, echoing over the desert. The pack was calling to him.
Cooper nosed my chin, huffing his warm breath through my hair, and I hugged the ruff of fur ringing his neck. “Go ahead,” I said, pressing a kiss to his muzzle.
The werewolf padded out of the shed, leaving his chains behind.
Free.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
I DOZED IN my trailer, only half-asleep. The bar fell quiet not long after midnight—guess most men weren’t stupid enough to climb into a cage with werewolves after they had shifted shapes. I wondered how many of them had survived the fight. I wondered how many Big Papa would be delivering to the Silver Needles.
I wondered if it mattered anymore.
Werewolf howls echoed over the desert, drifting through my open window on a cool breeze. They chased through my dreams.
Curled up in bed, my mind was filled with images of thickly-wooded forests. I dreamed of racing naked through the trees. I dreamed of being pounced upon by a wolf twice my size and having his cock forced into me, pushing against my tightness, claiming my body. I think I came in my sleep more than once.
The first light of dawn woke me from the haze.
My whole body ached from the night before. I stretched out, smiling even as I groaned.
This was a kind of hurt I could get used to.
As I extended my arms, my hand brushed against something plasticky. Somehow, The Devil had made it onto my pillow during the night. I hadn’t put it there. The sight of it made my smile vanish.
“But we’re both free,” I told the satyr. “It’s over. You can go away now.”
The card didn’t budge.
It took the edge off my glow, but just barely. I padded out of bed. Dropped my sticky thong on the floor. I hadn’t taken the time to bathe before sleeping—I’d been too exhausted.
Now I climbed in my shower stall and let the lukewarm water course over me. I had gotten some of Peyton’s blood smeared on me when I was rubbing against Cooper. I also had a little blood between my inner thighs. Guess Cooper had torn something when we were knotted together. I didn’t mind.
My fingers played at the juncture of my legs, flicking the swollen bud of my clit. I was ready again. Flushed with blood and eager.
I wanted to find Cooper as soon as he changed back.
Toweling off, I dressed myself in clean jeans and a tube top before heading out into the sagebrush. It was still early enough that all the shadows were blue even as the sky flamed orange with sunrise.
The camp across the road was quiet. The bar’s generator had been turned off. No wolves were howling.
Everything was silent.
“Cooper,” I whispered. “Where are you?”
A shape moved toward the hills. My heart skipped a beat, and I moved to intercept him.
But it wasn’t Cooper.
Big Papa was naked and impressive. His chest, arms, and shoulders were covered in a thick mat of hair—not fur, just normal human hair grown more dense than the cheap shag carpeting in my trailer. His dick hung heavy between his legs. His feet were dirty. His empty eye socket was a little bloody.
“Huh,” he grunted when he saw me. “There you are. This makes it easy.”
Unease crept over me. “Thanks for not telling the Needles about me,” I said, trying not to sound meek and failing. “I know I haven’t told you yet, but I appreciate it.”
Big Papa snorted. “You think I did that out of benevolence?”
“I don’t know, but I hoped—”
“You heard what the Needles wanted,” he said. “They wanted feeders that could heal any amount of torture and survive any amount of energy drain.” His eye sharpened. “And they wanted you.”
My stomach flipped. Yeah, I’d already heard them talk about that, but having that specifically addressed to me was a slap in the face.
“There’s something special about you.” He lumbered toward me, and I couldn’t help myself—I took a big step back. “Trouble smells it. Mad Dog smells it. I didn’t smell it at first, but now I do. You’re delicious.” The word rolled over his tongue. I felt violated just listening to it. “No wonder they want you just as bad as they want their invulnerable food source.”
“I’m just a bartender,” I said.
“You’re more than that. The Needles know what you are, but they aren’t talking. They’re just offering lots of money. Drugs. And free reign of Los Angeles.” He lumbered toward me. I could smell his sweat on the wind. “I don’t think any of that’s as valuable as you.”
“You can’t sell me,” I spat. “I don’t belong to you.”
“But you belong to Trouble now, and he belongs to me.” There was no delight or doubt in his voice. He didn’t take any pleasure in the idea of owning Cooper and me; that was simply what he believed to be the truth. We were commodities. He could do whatever he wanted with us.
Including selling me back to the demons that had tortured me.
Fear seized me, and I had no choice but to run, like a jackrabbit fleeing the coyote. I knew I could never run fast enough to escape. But I had to do it.
I hurled myself across the desert, fists pumping and chest heaving.
Big Papa didn’t follow immediately. He allowed me a head start. That made it so much worse—he knew that he could grab me at any moment.
I’d gotten halfway back to my trailer before I heard him move. The sound of him rustling through the sagebrush made me feel like I was going to have a heart attack. Just drop dead on the spot.
Yet somehow, I made it to my door. I jumped inside. Closed and locked it behind me.
Big Papa slammed into my trailer. The wards didn’t let him in, but the walls creaked. He didn’t need to get through my magic if he could just blow my house down like the big bad wolf that he was. If he pulverized the anchors I used to hold the spell in place, I wouldn’t stand a chance.
Little Bo Peep was propped up in the corner of my living room. I grabbed her and the silver buckshot that Gloria had given me. Double-aught was man-stopping stuff. It had to be good enough for a werewolf. Somehow, I managed not to drop it as I loaded the rounds, then braced Bo Peep against my shoulder.
My heart jackhammered against my breastbone as I waited for Big Papa to break through.
But he’d stopped beating his fists.
I backed up to the wall, holding my breath. My eyes flicked to the windows on either side of the door. I didn’t see his shadow moving through my rooster-print curtains.
Where had he gone?
Crash.
The glass behind me shattered. Hands punched through my window and closed on my shoulders. I screamed and tried to wrench away—too late. He had my braids in his fists. He yanked me off my feet.
Bo Peep slipped from my hands and hit the carpet.
“No!”
The hands climbed down my shirt, grabbed me underneath my armpits, hauled me through the broken window. Glass scraped at my bare shoulders. I grabbed a shard even as it sliced me open—a big piece as long as my middle finger. It cut into my palm. Blood flowed down my wrist.
He put me in a headlock, cutting off my oxygen. The crystal-clear desert light swirled around me.
I buried the glass in his forearm. The responding roar wasn’t in Big Papa’s voice.
The man released me, and I hit the ground on my knees. I should have run—I knew I should have run—but I was too shocked to move.
I gazed up at Cooper as he wrenched the glass out of the muscle of his arm. For a hopeful moment, I thought that he had come to save me. But then I realized that Big Papa was standing behind him calmly.
Big Papa hadn’t had to break my wards. He’d just ordered Cooper to grab me, knowing he’d be able to get through.
And Cooper had obeyed.
I’d just given myself to this man the night before, let him take me as he shifted, and he fucking obeyed Big Papa.
“Tie her up,” Big Papa said, tossing the chains at Cooper.
He stepped toward me, face twisted with self-loathing, pain in every line of his body. “I’m sorry, Ofelia. I don’t have a choice.”
This was what the tarot card had depicted—this exact moment, when Cooper chose to follow his Alpha’s orders, chaining both of us to the whims of The Devil. I’d been wrong to think we were liberated. I’d celebrated our freedom too early. The card on my pillow that morning had been a warning and I’d missed it.
“Please don’t,” I whimpered.
Then his hands were on me, and I was in bondage.
 
I hadn’t been to The Lodge since first arriving in Lobo Norte, and I was shocked that Big Papa took me there instead of straight to the Silver Needles. The room smelled like decades of tobacco smoke and crack. Its decorations were straight from the sixties. The patterned wallpaper had been plastered over the outlets, the light fixtures were rusted, and the kitchenette had the kind of stove that Abuelita would have used when she was my age.
Cooper set me on the bed as gently as he could. At another time, I could have gotten into the idea of being chained up in a scuzzy motel with him, but I didn’t do exhibitionism when the voyeur was Big Papa.
Something in the room smelled awful—something more than just the stink of tobacco. I twisted, trying to see what, but couldn’t.
“Leave the room, Trouble,” Big Papa ordered.
I didn’t want to be alone with him, but I didn’t bother pleading with Cooper. I knew what he was going to do.
And he did. He left me.
I glared at Big Papa with my arms tied behind my back, chains jingling softly as I twisted my wrists. I wasn’t going to let him give me to the Needles. No matter what happened, I wasn’t going back with them.
“I’ll do anything,” I said, forcing my voice to soften. “Anything at all. Just don’t sell me to the Needles.”
He slapped me hard—much harder than Gloria ever did. It was like being swiped by a bear paw. I saw stars. “I’m not selling you to them. The incubus mafia wants you that bad, you’re worth too much to sell. My pack’s keeping you for ourselves.” He leaned over me. His breath smelled like death. “Especially now that Trouble told me what you can do.”
I twisted away from him with a whimper and spotted a lumpy shape in the darkness of the corner.
It was the source of that terrible odor. I stared at it until my eyes adjusted and I could make out what Big Papa had stashed in his room.
Bodies. Two dead incubi, in fact.
Guess the Silver Needles weren’t going to be a problem after all.
“We’ve gotten everything we need out of Lobo Norte. Tonight, you leave with us.” His eyes gleamed. “You service us. All of us. More than a dozen after last night’s fight, all waiting for your tender lovin’ care.” I shook my head, denying it, unable to speak. Big Papa didn’t care. “Take a few hours to yourself. Say goodbye to Lobo Norte. I’ll see you at nightfall.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
I WASN’T SURE how long I spent alone in that bed, my only company the half-eaten bodies of the demons. The curtains were drawn so tightly that I couldn’t tell where the sun was outside. I was beyond time, beyond despair. I didn’t even care that my muscles had cramped from being chained into one position for hours.
Cooper had betrayed me.
Yet when the door opened that evening, I wasn’t surprised to see Cooper shuffling in, shooting furtive glances over his back. He closed the door quietly.
I wanted to be angry at him, but even now, I felt relief at the sight of him.
“Cooper,” I whispered.
He sat on the bed beside me. He had brought a pillowcase with him, but it was shaped weirdly. There wasn’t a pillow inside. “We don’t have much time.” His hands flew over the chains, unlocking them.
It hurt to sit up. I was so stiff that it took three tries. “Are we running?” I asked.
“We can’t,” Cooper said. “Big Papa explicitly forbade it, and I can’t subvert a direct order. But I’ve got another solution.” He dropped the pillowcase beside me.
I opened it. Little Bo Peep was swaddled inside. “What…?”
“There are two shells in it. They’re both silver. Be strong and pull the trigger.”
At first, I couldn’t understand what he was telling me to do. Then he pulled his leather vest apart, baring his breast.
Two shells.
“Me first,” he said. “Then go kill Big Papa. Be strong, baby.”
I felt sick all over. I picked up Bo Peep, but I didn’t put my finger anywhere near the trigger. She was my companion, my friend, my trusted coyote-killer, and now Cooper wanted me to use her to end his life.
“No way,” I said.
“I don’t want to hurt you, but I can’t disobey Big Papa. If he tells me to kill you, I will. You have to stop me before that happens.”
“Are you kidding? You think that this is the solution? Murdering you?”
His brow was furrowed with pain. “Please, Ofelia. Before they come back. Don’t let him make me hurt you.”
I got up, and he stepped back to give me enough space to shoot him.
It felt like I was going insane.
“I won’t let him do anything to us,” I said, lifting Bo Peep to my shoulder. “And I’m not going to end your life because you can’t stand up to him. You are so much stronger than you think you are, Cooper. You’re more than a werewolf. Much more. You aren’t bound to Big Papa’s will—you make your own choices.” I pumped the shotgun. “And so do I.”
Pushing past Cooper, I stormed toward the door. Determination flooded my veins.
Whatever I was, I definitely wasn’t as strong and fast as a werewolf, but I wasn’t going to die like a jackrabbit, with a heart bursting from fear. If I was going to die, I would take these assholes down with me.
Two shells should be plenty for Big Papa.
“Ofelia!” Cooper shouted. “Wait!”
Before I could reach the motel room door, it exploded. Shards of wood blasted into the room.
Big Papa filled the doorframe with his massive girth. He was wearing a black t-shirt that hugged the bulge of his stomach, blue jeans, and leather chaps. His boots had silver spikes on the toes. I was pretty sure they were real silver—intended to allow him to kick his own werewolves into submission.
His nostrils flared as he scented the air. “Trouble, sit the fuck down,” Big Papa said.
My heart fell when Cooper immediately sank onto the edge of the bed, heeling like an obedient dog. I could see him struggling against it. His entire body shook. Anger lit his eyes.
I fired the shotgun.
Big Papa moved too fast. He suddenly wasn’t standing in the doorway, and the buckshot implanted in the frame instead.
Then he hit me, and I was flying.
I slammed into the wall. Plaster cracked. I bounced, landed on the floor on my stomach.
The pain took a moment to strike. Once it did, I felt like I’d been run over by a hundred motorcycles with spiked treads. A few seconds later, I realized that Bo Peep had flown out of my hands.
I scrambled on all fours to pick her up again, but Big Papa hit me first. He didn’t punch me. He slashed his hand over my face and fire burned a path from my forehead to my cheek. Hot blood gushed into my eyes.
Kicking him away, I dragged myself up the wall. In the dirty mirror, I could see that he had clawed three parallel gashes across my face.
That would scar…if I lived long enough.
He slammed into my back, knocking me to the floor again. I flipped over. Swung both of my feet up and snapped my heels into his nuts. Big Papa grunted, but it barely slowed him down. He dropped to a crouch on top of me. His weight pinned me to the floor.
Cooper stepped towards us.
“Stop,” Big Papa said.
And Cooper fucking obeyed.
“You’re better than this,” I said. “Don’t listen to him.” But Cooper didn’t do anything as Big Papa slapped me across the face, making the gashes burn anew and filling my head with black stars. I tasted blood. My teeth felt loose.
“This is gonna be a problem, isn’t it?” Big Papa asked. “This bullshit between the two of you. Question is, will your service to the pack be worth Trouble fighting me for your life every step of the way? I picked him because he was strong, but maybe he was too strong.”
“Picked him?” I asked. I coughed on the blood, spit it out.
“You don’t think he volunteered, do you?” Big Papa asked.
I remembered how much Cooper had glowed when he talked about his doctorate. How much he must have loved his life before he had been changed into a werewolf and lassoed into a biker gang. I’d thought that Cooper must have been a volunteer since all the other bikers were gagging for a chance to join the pack.
But he’d been forced into it.
Big Papa had picked him, bitten him, destroyed his life.
That made me even angrier than the idea of being forced to “service” the whole pack. I glared at him through the haze of the blood. “I will never stop fighting you,” I hissed, “and neither will Cooper. He’s better than you. He will break free.”
“Dumb bitch,” Big Papa said, hitting me again.
He didn’t show it, but he was worried. I’d been a stripper long enough to tell a man’s deepest emotions.
Big Papa really was afraid of Cooper.
“Pick up the shotgun, Trouble,” he said. Cooper did. “So is she right? Are you always gonna fight me on this?”
Cooper’s eyes burned with hatred. “Until the day I die.”
“Or the day she dies.” Big Papa grinned. “Trouble—kill her.”
Cooper stood over me with the shotgun aimed at my face. I stared back at him, pinned underneath The Devil, helpless to fight back. “Do what you have to do,” I said. Calm filled me from the top of my skull to the tips of my toes.
He squeezed the trigger.
Blam.
I jerked at the explosion so close to my ear. The sound was painful enough that I believed he had really shot me for an instant.
Then something warm and wet began dripping over me, and it wasn’t my blood.
Big Papa rolled off of me with a groan. His back had been chewed up by the silver buckshot, still embedded in the meat of his muscles, baring glistening white bone under his leather vest.
As soon as the shock wore off, I pushed myself to my feet, holding the wall for strength. Cooper was breathing hard, looking just as stunned as I felt. “I did it,” he said. “I shot him.”
Big Papa struggled to get up. “You goddamn stupid fucking—”
Cooper kicked him in the face, driving his studded boot into the other werewolf’s forehead. Big Papa fell. “Don’t get up,” he said harshly. He stomped on Big Papa’s back. Pinned him down with his weight. “Don’t ever get up again.” He extended Bo Peep toward me.
I took the shotgun. She was a familiar weight in my hands. She felt almost as good as Cooper’s cock.
“I brought more ammo,” Cooper said, slipping another silver slug into my hand. “Just in case.” I loaded the weapon mechanically, more by habit than because of any deliberate thought.
Pressing the barrel against the back of Big Papa’s skull, I could almost see the chains that had Cooper and me tied to him. I understood rationally that I was imagining it, but the vision was so vivid.
This was it. This was the end.
I unloaded the second slug into Big Papa’s skull.
The Devil’s brains splattered over the carpet, and we were free.
 
When the sun rose the next morning, Cooper and I were both still alive.
Trust me—I was surprised, too.
Mad Dog gathered the Fangs, and they were gone before the first rays of light touched the desert. It didn’t escape my notice that the gang was bigger than when they arrived, even though neither Big Papa nor Cooper were with them. The recruitment drive had been successful. There would be more werewolves next full moon.
None of them were going to Los Angeles.
They weren’t going to do the transitions in Lobo Norte anymore, and they weren’t going to change anyone else against their will. Mad Dog had promised me that before leaving. I wasn’t sure why, but I trusted him.
Anyway, if he broke his promise, Bo Peep and I had more silver buckshot.
Now Lobo Norte was silent as Cooper and I packed to leave. We wouldn’t be following the Fangs out of town. We were planning to head south into Mexico to start looking for the rest of the tarot deck. I needed to know why I was different, what it was about me that attracted the werewolves and the Needles. I had a feeling that I’d find all my answers with the rest of the cards. If not…well, there were a lot of things much worse than getting to travel alone with Cooper.
“You look like shit.”
I turned from Cooper’s motorcycle to see that Gloria had appeared seemingly from nowhere, hands on her ample hips and judgment in her eyes.
Reflexively, I touched my wounded face. I’d tried to heal myself with magic and failed; the gashes from Big Papa’s claws would leave me marked for months. “I had to fix some problems. It got messy.”
“Did you succeed?” Gloria asked.
“You could say that.” I gave her a short explanation of what had happened with the Fangs, holding nothing back. Her penciled eyebrows climbed her forehead as I spoke until she looked like a shocked kewpie doll.
When I finished, she whirled on Cooper. “You told her to kill you?” Gloria asked. “Are you sculpted from pure stupid?”
Cooper glowered. “Better to die than—”
“Blah, blah, blah. You’re talking and all I’m hearing is, ‘I’m stupid, Gloria, I am so fucking stupid.’ You know what else you could have done? You could have gotten me. You could have gotten Johnny. We kill bikers that fuck with us and leave their bones in the desert for the bugs to pick clean.”
She’d never told me that before, yet I was utterly unsurprised. I’d noticed that the most troublesome bikers had a habit of vanishing. I’d just assumed that they left Lobo Norte and didn’t come back.
The idea might have bothered me a few hours earlier. Now my mind was filled with the image of Big Papa’s brains dribbling out onto The Lodge’s tacky carpet and I felt calm.
“We had to free ourselves,” Cooper said. His hand was warm in mine.
Gloria jabbed him in the chest with a finger. “Death isn’t freedom. The road is freedom.” Her eyes gleamed. Was she tearing up? “I don’t think I trust you to take care of Ofelia without doing something else stupid.”
I broke away from Cooper and wrapped her in my arms, expecting her to slap me like she so often did. But she just hugged me tight. Her face was wet against my chest. “Good thing you weren’t stupid enough to listen to him,” Gloria grunted. I think she was trying to tell me that she loved me.
“Someone’s got to have enough brains to find the rest of the tarot deck.”
“So you’re leaving me.”
“Yeah. I’ve finally got enough money.” More than enough, once I pawned all of Big Papa’s crap.
“Don’t you ever fucking strip again, chica.”
“No promises. I like stripping.”
She whopped me upside the back of the head. I staggered. That was more normal for Gloria. She’d kinda been freaking me out there for a minute.
Gloria pulled an envelope out of her cleavage and shoved it in my hands.
“Last bonus,” she said.
I opened it and my eyes widened. It was filled with a stack of crisp hundred dollar bills. “I can’t take this.”
“What, you think I’m going to go and buy a nice fucking TV or something? What the fuck would I do with that? Take it and shut up.”
“Thank you,” Cooper said. He tried to kiss her on the cheek. She stepped back and pinched his ass.
“Be less stupid or I’ll fucking kill you,” she said by way of goodbye.
She didn’t stick around to watch us leave.
I ran my hands over Big Papa’s motorcycle, savoring its curves. This beast was mine now. I’d decided not to sell it. I could always ride behind Cooper, but I wanted something to show for what I had accomplished—my first werewolf slain, my chains shed, my future and past reclaimed.
Plus, it was a fucking sexy machine.
The saddlebags were already filled with everything I needed. Some clothes, Big Papa’s valuables, even Bo Peep in a holster I’d enchanted to be invisible. The Devil card had a special place in its own pocket with plenty of room to add more tarot cards. I wasn’t afraid of it anymore.
Cooper stepped up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. His lips traced along my shoulder.
“You sure you want that?” he asked. “It stinks of him.”
I couldn’t tell. My nose wasn’t sensitive enough. But I turned in his arms, sliding my fingers along his belt buckle. “We could fix that real quick.”
He grinned. It was a beautiful look on him.
We fucked on Big Papa’s motorcycle, long and slow. We marked it with the scent of our mingled sweat. I came screaming, back arched over the handlebars, and Cooper bit my shoulder hard enough to bruise. Marking me as his mate with the harsh desert sun as witness. By the time we were done, Big Papa’s stench was covered in ours.
And then we left, tearing down the road toward Mexico with the music of the engines surrounding us.
When we got halfway up the hill, Lobo Norte vanished without so much as a ripple. There was nothing but empty desert behind us. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see it again, and I felt a little bit sad.
There were seventy-eight cards in a tarot deck. One had gone to Gloria. I had another.
Only seventy-six left to go.
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ONE
She's beautiful, but that isn't the only reason she makes my heart beat faster. She's a vampire, and more dangerous than that, she's a conservator—basically a sheriff for the local colony, which means she's also one of very few vamps allowed magic. I'm her opposite number, working magical crime for Portland's mage government. She looks at me the way I look at a double deluxe from Mike's Drive-In; goddamnit, now I'm hungry.
The room is a Jackson Pollack painted in blood. If there was a chance we were leaving this for the cops, I'd be concerned about stepping through, because bloody boot prints are really hard to explain away. Even standing along the edge of the carnage, I can see two corpses. Their eyes were fountains of blood, though I'm not even sure how that works.
You wouldn't think it from the smoothness of her skin, but Scarlat's got decades on me. That's why I ask, “Seen anything like this before?”
“Unfortunately. The spell overloads the blood-brain barrier, then pumps blood into the brain. The pressure smashes the brain, but it continues to build until it shatters its way through the skull. The eye sockets are a structural weak point, so when the pressure rises enough...”
“Blood geysers out of the eyes.” I raise an eyebrow. “So why don't you fill me in?”
“Unfortunately, the method is all that I know that you don't,” she says. I can tell already there's something she's holding back. But I'm not sure I've ever known her not to be holding something back.
“Well, from the looks of it, it has the hallmarks of a suicide pact. The kind of thing idiots think is romantic as hell, but it is really just a giant middle finger to whoever's left with the carpets to clean.” I wonder if she's called the Cleaning Ladies. But she isn't Pawn; I don't have to babysit her.
“What makes you think it's a Romeo & Juliet?” she asks. She wants into my process.
“They're in an embrace, mid- or immediately post-coitus, unless she just happened to fall on his dick as she died.”
“That's a good catch. But the spell is usually paired with an anesthetic agent—a spell to keep the victims from feeling what's happening. It meant they wouldn't have been aware of what was going on until their heads popped open.”
“And when you say 'usually', you mean?”
“Modus operandi. Haven't figured out the means, mind you, but it's clear from the victims that they weren't suffering from extreme intra-cranial pressure immediately before death. When you asked if I've seen anything like this before. Four other times, in as many weeks. That's why you're here.”
“And here you had my hopes up it was a social call. But that doesn't fully explain why you want me here. About anything I can do, you can do better.”
“That's not strictly true,” she said. “You're a more than capable mage, and a better investigator. But to the point, my kind is exceptionally vulnerable to this kind of magic.”
“I'd propose a trade,” I start.
“Trade?” she asks, as if the concept alone intrigues her.
“I've got a case that could probably benefit from your expertise. A bloodless killer. Pretty much the opposite of this.”
“Bloodless... a vampire?”
“Could be. There weren't neck punctures, but that doesn't mean much of anything.”
“How many bodies?”
“Just the one, so far,” I say. “But there'll be more.”
“What makes you think that?”
“It wasn't a one-off. And it might be the first in my neighborhood, but it wasn't his first.”
“Mind if we focus on mine? I get the impression there's a ticking clock.”
“My investigation's dead until another body drops,” I say. “How many in your pile?”
“More than a dozen.”
“That's a peculiar number.”
“Second scene had pieces from at least four people; could have been as many as seven. They were little pieces. The blood pressure spell... they were still experimenting, then, figuring it out. They burst the entire bodies from the inside out.”
“Ah,” I say. That means this scene is probably the cleanest yet. “I imagine you want to keep this circle tight.”
“Probably the best way to keep it quiet.”
“How would you feel about bringing in my pathologist?”
“Bishop? It's enough off the beaten path, I'm not sure she'll be of much use.”
“She'll surprise you. I'll meet you at the car. Got to make a phone call.”
She shrugs and walks away. I wait until she's out of the room, with the door shut. It's probably meaningless, because I'm pretty sure she can hear me through the walls—damned vamp ears.
The call rings through. That's when I notice it's 3 in the morning. Bishop picks up anyway, and doesn't take it out on me. “So this is the reason you bought me a case of frappuccinos?” she asks.
“Have to keep you caffeinated. How do you feel about a night on the town?”
“Kind I'm going to need special gloves for?”
“The gore's already taken care of, courtesy of the VC.”
“Ah. So I take it we're working with Scarlat again.”
“Quid pro quo; she's going to help with that murder from last week, in exchange. We just need your encyclopedic knowledge of arcana.”
“There's no such thing. But where do you need me?”
“I'm taking her to the safe house on Miller.”
“So you're not bringing her to me, then? I thought we play nice with the VC.”
“I trust them as far as I trust them. And that isn't as far as the location of your lab.” Especially not with her living in an apartment off it.
“Fair enough. Anything I should bring?”
“Case we're consulting has multiple victims at each scene, vomiting blood from their eyes.”
“Projectile, or—”
“Projectile. Think fire hose, or a dump truck backing over a hydrant.”
“I'm a little sad I didn't get to see the mess. Might have been instructive.”
“Well, if history's any guide, you're likely to get a chance. This is the fifth one of these.”
“That shouldn't make me feel giddy, should it?”
“Your blood-lust is part of your charm. We'll see you in a few.”
We came in Scarlat's car. It's the same red as her coat, with the same kind of timeless quality to it. I guess she's had a lifetime to perfect a style that won't fade. She's listening to a CD with old jazz standards on it when I get in. It's about the only thing that shows her age.
“We all set?” she asks.
“She's meeting us at the safe house.”
“The one on Miller?” I don't betray anything. “I assume you have more than one, since you mentioned it as the one on Miller—but that's also the one that I know about.”
I can't tell if she's fishing, or just awkwardly working through not having all the facts. “That's the one,” I tell her.
“Good,” she puts the car in gear and hits the gas, and we're off.
“How's Mike working out?” I ask. I still feel responsible for what happened to him, though if I'm honest, it was Scarlat and the colony that happened to him, by way of Rook.
She grins, and I see light from a street lamp we pass glint off the fang nearest me. “Still maudlin.”
“He wouldn't be Michaelangelo if he wasn't.”
“But he's got good instincts. Honed killing my kind, but...now that his kind is my kind, he's using those skills to protect our innocent.” I smirk unintentionally at that last word. “Colony vampires don't kill to feed; there might be blood on our teeth, but unless you're a vegetarian, you can't high road me on this.”
“I know,” I say with a smile. “Innocent's just not a word I use for anything but kids, and even then, some kids...”
“He's on the side of the angels, I mean.”
“And why am I not surprised that angels have fangs?”



TWO
We beat Bishop to the safe house by enough time that Scarlat runs down the other murders for me, including putting pins into the map of Portland on the wall. The details are all remarkably similar. Vampire lovers, groups of at least two, murdered bloodily. And there seems to be experimentation to the killings—a learning process.
“Like a serial killer, honing their 'craft’?” I ask.
“Worse,” she says, “like a protoscientist.”
Like Bishop. We both hear Bishop's key in the door. Instinctively I step in front of the doorway, putting myself between her and Scarlat, and finger back the hammer on the revolver in my pocket. Scarlat notices, and reacts defensively. One wrong move from either of us and the room is going to catch fire, and I don't like my odds against her.
Bishop notices the moment she's inside. “I'm not big on Mexican stand-offs. But I could see if I can find an all-night taco place. Crap. Now I want tacos.”
“Where were you last night? Around 4 in the morning,” Scarlat asks her, without looking away from me.
“At my lab,” Bishop says.
“Can anyone verify that?” she asks.
“I cooked a loaf of reagents for a spell. Sadly, they aren't sentient.”
“I'd stand down,” I tell Scarlat. “She could kill us both without putting any effort into it. And right now, aside from being one of the few mages you can think of with the acumen, you've got nothing to tie her to these killings.”
“Put the hammer down on that revolver, and we can be friends again,” she says, before adding, “preferably without shooting me.” I lower the hammer, then put the safety on, and take my hands out of my pockets. She relaxes. “Better. And sorry. But I had to ask.”
“Eh,” Bishop shrugs. “He usually has to, too. Comes with the territory. I have means, and usually opportunity, too.” She notices the pins in the wall. “What's with the Mărțișor?”
We both look at the map. “The what?” I ask, because I'm used to having to.
“The Mărțișor. It looks like a limp infinity symbol, which I don't imagine is a coincidence. It's a Romanian tradition, thought to date back to Rome and the Ides of March. It's a bow tied with red and white striped string, worn as a talisman. It's a symbol with special meaning in classic vampiric magic, because the red represents blood.”
“Isn't that your bailiwick?” I ask Scarlat.
“We don't all have eidetic memories,” she says indulgently.
“Any significance you can think of to drawing that symbol across the city with vampire blood?” I ask.
“One,” Bishop says, and pulls out her phone. She does a quick search on it, then holds it out to me. I can see a diagram with a red circle around a white orb. “On the fifteenth, there's going to be a total lunar eclipse. A blood moon.”
“Red and white,” Scarlat says.
“And this is bad,” I say, and my tone makes it clear I'm guessing.
“It's dominion magic, on a scale we rarely see. Every vampire within that symbol would be under the control of the caster, and even most humans inside the symbol would be.. persuadable. But it's mostly a spell for controlling vampires.”
“That explains the hunters,” Scarlat says.
“Hunters?” I ask.
“There's been an influx of hunters. Several dozen different groups, taking up positions sporadically around the Brownstone. Someone has been tipping them off, but not telling them specifically where to find us. It didn't make sense—why bring wolves to our door, but leave them outside? The answer is that they simply don't want us to leave.”
“The hunters are keeping your people boxed in,” I say. “You can't evacuate the Brownstone without alerting the hunters. So it's somebody who knows about the colony, and wants you kept where you are until the fifteenth.”
“But this does give us an advantage,” Bishop says. “Because we know where they need to be next,” she points to two spots on the map that would complete the symbol, “and we know that your killer is running out of time. They aren't going to get a lot of margin for error.”
“And we're in luck, too,” Scarlat says. “Both locales are far from the Brownstone. Means there aren't many vampires, so there aren't a lot of targets.”
“Unless our killer gets creative and brings his own,” I say.
“True. But that would be new. Certainly something to watch for, but it's safer to assume they've staked out the local vamps.” She takes two new pins, white, and puts them into the map. “Specifically, there are vampires living here and here.”
I groan. Because it means we'll be staking out the local vamps, and I'll be living out of my car for the better part of a week. And maybe I'm not thrilled because I also don't trust Scarlat. There's something she isn't telling me about these killings. And that means I have to share one of the potential spots with her. Which means asking Pawn to cover the other. And asking Pawn for anything is inviting disaster to leave a steaming pile on your front porch.
“Do we need to take it in shifts?” I ask.
Scarlat sighs. “So far, the murders have all taken place at night.”
“So far as I know, I think that's part of the spell, letting the moon witness the killings,” Bishop says. “Though I can't say whether or not that's tradition, superstition, or necessity.”
“But I can take the first half of a shift,” Scarlat says, “if you'd like to shower and sleep in a bed for a couple of hours.”
“Yeah. Not a bad idea,” I tell her. “Want a ride home?” I ask Bishop. My car's stashed about a block away.
“Keeps me from having to cab it,” she says.
“I'll give you a call when I'm on my way,” I tell Scarlat.
“If we're taking the one out past Sunset, I'm going to need you there a half hour before sunset. I really don't want to sleep in my trunk. I keep a pillow and a sleeping bag in there, but it's still not comfortable.”
“I'll be there,” I tell her.



THREE
“You're up?” I ask.
“What can I say,” Pawn starts, “I'm nocturnal.”
“Please don't say anything about emissions.”
“Funny you should mention that; I'm up ‘cause I got me a subscription to a muscle porn-stars site. Feel like I'm not getting my money's worth if I'm not constantly—”
“Nope,” I tell him, “that was the end of that thought.”
“You don't need me to turn it off, though, right?”
“I need you at a stakeout. I'll text you the address.”
“But, but my pornography.”
“Your over-abused pud will thank both of us for it, I'm sure.”
“I was starting to get some friction burns.”
“Bye,” I say, and hung up. I text him enough details to get by.
But I'm glad I left my shower until after talking with Pawn; I always feel like I need a shower after talking to him.
Then I dress. I knew I wouldn't sleep, but that had never been the plan. I drive out to meet Scarlat and find an empty spot that doesn't have limited hours on it. She gets in my car.
“I've got another couple hours,” she says, “if you want to sleep.” She's a dangerous predator—an ally, maybe, but still, it's hard to take the invitation at face value. Besides, I'm on edge. A city full of vampires at somebody's beck and call. That'll keep you up at night.
“What do you know about this spell?” I ask.
“I know it's research we've tried to suppress,” she says.
“Suppress?” I ask.
“Nothing exceeding the limits of our treaty,” she says, though I can tell she's embroidering it cautiously. “Earlier this year, I sent Mike to talk to a protoscientist doing research in this field. Just to talk. I think a lot of scientists, proto or otherwise, are like Bishop; they want to know simply to know, not for any specific utility. Mike talked about the consequences of his research on our colony. He agreed to stop, like that. Which isn't to say that every colony plays as nicely as ours. I've heard about scientists killed or turned without sanction. But this is essentially our atom bomb, and a lot of vampires have died trying to make sure it's never assembled.”
“We're not going to let it,” I tell her.
“You believe that,” she says. “Your heart rate didn't speed up at all.”
“We've been through worse this last year. I'm sorry, genuinely, that someone's targeting your colony, but I'm confident we can see it through.” She breathes a little easier. It's the most relaxed I've ever seen her. “You said we've got limited targets in the area. You keep tabs on all the vampires in Portland?”
“Don't you keep tabs on all the mages?”
“I try,” I tell her. But mages, by their nature, avoid authority. You can blame centuries of hunts and burnings for that.
“Well, the ones on the up and up keep me appraised; we have to. It's the only way to know when a hunter's among us.”
“True,” I say; not a concern we usually have to deal with.
“There's a vampire couple living in that apartment complex there,” she points to a building down and across the street, then at another off to our left, “And I think there's a couple of out-of-towners staying in a condo here. Pair of men. They haven't declared, but they also haven't given me reason to shake their tree, either. Smart money'd be on the local couple living away from the colony—they're common knowledge. But I picked this spot because you can keep an eye on both of their buildings from here.”
“And what, exactly, am I looking for?”
“Someone suspicious. I can sniff out someone wielding heavy duty magic, you...will just have to keep an eye out for someone with her arms full of dangerous magical ordinance, or wearing a t-shirt that says, 'up to some seriously evil shit' on it.”
“What if she's only wearing it ironically?”
“I'd still keep an eye on her,” she says.
I doze for a little. I wake up to my phone vibrating. Scarlat's gone; she's the one calling. “Had to run,” she says, and I see her jogging to her car, “literally. If I speed now, I'll beat the traffic and the sun back to the Brownstone.” She peels off.
“You could have woken me earlier,” I tell her.
“You know you kick like a puppy in your sleep? It's adorable. I let you sleep as long as I could. But I should get off the phone, so I don't give the cops a second reason to pull me over. I'll see you tonight.”



FOUR
The pattern holds, and the morning goes by without much happening.
Just before noon, Pawn calls. “We running short-staffed on this one?” he asks.
“You should be used to that,” I tell him.
“Short, maybe, but it's all about girth,” he says.
“Uck.”
“I'm assuming I'm not getting relief anytime soon.”
“Yep. Should be okay, if you want to sleep during the day.”
“But on the subject of relief, I noticed my laptop gets reception off the coffee shop up the street.”
“No. Go home to do that. Sleep, jerk off, whatever, just don't get arrested for public indecency again.”
“Aw. Afraid I'll make you look bad in front of your cop girlfriend?”
“Vergara's a colleague. And yes, I'm okay with her thinking you're my drunk uncle who occasionally has to be bailed out. But I definitely don't want her knowing I work with you.”
“I'll do what I can,” he says, “but the crotch wants what it wants.” He hangs up. I check the time on my phone. If I drive home now, it'll be the lunch rush. I know I'm useless, because the thought of lunch doesn't do anything for me. I need a nap.
I sleep until it gets too hot, a few hours, at most. I need some food, maybe an early dinner. I walk down to a little bistro at the end of the street. There's a burger joint next door that smells like artery-clogging heaven, but it's got a lousy view of the condos. The things I do to protect strangers.
The bistro's full of overpriced health food, if you can call putting lettuce, tomato and facon on a bagel healthy. They let me stick around, though that's probably because the soda refills aren't free. At least the caffeine takes the edge off the sleep deprivation.
They're open until an hour past sunset. Twenty minutes after the sun goes down, Scarlat walks through the door. I notice, but every man in the joint does, and a couple of the women. “Almost thought you left,” she says, “until I smelled your aftershave.”
I drop enough bills to cover my tab and the tip on the table and walk out the door with her.
“I take it nobody got murdered last night?” she asks.
“Nobody here. Pawn stayed at the other place ‘til noon. Though I should probably check in on him.” I take out my phone and dial him up.
“Yellow,” he says.
“Orange,” I reply.
“I was actually about to call you. We're looking out for vampires, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Well I just got passed by one I know—I took a chunk out of his ear, once. Only he didn't know me. Had a thousand yard stare on him—like I made a crack about Tysoning his lobe and he didn't even notice me. I get the feeling this is the sort of thing you wanted me to watch out for, right?”
“You still trailing him?” I ask.
“Oh, yeah. And it looks like he's headed straight for the retirement home where she said the two old vampire folks are supposed to be staying.”
“Dominion magic,” Scarlat says.
“You could probably use a hand,” I tell him, and he knows better than to protest. “You want to come with?” I ask Scarlat. “Or would you rather watch this place?”
“She's never hit two couples in one night; even with the time crunch, this is probably the only one, and I'd rather we get it shut down right instead of hamstringing ourselves.”
“Okay, Pawn, sit tight. We're on our way.”



FIVE
She's in better shape, so she drives. We're there as quick as we can be.
The retirement home's got everybody standing on the front lawn, with smoke coming out of an upstairs window.
Scarlat and I sneak in the back. Pawn's there, sopping wet, and holding his hand over an older man's mouth.
“That our guy?” I ask.
“Nope,” Pawn says. “You want to hold a gun on him.”
“After you tell me who the fuck it is.”
“Well, guy we're after was inside. So I needed his potential victims outside. So I pulled their fire alarm, which is apparently tied into the sprinkler system. I even set a little trashcan fire upstairs to keep them outside. When they couldn't figure out who pulled the alarm, this genius crept back inside to check things out.”
I pull my revolver out and point it enough in the old man's direction that he stops fighting Pawn. Pawn pulls a brown bottle from his pocket, douses a rag, and puts it to the old man's face. He passes out instantly. “Ether,” Pawn says. “No one's going to think twice about an old guy who got sleepy and saw things.”
“So where is our guy?” I ask, sliding my revolver back in a pocket.
“Upstairs. Just standing in the room like a zombie.”
He leads the way. The vamp's standing in one of the rooms, with his pants around his ankles. We both turn to Pawn. “I got bored waiting for you,” Pawn says. “And I had to make sure he wasn't playing brain dead.”
“You mean like you?” I ask. “Or is this your subtle way of telling us it's not an act?” He pouts. “Pull up his pants,” I tell him. He frowns. “We'll have to carry him out. And if anyone sees us, we don't want them to think we're carrying him some place to rape him. So pull up his pants.”
“Somebody woke up on the wrong side of the car this morning,” Pawn complains as he kneels to lift up the vampire's britches.
“You think the ether will work?” I ask Scarlat.
“Hard to tell. Harder, still, to give him enough to put him out now, but get him pliable when we get him someplace quiet to ask him questions.”
“I think we should hit him,” Pawn says.
“Well I think we know which of us hits harder.” I offer Scarlat my revolver to use as a bludgeon.
“No thanks,” she says, “wouldn't want to shatter your butt.” Pawn snickers. I don't get a chance to, because she throws a punch, fast enough I barely notice she's coiling for it. It impacts the vamp in the back of the head, and carries like a bat hitting a fastball. She catches him in the same motion, and tosses him over her shoulder like he's a rag doll.



SIX
With the vamp out, Pawn and I do a proper search of the room.
“Take your time,” Scarlat says, “it's not like he's heavy.” I can't tell if she's being sarcastic or not.
We find a mojo bag beneath the bed, barely concealed; probably the necessary reagents for the spell. Pawn takes it to drop at Bishop's on his way home. We quickly comb over the rest, but we're on a timer, because I'm sure they called the fire department by now. There isn't anything else to find.
Pawn leaves. I tell him he's probably good to take the rest of the night off. I think he already planned to, anyway. But all told, it's a good night for him. Really, any night he doesn't fuck up bad enough to nearly get somebody killed's a good night for him.
We toss the vamp in Scarlat's trunk. “Learned that lesson the hard way,” she says to me as she closes it. “No matter how convinced you are somebody's out, you don't want to be trapped inside a car with them if you're wrong. Lost an eye that time; it grew back, but it's no fun getting an eye gouged out. Your safe house is closer than mine,” she adds. “Would you mind?”
“Not at all. Mi casa es su dungeon—or whatever dungeon is in español.”
“Mazmorra,” she says. I raise an eyebrow in her direction. “You pick up some Spanish growing up in So Cal.”
“Like dungeon?”
“Depends on how wild your youth is,” she says with a smile.
The vamp is still unconscious in the trunk when we get there. We put some manacles on him, the sturdy old school kind, then a straitjacket, and most of a roll of duct tape. If he's got some magic knowledge, it won't stop him, but it'll slow him down enough for us to handle him.
“You know him?” I ask her.
“I do. He lives at the Brownstone, a couple of floors below me.”
“He know anything he could use to hurt us?”
She raises an eyebrow; keeping magic out of the colony's hands is one of her primary jobs. But it's also the kind of absolutist credo that I can't see any human being, present or former, carrying out to the full letter. “I'm asking, because I can't see you executing every vamp who comes across a flame whispering spell.”
“So far as I know, he's clean. But who knows, especially with this dominion spell. Could be whoever controlled him gave him some additional instructions. Like an offensive spell.”
That reminds me about the mojo bag. It's possible it was unrelated, either belonging to the elderly vamps or simply there for the anesthetic.
There's a knock at the door. I go for my revolver.
Scarlat smells the air and smiles. “It's all right,” she says, holding out her hand.
I don't trust her far enough to believe that, but I leave the gun in my pocket as I got to the door. It's Bishop standing outside. It's raining, so her hair's plastered to her forehead.
“Pawn dropped me off,” she says. “We figured you might need a little help. I thought you were probably knee deep in the interrogation, or I would have called.”
“What'd you find?” I ask.
“Pretty standard mojo bag. It's imbued with enough power to charge the two spells, as well as the reagents for the same. No instructions, so your guy must know what he's supposed to do with it. Any luck?”
“Haven't started on the interrogation. But this is good fuel for it. And since you're here, there's a few questions that have been nagging. The blood geyser spell. Can he cast it without his reagents?”
“Nope,” Bishop says. “That's why I left it back at the lab.”
“Okay. What about the spell he's under? Could he cast that?”
“On Scarlat? Not unless he's got a colon crammed with more reagents. It's a complicated, powerful spell, not the kind of thing you can cast off the cuff.”
“What about the vamp? Should we try to snap him out of it before we start asking questions?”
Bishop frowns. “It's possible,” Scarlat says, taking a step towards both of us, “probably likely, that his usual, conscious self isn't aware of any of this. He'd probably be easier to interrogate, but we'd be interrogating the wrong man.”
“I was sort of afraid of that,” I say.
Bishop nods approvingly. “But the real reason I'm here,” she says, “is he's probably booby-trapped. With this kind of dominion spell you can essentially program someone. Simple if-then statements, but you know, something like, if the couple are home, execute the spell, if not, wait; if you are unable to complete your mission, kill yourself—possibly in the kind of explosive way that'll kill everybody in the room with you. The colon thing wasn't just a bad joke; he probably has swallowed or maybe even keistered some reagents. Not entirely my area of expertise, but we know someone who's got a serious skill in haxen.”
Bishop pulls up her phone, puts it on speaker, and dials. I wince. I like Cassie just fine. But I'm not terribly comfortable around teenage girls, anyway; ones who make a concerted effort to get into my pants, doubly so.
It rings through, and she holds the phone up. “Cassie?”
“It's Haxen.”
“That thing we talked about ten minutes ago.”
“You mean when I asked you to call me Haxen instead of Cassie?”
“It's a username, not a proper name. But after that, butt-head. Is it ready?”
“When I told you it would take ten minutes to program, I was way off. It took three and a half. With padding.” Bishop smiles. “And you're sure this will work?”
“According to everything I've read about this spell, yes. Provided you included the translation spell as a wrapper around the code.”
“The anchor for it, yeah. But I can't make my modem chant the parts of the spell that aren't in binary.”
“Right. Duh.” Bishop closes her eyes. “I remember enough to get it moving.” She whispers some Latin in his ear. “You're up,” she says into the phone, then takes it off speaker and puts it to the vamp's ear.
I'm old enough to remember the squeal of fax machines and 56k modems, and it's like that, for the better part of a minute.
“Well?” I hear in the phone, but tinny, since it isn't on speaker. “Did it work?” she says as Bishop turns the volume up.
“Nope,” Bishop says. “Is he unconscious?” she asks me. I hold up my thumb and forefinger with very little space between them. “He'll need some blood to prime the pump.”
I fetch an IV and a blood pack from the fridge. His arms are inside the straight jacket, so I stab the needle through his throat and open up the feed on the bag.
The vamp's eyes open. He smacks his lips. “What are your orders?” Bishop asks him.
“Proceed to apartment 21b,” he says in a voice without inflection. “Place the mojo bag beneath the bed. Wait for the residents to sleep. Cast the spell as instructed. If the mission is successful, return home, and live as normal for one week, then slash my throat on the roof of the Brownstone and wait for the sun. If the mission is unsuccessful, or if I am discovered, cast the secondary spell.” He begins to chant.
“Don't cast,” Bishop says, enunciating the words very slowly and specifically. He stops. “You are under my power now,” she says.
“Yes.”
“I want you to tell me who gave you this mission.”
“I cannot.”
“Cassie?” Bishop asks into the phone. There's silence. “Haxen?” she says in a quieter voice.
“Best I can figure is she's got different permissions set up,” Haxen says. “We're honestly just lucky that he listened to the 'don't cast' thing. If she could firewall one part of her instructions, she could have done it to the whole spell.”
“Unless it's too costly,” Bishop says. “Spells require energy and reagents. The more powerful the spell, the more of both you need.”
“I need to carry out my mission,” he says, and his voice trembles. He's nearly crying.
“Does it hurt?” I ask.
“Yes,” he says. “It hurts to disobey.”
I share a glance with Scarlat. “If you can help us, we can help you,” Scarlat says. “We need to speak to your master. If you can help us with that, we can take you back to the old folks' home, get you your mojo bag, and send you on your way.”
“Hell,” I break in, “we might even be able to help you cast the spell. We just need a line on your boss first.”
“I don't know her, I don't think.” He's frowning and twitching. I suspect that he does, but that part of the deeper spell is keeping him from knowing it. “She has long, wavy red hair, but dark, like blood. Green eyes. Some coloring to her skin, and dusky cheeks. Pretty. Young. Perhaps too young. And one of us. Now can you please help me?” he whimpers.
“Bishop?” I ask.
“Yeah. If you want to get me a ride back to my lab, Haxen and I can finish deprogramming him.”
Scarlat's staring at the wall. “Scarlat?” I ask, and it brings her back to the world. She puts away her surprise. She knows something, something she isn't ready to share yet. But it's late, especially for her. “Sun will be up soon. You can head home. We've got this.”
She eyes me, but whatever's under her skin has got her off balance. “Sure,” she says softly. “I'll see you tomorrow night.”



SEVEN
I stick around Bishop's place for moral support, but it quickly becomes apparent that I can't even keep up with the pair of them, let alone help.
I'm tired enough I nearly knock over a beaker, so Bishop banishes me from her lab. I fall asleep on the couch. I wake up just this side of a sleep headache, an afghan around me.
I can feel eyes on my skin.
It's the vampire, standing in the corner, keeping to the shadows. I start, because I wasn't expecting to wake up to that.
When he sees that I'm up, he walks into the room and sits down. “I wanted to thank you.”
“There are less creepy ways to do that.”
“Perhaps. I called my wife to tell her I'm all right, because of you.”
“Scarlat didn't say you were married.”
“She mightn't know. Carla's human.”
“How's that work?” I ask.
“She doesn't live in the Brownstone. I stay there most nights. We have a daughter.” I raise an eyebrow. “A human one. Donor sperm. And we're very, very cautious about condoms. We love each other, but, she also loves the sun and watching our daughter grow up in it. But thank you, was what I wanted to say.”
“Well, that and you're stuck here,” I observe.
“True,” he says, and smiles. “Until dark, anyway.”
“Is there anything you might be able to tell me about the person who was controlling you.”
“All I can tell you is I heard a woman's voice. Young. I think it was familiar, but, the kind of familiar that says I've heard it before, but it could have been a girl working at the gas station.”
“Or a neighbor's child? At the Brownstone?”
“Yes,” he says, with so much hesitation the word comes out in three syllables. He sighs. “I can't be sure. But it's possible.”
“It's okay,” I tell him. “If you think of anything, let me know, but believe me, I know how dominion spells screw with you. You'll probably want to keep your head down, the next few days. If the killer knows you failed, and that you aren't dead, things could get complicated.”
“You think my house is safe?”
“Depends. Do you remember where you were grabbed?”
“Not... precisely. But I was walking home from the Brownstone.”
“So it's possible they don't know about the house, or your wife and daughter. But it's not likely. If she staked you out for even an evening, she'd know where you go.” I see fear in his eyes, and I know where his mind's going before it gets there. “It's fine,” I tell him, and hold up my hand. “We can get them, put you up in a safe place in the interim. It's not much, just a little cabin in the woods, but provided you aren't easily spooked, it'll keep you out of sight and out of mind.”
I dial Pawn's phone. He picks up. “Every damned time,” he says. “I got you in the one hand, and me in the other. Make it fast, because I was nearly finished.” I don't know how to respond to any of that, and somehow he interprets my silence as disbelief. “I'm not lying. Don't make me send you a dick pick to prove it.”
“I didn't know they made the kind of telephoto lens for your phone you'd need to capture it,” I reply.
“Finally,” he says. “I was beginning to think you were just going to breathe heavily into the phone. Which I was about ready to take as a challenge to proceed.”
“Nope. Nope. Please, nope. I need you to escort a woman and her child out to Castle's cabin.”
“Single?”
“I'm here with her husband.”
“Never hurts to ask.”
“No, it does. Every time you do, it hurts your esteem in just about everybody's eyes. But I'll be bringing out the husband as soon as it's dark.”
“So he's a vamp. And the wife and kid?”
“Human.”
“How's that work?”
“That's a different conversation. I'll text you the address, and he'll give her a call to make sure she's ready with a few days' clothes and food. How old's the girl?”
“Seven,” the vampire tells me.
“So she's in school?” I ask, and he nods. “You'll have to pick up the daughter at her school. The mother should be able to get her out. They may be gone a few days. Have her make up a dead relative out of state; we don't want a truant officer sniffing around.”
“Okay. Now can I finish?”
“You've got fifteen to do whatever you need, and you damned well better show up showered and in a fresh change of clothes.”
“Aye aye, skipper,” Pawn says, and hangs up abruptly.
The vampire hugs me. I'm stiff, but I pat him on the back, to make it not the most completely awkward hug in the history of civilization. I don't come from what you'd call an affectionate family. “Thank you,” he says, and he's almost sobby.
“What's your name?” I ask.
“Felix,” he says, and lets me go. I fight back the urge to mention the cat as I hand him my phone.
“People call me Knight.” It's a title, not a name. But names have power. Technically, all knowledge does; it gives people ways to hurt you with magic they couldn't do to a complete stranger. But names are worse. They're an anchor. People invest themselves in names, think of themselves at that word. We can't afford that liability. That's why Bishop's Bishop, and Pawn's Pawn.
I hand him my phone. He didn't have one when we found him, or a wallet. “You got all that?” I ask him.
“Man coming, clothes, food, dead relative, daughter, cabin.”
“Sounds good. I'll give you some privacy.”
I walk into the other room. “It's alive,” Bishop says. Rook giggles.
“Just the ladies I wanted to see.”
“Aw, fudge,” Rook says, because she's gotten better at pattern recognition.
“The vampire's got a family. A human one. We'll be putting them up at the cabin. But...I'd like a little assurance.”
“What kind?” Bishop asks.
“Well, if I was going to engineer a coup in an attempt to control every vampire in the city, I wouldn't use a proxy. I'd do it myself. But what I might do, if I thought there was a chance of getting caught, is cast a dominion spell on myself, and instruct me to lie about it if caught.”
“You think this guy's Keyser Söze?” Rook asks.
“No,” I say, “I think he's Verbal Kint. But there's no reason not to watch him, just in case. I'd like some kind of a device that'll tell us if he tries to leave the cabin. Rook can place it. She can stick around to make sure they're safe, and that the rest of us are safe from them.”
“It'll be easier if you can get me some tissue,” Bishop says.
“Yeah, yeah,” I say, waving my hand. I pick up a syringe from the table on my way out of the room.
“I'm going to need some blood,” I tell Felix.
“Me, too,” he says.
“We've got plasma, don't worry. We'll send you with plenty, and just in case, we can bring you out more if it's taking longer than expected.”
“Should I ask why you want it?”
“Probably not. Might offend you.”
“You're not going to control me, are you?” he asks. He's been on the end of somebody else's leash once already, and isn't eager for a second go round.
“We don't do that kind of magic here,” I say. That maybe isn't strictly true, but certainly not under these circumstances—and only if provoked. “It'll just help us keep an eye on you. Insurance, essentially, in case the killer manages to find you again—so we can find you again.”
“Probably smart,” he says, which means he's probably not. I mean, I've got a reputation, and maybe that's why he trusts me. But I wouldn't.
He rolls back his sleeve, and holds out his arm. I jab the needle into a vein so plump I don't even have to wrap his arm in tubing, and pull back the plunger. I take more than Bishop's likely to need. Then I take her the needle. “I didn't realize you were going to drill, baby, drill,” she says.
She takes the needle delicately; it's contaminated now.
I get him a blood pack from the fridge so he can replenish, along with an IV. Most of the colony vampires know their way around one; they try to be prepared. I offer it to him, and he sets it up himself. “You might want to get some rest,” I tell him. He nods and lays down on the couch.
I sit in an armchair at the end of the couch, but I can't sleep. After about an hour, Scarlat calls. “Can't sleep,” she says.
“Me, either.”
“We get anything new out of the vampire?”
“Felix,” I tell her.
“I take it he's talking, then. Anything else?”
“He's got a family. A human one. We're putting them all into protective custody for the next few days.”
“Probably wise. But that was the other thing I was thinking. We were relatively subtle last night. The killer isn't likely to know she failed yet—though presuming she's been using Felix for all of the murders, she may have to improvise. I'm comfortable acting on that presumption, given that no other vampires have committed suicide at times that would coincide with the murders—not even days or weeks removed. But it gives me an idea to essentially hustle off the couple we were watching, so you and I can take their place.”
“You want to play house with me?”
“Just for an evening. Maybe two, if it comes to that. That would put us in a position to get her close—close enough to grab her.”
“It's not a bad mousetrap,” I tell her. “You sure we should ignore the out-of-towners?”
“Like I said, they aren't playing nice and never checked in with the VC, so they aren't even technically my concern. But we can have Mike keep an eye on them. Stalking us from the shadows—really more his cup of tea.”
“Can you contact the couple?”
“I've got a number for them. I'll tell them to clear out after sunset and to get out of town for a few days—or at least to take refuge in the Brownstone, if that's not possible.”
“I guess I'll see you tonight, then.”



EIGHT
As soon as the sun's down, I drop Felix off at the cabin. He's quiet the whole way, because he's nervous about his family. I want to tell him they're all right, but I don't want him knowing Rook's there, keeping an eye on them discreetly.
Their reunion is sweet. The wife and child run out of the house to embrace him on the stones leading up to the cabin from the drive. He nods at me over their shoulders, and I drive off.
Scarlat beats me to the apartment by enough that she's cooking soup in a bathrobe, cinched in such a way it emphasizes her cleavage. That's not an accident. Vampires love to get people's blood pumping, and she loves getting a rise just as much. “Making yourself comfortable?” I ask.
She nods in the direction of the windows, floor to ceiling, lining the exterior wall of the apartment. “They're tinted, but not completely. If the killer's watching, we need to give them a show. I had the couple tell me about their routine. Which is why you need to strip.” My heart beats faster. She hears it, and licks her lips as I remove my coat and throw it over one of the kitchen stools “You spend an hour or so at the gym every evening, then you hit the shower at home. It's your rotten luck you routinely do it alone.”
“I take it you already had a bath?” I ask as I start to unbutton my shirt.
“Just maintaining our cover,” she says.
“And I assume I shouldn't be too shy in undressing in front of you.” I'm halfway through unbuttoning my shirt when I walk into the next room.
“Ahem,” she says.
“Yes, dear?” I ask.
“Shower's this way,” she says, and points in the opposite direction.
“Of course,” I mutter and turn around. My shirt flows around me as I walk past her through the kitchen.
The shower's frosted, textured glass, behind actual walls, which means I'll have a little more privacy in there. But I know I won't get a chance to savor it. As soon as the water hits me, another thought does, too; in the shower I can't hear or see—I'm completely unprepared for the killer, leaving Scarlat alone to deal with her. I rinse off quickly and dry myself. I've got a change of clothes in my duffle in the kitchen.
I walk out in the towel and grab it. “Dressing already?” she says, and pouts. “Would you believe it if I told you that you usually eat dinner naked?”
“Not for a second.”
“Would you do it if I did?”
“Not if it's going to blow our cover,” I respond. Or complicate our working relationship, though I know better than to say that part out loud. “It smells good,” I tell her.
“Thanks,” she says. “It's a soup with Mexican spices and seasoning. Gives it a kick.”
“What's our usual routine?” I ask.
“We eat in the nook. Then we watch something together, usually on the couch, but the bed is also an option. And since we know this killer likes to attack in bed, that seems like a no-brainer.”
“And what do I get to sleep in?” I ask, a little suspicious she's taking advantage of the situation.
“Also a no-brainer, as in you get to keep your shorts, and not hang any.”
“And in bed?”
“Down, tiger,” she says with a grin. “We both work from home, at laptops. So we take those to bed.”
“And what do we do on those laptops?”
“I'm an investment banker. I was a good enough one that I was able to convince management to let me work off hours so I could cover European customers better from home. That was before the transformation.”
“So I'm the sire? And what do I do?”
“Odds and ends. Mostly contract work on website architecture, graphic and web design, and engineering. As for what you and I do on the laptops, um, eBay? Or whatever. It's not like she'll be able to see our screens.”
She ladles soup into two bowls. I carry them to the nook, where I see she's prepared place settings for two. Including wine glasses. She appears behind me with the bottle, pulls out the cork, and pours. She fills her glass. I cover mine with my hand.
“You need a little,” she says, “to keep up appearances.”
She pours just enough in mine to wet the bottom. “And you need that much?” I ask.
She sits and smiles. “With my metabolism, we're essentially drinking the same amount.”
I take my first spoonful of soup. “It's delicious,” I say. She smile, warmly, and for a moment it isn't flirtatious or seductive.
“Thank you,” she says. But the moment's vulnerability seems to get to her, and she clams up.
“How'd the couple take getting shuffled out of their space?” I ask.
“Better than expected,” she says. “People at the colony know about the killings. Seemed the best approach, after the first couple murders. They said they'd been meaning to visit her parents in Lake Oswego anyway. But they were relieved. Living away from the Brownstone, they were nervous about their safety. You know, finding out you weren't being paranoid can be freeing.”
“Yeah,” I say. That brings up my own concerns. I want to ask what she isn't telling me. And she wants to say, but she isn't ready yet, either. So we don't speak through the rest of dinner.
I help her clean the cookware and put the dishes in the washer.
Then I take off most of my clothes and hop into bed. It means I can be under the covers when she emerges from the closet.
She's wearing an intricately detailed red nightgown that looks like it was contoured specifically to her. I stare a little longer than I should. “When in Rome,” she says, and gives a little twirl that lifts the skirt and trails it behind her through the air.
“Dress like a goddess?” I ask.
“Are you sure you aren't looking to get lucky?” she asks. “Because I've had men trying do much worse than that.”
I roll my eyes and she comes to bed. She puts There Will Be Blood on the TV, with the volume down so low it's hard to make out some of the dialogue.
I spend the next hour playing Plants vs. Zombies. Scarlat notices I'm less bored than she is, and asks what I'm doing, so we install the game on her laptop. We spend an hour after that competing for higher scores. I take it easy on her because she's still new.
As the movie ends, she closes her laptop. “That was maybe the second most fun thing I could think of to do in bed.”
“So what now?”
“If our killer's waiting for us to go to bed, we need to give her the opportunity.”
“Right,” I say, and close up my laptop.
She turns off the TV, then the lamp on her nightstand, drenching the room in black.
“I can take the first watch, if you'd like to nap,” she offers.
“Not sure I could sleep if I wanted to.”
“You may want to try, anyway. It won't help if you pass out the moment our killer comes to murder us.”
I manage to doze for a few minutes. I wake abruptly to Scarlat's cheek pressed against mine. I can feel a hint of lace against my bare chest, and resist the urge to push myself against her. “Sara?” I ask.
“Hmm?” she says sleepily. She's too sleepy to growl at me for using her mortal name; I'm not sure if she actually dislikes it, or if she's usually concerned it might undermine her. She rubs her hair against my chin, and moans softly, before realizing where she is. “Oh,” she whispers. “I guess the sleep deprivation got to me, too.”
That doesn't exactly explain her curling against me, but I'm still weighing whether or not to mention it at all. But I'm preoccupied. I expected her to come clean before now. “Do you know who the killer is?” I ask.
“I might,” she says.
“Why haven't you told me?” I ask.
“I hope I'm wrong. And if I am, but tell you, you'll never give her a fair shake again.”
I know what she means. There are suspects from years ago that I still can't stop staring daggers through. Even after the real killer was caught, there's a feeling, that I thought they were capable of murder or worse, and that I'm still not convinced they're innocent little lambs.
I don't get a chance to probe deeper. A drop of something wet hits me in the center of the forehead. My eyes shoot open, and I can see a dark splotch above me on the ceiling, and another drop hits me on the eyelid as I blink. It's warm, but not as warm as blood should be.
I roll over and touch the lamp on my nightstand, and it comes on. I kick out of bed, and grab a pair of slippers that don't quite fit me. I'm sliding into my coat when I realize there's a chill on the air. The front door is open. “She's here,” Scarlat says from behind me. “Go. Check upstairs. I've got this.”
I finger the revolver in my pocket. I know for a fact she knows how to use it, even if she usually doesn't carry one herself. “Here,” I tell her, and set it on the counter. Then I run out of the room, and up the stairs to the next floor.
I count three doors in. I came loaded for bear, and in my pocket I've got a spell from New Guinea, not an unlock so much as a knock-down spell. I crush a plastic vial of reagents in my palm, and whisper the activating words, focusing on the door in front of me. It flattens with a crack that sounds like thunder in my ears; I can practically hear a dozen cell phones dialing 911 in unison.
I put on a pair of gloves. It's likely that this scene's going to be found by the police, and I need to not leave any evidence behind.
There's a couple slaughtered in the front room, but not in the usual way. Their throats have been slit, and you might not know it if you haven't seen a lot of slit throats, but there's not enough blood. Somebody took it—took half to two thirds of it. They're also not vampires; teeth are too blunt.
In the bedroom directly above the one I was in, I find two more. The vampire couple; I recognize them from a picture Scarlat sent of them to my phone. Their faces are swollen and mangled; not just from the spell. They were caught running, and beaten for their troubles. There's enough blood on the floor that it's soaking through in earnest. But there aren't any survivors; nothing else for me to do here.
I hear the report of my revolver. I need to get back to Scarlat.
I run down the steps. I see Scarlat standing in the doorway, holding the smoking gun. I see a new hole in the wall outside. “You hit her?” I ask.
If she did, there's blood evidence on the bullet; it's worth tossing the gun if that's the case. She shakes her head. Damnit.
“Cops will be here any minute. You'll need to scrub your prints off anything you touched.” I take the gun from her and walk back to the bullet hole in the wall. I take a knife out of my pocket and flip it open. Bullet crumpled flat into a beam, just under the drywall. I'm lucky, because it doesn't take much to pry it out. Then I get myself a rag and start to clean up.
I go in reverse order, walking my way through the night from the lamp I turned on to the laptop, then the dishes and silverware, the shower. I don't imagine I've got enough time to put on clothes, so I cinch up my coat and shove my clothes into the duffle. I take the towel I used, just in case.
We take my car. The police won't be as familiar with Scarlat's, so it doesn't matter if it's parked near the scene. I slide into some clothes as she drives.
“What happened?” I ask.
“I... let her get away,” she says.
“Did she hex you?” I ask.
“I don't know.”
“You took a shot at her.”
“It was all I could do to squeeze the trigger—even knowing the shot wasn't lined up.”
“But you let her go?” I ask.
“I did.” She exhales. “Her name's Lucinda. I called her Lucy growing up. She's my daughter.”
“How long have you known?” I ask.
“I've suspected it for a while. That's part of why I wanted you along.”
“You were afraid you wouldn't be able to stop her?”
“I was afraid—I'm still afraid—that I wouldn't stop myself. I want to murder her slowly. Flay her skin away, then peel her muscles off her bones, tear her tendons away, one at a time. And that isn't right. She doesn't deserve worse justice for coming from my blood.”
“Is there a story in that?”
“Just one about birds and bees,” she says with a smile. “Her father was someone I knew fifteen years ago. It didn't work out. And apparently, neither has she.”
“Fifteen? So she's, what, fourteen?”
She smiles indulgently. “Natural-born vampire children mature... faster. Not physically, mind you. But they're predators from birth. If there isn't enough blood in their milk, they bite while feeding. If they aren't getting enough blood when they're old enough to crawl, house-pets start disappearing. They're savage little animals; all the remorselessness of children with the strength to make them truly terrifying. But by fourteen, she knows exactly what she's doing. She's ambitious, perhaps, but she's not an innocent whelp. This is a power play, no different to the necromancer's coup. She has to be put down.”
Most of the colony vampires can't mention Apotheker. But she wanted to help. Their council wouldn't let her.
“I don't know how I feel. About any of this,” I tell her. “What made you suspect her?”
“We never got along. She was a monster. Tried to use my position and authority to get away with being much worse than a brat. She nearly killed one of the neighbor children. I'll never know why, because she lied. She's been lying to me most of her life.”
She catches something in my reaction. “I didn't raise her alone, but I still helped. And any time she thought she could get away with it, she lied to me, tried to pit me against others in the colony. But lately, she's been worse. Aggressive. But even more distant. I didn't know how to take any of it, but there were just...similarities, in the victims. Sometimes physical, sometimes biographical. But they mirrored people she felt had wronged her, a teacher who hit her, a girl and a boy who broke her heart. A neighbor she blamed for the death of her rabbit. Little tells that could have been nothing at all. But weren't.”
“Are you sure there isn't a...kinder way to shade this?” It's difficult for me to wrap my mind around a teenager with a Mussolini complex.
“If she completes this spell, she can control any vampire in this city. And with that much muscle, she can expand her reach indefinitely.”
“But are we sure she isn't just some lost kid, trying to get some kind of control over her life?”
“But it isn't her life. It's all of our lives. She wants to control hundreds of people. This is far beyond the usual acting out teenagers get away with. This is enslavement on an industrial scale, but also of the most sinister kind. She can use people without them being people, scrubbing them of any humanity.”
“And there isn't another way?”
I'm asking because she seems almost eager, and I worry she's begging the question.
“I'll put it this way. She'll live forever. She's tracked down magic potent enough, and forbidden enough, that many have killed to obtain it or keep it secret. Even if she repents today, she has an infinite amount of time to change her mind and abuse it again. And she's murdered over a dozen people already. We can't let her live, even if we were inclined to. And I can put it one more way: I need your help. Please.”
My phone starts buzzing. I check the ID. It's Vergara. I know what it's about already, but I also know I need to take it, to keep up appearances. I answer. “You free tonight?” she asks. “Because I got a case that's practically screaming your name.”
“If that's the only screaming of my name, I think I'll have to pass.”
“Oh, don't be a Wilbur. You haven't even heard what it's about, yet. Double-murder, double-suicide. From the looks of it the couple downstairs invaded the couple upstairs, killed them, stole some of their blood, then killed themselves while screwing in a puddle of said blood. I've never seen anything quite like it.”
“I have. Been working the case for about a week.”
“Bullshit. I'd have heard about something like this.”
“This is the first with this particular MO. But always couples. You wouldn't have heard of the others, though; outside of your jurisdiction.”
“Then you know what's causing this?”
“I've got an inkling.”
“Anything you can share with me?”
“Nothing concrete enough for that; just an inkling.”
“And I'm pretty sure I've got an inkling that you owe me.”
“Hold on,” I tell Vergara, muting my phone.
“I'm going to need you to drop me back at the scene.”
“Cops?” Scarlat asks.
“Yeah. And I'll have to figure out something to feed them, or this whole thing could end up haunting me.”
Scarlat turns us back around while I take Vergara off mute. “I don't suppose I could bum a ride home?”
“Probably with your heap?”
“Asked and answered. In the shop.”
“Sure. Provided you can get here under your own steam. Can't exactly abandon my crime scene minutes after arriving.”
“I'll be there in ten or less.”
“Or my pizza's free?” she asks. I hang up without responding.
Scarlat's tense. She's waiting on an answer, if I'll still help her with the case. I feel bad leaving her in limbo. But I'm also pissed she's been keeping things from me—things that could have mattered. Adding to the headache, the politics of it are complicated enough that I'm not sure what my answer really should be. We get there before I can unravel everything in my head. “Shit,” Scarlat mutters. The cops are parked right behind her car. I knew they would be; it was why I asked Vergara for the ride in the first place.
“You can let me out here and take the car for the night.” I reach for the handle to let myself out. “I've got nowhere I've got to be tomorrow. Just make sure you pick me up as soon as the soon as the sun goes down. We've got work to do.”
The relief shows on her face. I don't linger to drink it in.
Vergara meets me in the hall outside the bloodied apartment. “You smell like a woman,” she says.
“And you smell like a man,” I tell her.
“That comes from sharing a station house with a crapload of them. But here,” she walks me into the first room. “Boring,” she says, and gestures to the dead couple on the couch. “Throats slit, but nothing special about it, other than a distinct lack of blood.”
Then we walk into the bedroom. “And this one is characterized by too much,” I say. It's worse, now that I have time to really drink it in.
“So you have an inkling of what can explode a human being's eye sockets from the inside?”
“My operating theory was blunted trauma through the eyes, piercing the skulls.”
“There isn't that much blood in the skull,” she says, “and I know you know that. But,” she says, and shrugs, “I didn't bring you up here to pressure you. If you need time to figure this out, fine. Look around.”
I do. It's no better a look than the one I got with Scarlat. Bishop might be able to glean something extra I couldn't, but at this point I'm not sure what I can possibly tell Vergara.
On the one hand, since I'm here, on the off-chance any physical evidence ended up in the room, a hair or whatever, I'm covered. On the other, I'm holding a bullet in my pocket from a gun fired one floor down. I ask if I can have my specialist examine some of the blood.
“Beatrice?” Vergara asks. It's the name she knows Bishop by.
“Yeah. I'll have her take a look. Maybe she can find something useful.”
“And you'll let me know?”
“Scout's honor,” I say, turning to leave.



NINE
I sleep like a man who hasn't been allowed more than a few hours rest in as many days. It's plagued by dreams, the kind that come from knowing I'm one bad day away from a vampire Armageddon. At least it means I don't oversleep.
I text Bishop sometime after noon. I won't be surprised if Lucy's recruited herself a small army of unwilling combatants. I ask Bishop to whip up something I can use to badly damage a vampire, but nothing they can't regrow. I think I hear her brain get wet over the phone.
About an hour before sunset, Pawn swings by with a sack full of toys.
“She walked me through the basics, if you want to know, but I don't think it's anything you can't figure out on the fly.”
“I think I'm good,” I tell him.
“Well, just in case,” he says, and opens his coat the way he would to flash somebody, but takes his Judge out of a thigh holster. It's a pistol that fires 28 gauge buckshot. Makes almost no sense in a fight against anything that isn't a vampire, but in this one case, I'm happy to have it along. He's about to leave, when I stop him. “If I get arrested, this isn't going to link me to anything illegal, is it?”
He thinks for a moment. “Probably not. But best not to get arrested with it, just in case.”
“Generally sound advice,” I tell him.
“Sure you don't want back up?”
“I think there's a pretty damned good chance, knowing what I do about this spell, that you're going to be needed on damage control. But if things get too hairy, I'll let you know.”
“Mike, Harry and I'll be on standby.”
“Provided there's chicken,” I hear Harry yell from the next room.
“You'll get your damned bird,” Pawn says. “You'd think we never feed the guy. You do feed the guy, right?” he asks me.
“There isn't a padlock on the fridge or anything.”
“Fair enough.”
“But you aren't going to need your Judge?”
A grin spreads across his face. “I kind of got the feeling this was an all hands on deck situation,” he says. I know him well enough that the smile unnerves me. “So I figured I'd pull one of the M4s out of storage.”
“Just be careful. And keep an eye on Mike. If things go south, he might not be himself.”
“Why do you think I wanted the M4?” he asks through a grin. “The blood between us ain't the best.” He leaves.
Normally he bitches when I don't take him along, so if he's happy being left behind he must know how dangerous tonight's going to be. Or maybe he's just happy to be 'in charge' of his own squad, even if it is JV.
“We'll pick up your chicken on the way.” I hear him say in the next room.
“How many times have I heard that before?”
“Okay, every once in a while, something's come up, and we had to deal with an emergency first. But we always make good; it's not like we have this mounting chicken debt.”
The front door to our apartment closes behind them. Harry's cat, Bindle, chirps inquisitively. My door is ajar already, and she head-butts it to come inside. She's lost weight, even living indoors; she's practically weightless when she hops onto my lap. I stroke her white fur, and she curls around herself and purrs.
I open the go bag Bishop packed. There's a note, explaining that she's marked any spells with either a green, yellow, or red tag.
The note explains that according to her research, as the spell progresses, vampires nearest to the caster will become increasingly under Lucy's control. Green spells are precise; I can use them around Scarlat without hurting her. Yellow have some area of effect—she'll maybe get some splash damage. Red will fuck up every vampire in the room—that's where Bishop's got bombs, essentially, designed to disperse high-concentrations of silver nitrate, 'holy' water, and garlic into the air. She's also got what she's labeled a 'solar flare.'
I check my watch. Not quite sunset, so I call Rook. “Booooooooored,” she says, by way of answering.
“So I take it nothing's happened?”
“You hear 'vampire playing house with a human family' and you think, I'd watch that reality TV show. But you'd be an idiot. Because it is the single most boring thing in the lackluster history of meh.”
“But that's good. We want him to not be someone we have to put down.”
“At this point, I think I'd be okay with euthanasia, so long as it meant something happened.”
“Just be careful. If anything's going to happen, it'll happen as soon as the sun goes down.”
“Anything more exciting than trees incrementally growing will have my full and undivided attention,” she says.
“Okay. Bye.”
I've got a small arsenal laid out around me on the bed when there's a knock at the door. Bindle hops down, probably assuming it's Harry and going to meet him.
I open the door. It's Scarlat. “You found me?” I ask.
“Sorry. I got to where I've dropped you off, but I could smell the magic from here.”
“Harry and Pawn just left. I imagine that left quite the odor.”
“That would explain it,” she says. “You ready?”
“Just about,” I say, and head back into my bedroom. I start to pack the bag back up.
“You're loaded for bear,” she says.
“Rather have it and not need it,” I tell her as I finish. I follow her out the front door. She's parked nearby, though not as close as if she knew the place. She sniffed me out on foot.
I toss the bag into the backseat of my car.
“She's going to have to go back to the place from a couple of nights ago—the one where we intercepted Felix. I already called in a bomb threat; the cops moved the residents for the night—all except the vamps. Couldn't move them during the day, obviously, but at least they were smart enough to list porphyria on their medical charts, so the cops let them stay. I've got a couple of my people there already, to move them.”
“The cops?” I ask.
“Checked for a bomb and then left. But it was late enough they weren't going to truck the old folks back out. They're staying at a hotel.”
“You check on Felix?” I ask.
She drifts over the center line, and the tires thump their disapproval at us.
“I called the number you gave me and talked to the wife on my way in. He's good. A little more muttering in his sleep today than usual, but otherwise good.”
She over-corrects, and the texturing on the shoulder of the road shakes the car.
She pulls over. Her eyes are wild. “You should drive. Otherwise I think I'm going to put us through a tree.”
“Fair enough,” I say, reaching for the handle. But I notice her foot's still on the pedal, and the car's still in gear. “You first,” I say. The insistence seems to annoy her, but she puts it in park and peels off her seat belt. We get out at the same time, and move around the car counter-clockwise.
I get behind the wheel and strap myself in. She's edgy, but I can't help but ask. “Were you going to run me over?”
“Or leave you behind,” she says. “I'm not thinking clearly. Right now it's like being at a concert while trying to do complicated math story problems in my head.”
“Right now?”
“It's been getting steadily worse.”
“You sure you're okay?” I ask. “Because the last thing we want is to get there and have you turn on me.”
“I'm fine. I have to be.”
“Just, there's not shame in walking away. If I have to call in the cavalry...”
“No,” she says. “It's important I do this. To me, and...it's given me a black eye. We may not raise our children completely individually, the way humans do, but there's a sense that a sire is still responsible for their offspring's actions.”
That seems unreasonable, but it seems like now isn't the time to piss on her culture's front lawn. “Okay,” I tell her. “But if you have to tap out, do it. I've got a facemelting arsenal, and I'd hate to have to turn it on you.”
She frowns and I worry I've invited her to say something about me liking her face—if nothing else, I don't need the distraction tonight. But instead she turns introspective. “If she's using vampires, they're likely being controlled; we have to assume they're innocent.” I'm not following her, and my confusion shows on my face. “Just try not to kill them.”
“Vamps are hardy creatures,” I say, “but I'll keep it on this side of lethal.”



TEN
She's shaking like a fiend as we pull up outside the old folks' home. “You feed today?” I ask.
“If anything, I overfed, trying to gather my strength.” I want to lecture her, because gorging when you're going up against someone who uses blood to control people is a bad idea; but even if she's up a whole extra pint, it's a drop in an already very full bucket. I'm on edge, and lashing out at her isn't going to do anything other than create strain.
I'm first out of the car; I shoulder my pack and I'm most of the way up the steps before she manages to get out of her side.
“You sure you shouldn't stay in the car?” I ask.
“Make one more suggestion like that and I'll show you exactly how infirm I am.” I'm not sure she feels as good as she tells herself, but I don't push it.
Front door is open just enough we can see inside. Scarlat peers in. “Damnit,” she says.
“What?”
“The two I sent to get the old folks out. They're still here. But it doesn't look like they're my people anymore.” I lean into her, to be able to see what she's talking about. There's a man and a woman, both smartly dressed, both of them staring forward and drooling from slackened jaws like they're fresh from their first lobotomies.
She stumbles and catches herself on the wall. “I'm fine,” she says irritably, before I could possibly ask.
“Still, you should let me take point.”
“I would,” she says. Then she spins and snarls, and she's a blur—no, she isn't the only blur. There's another vampire, so close to me that I can feel the warmth coming off him. But she's got him by the collar, and smashes him into the wall head-first. His neck snaps in several places. One of the vertebrae tears itself out of the back of his neck. I see white sticking up out of the blood bubbling out of the wound, and he falls limp into a pile of disjointed limbs. “You're too slow.”
“I thought we were taking it easy on them.”
“Like you said, vampires are hardy. He'll survive, provided we move him indoors before the sun comes up. So we just need to make sure we survive long enough to do that.”
I kind of thought she'd say that. I hold up my hand for her to wait as I jog back to my car. I open the trunk, and take a sledgehammer out of it. She stares at me like I'm a madman. Then she sees the Norse symbols carved into the side of the hammer head.
“You're going to melt the skin off your hands,” she says. I produce a pair of rubber-insulated welder's gloves.
“Though that reminds me,” I say. I remove a vial from my pocket and open it, and dab my finger inside. I paint a Jewish protection symbol on my forehead, then dab again and put the same on hers.
“What's that for?”
“If I have to use the yellow spells, this'll keep us from bursting into flames.”
“Well, that's good.” I wipe the elixir on my pants, then put on the gloves.
“Lead the way,” I say, and gesture with my hammer.
She opens the door. “With any luck, these two will be zombies, just like Felix,” I say.
They turn their heads towards us in unison. “And how does your luck hold, usually?” she asks.
“Poorly,” I say, as the woman attacks Scarlat, screaming.
“I guess I'll take the guy,” I say.
“Just don't use the—” she doesn't get hammer out before the woman hits her in the face. And I don't even get the hammer raised before he's on me. He knocks the wind out of me with the first blow, then cracks a rib with the next.
I crumple to the floor, gasping; he grabs the hammer, and I haven't the strength to hold on to it as I fall. He looks at it, like it's the first time he's seen a hammer, then he realizes what it is, and raises it above his head. I say a quick prayer to Thor, and electricity arcs from the hammer through his body. I roll out of the way as he drops the hammer where my head had been and collapses.
He's black and smoking. I could probably take my time, but I can tell from the snarling that Scarlat could probably use a hand. I fish a blackthorn stake out of the bag. The smell of lilac and garlic permeating the wood makes me want to throw it away from my nose, but I know it's going to be a thousand percent worse for him. I place the spike just below his ribs, angled just enough to miss the spine, then I lift the hammer a foot and bring it down—just enough to set the stake in the vampire's skin.
He gasps and writhes, but he's in the vampiric equivalent of shock. I raise the hammer over my head and bring it down. The stake slams through his back and into the floor beneath him, stapling him to the wood.
“Knight!” Scarlat gasps. I grab the hammer and run towards her. She's grappling with the lady vampire. She could flambé the girl with a thought, but it's somebody she knows, so she's trying to play nice. I bring the sledge around and smack her in the temple. Her neck snaps and her skull caves in.
I'm setting up a stake below her ribcage when Scarlat puts her hand on my shoulder and squeezes. She could break it if she wanted to, and I can tell she kind of does.
“I said we weren't killing them.”
“I know. Do you know why staking vampires became a thing in the first place? It wasn't to kill them. People nailed them to the inside of their coffins to keep the vampires from being able to physically get up out of their grave.”
“Oh,” she says, and releases my shoulder. “You could have told me.”
“I probably should have, yes.”
We hear a stampede of feet coming down the steps. “How many stakes you got?”
I look up, and see a dozen or more sets of feet. “Not enough.”
“Might be time to break out the yellow spells, then.”
“Yeah.” I get into the duffle. Bishop's got it prepped in a cardboard tube, like a roman candle. I light the end and whisper the incantation on the side. Then I hold it out.
“Shit,” Scarlat says. “We're too late.” Amongst the vampire crowd, we can see the elderly couple, blood already pouring out of their eyes. “Hammer,” she asks, and I hand it to her, as well as a stake. “Kill them, before she completes the spell.” Scarlat charges into the thick of the vampires, swinging the sledgehammer in one hand and casting a gust of wind with the other that knocks several vampires against a bookshelf.
I aim the tube at the old man. “I'm sorry,” I tell him, and even without eyes he seems to regard me quizzically. A ball of fire flies from the end of the tube and hits the old man in the chest. It almost seems to burrow through him. Then fire crawls out of the hole and spreads out, like red ants attacking en masse from their burrow.
The fire erupts from his chest in a colorful explosion that reminds me of the Fourth of July and hits another vampire. The process starts over again, with the fire burrowing into his flesh before erupting. Bishop described the spell as creating contagious human fireworks; it's a variant of an old favorite.
I run forward with a blackthorn stake in hand as the old man falls. I slide under a hay-maker that would break my jaw and maybe my neck, and arrive just in time to push the stake through the old man's heart as he falls.
I hear Scarlat groan loudly as she swings the sledge and pounds her own stake through the old woman, pinning her to the wall like a butterfly in a collection.
One of the vamps, engulfed in flames, grabs onto my jacket. The protective spell helps, at least in so far as the fire doesn't try to spread to me. But it's still heating the air around me, and my clothes. I can't absorb the energy fast enough to keep it from burning me, and I'm going to catch anyway.
Scarlat's there in an instant, and breaks the vamp's neck. He drops me, and she helps me roll across the floor to put the nonmagical fire out. The last of the burning vampires falls, screaming, to his knees. I run to the fire alarm and pull it. The overhead sprinklers go off, putting out the last of the fire.
I hear feet on the stairs, and suddenly I'm hit from behind. I can't reach the bag, so I can't get to Bishop's toys, or even Pawn's Judge. I go for my revolver in my pocket, but a knee pins my arm to the ground as I'm straddled. I get myself turned around enough to see it's Scarlat. All I've got is one free hand and one stake.
I jam it with all my strength into her hip, where the leg meets it, and do what I can to work it into the joint as I stir it around. She screams. It would hurt even if it wasn't a cocktail designed to set off a reaction to nearly every allergy she's got.
I roll her off me, using the stake as a fulcrum; it hurts her, which keeps her from fighting me. I scramble to the bag before she's up and after me.
The person on the steps is her daughter; I can see the resemblance immediately, even with lighter skin and more red in the hair.
I get one of the nastier spells out of the bag and spin to face Scarlat. “This is red. It's serious friendly fire. It's not just going to take down your daughter, it's going to hurt you, too. It could even kill you.” She's feral. There's nothing of her left behind her eyes.
“Is this really what you want, Lucy?” I ask, turning towards the daughter. “You want to turn your people—your mother—into mindless monsters?”
Scarlat grabs me from behind in a choke hold. My eyes flick to Lucinda. I really don't want to do this.
“Don't kill him,” she says, and for an instant I relax. “I want his death to take weeks. Really make him feel it.”
So much for Mr. Nice Guy.
I push my thumb against the activation rune and let the reagents fall to the floor.
There's a delay. I feel myself getting dizzy. I see flashes of white against blackness in my vision. If I pass out before the spell takes effect, I'm fucked, because they'll recover faster than I will.
Then I hear it, first as a hiss, followed by a burst. I'm hit with a wall of moisture, and I know well enough to keep my eyes shut and hold my breath. Scarlat drops me, and slams on her knees hard enough it'd bruise a human. I land on my feet, but wrong, and there's a wet pop in my leg and another in my lower back. I ignore it. I've got more important things to worry about than the pain. I need to open my eyes, and I know that's really going to hurt.
The room is filled with acrid smoke. I hobble through it.
It thins out a bit by the stairs, but Lucinda at least wasn't safe from it. It's strong enough my eyes start to water. But I know Scarlat well enough to know that it's going to take more than that to stop her. I get my hand into the bag and tear out the Judge.
Scarlat's already standing over me. I roll towards her and fire low, into her guts. I stand up as she tumbles down.
I don't want to shoot her again. One gut shot isn't going to kill her. But if you do enough of any kind of damage to a vampire it can kill them—especially with this crap in the air getting into the wound. “I'm fine,” she says, though her tone doesn't seem to agree. She grabs onto the stake sticking out of her hip, and her expression becomes even more pained. “It hurts enough I can think straight. If I sit still and concentrate. Get Lucy.”
I wonder if it's a trick—if the spell would let her go for that kind of subterfuge. All we've seen so far is night of the living dead, but now, with the blood moon full and Lucy's spell essentially complete, she's at the height of her power. But I can't shoot her again.
I pick up the duffle and turn towards the stairs. They're empty. But I hear coughing from the top floor. I limp my way up the stairs. Knee's really starting to throb, but I've got to keep moving.
A board creaks underfoot, and the coughing cuts abruptly off. My phone vibrates in my pocket. It's a text from Pawn. “Vamps in the Brownstone are clearing out. ALL of them.”
So the spell is done, and Lucy's got her army marching on me. On foot we're a ways from the Brownstone, but that does put a ticking clock to this.
She coughs again and tries to stifle it, but I hear enough to know which room she's in. I don't bother trying to talk her down this time. She's committed to genocide by way of slavery, and I think she went into it with both eyes open.
I scan the room. It's small, and there aren't many places even somebody her size could hide. Maybe under the bed, but the closet's my bet.
I pull open the door. She's curled into a ball, trying not to let the poisons she inhaled steal consciousness from her. So long as she's awake, so long as she can exercise her will on the vampires, they'll come to her, find her, protect her. The spell hit her harder than Scarlat; for all of Lucy's ambition, she's still physically a child, and nowhere near as strong as her mother.
She seems to notice me for the first time, and raises her hand. My left hand goes to my throat and squeezes. But it's my right she should have been concerned about. I start to raise the Judge. She notices and fights me.
Standing next to her, her control is alarmingly powerful, even hurt as she is. But the gun's full of buckshot; I only need to get close.
I pull the trigger, and enough of the spread peppers her face and arm that she loses all control for an instant. The pressure on my throat doesn't release, but I can move my right arm enough to point the Judge at her chest. I feel her try to reassert control, push the gun to the side. I fire.
She takes the pellets in the chest, and the damage is extensive. She loses consciousness. I'm not foolish enough to think she's dead. But I'm also not taking chances.
I find a syringe in the bag. It's enough tranquilizer to drop a bull elephant, spiked with a few reagents to make it vampire specific. I jab the needle in her arm, then push the plunger in.
I put the needle into her vein, and fill the syringe with blood. It's probably an unnecessary precaution, but it puts a leash on her, whatever happens next.
Then I collapse on the edge of the bed, with enough of a view into the closet that I can see Lucy, just in case.
I call Pawn. “It's done?” he asks. “Vamps came to their senses, and are marching back to the Brownstone. Which is good, ‘cause people were starting to pay attention.”
“We're going to need help. Lots of bodies. Vampires that need to discreetly go to the Brownstone to heal.”
“Figured. S'why I gassed up the pest control truck.” A few years ago, when the local economy was in a tailspin, our old King bought a flagging pest control business. They don't have a number, or a website, but any time we need isolation, we put the tent over a building and people stay the hell out. “How're you holding up?”
“Banged up, but I'll live.”
“Scarlat?”
“Think we're in the same dingy.”
“I'll hurry.”



ELEVEN
Rook meets the rest of us at the old folks' home. By then, Pawn and Mike have got the tent over the top, and the truck backed up to the edge of it. She's got Felix with her. He glances nervously at her, before going to help with the wounded.
“How'd it go?” I ask her.
“Strangely. I think she did have her hooks in him. Around ten he started walking in this direction. I stopped him.”
“How'd that go?” I ask.
“I'll have some bruising. But he wasn't himself. So I'm not sure if it was voluntary, or what. But either he wanted to be her slave, or Bishop missed something...”
“I'll let Scarlat know. She can look into it.” She nods and slips under the tent.
We make short work of it. There isn't quite enough room inside the truck to lay everyone flat, but we're careful to stack the worst of the burn victims on the top. They'll heal nicely enough within a few days, but there's no reason to make their injuries worse.
The Cleaning Ladies are already hard at work. They contract for this sort of thing. They'll clean up as much blood and magical damage as they can, then cover up the rest by making it look like teenagers broke in and had a rave.
Pawn drives Scarlat and me inside the truck to the Brownstone. Guido, essentially the public face of the colony leadership, clearly has mixed feelings about meeting us there. He oversees his people unloading the bodies. We all dodged a pretty big bullet today, so he doesn't bitch that I'm returning some of them in extra crispy condition, since they all should have a chance at recovery.
When the truck's unloaded, Pawn takes Mike back to the home to take down the tent.
Scarlat and I stay with Lucy. She's out, but the way the spell works, she's going to hold onto most of the power she put into it until she's dead or the energy's expended. And the death a dozen and a half vampires—that's a lot of juice.
A half an hour before sunrise, Scarlat carries her to the roof. There are chains hooked into a half-dozen anchor points. They manacle her around each limb and her neck.
Scarlat gives me a small transceiver. “Are you familiar with a dead man's switch?” she asks. I nod. “Well, hold that in.” She puts a small explosive under the cuff around Lucy's throat.
Then they give her blood, and it doesn't take a protoscientist to tell you it isn't your garden variety blood; it's mage blood. The magic inherent in it is enough to wake her up, even through the tranqs and spells I used to put her out.
Scarlat helps her stand up. “You should know, that's an explosive attached to your throat. Not enough to be fatal, but it would take you out of commission long enough for the sun to finish you off. So behave.”
“I'm sorry,” she says. “I can't help but feel you're here because I failed you. I'm sure you also understand there's no other way for it to go from here. But we want you to pass from this life how you wish. If you want to see the sunrise, you can. Or we can put you out again, deep enough you won't feel a thing.”
“The sun,” she says.
“Could I have a few minutes with my daughter?” Scarlat asks.
I look to Guido. He doesn't like it, and if I wasn't here, I think they'd have an argument. But he doesn't like to fight in front of company, so he shrugs and starts towards the tinted glass enclosure around the stairs. I follow him. I make sure I keep them in sight, because I don't trust Lucy farther than I could throw Guido, and with my knee and back like they are, I'd be lucky to push him over.
I feel like I'm witnessing something I shouldn't. Scarlet and Lucy argue, the kind that, if there were a tomorrow, would probably have to be resolved then. Instead, they both cry and hug one final time. Scarlat retreats as the sun begins to rise. She waits so long that her skin is smoking when time she ducks inside the enclosure.
Lucinda stands and faces the sun. As a vampire born, it's the first sunrise she's ever seen. Scarlat laces her fingers through my hand, and we watch the sun come up together.
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CHAPTER ONE
“M-O-O-o-o-o-m!!!”
It was Violet, my five-year-old daughter, capable of hitting six different octaves in one word. Without waiting for me to answer – as usual – she barreled around the corner.
“I simply cannot find my princess slippers!”
“They’re on your feet, dear,” I muttered.
I wiped a stray strand of hair out of my eyes with my wrist, nearly poking myself in the eye in the process. She had broken my train of thought and I dropped the potato I was peeling into the trash. I snatched it up, gave it a quick rinse, and prayed that no one would mind my garbage digging. Looking over to see if she was still there, I couldn’t contain a huge grin. Daddy’s missing out, was all I could think as I watched her. Spinning and humming to herself, eyes closed, she was clearly enjoying her little fantasy world. Clad in every piece of dress-up gear she could find and half of my good jewelry, she stopped mid-turn and raised one eyebrow.
“These are not my princess slippers,” she scoffed. “These are my sparkly, high-heeled house shoes that I have to wear until the ugly stepmother finds my glass slippers!”
I sighed, why am I always the ugly stepmother? Can’t I be the beautiful queen who glides around the castle all day cleaning and cooking for my grateful subjects? Wrangling the potato and the peeler in one hand, I shuffled upstairs to find the “right” shoes. I grabbed two pink ones that lit up, having no idea what pair she was actually looking for, and presented them to her highness.
“My lady,” I bowed. “Here are your slippers.”
A giggle melody (one that I could not recreate if I tried) escaped her lips as she grabbed them and ran upstairs.
Now. Back to my thought.
 
I’d been wary of meeting the neighbors since we moved here. For the last three months, though, my husband had been on my case to “be neighborly”.
“You know – bake some cookies or something” he kept saying. “Make some friends, take Violet with you. She’s always a conversation starter.”
That was very true, and sometimes quite exhausting.
But when was I supposed to find time to bake Hey I’m your new neighbor baskets? I’d been doing nothing but unpacking for months, trying to entertain a 5-year-old in a war-zone of a home, get her ready to be a kindergartener, and prepare for my new position at the school. Even if it were in my nature to be neighborly, I didn’t have time.
I hadn’t made up my mind yet how excited I was about my new job, and resigned myself to making it through the last stretch of summer first.
Trying to please my husband, John, I eventually decided that if I tackled one neighbor at a time it wouldn’t be that bad. Yesterday was a test run. Ready-to-bake cookies made this easier while Violet was on a play date with my sister-in-law. I scooped the warm cookies onto a paper plate, threw some plastic wrap around the pile, and tied it with one of Violet’s hair ribbons. Pretty creative, I thought proudly.
I grabbed my keys, tripped over a packing box that I swear wasn’t there a moment ago, and headed across the street. Violet was at the park with her Auntie, so I could make this quick and use the excuse that I had to pick her up when I wanted to make my exit.
Meeting new people. Ugh.
I’ve never been a social person. I’m more of a follower, and am very much okay with no one knowing my name. Downright shy would probably be the right words. I had to visit this particular home before school got started, though, because I’d heard that the lady of the house was a pretty important member of the school PTO. Elizabeth Asch, I think.
How can a parent in the PTO be such an important part of my new job? I wondered. Better make friends with her now… or at least know what she’s like.
Just across the street, I strode up her fake cobblestone path and, for the first time, noticed what a great garden she had. Perfectly pruned bushes, an unusually symmetrical array of flowers, and little details like handmade stones with children’s handprints in them.
Balancing my plate of cheater-cookies in one hand, I quickly realized I should’ve gone with homemade. She’s head of the PTO for crying out loud. When I reached up to ring the bronze doorbell, I nearly broke my ankle backing off the porch. Something had moved, no, flown across the window, and startled me.
I must have been daydreaming and was caught off-guard; I hadn’t been that startled in a while and was pretty embarrassed that I’d almost fallen off the porch. I slid my sunglasses up into my hair and rang the doorbell. Before I had a chance to lower my hand, the door swung gently open.
A tall, perfectly groomed brunette tucked a stray hair behind her ear and looked me over. She gave a practiced smile and pronounced, “You must be the new neighbor. So good to finally meet you!” She was annoyingly bubbly and beaming, but looked like she’d been caught kissing the mailman or something—her cheeks were spotted with embarrassment.
“Come in, come in. I’ve just made some, eh, cookies.” She smiled, noting my paper plate. For some reason I was decidedly intimidated already.
“You can never have too many cookies,” I laughed, shoving the plate awkwardly in her direction. I stepped past her and into the house, and as I looked around I couldn’t help sulking a little. Her house was… I had trouble taking it all in… it was immaculate. Good thing she hadn’t come to visit me first.
While my house was filled with boxes and clutter, everything here was in place. Everything was clean. Everything was tidy. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere. It was a picture of what my life wasn’t at the moment. Chaos and clutter ruled my house now, but even when we got unpacked, I knew my house would never compare to this.
The whole twenty minutes I was at Elizabeth Asch’s house was as deeply assaulting as the moment I’d walked in the door. While I looked around feeling inadequate - as a mother, as a housekeeper - Elizabeth chatted casually about the unpredictable weather in Oklahoma, and about some sort of museum I should take Violet to.
I forced laughs where required and sat out the neighborly visit. And although I was uncomfortable being in a stranger’s home, I was at least intrigued by the charm of the place. To say that the small home was beautiful would be an understatement, for sure. Everything that wasn’t a calming neutral color was either earthy gold or deep burgundy. Perfectly pleated, warm toned curtains framed every window. There was a slew of rich wood furniture, caramel-colored throws on the chairs and sofa… it looked like fall threw up in here.
In every corner there was some organizational theme; children’s artwork perfectly displayed, magazines spread out just so, even the cookies she eventually pulled out of the oven were like a dozen little masterpieces. When she opened her fridge to get the tea she had offered me, she pulled out an ornate glass pitcher filled to the brim with a pale, sweet-smelling drink. In it were slices of orange and some sprigs of something green. It looked like it came right out of Southern Living Magazine.
I sighed again.
Polite small talk lasted only twenty more minutes before I pulled out the “I have to pick up my kid” excuse. I jingled my keys in my palm and glanced at my watch convincingly. Elizabeth showed me to the door and, just before I stepped out onto her porch, she assured me that her children would likely devour the cookies I’d made as soon as they were back from camp. Recalling her cookie masterpieces, I was pretty sure they’d be in the trash when I crossed the street.
After giving one more glance around her splendid home and flashing a neighborly smile, I sulked back toward my house. Wow. She was indeed very polite, but something about her irked me. Maybe I was just having a pity party because I longed for my life to be that put-together. A tidy home, goodies baking in the oven, warm and ready to serve to un-announced guests. Heck, to not be living out of boxes would be great!
Something about her sprightly manner and her picture-perfect home really bothered me though. Bothered me beyond feeling jealous, like something wasn’t quite right and I couldn’t put my finger on it.
Once I was back in my own driveway – back in the real world where people don’t organize their refrigerators – I focused on picking Violet up at the park. She had likely worn her poor Auntie smooth out, and would be hungry by now as well.
I found my favorite CD in the changer and spun the volume higher than normal. Normally, turning up the radio in the car and belting out edgy jazz tunes is something I would thoroughly enjoy. Filling awkward silence or a moment to think with music is usually what helped my brain tick. It seemed like my mind was always running with a zillion things, like every mother I’m sure. But the solace that I find in music is like no other, I can concentrate on the words or turn it all the way up and think about nothing at all.
For some reason, though, even Tony Bennett (my favorite) wasn’t helping me today. As I drove the few minutes to the neighborhood park, I couldn’t shake a nagging feeling to be nosy. What had Elizabeth been doing just before she opened the door? Had she rushed someone out the back before answering?
I tried for a few minutes to get an image of the person who’d run across the window, but it had happened too quickly. And what about the tousled hair she had quickly put back into place just as she was opening the door? It was so far from being my business, but I kind of enjoyed the role of inquisitive neighbor.
 
I rounded the corner and saw Kate and Violet knee-deep in the sand pile. If anyone could convince my prim and proper sister-in-law to sit in the dirt, it was my daughter. It looked like she was trying to tell Kate how to correctly build the fortress of sand around them.
I wonder how many cats have peed in that sand, I thought as I pulled into a parking spot.
I climbed out of the air conditioning into the blazing Oklahoma heat and found the nearest bench.
“Having fun?” I smiled.
“Loads,” Kate sighed—waving her arm around the sand pit as if to say Isn’t it obvious?
“Hey, Mommy!” squeaked Violet.
Hmmmmm. This could go one of two ways. Fit… or no fit.
I must choose my words carefully. Since she was already having fun, I needed to make it seem like we were going to do something even more fun so we could leave peacefully.
“Hey, love. How about we stop by the fruit stand on our way home… ”
Her lips pursed. She was thinking about it.
“… then we’ll get dinner ready for Daddy, because he’ll be home soon.”
That was the trick. Daddy’s little girl. “Okay,” she sang as she leapt out of the pit, or castle, or whatever it had become. I helped Kate to her feet. She dusted off her fancy pants (everything is “fancy” to Kate, it’s her favorite word, so my husband and I call her “fancypants”) and we chatted lightly as we walked back to our cars.
“So how are you settling in, Erin?”
“Great,” I lied. I was exhausted all the time and felt like there weren’t enough hours in the day to unpack.
“At least you’re close by now,” she said excitedly. “I can see Vy all the time, babysit for you, come to all her programs – I can’t believe she’s starting Kindergarten!” Her eyes were sparkling as she spoke. “Oh, I’m so glad you moved back.”
“Me too,” was all I could say.
“Are you excited to start at the school next month?” Kate looked at me with a worried expression. I guess she’d caught the twinge of pain on my face.
“Yes,” I answered truthfully, ready to think about something else. “I’m most excited to be able to peek into Violet’s class once in a while. And it will be my first ‘real job’ since she was born, so I’m eager to see if I can fit the bill as something other than stay-at-home-mom.”
“You’ll be terrific,” she mused cheerfully as we hugged goodbye.
I plopped into the front seat.
“I’ll call you later.”
Backing out of the gravel parking lot, I pulled down my shades and thought about how I had even gotten my new job in the first place.
When Charlotte, my best friend from high school, heard that we were moving back to Tulsa, she offered me first crack at the open position at the local school. She is their principal and one of the kindest people I know.
Email has been our close friend these last five years and she has consoled me via the internet often. Since we both have children, it’s hard to find the time to sit and chat, so pouring out our souls through a late-night email has always worked wonderfully for us.
We’ve talked each other through long, tearful nights of kids with earaches, boogie men, and homesickness. I couldn’t wait to be able to catch up with her over lunch, now, rather than the glow of a computer screen.
 
Even though I’m not really “qualified” for any working position, per say, Charlotte assured me that five years as a mom was enough experience for this job. She had asked me to make a resume anyway, so it would look official, and not as if she were simply hiring her best gal pal. Wondering what to put on it, I had been as truthful as possible:
Works well with others
Excellent work ethic
(I’ve done the exact same thing every day for five years. Laundry, dishes, dinner. Laundry, dishes, dinner… without complaining or asking for a raise)
Special qualifications
Multitasking and remaining calm in a crisis. (Laundry, balancing the checkbook, and mending Halloween costumes can all be done simultaneously.)
 
Oh yes, I was truly eager to try my hand at something new.
Glancing in the rear-view mirror, I couldn’t help but notice how much Violet had grown in the last few hours. I rarely spend any time away from her, and when I do I miss her terribly.
She looked delightful all covered in dirt and who knows what else. At the first traffic light, I resisted the urge to pull out the wet wipes and wash her off and just turned around in my seat to stare at her. She was gazing out her window and humming.
“Did you have a nice time?” I asked, absorbing her radiating contentment.
I could not compute most of what she said next because she was off… talking about wonderlands and dragons and moats. I turned around, accelerated at the green light, and relished in the nonsensical ninety-mile-an-hour story with a smile. It continued right through the fruit stand trip (“Don’t touch everything, you still have cat-pee sand on your hands… yes you still get a free apple… no, not three apples, put those down… tell the lady ‘Thank you’… ”) and all the way through the front door.
 
I tried with some difficulty to concentrate on the last of the potato peeling as I went over and over the previous day’s events in my mind. Obviously Elizabeth was a poor choice for my first neighborly visit. After much deliberation, I decided to stop worrying about her and concentrate on dinner.
The potatoes were dropped in to boil and I turned to the fridge to grab the pork chops.
Is everyone on this block as picture perfect as Elizabeth? I wondered. We will be sorely out of place if that is the case. I already felt uncomfortable in this neighborhood.
“Hey princess,” I heard unexpectedly.
“Daddy!”
I didn’t even have time to spin around, thankful for the break in thought, before there was a strong arm around my waist and a kiss lingering on my ear. In one instant I’d forgotten everything except the sudden warm welcome.
And the potatoes boiling over.



CHAPTER TWO
I WISH I were a morning person. I wish I were a morning person.
Hmmm. Fairy godmother must not be on duty yet. I rolled out of bed and into my house shoes – magically, I think – because my brain usually does not function properly for at least an hour after I wake up. I rubbed my eyes with the back of my fists like a sleepy toddler and headed for the bathroom. Not only was there a “school-ager” in the house now, but I also had a job to start getting up every day for. This morning thing would definitely take some getting used to.
I was used to getting up whenever Violet came into my room and turned on cartoons. She would usually lie there while I pretended to watch it, actually drooling on my pillow for another half hour, and we’d get around to eating breakfast at nine o’clock or so. What would I do when I had something to wake up for every day?
Today, I supposed, would be practice. I needed to be at the school at eight to meet with Charlotte and go over everything my new job would entail. I was pretty sure I was excited. I mean yes, excited. Definitely.
Yawwwn… stretch… moan.
After all, I’d been invisible for the last five years. Of course I would love to show everyone (mainly myself) that I’m able to do something besides rot at home. That may sound harsh, because I do love my job as a stay-at-home mother. It’s just that when you do the same thing, day in and day out, sometimes you wonder where it’s getting you.
Like most mothers that don’t work, my entire day consists of doing laundry, washing dishes, dusting, vacuuming, making beds in case someone comes over in the middle of the day (which they never do), and making breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Well, Captain Crunch makes breakfast, but two out of three is still work.
Then there’s the most tedious, daunting task of the day: picking up after my five-year-old Tasmanian devil, who streams through the house dragging everything she owns around after her. And each day when my husband gets home, I don’t usually catch a “Hey, the house looks great!” or a “Thanks, honey, for the doing the dishes again today.” He hugs us, kisses us, and sits down to relax after a hard day’s work.
Invisible.
I understand, somewhat, his lack of enthusiasm. I don’t have the most glamorous job in the world. But it’s not just his lack of interest in what I do eight hours a day that bothers me, it’s everyone. Most of my friends have full time jobs, and the few who don’t have jobs— don’t have children.
Some of my working friends back in Stillwater used to call me on their lunch breaks and tell me everything they had accomplished that day. Always talking details about some big project the boss trusted them with, or a crazy deadline they were worried about meeting. I would Uh-huh and Oh, wow at the right times, while scrubbing the toilet or cleaning bananas off the wall. Then they would remind me that they were “working” or “busy” and had to get back to their “job”. I honestly think they pictured me with my feet propped up eating bon bons all day and watching soap operas.
Also, like most mothers that don’t work, I’d been feeling guilty. Like I’m not providing for my family in a tangible way, and I often wonder if my husband resents me for not pulling in a paycheck. Of course, when the subject would come up for discussion, we would always agree that the benefits of raising Vy at home far outweighed what I might earn by being away from her all day; but I sometimes wondered if he ever secretly wished for me to help out with the income so that we could have more stuff. Or live a little more luxuriously.
I understand that moms have a tendency to feel guilty either way, not being home with their children… or not earning money. So now that I have no excuse not to work while Violet is in school all day, I thought I would give it a try. The anticipation...no, the horror...of beginning a career after staying home and being invisible for so long. The only comfort I had is that it would be in the company of a friend.
Charlotte, or Charlie, if you’re one of her oldest friends and remember her boyish figure that didn’t need a bra until she was sixteen, loved her job as principal. Such a delight to be around, she always made everyone more comfortable. Our friendship remained so strong long-distance, it would be a real joy to see her calming face every day. She has such a way of making me feel whole, and sane, even when I shouldn’t.
On this horrid day of getting up at sunrise, I decided to treasure my shower sans Violet and pulled out all the stops. Normally, I shower while she plays at my feet, then dry my hair while she takes a bath. But today was special, and I took advantage of my stolen hours of the morning… though I’d rather be sleeping.
I turned up the radio on the counter, lit a candle, and climbed in.
Typically, Vy would be at my ankles, washing my feet with her giraffe puff and asking me when I was going to shave my legs. I breathed deeply the vanilla scent that quickly filled the small room. This was like a mini vacation.
Twenty blissful minutes later, I blew out the candle and went to assemble myself. I fixed my hair in the most business-like manner I could manage and skipped downstairs for some coffee. Music, coffee, private shower; doesn’t get much better than that.
Ahhh, I was wrong. I swung around the kitchen door quietly and wrapped my hands around John’s face. Without “guessing who,” he spun around and picked me up off the floor in a good morning hug. I could get used to this early thing.
Only minutes later, he was off for work, and I was waving goodbye to him on the front porch with a warm mug cupped in my hand. I rarely experienced a morning conversation with my husband because he was always off and running so dang early. Apparently I was in for a treat every single day.
I breathed in the morning air (hmmmm, smells completely different than nine-thirty air) and pulled my robe up closer to my chin. This was a ridiculous thing to be doing on an Oklahoma summer morning, but it was freezing in the house and I was preparing myself to be chilled when I went back in.
I took one more swig of coffee before going inside and stopped mid-sip. The curtains across the street were… swishing… how odd. Back and forth. Back and forth.
They weren’t the heavy curtains I had noticed during my visit; they were the shears behind them. Elizabeth must have pulled the larger ones back to let in the morning light. Come to think of it, I’d never seen the bulky draperies pulled back before. Of course I hadn’t been up this early since we moved here; maybe they were always open in the mornings.
Swish.
Strange. It was like a fan was blowing from one side. A quick, short spurt of air. Then once more from the other side.
I decided to pop a squat in the wicker chair on the porch and do something I had never felt the urge to do before: I was going to people watch. Or… eh… curtain watch.
I settled down into the thick cushion, next to a large potted hibiscus on the side table. It was the only live thing I’d managed not to kill in three years and it actually survived the move. A feat I deemed astonishing. It was so large now, I pretended that it concealed me. I pulled my feet up in the chair and sipped my coffee behind my knees. I was now the nosy neighbor.
Five, maybe ten minutes passed as I watched Elizabeth’s window carefully. It was not a steady, timed rustle of the fabric. Just a few whooshes here and there, then nothing. Then again. Then nothing.
I was practically chugging my coffee to keep myself looking busy, and not like I was engulfed in a drama forming deep in my mind. If there were some funny business going on via the sofa underneath the window, I would at least see some hands… or legs. Surely.
Actually, that’s what I was counting on. I was waiting to see flailing limbs or at least the curtains ripped down in a fit of passion. How I would explain my blatant staring or look of ah-ha! if I were caught was beyond me. But I was insanely curious, so I stuck my nose deeper into my cup— my eyes fixed on the window.
Huh!
I drew in a deep, coffee-filled breath as I caught a flash of someone’s face peering at me. Only for a second. Then the thick, taupe curtains fell into place.
I blushed wildly and unfolded my numb legs from the chair. I sat frozen for a second, waiting for the blood to return to my extremities.
Was that what I was waiting for? Whoever it was, they were most undoubtedly not happy that I was watching them. It happened so quickly I had no idea if it were male or female—scandalous! I was sure I’d seen a scowl in that tiny moment.
I fumbled in through my front door, clanked my mug into the sink and went to wake up Violet. Utterly flustered and embarrassed, I hurried up the stairs and busied myself with collecting toys along the way. I turned the corner to Vy’s room, pink and purple from floor to ceiling, and quietly laid the small armful of toys on her dress-up chest. All thoughts of getting caught prying in my neighbor’s business immediately vanished as I edged softly onto her bed and watched her sleep.
Nothing comes closer to Heaven than this, I thought as I ran my fingers through her mess of tangles.
“Vy, honey, wake up.”
“Ugghaargh.”
It was the response I’d expected. She was not a morning person either. Getting out the door on time for school would definitely be fun.
I leaned down over her and brushed her hair away from her face. “Sweetheart,” I whispered, refusing to let the preciousness slip out of the moment. “Auntie will be here to pick you up soon. We need to eat breakfast.”
“I’m not hu-u-ungry,” she stretched.
I smiled wide, scooped up the sleeping beauty, and carried her downstairs.
 
“Get your arm out of the cereal!” I ordered, once she had gotten ahold of the cereal box.
“But I can’t find the prize!”
“They don’t put the prize at the bottom anymore, honey. For that very reason. I got it out already.”
She started to speak again and I interrupted her.
“It’s a light up spoon and you can have it later. Auntie just called— hold still. She said she’ll be here any minute. Eat up and then get your teeth brushed.”
I pulled her favorite over-sized cartoon tee over her head and tugged her hair into two quick, but even ponytails. Making ponytails that even, that fast, should be an Olympic sport.
Kate would hate it that I didn’t dress her up. Of course, if Kate could have children, they would always be dressed for church – or a fashion show – just in case. She and all her mini-me’s would probably all have coordinating outfits as well. Ick. I had always erred on the side of comfort and for things that can, and will, get dirty.
I piled the dishes into the tiny sink and shuffled Little Miss Groggy up to brush. The doorbell caught us as we were racing back down the stairs and Violet screeched, piercing my eardrum.
“Auntie!”
A quarter of an hour later, I was blowing theatrical kisses and backing out the front door. I bustled toward the car and looked, unthinkingly, across the street.
Elizabeth was watering her miraculous garden and looked preoccupied, probably thinking of ways to improve her masterpiece. She looked up to meet my harried expression, her perfect hair falling over her shoulder, and smiled. It was a wide, gleaming, innocent smile that immediately brought my meddlesome morning to the front of my memory. I grinned uneasily and settled into the front seat of the car. I rested my sunglasses on my flushed cheeks and drove the route to school.
 
It sure would be handy having Kate around now, I thought as I drove. She was the fill-in librarian at the tiniest of the libraries in town, only working a few days a month. And she’d made it clear that she was available for childcare practically whenever I needed her.
In Stillwater, I had hardly ever gotten a sitter, so Violet went everywhere I went. We have spent pretty much every waking moment together since her birth, which I will always cherish. I wasn’t so sure I liked running errands by myself, which I would be doing more often now. My brain actually functions better with constant chatter in the background.
My heart sank a little as I thought of Kate and how much she enjoys Violet. I was glad that they would be spending more time together; they’re so good for each other. But I wished she had her own child to pamper as well.
Unable to have children of her own, Kate cherishes every moment with her favorite niece. She thinks every fit is adorable and spoils her exceedingly. I cringed at the memory of Kate’s phone call two years ago, after a long day of doctor visits, informing me that she would never be able to carry a child. I always wondered how the doctors could look someone in the eye and tell them “You won’t be able to have children. We’re sorry,” and then go on with their day. Kate was heartbroken, and it crushes me to think that I wasn’t there for her that day. That’s not something I would want to hear on my own. She always says that she and her husband will adopt, but I think she’s really just holding out and hoping for her own.
She’ll be a wonderful, wonderful parent someday. I want that for her. Her kids would have the cleanest house to run around in and Mommy Kate would be able to sew all of their clothes, make bake-sale cookies… the whole nine yards.



CHAPTER THREE
I PULLED INTO the school parking lot at ten minutes ‘til eight. Early— what a great way to start the day. I’m all about the good karma.
It was only the second time I’d been to the little school, but I already loved everything about it. It was a fairly new building, only a couple of years old, and it had all the beauty of new construction. The outside looked like a well-kept home; Elizabeth probably had something to do with that. PTO Queen, I thought jealously.
The whole place was framed in beautiful shrubberies with contrasting ground cover, and there were the most adorable little stone sidewalks that twisted artfully to every entrance. I felt very proud that this was where I would be working.
My eyes creased in an excited little smile as I climbed out of the car. Violet’s first day of school pictures would be so adorable here! I’ve been waiting five years to take first day of school pictures… and make sack lunches… and sign permission slips. I would have to get a picture of her next to the shiny flag pole. And one by the front door with the hanging plants and the little cottage-y bench.
Yay!
When I reached the front door, I pulled a tiny piece of scrap paper from the pocket of my slacks and punched in my new alarm code. I let the door close behind me and waited for the alarms to tell me that I had done it incorrectly. When I heard nothing, I started down the hall.
Amazing. I couldn’t remember at all where Charlotte’s office was. I was just here last week for Vy’s enrollment and was already lost.
I’ve always been directionally impaired – so frustrating. I can barely get around downtown and I have lived here most of my life. John’s family loves to joke about who’s going to get me a navigation system for my car for Christmas, so I can find things like my house and the grocery store. Ha Ha. Very funny. I wish someone would actually buy me one and stop joking about it…
“Oh yeah, in and to the left,” I mumbled to myself. The many, many hallways here would most likely be my biggest problem. In fact, I would probably be late this morning, even though I’d gotten here early. Great first impress—oh. Here we go.
Charlotte was staring closely at her computer screen when I rounded the corner and she didn’t notice when I came in. I walked quietly until I was in front of her desk, trying to wait until she spotted me. In fact, her brow was so twisted in contemplation that I was a little embarrassed to interrupt her.
“Ahem.”
She looked up at me—frustration enveloping her face, then beamed.
“Er-bear!” (I always had a soft spot for the nickname she had given me when we were younger.)
“Hey Charlie,” I smiled, poking the scrap paper back into my pocket. “Um, sorry to interrupt.”
“Solitaire,” she scoffed, rolling her eyes. “I never win! Let me show you around.”
We strolled through corridor after corridor of adorable classrooms that were all decorated for the big day next week. Every hallway corkboard awaited a “first day of school art project” and it looked like there was already some contest in play to see which second grade class would be able to memorize the Preamble first.
The maze of hallways was intimidating for someone who gets easily turned around in a department store, but I vowed to study a map of the school when I got home so I wouldn’t embarrass myself on the first day. Otherwise I would be asking the students where to go. Very professional.
Charlotte showed me the lunchroom, clean and inviting. (“I’ve never seen tables fold that way before. Cool!”) Then we made our way around to the teachers’ lounge, Violet’s soon-to-be classroom, the nurse’s office, and the janitorial closet.
I took it all in as Charlotte prattled on about my new duties as building assistant. Apparently my new position was “gopher”… to get anyone what they needed. If a teacher was sick, or away for some other reason, I would take on all of their duties for that day except teaching the class. I would take her place for recess or cafeteria duty, stand in the bus line and monitor boarding children, make copies, and so on. I would even have my own walkie-talkie, which I thought was pretty exciting.
Charlotte was in the middle of explaining just how valuable I would be – “Everyone’s lifesaver,” she was saying – when we came across my favorite room in the school. The resource room.
Everywhere I looked in the large room, there was shelf after shelf of colored paper, paints, stencils, and several crafty mechanisms that I didn’t know how to use.
“What’s this?” I asked, pointing to a good-sized machine that looked like some sort of torture device.
“That’s the die-cut tool,” she answered, as if that should explain everything. When she saw my look of interest, coupled with the I have to know how to use that? face I was making, she demonstrated.
She spun around and opened up the smallish double-doored cabinet behind her, pulled out a wooden block with a star on it, and poked it into the machine. Then she grabbed a piece of construction paper, folded it in quarters, and scooted it in. She pressed down twice on the long lever and pulled the paper out. Four identical stars fell onto the table.
“Much faster this way,” she chimed, chunking the scraps into the trash.
“Fancy,” I mumbled, making use of Kate’s favorite word.
“You’ll love this little guy come Valentine’s Day, when every teacher has you cutting out enough hearts to cover every square inch of the school!”
She took a quick look around, probably wondering what else I wouldn’t know how to use, and continued on.
“… and here’s the copy machine, you’ll be spending a lot of time here… ”
 
We ended our tour back in the kindergarten hallway and Charlotte allowed me to mull around in Violet’s classroom for a while. Mrs. Autry’s classroom, actually, as it stated on the ladybug sign outside her door.
I quickly took in all the sweetness of the little classroom – with its cozy miniature reading nook and large work-station tables – and then followed Charlotte back toward her office.
“So what do I do on the first day?” I asked, still nervous to be out in the real world where things were expected of me. “What should I be prepared for?”
“The first day will be kind of crazy,” she laughed. “Just show up ready to be told what to do.”
“Got it.”
As we sauntered toward the front of the school, I noticed the intoxicating smell of mulled cider wafting through the halls. I knew it well because it was one of my favorite fall scents. It always put me in the mood to clean or decorate. There was also a faint thumping from a radio down the hall that was growing louder as we strolled.
As we came up on the delicious smelling room, I peeked around the door, ready to smile at whoever was working in it. My enthusiastic smile quickly turned into a look of shock, then to disbelief, as we kept walking.
Charlotte had been rambling on about the crazy “first days” they’d had in the past and didn’t seem to notice that I had stopped and back-tracked a little. Trying to figure out what I had just seen.
The teacher inside, a tiny thing as far as I could tell in a glance, was rearranging the tables in her room. She’d had a giant, half moon work table – easily seating eight or ten children – over her head. It had to have weighed sixty pounds, at least, and was horribly awkward. It should have taken two people and several minutes to move it anywhere. Yet she had it lofted over her head and was walking carelessly to the other side of the room with it—whistling. Charlotte continued babbling as she walked.
“… and then little Missy Newart’s dog walked to school with her one day and every kid in school was chasing it up and down the hall! Erin?”
Finally noticing that I had stopped, she turned around, looking confused.
Clearly, I had frozen with a look of horror on my face because Charlotte suddenly looked worried.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, walking back to where I’d halted and putting her hand on my shoulder.
I immediately snapped out of my initial surprise and tried to think about what I had witnessed.
“Erin, honey?” The question mark on her face seemed to match the one in my brain.
I glanced up at the name plate on the wall next to me.
“Um… Mrs. Thayer… ” I was once again stopped in alarm, my wide eyes taking in her new expression.
Charlotte shot a fierce look into the classroom, which we were standing nearly in front of.
“Danna.”
It was not a greeting, or even a question. It was an accusation.
The tiny young woman, no more than five feet tall, froze at the calling of her name. Her expression went seamlessly from panic… to that of a child being caught red-handed… to being reprimanded. All in the moment it had taken Charlie to breathe her name.
I looked up to meet Charlotte’s glare. She now bore an arrogant guise that seemed to say What now? as she looked at Danna, then at me.
“I… I- didn’t know she was coming this morning.” Danna’s crystal blue eyes were flitting back and forth between our boss and myself.
“Maybe if you turned your stereo down, you could pay more attention to your surroundings,” Charlotte accused. It looked as though she was drilling through the woman’s skull with her eyes.
Clearly, there was much more conversation going on between them than I was getting. Charlotte turned back to me, her hand still on my shoulder, and beamed her perfectly soothing smile. I was pretty sure my face still looked like I’d been jammed in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Charlotte tightened her grasp on my shoulder and threw her free arm around my waist. Glaring once over her shoulder, she pulled me down the hall. I walked effortlessly next to her – very curious of the exchange I’d just witnessed, but also a little miffed that they had talked about me like I wasn’t there.
First Elizabeth, now these two. How many things this week was I going to come across that were none of my business? Maybe I was just too curious. A little over zealous in assuming that their confrontation actually had anything to do with me.
Charlotte chuckled forcefully and dropped right back into the story she was mumbling moments ago. “...so we finally offered it some beef surprise from the cafeteria and shut the poor, over-excited mutt in the janitor’s closet. It was so wound up by the time Missy’s dad came to pick it up that it had peed all over the floor!”
All I could muster was a blank stare as she snickered to herself.
Noticing my blatant bewilderment, she grinned again and hugged me tightly when we reached the end of the hallway. “I’ve missed you. Rest up and I’ll see you on Thursday.” A fleeting burst of air passed through my lips – she’d been squeezing me pretty intensely.
I blinked twice.
“Did, uh, I miss something back there?”
“Pshh,” she said with an absentminded wave of her hand.
I waited, but apparently that was all the answer I was going to get.
“I’ll see you Thursday,” she repeated. And with one final clap on the back, she sauntered down to her office and shut the door.
What… is… going… ON?!
Was I was losing my mind? Clearly. I had seen it clearly. Mrs. What’s Her Name had heaved a gigantic table clean over head and walked around with it. I couldn’t even pick Violet up over my head, and she didn’t weigh half of what that table must have.
And even if I could look past Superwoman’s sheer strength, what was that little tiff in the hall about? “I didn’t know she was coming today… ?” What was that supposed to mean? I know I consider myself invisible sometimes, but that’s really just a sarcastic figure of speech when I’m feeling sorry for myself. Why were they talking like I actually didn’t exist? And why did it bother me so much that I had no idea what was going on?
Just then, it dawned on me that I was still standing in the middle of the hallway, thinking about how offended and confused I was. Also, in that moment, I realized that my ears had begun to turn red. I could feel it. I was quite put out at the way my first impression here had become the opposite of what I had expected. And I certainly wasn’t too thrilled to be going into a working atmosphere – somewhere I hadn’t been for years, a place that was definitely out of my comfort zone – with so much apprehension.
Some odd, un-placeable surge flowed through my red-hot veins and I rocked back on my heel to turn around and leave. When I did, I heard the squawky peel of the P.A. system and the tiny woman called Danna came bustling out of her classroom.
She had the look of a kid that was being sent to the principal’s office on her face as she stared at the floor. Muttering incoherently under her breath, she didn’t seem to notice me.
A cursing scoff escaped her tightly pursed lips as she flipped her hair back and rolled her eyes. As she lifted her head, she jolted to a halt, catching a glimpse of me out of the corner of her eye. She jerked to a stop as if I had jumped in front of her and said “Boo!” Her cheeks flushed a rich shade of embarrassment and she hurried down the short hallway… disappearing into Charlotte’s office.
Huh!
I sucked in a gasp of air to express the disgust I was feeling, but I was expressing it to no one – I was alone again. I flipped my business-like hair over my shoulder, stomped out the front door, and headed home.



CHAPTER FOUR
I WAS GREETED, as expected, by Violet’s musical voice bouncing from room to room when I got home. It was as if she were a tiny little angel. I could hear her sing-song peal on my left, and then it sounded like she was on my right. I had no idea where she and Kate were playing in the house when I entered.
I piled my purse, keys, sunglasses, and bad attitude on the counter by the kitchen door and set off to find them. I had decided that I was being ridiculous – worrying about things that had nothing to do with me – and that my being nosy was going to stop right now. This week had not started easily, and I was determined to simply ignore everyone that irked me. Easy to do with Violet around.
“Whe-e-e-e-e--r-r-r-e is Violet?” I sang as I prowled the house for inhabitants. Vy loved to hide from anyone that came over, always jumping out and yelling Here I am! after they had searched long enough for her.
I heard my favorite giggle melody wafting from the living room, followed by “Mommy’s here—I have to HIDE!” She gets so excited when people play along.
“Kate!” I yelled. “Have you seen Violet?”
My sister-in-law shuffled around the corner, looking like she had been sitting in one place for too long. She stretched her long legs attached to her perfect toenails and replied loudly, “No! I haven’t seen her anywhere! Wasn’t she with you?”
“I’ll go look for her!” I was practically shouting. I heard another snicker coming from behind the couch, then from under the coffee table. She always had trouble figuring out where to hide, and staying quiet. I wandered off in the opposite direction of the living room, searching loudly. “Well she’s not in the dishwasher!” Clank. “Or the trashcan!” Clunk. “I’ll go look in the living room!”
Uncontrollable guffaws were now rolling out from under the coffee table, which had a glass top. She had both hands clapped over her mouth, and kept bumping her head on the bottom of the table. I watched her out of the corner of my eye and hunted behind the television, then rummaged through some magazines.
“Where IS she?”
“Mommy! I’m right here!” She exclaimed, nearly knocking herself out with the coffee table trying to make her way from underneath it.
I spun around and dropped my magazines, “Oh!” She jumped on me and we both toppled over, laughing. Just what I needed.
Kate came into the living room just then, massaging her legs lightly. “I guess she was here all along,” she smiled. “We’ve been playing fairies in the forest for forty five minutes. I was the wise Grandmother Fairy in the Sacred Tree, and she was Lady Fair Fairy… ”
“I was on a mission to find the rare Secret Orchid,” Violet interrupted. “I had to fly all over the forest for forty years, then my wings got tired and I had to go to the store to buy new ones.”
Kate stretched, “All I had to do was sit ‘criss-cross-applesauce’ in the living room floor while she yelled to me from every room of the house, letting me know that she still hadn’t found her orchid. My legs are numb. Where does she learn words like ‘Ancient’ and ‘Orchid’ from anyway?”
“Television,” I mused.
“Right. Well, we had a marvelous time together, and I’m pooped, so I’ll head off if you don’t need anything else.” She looked like she hoped I didn’t need anything else.
“No, no. You go ahead. And thank you infinitely for watching her. Hey, did you and Nick want to come over for dinner tonight?”
“I was just thinking along the same lines. How about we go out somewhere? You guys haven’t really been out of the house much since you moved here, you should treat yourselves before school starts.” The look on her face also said If you say no, I’ll pester you until you change your mind.
“Uh— well… ” I hated being put on the spot, but couldn’t really think of one good reason not to go.
She raised an eyebrow.
“Alright. Your choice, somewhere semi-fancy that can handle Violet’s enthusiasm.” I didn’t have the energy to argue with her, and since Vy had heard the invitation, she was now jumping up and down at my feet squeaking Please Mommy? Puhleeze Mommy???
“Somewhere with crayons… ” I laughed. “You go home and get some rest for now, and call me when you figure out where you want to go.” She was glowing with anticipation already.
“Perfect! See you.” And with that, she was out the door.
Kate loved going out to eat. Going out to eat is fancy, and a good excuse to get dressed up. For me, it seemed like an opportunity to get half-dressed up, run out the door at the last minute, and then spend the whole evening trying to convince Violet to sit in her chair.
I needed this, though. Kate was right, we really hadn’t been anywhere since we moved here, and at least it would just be the five of us and not the whole clan. The tiniest grin escaped when I realized I was actually looking forward to the evening.
I glanced over at the clock on the mantel, it was nearing eleven. I peeled Vy off my leg and hoisted her up to my hip. I immediately regretted it, she’s quite heavy.
“How about lunch, love?”
“Oh I’m starving Mom! You know, I’ve been flying for forty years and… ”
“Yes I know, what would you like?” I asked more specifically.
“Shrimp.”
“Something we have in the house, Vy.”
“Ham and cheese,” she countered.
“Deal.”
I set her down on the counter and made us both grilled ham and cheese sandwiches. We sat down at the dining room table, which was actually cleared off for once since I’d had a fit of energy the other day, and took part in my favorite activity— talking to each other.
“Did you have fun with Auntie Kate?” I asked, nearly burning my mouth with the cheese. Mine was the second sandwich to come off the stove and I was famished enough to eat it even though it was scalding my mouth.
“Duh,” she answered.
I rolled my eyes. Sometimes her sass irritated me, and sometimes I thought it was cute. It was tolerable for the moment, because I was enjoying the sound of her voice.
“We played fairy for a long time, but before that Auntie made me play makeover.”
Even though Vy loves everything princessy, she absolutely loathes having her hair brushed, toenails painted, or makeup applied. Coincidentally, that’s Kate’s idea of a fun game.
I looked at her hands for the first time, wrapped around the sandwich half, and sure enough— her nails were coated in sparkles. She was swinging her legs under the table and picking at her bread while she chewed.
“How was your morning, mom?”
She was often so grown up it made me want to cry. It was not uncommon for her to ask me about my day, and to be sincerely interested in my reply.
“It was, mmmm, weird.” That was the truth.
“Ooh, weird—cool! Why was it weird?”
“Oh, Mommy just met some very interesting people this morning,” I answered.
“Okay.” Apparently that was enough for her, and she went back to swinging her feet.
“Where would you like to go for dinner tonight with Auntie and Uncle?” I knew the response to this question.
“Pizza Palace!” she squeaked, already planning out how to spend her game tokens.
Pizza Palace was her absolute favorite restaurant in town. John and I usually took her there when we came in to see family, and it was always the highlight of the trip for her. It was the standard kid’s pizza place with games, rides, and mediocre food. Reasonably priced and ridiculously over-stimulating.
“That would be fun, but I think Auntie wants to go someplace a little fancier,” I said. “Someplace we can get dressed up for, and maybe show off those pretty nails.”
“Ugh, okay,” was her unenthused reply.
Through the window of the kitchen door, I saw Elizabeth’s SUV pull into her driveway. Three scrawny kids jumped out, all boys, and ran into the house. I guessed they were her boys, I’d never seen them before. They must have been getting back from summer camp. Elizabeth walked out to check the mail then parked the car in the garage. I set my attention back to Vy, and we finished our lunch.
The rest of the day went on as normal, mostly tidying up around the house so we could go out to dinner without coming home to a mess. Violet had busied herself with finger-painting at the kitchen table while I cleaned the counters and washed our lunch dishes. We had the most relaxing afternoon waiting for Daddy to get home, which he did, around six. We were going through Violet’s baby scrapbooks together in the living room, as well as some of my childhood photo albums, when John walked through the door.
“Get ready for dinner with your sister,” I hollered when I heard his keys drop onto the counter. The door shut, and in a few seconds he was stooping down to kiss me on the head.
“Hi to you, too.”
I grinned in his direction as Violet and I turned another tattered page. “And this is me on my first day of kindergarten. Cool clothes, huh?”
“I like them,” Violet said honestly.
“Grandma made them,” I told her, realizing I had never mentioned to her that my mom knew how to sew.
“She made them?” Violet exclaimed, clearly impressed. “I want her to make all my school clothes too!” That would make my mom happy, though I doubted she would want to sew clothes now. She would probably rather just take Vy shopping.
“We’ll ask her if she can dig out her old sewing machine sometime, okay?” I assured her as I closed the scrapbook we were going through. “Go to the bathroom before we leave, please. I’ll pick these up.”
“I don’t have to— ˝
“Go.” I delivered the look and extended my arm and first finger to make a long, deliberate arrow toward the bathroom. She stomped off toward the bathroom with her arms crossed high on her chest in defeat.
I gathered up our childhood memories and stacked them neatly on the fireplace. There was no need to put them away yet, I would soon have more pictures to pour into them.
The phone rang shrilly as I snuck one last peek into Vy’s baby book. The front page was covered in pictures of rattles and hearts with a cheesy border. In the middle, I had carefully taped a picture of the first time John had gotten to hold her in the hospital. She looked so tiny and breakable in his strong arms – but my favorite part of this picture was actually John. His translucent, sapphire eyes were misty from pride, love, and thoughts of the unknown.
My throat tightened involuntarily and I felt the threatening pressure behind my eyes. I closed the book quickly and smiled, rather than let the tears flow. I would let them come in a few days, when I snapped that picture next to the flag pole.
Just then, I felt a pair of hands on my waist, rubbing gently up and down in a comforting way.
“We’re ready if you are,” John’s warm baritone voice informed me. I blinked a couple of times to make sure the tears were subdued and walked into the kitchen.
“Kate just called,” he said. I looked up to meet his eyes. His expression was quite easy to read; it was saying Please don’t ask.
“Where,” I demanded, my shoulders dropping.
“Première.”
If my organs and hair follicles could have moaned in unison, they would have. Première was the nicest (and yes, I mean fanciest) French restaurant in town. It was already almost six fifteen; we would have to wait for hours just to get in...
“She made reservations right after she left our house this afternoon,” he said, the corners of his mouth pulling up as he stifled a grin. “So you couldn’t say no.” John was actually delighted, now, in my disgust.
So much for enjoying the evening, I thought. I’d be redoing the grocery budget for a month to make up for this.
“And dinner’s on Nick,” he added, as if he was reading my mind.
Although that made me feel a little better, I was still too pouty to consider enjoying the evening just yet. I wanted to detest the fru-fru-iness that was about to ensue.
“Go put Vy in the car, honey, I’ll be right there,” I directed.
John kissed my forehead and scooped up Violet, who had just appeared in the room. “It’ll be fun,” he assured me with a devilish grin.
I did a quick motherly sweep of the kitchen to prepare for our outing. I poured some dry cereal into a baggie to avoid a hunger meltdown, and grabbed a notepad and pens to avoid a boredom meltdown. I imagined the wait between courses would be unbearably long for a five-year-old, so I crammed the “save the day items” into my giant purse and joined my family in the car.
“I’m not really dressed for this, you know,” I mumbled, staring out the window.
“Nonsense, you look beaut— ˝
“Beautiful, I know. I love you.”
 
It was several miles before I realized that we weren’t headed in the direction of the restaurant. In fact, we hadn’t even gotten on the highway yet. I shot my husband a look of question and, like he was in tune with the moment, he was smirking. Not wanting to give him the satisfaction of asking what he was up to, because he was obviously up to something, I turned back to the window and rested my chin on my hand. We certainly weren’t lost. John is never lost...quite the opposite of myself...so I decided to just enjoy the ride.
I watched as the little rows of houses passed us by, listening to Violet tell her daddy about playing fairy princess with Kate.
“She didn’t paint your nails, did she?” He asked with a fake grimace.
“Yesss,” she grumped. “But Mommy will take it off before school.”
I grinned, still facing the window. I was enjoying being a third party in the conversation, listening to the two of them banter back and forth. I glanced at the clock – six twenty five. I looked back at the passing houses, and suddenly two things fell into place: where we were and what we were doing.
We had jumped over several neighborhoods and were now in the area with older homes. Homes that looked like they belonged on postcards or in lawn tool commercials. It was my mother-in-law’s neighborhood, and we were here to drop Violet off for an evening visit. My heart jumped a little, and relaxed at the same time.
“Surprise,” John murmured. He knew I loved surprises, no matter how big or small.
“Your doing?” I asked.
“Kate’s. She called on my way home from work. Told me to act surprised when you mentioned dinner, and to drop Vy off at six thirty.” He pulled into his mother’s flower-lined driveway. “She didn’t tell me where we were going until I got home. She probably figured I would let it slip.”
Mary, John’s mother, came out to greet us. She was a petite, slender little woman, and always dressed like she was going on vacation somewhere. She was absolutely the best mother-in-law anyone could hope for. Whenever she knew we were coming, she would always be waiting at the door. As soon as we pulled up, she was bustling down the sidewalk to help us inside.
Now, “helping us inside” usually meant getting Violet unbuckled and into the house, and she generally had that accomplished before John had the engine shut off.
Grandmother and granddaughter scurried excitedly inside. By the time John and I had reached the front door, they were already looking for something to busy themselves with. It didn’t take long for Violet and Mary to find a puzzle to work, and they scooted us right back out the door.
“Shoo! You don’t want to be late,” she ordered.
John slipped his hand into mine and we strolled back down the walkway. He was so easily loveable. Every time he touched me, especially small ways like this, it was as if love had a flavor – and I could taste it. I breathed it in, and always felt a mixture of comfort, warmth, and security...he was home for me. And I felt so blessed to have him.
He walked me around the car and cradled the small of my back while he opened the door for me, making me feel warm and fuzzy. He was the epitome of chivalry, and always made me feel this way – like I was all dolled up and going to the prom. My handsome date circled the car and plopped into the driver’s seat, taking my other hand in his and staring at me pensively.
“Kate and I agreed that we should celebrate with a bang tonight, and enjoy the evening together.” He cradled my face in his palm and I felt like a school girl. “I’m so proud of you for trying your hand as a working woman.”
The intensity in his face caught me off guard. I was still blushing from his hand on my cheek and hadn’t expected a subject change.
“I know you’re nervous,” he said. “And excited. And you probably feel like you
can’t do anything as well as being a mom… but you’re amazing and likable. And I know you will be fantastic.”
Was he hiding a greeting card in his pocket?
“Uhhhh… yes,” I agreed. “But you forgot the part where I don’t think anyone can take care of Vy like I can.” I definitely was not looking forward to sharing her for seven hours every week day.
“And you’re absolutely right,” John added. “No one can teach her as well as you can. But she’ll have a blast and so will you. Then you two can come home and tell each other about your day.”
“Who are you?”
“Huh?” He looked confused.
“Nothing. I’m just lucky to have you as my best friend,” I smiled. He winked at me, kissed my hand in his, and put the car in reverse.
“Let’s go celebrate,” he declared, looking over his shoulder.
 
The parking lot of the restaurant was, expectedly, beyond capacity. It was seven o’clock and prime time for silly people who thought they would come here on a whim. They would be the ones waiting for hours tonight to get in.
John weaseled his way up to the front door to let me out of the car.
“I don’t think so,” I stated plainly. “I’m walking with you.”
“Alright then,” he mused. And with that, we were off to find a parking place somewhere ridiculously far away. As we swung into a lucky spot, I noticed a familiar champagne SUV a few spaces away. Elizabeth’s car.
Seriously?
Once we were inside, I immediately scoped the place for the cheating PTO mom. It would be easy to be stealthy; I was also conveniently looking for Kate.
“Hey!”
So much for that plan, Kate popped up next to me out of thin air and dragged us to our table. A beautiful linen-covered oasis, filled with prissy stemware and live flowers, was laid out before us. There were two wine glasses at each place and each napkin was folded delicately into a flower.
John pulled the rolling chair out for me and guided me into it by the elbow. I thought for a moment about putting my napkin in my lap right away, but decided to admire it for a while. Someone had worked very hard on it.
I heaved my giant purse up over my lap and onto the floor next to me. This was not an elegant restaurant purse, it was a mommy purse. You could fit a small child in it, and it made me feel a little out of place. I looked around at everyone else who knew they were coming here. They had stuffed their wallets and lipsticks into the tiniest thing they could find that would match their dress.
Hmmm, yes, most of them were wearing dresses. Including Kate; I abhorred her for that. She probably thought that if she asked me to wear a dress, I wouldn’t come. She would have been right.
The waiter came around and I ordered my favorite dish after spotting it on the menu: salmon. I didn’t care how it was prepared, I hadn’t even looked, I knew it would be good. Of course, everything here was probably at least good.
After finally giving up the notion of saving my flower napkin and staring at it forever, I unfolded it and laid it gingerly in my lap. The bread came, and went. It was amazing. So rich and hearty I probably didn’t have to put butter on it, but I did anyway. Any excuse to eat butter on something was okay with me.
An appetizer and a glass of wine later—we were celebrating as adults, after all—and we were all laughing about some work-related joke of Nick’s that I really didn’t understand. And then I spotted them.
At a very distant table, along the opposite wall, sat the Asch’s. Elizabeth, her husband, and her three boys. They were all having a grand time as well, and it looked as though the boys were getting rowdy. I then realized how fortunate I was to be here among adults only. If Violet had come with us, I would have been wrestling with her to stay in her chair, asking her not to roll it into the aisle, and answering a billion questions like “What’s this fork for? And this one?”
I smiled thinking of Mary. Among her many great qualities was her willingness to watch her granddaughter at the drop of a hat. She never seemed too busy to baby-sit when we used to come into town for visits, and she often let John and I slip away for coffee or just a walk. I loved that about her, and I was looking forward to many more Mommy and Daddy-only outings in the future. Maybe moving back here would prove to be better than I thought.
I sipped my glass of uber-fruity wine, and peeked across the room again. At that moment, I noticed the youngest of Elizabeth’s boys telling an elaborate story using both hands. His arms were flailing wildly as he gestured this way and that with wide eyes and an animated manner. In the process, his left elbow caught one of the many empty wine glasses at the table and sent it reeling toward the floor.
Elizabeth, still taking in his intense tale, caught the incident out of the corner of her eye. With no effort at all, her arm shot to her right and caught the glass. It was so fast, I wasn’t entirely sure it had happened at all. She had leaned ever so slightly to her right, stretched out her arm gracefully, and caught the tumbling glassware just before it hit the floor – returning it delicately to the table. All this happened before the boy had even blinked.
Before I had blinked, for that matter.
I was sure that I was the only one who had seen it, and therefore couldn’t decide what to make of it. No human could possibly move that quickly. When I replayed the tiny moment in my mind, I was sure I’d seen a blur where her arm had been. The young boy had stopped talking when he realized he had knocked the glass over, but didn’t have any time to await the impending doom of broken glass before it was back in front of him. He had taken a quick breath and leapt right back into his story.
Elizabeth shifted her weight in her seat and leaned back into her son’s saga. She smiled at him and swiftly scanned the room, probably wondering if anyone had seen her. I hadn’t realized I was still watching them when she caught my gaze.
Feeling embarrassed that I was staring at her didn’t even have time to register in my brain before a new sensation was upon me. Fear.
Her hard chocolate eyes were suddenly on fire with rage. Those perfectly trimmed brows were now bearing down on her small nose in an expression that could be nothing but anger. I felt like I was burning from the inside out, and was motionless in my seat. I’d never really been afraid of anyone before, but in this moment I was terrified of Elizabeth Asch. Not sure what to do, I turned back to my party.
I went quickly through another glass of wine before I had the courage to look in the direction of her table again. When I did, she was gone.



CHAPTER FIVE
I YAWNED AND stretched deeply. It wasn’t like my body to be so tense in the morning; maybe I had slept really well and hadn’t moved all night. But for sleeping all night, I was amazingly tired. I felt like I needed to brush my teeth, as I could still taste the remains of dinner and one too many glasses of wine. I pulled up slowly and sat up on the bed.
It was awfully dark to be morning, it must be really early. But as I rustled around in the sheets, trying to swing my legs over the bed, I noticed that I was still wearing my clothes from the night before.
Wow, I must’ve had more to drink than I thought.
At that moment, my brain sloshed a bit inside my skull, and I had the strange feeling I should lay back down. Just then John walked into the bedroom, carrying a mug of coffee.
“What are you still doing here?” I asked sleepily.
“Still? I’m getting ready for bed,” he answered.
Ummmmm. What?
“It’s eleven thirty. At night.” He answered the question I hadn’t spoken aloud and meandered over with his steaming mug to run his free hand through my hair. “You fell asleep on the way home from the restaurant. We picked up Vy while you slept, and drove home. You were awake when we came inside, but you said you were going to turn in early and threw yourself on the bed.” He smiled. “It was so cute.”
His expression was bemused, like he enjoyed the thought of his wife being mildly intoxicated and falling asleep in the car.
“I covered you up and put Vy to bed, got a cup of coffee, and sent a few emails to my supervisor. And now I’m coming to bed.”
“Ughhgh,” I let myself fall back onto the bed. I recalled that I only had a few glasses of wine at dinner— only two, I was sure. It was so delicious...everything was delicious there. Then again, it only takes a few glasses; a little goes a long way I suppose.
John sighed as though he was entertained and handed me his coffee. He was the only person I knew who could drink a full cup of coffee at eleven thirty and still sleep soundly all night. If I took more than a few drinks of it, I would be up with the jitters until the next morning. I sat up a little and sipped it gently, unable to open my eyes all the way.
“How about a quick shower before bed?” He asked.
“Mmm-hmmm,” I mumbled, still sleeping. It actually sounded like heaven.
He pulled me up and helped me get undressed. I wasn’t so much woozy as I was utterly exhausted. I’d had a long day full of emotional uproar, and I was ready to melt it all away in the shower.
After John checked on Violet, who was still sleeping soundly in her bed, he crawled into the steamy goodness with me. I’d had time to wash my hair quickly before he joined me, and I was already feeling a little better. A little more awake, at least. He stepped in, threw two towels over the top, and drew me into his chest. He hugged me lightly, but full of love.
“I love you,” he whispered, letting the hot water beat down on my back while he remained dry. “I hope you had a good time tonight.”
“I did,” I lied. I pressed my eyes together and took a deep breath. Visions of Elizabeth’s icy face were starting to slowly creep up on me. “Tell Kate thanks so much.”
“Sure.” John pulled my soggy mess of hair around with one hand and draped it over my shoulder. The water could now work its magic on my neck, and I was certain that this was where I wanted to spend forever… leaning heavily on his chest, somewhere between sleep and awake, watching the droplets cling to his arms and shoulders.
It was nine forty-five before Violet crawled into my bed and flipped on the TV on Tuesday morning. She snuggled down under the covers and her cold feet immediately found my side. I shivered and rolled over, with an inaudible hmph. This would probably be my official favorite part of every day. Feeling the warmth of Violet’s tiny body curled up next to my back while I dozed in and out of consciousness, listening to the cheerfulness of morning cartoons. Not a care in the world.
The phone next to the bed rang on its lowest ring. John must have turned it down last night so that it wouldn’t disturb me this morning. What a thinker. As tired as I was last night, I certainly would have been miffed this morning if someone called and woke me up before I was ready. As it was now, I could barely hear it. I reached over with one eye open and grabbed the handset off of the base.
“Hello?” I managed to choke out, half drooling on myself. Hope they understood that, whoever it was.
“Hey, hon. It’s Charlotte.”
“Mmph.”
“Girl, are you in bed?!”
“No, I’m up.” I cleared my throat to sound more convincing.
“Liar,” she accused playfully.
I propped myself up on two pillows and stretched. That felt like a good night’s sleep stretch. Sore and stiff, like I’d been in the same position all night. It was a welcome ache.
“Okay, now I’m up.” I leaned over and kissed Violet on the head and ruffled her hair.
“You’re so funny. Are you going to be alright with being at the school at seven thirty every morning?” she teased.
“Yes, boss. Now what did you call for?” It was her turn to clear her throat, though hers was in a nervous way.
“Oh… well. I was just wondering how you liked your tour yesterday.”
“It’s honestly the most beautiful school I have ever seen. I love everything about it,” I answered, rubbing my puffy eyes.
She breathed steadily for a long moment, and it seemed like she was going to take her time in getting to the real reason behind her phone call. I could tell by her uneasy silence that she hadn’t called to talk about the school grounds.
“Charlotte? Was that all you wanted?” I was secretly hopeful that she had called to fill me in on our encounter yesterday with Danna. I just remembered that I was thinking about it while I was dozing in the car last night. I’m not sure why, but the meeting between the three of us had been on my mind as I was drifting off on the way home.
I remembered, now, the connection I had made between Charlotte’s face in the hallway and Elizabeth’s at dinner. They both had an air of secrecy – enveloped in malice.
“Actually, no. That’s not why I called.”
I waited, completely alert now, stroking Violet’s hair. Feeling as though I was about to be in trouble.
“I just wanted to say… don’t be concerned about Danna.”
Okay. That’s it?
After another long pause, she added; “Danna’s a wonderful girl—and you will love her once you get to know her. She’s a great asset to our staff.”
With every word, she was sounding more curt and professional, like she didn’t want to discuss anything further.
“Will I be working with her often?” I asked. I was trying to be casual, but still keep the conversation going.
“Yes, you’ll get to know everyone very quickly. Claire is great, too. You’ll adore her, she’s Danna’s homeroom helper this year.”
“I thought homeroom mothers were chosen after school had started?” My reply was automatic, a sort of hurt response. I wasn’t meaning to veer the conversation away from Danna, but I was hoping to be that mother for Violet’s classroom this year. I felt suddenly shortchanged.
“They are, but Danna and Claire go way back. And Claire’s son is in her class this year. She’s just playing favorites I guess.”
Yet another pregnant pause. At least thirty seconds passed before I spoke again.
“So… ” I prompted, racking my non-functional morning brain for some way to refocus the conversation on Danna. Unable to find an avenue, I added the next best thing. “I saw Elizabeth Asch at dinner last night.”
“Yes, we chatted earlier this morning. She mentioned that she had seen you.”
“Did she say anything else?” I continued casually, remembering her hardened face.
“No, she said you two didn’t speak. She was going to come over to your table and say hello to your family, but something came up and she had to leave,” she lied. Charlotte had many talents, but lying was not one of them.
“I see,” I said flatly.
“Elizabeth is a very influential member of our school, Erin.” She spoke slowly, not allowing me to take the matter further. “Keep on good terms with her, she has proven to be very useful.”
What was that supposed to mean?
Obviously I would be getting no clear answers from Charlotte. Maybe I could get close to this Claire she had mentioned earlier. Maybe we would hit it off and she would give me more of the insight I was after. There had to be some reason that everyone I’d met so far seemed to be on edge around me. Yes, Claire, I would start there.
“So, I’ll see you on Thursday?” Charlotte asked rhetorically.
“Thursday.”
“Now get out of bed.”
“Right, boss,” I teased.
“And stop calling me boss, I’m your best friend.”



CHAPTER SIX
I COULDN’T BELIEVE the last week and a half had gone by so quickly. I had gotten all of Violet’s school supplies purchased, checked the list a hundred times at least, and was now getting ready for her first day of Kindergarten.
I kept myself busy these last ten days by unpacking what I could of the boxes that were strewn around the house. As a matter of fact, the place looked just about livable now. I was able to gather up the remaining “stuff boxes” and stack them cleverly in the spare bedroom. These were the boxes that were filled with odds and ends that I really had no idea what to do with. I’m sort of a pack rat, and have a horrible time throwing away anything that was handmade or sentimental. I even filled a whole box with scraps of paper that Violet had doodled on; the first time she drew a happy face, her first picture of a sun, and my favorite… a crude crayon outline of a person with too many fingers on each hand.
“It’s Mommy,” she had mused when it was complete, which brought tears to my eyes. How could I throw that out?
I could probably wallpaper a room with all of her clippings and scribbles. Maybe I would do that when she went to college. Get out everything she ever made and hang it up so I could stare at it.
College.
My heart ached and my eyes puddled again.
I was having a hard time controlling my emotions lately. I had been bursting into tears all week – every time Violet mentioned proudly that she was a “big girl now”, going to school with all the other big kids. She amazed me. She didn’t even seem afraid of the unknown, simply excited at the new adventure. I wished I could say the same.
The coffee pot clicked off on the kitchen counter and I poured a hefty glass, though I didn’t really need it. There was an electric sort of vibe running through me this morning and I’d gotten up with ease before my alarm. No caffeine necessary to kick-start my brain. This strange feeling was a mixture of excitement, nerves, and the uncontrollable need to be prepared— along with a whole slew of other emotions that I couldn’t quite place.
I was so buzzed on energy this morning that I had even beaten John up. I was squeaky clean and dressed already, and he was only just showering. Surely I would regret getting up quite so early later this afternoon when the excitement wore down, but I simply couldn’t stop moving.
All of Violet’s school things were lined up by the door, ready to go, and I was up to my elbows in pancake batter. I promised Vy a special breakfast on the first day of school and decided on pancakes, which were a snap even for me. As a twist, I added some red food coloring, and “First Day of School Pink Pancakes” were well on their way to becoming a tradition.
I heated the maple syrup in the microwave, humming to myself. As I was setting the last of the pancakes onto three large plates, John emerged from upstairs.
“That was a quick shower,” I greeted, without looking his way.
“I brought you something,” he replied, his voice thick and cheerful in the early hour.
I piled the hot pan and spatula into the sink and turned around, wiping my hands on a dish towel. Cradled in his arms, barely recognizable due to her traditional morning mess of tangles, was our kindergartener. Still in her pajamas, and more than halfway asleep, she was sprawled awkwardly in John’s grasp. Her legs and arms poked out in every direction and I was pretty sure I heard her snoring.
John propped her gently into a kitchen chair and sat her upright as best as he could. She grumbled something incoherently and pawed at her eyes. I sauntered over proudly and pecked her on the head. With a big I’ve been working on this all morning smile, I set the short stack of Pink Pancakes on the table in front of her.
She eyed them sleepily and groaned, “I’m not hungry.” And though a tiny part of me – the part of me still covered in batter – had hoped for a song and dance, I just smiled and sat down to my own warm stack of pancakes. She had actually responded to all my hard work better than I thought she would. I wholly expected her to fall asleep at the table and end up wearing most of her breakfast to school. I’m not hungry was certainly a step up from that.
I buttered my pancakes — mmmm, anything that can be buttered is a true weakness for me – and devoured them in minutes. I must have been much hungrier that I thought. Of course, I had been up for several hours already.
“These are delicious,” John uttered between bites. “Aren’t they, Vy?”
“Mmm-hmmm,” she managed. Her mouth was full and she was slowly morphing into an alert human being. A few bites later, she had brushed the hair out of her face and was swinging her feet under the table.
“So how long have you been up?” John continued. “Looks like you’re already ready to go.”
“Oh… a while. And I am. All we need to do is get that grubby monster ready for her first day of school photo ops and load up the car.” As I answered him, I felt unmistakably proud of how ahead of schedule we were, and was perfectly sure that I could do it right every morning.
After everyone was chocked full of fluffy pancakes and chocolate milk, I rose from the table and cleared the dishes. John was behind me in a moment, cradling my waist in his hand as he reached around me, setting his empty glass in the sink basin.
“I’ll go get her dressed if you want to clean up down here,” he offered. “Finish your coffee and get mentally prepared for all those kids you’ll be dealing with today.”
I had nearly forgotten that not only was this a momentous day for Violet, it was my first day at my new job as well. I think I kept this thought hidden in the recesses of my mind because I feared it the most. I quickly pushed the anticipation and apprehension to the back of my brain— knowing that I could only process so many emotions at one time.
Violet and John came racing down the stairs backwards in only a few minutes, laughing as they tripped over each other. John was holding a hairbrush and a little pink clip in his mouth like a dog as he descended. There was only one thing in this world that John was not any good at – and refused to do – and that was fixing hair. Violet won the staircase race and immediately planted herself in front of me for inspection. Clothes matched, shoelaces were double knotted.
“Looks good,” I remarked.
I pretended not to notice the mop of hair on her head, knowing that if I drew attention to it, she would beg me not to fix it. John tossed me the brush and clip without her noticing and spun her around for a pep talk. I tugged and pulled as gently as I could while he distracted her with questions about her big day.
Done.
And no complaints?
Well, this part of the morning routine would probably not be so easy every time. Thank goodness for John today.
We each grabbed a bag of school supplies on our way out the door, and we were off. I was so thankful that John had taken off today. He said that he wanted to be “a part of it all” for the big day and had used a whole day’s vacation at work. I wondered what he would do with the rest of his day after he dropped us off at the school, but I didn’t ask. I was afraid that if he told me, I would come up with a million other things he could be doing with his free time, and I’m not one to leave him with a Honey-Do list on his day off.
As we rounded the corner, and the little school came into view, I felt my insides begin to shudder. It wasn’t until John climbed out of the passenger seat, though, fumbling with the camera that I knew the tears could not be stopped.
As he moved around the front of the car, asking me where I wanted the very first picture taken, I lost it. I stepped out onto the grass, one hand clutching school supplies, the other trembling. I pointed silently to the flagpole, and when I watched Violet climb the shallow steps there and strike a pose, I allowed myself to blink. When I did, giant tears flowed from behind my giant sunglasses. I stood there, holding grocery sacks full of markers and glue, with my shoulders rocking heavily as I cried. And cried. And cried.
By the time John had gotten a decent picture, one where Violet wasn’t pretending to be a spider or a cat, I had run out of tears and was drying my eyes with my shirt.
“Alright, Mom. You too.”
John motioned for me to join her and was taking the bags from me. I took the stairs two at a time and reached Violet and the flagpole in four strides. John snapped the picture and smiled. I only thought I had run out of tears; a new well emerged and a fresh fountain began flowing. John embraced me firmly when I got back to the car to finish unloading.
“I love you,” he whispered while Violet tugged impatiently on both of our shirts.
“Let’s go. Let’s go!” she was saying.
I kissed my husband and walked hand in hand with my daughter to the front door. Instinctively, we both turned to wave and blow kisses the moment we reached the door handle. John had stepped up onto the sidewalk only a few yards away and was snapping another picture, waving furiously and smiling.
More tears leaked out from under my dark glasses, and I hoped that John didn’t notice, though he probably did. He was always quick to notice of each of my emotions, almost as if they were his own. He was abnormally sensitive that way. I tried to hide behind a smile anyway as we turned to go inside.
Up to now, the moments of the last several days before school had crept by so slowly that I’d had time to stop and savor each one. Time to think through each minute, to analyze every one of Violet’s expressions, to squeeze everything I could out of each passing second. The moment we walked through the school door, however, time suddenly seemed like a luxury – a privilege.
The first word that came to mind was swarm.
There were teachers, mothers, children… everywhere. Half of them looked confused and all of them looked like they were in a hurry. Teachers and assistants were directing traffic and pulling parents off of their children to make room for more people. There was a dull roar throughout the whole place, and my observant nature took in several things at once.
I smiled at the mother that was licking her thumb and giving her son a spit bath before sending him in to class. I ached for the mothers that were lingering at the doorways, saddened because they had to leave for work, hoping for just a few more minutes with their babies. I cringed a little at the mother who was panicking because she had left her child’s lunch pail at home. She was quite obviously a scatter-brained woman, and she reminded me a little of myself.
Violet and I squeezed past the line of mothers and grandmothers just inside the front door. They were all waiting to sign themselves in so that they could walk their children to class. Several of them shot me dirty looks as we cut to the front of the line. I smiled sheepishly and flashed my I.D. badge at the woman sitting behind the sign-in table. She waved us on cheerfully.
I found my way through the horde of people – eventually – and made it to Violet’s classroom. She tugged impatiently on my hand and danced around in place as we waited to enter. I kneeled down beside her and turned her body to face me.
“Are you excited?” I asked, hoping she would tell me no and I could just take her home.
“Yes!” she shrieked. “I love Mrs. Autry! She’s so nice!”
Several things were running through my head as I watched her look around at all the passing people, taking in her new surroundings eagerly. Of course she was nice when you met her, honey. It was Meet the Teacher Night. She was on her best behavior. What if she’s not as nice today? What if she’s impatient with you when she shouldn’t be? What if you don’t like her tomorrow? I could take you home right now if you asked me to and we could watch cartoons all day...
As I thoughtfully considered home-schooling just so I wouldn’t have to be away from her, Violet interrupted me.
“Can I go in now, Mommy?”
I wanted to say no, but hugged her silently instead. When I pulled back out of the embrace, I cupped her tiny face in my hands.
“I’ll see you after school,” I muttered, and kissed her gingerly on the nose.
She wiped it off – or rubbed it in, the way I looked at it – and walked through the crowded doorway. I squeezed my arm in after her and set the grocery sacks down on the table labeled “School Supplies” that was just inside the door frame.
When I turned to find Charlotte and report for duty, knowing that a clean getaway would be less traumatic for both of us than lingering at the door, I felt something catch my pant leg. I turned around and stooped down to Violet’s level, her features brimming with some new emotion I had never seen there before. I could have sworn I saw her bottom lip quiver a little, and there was a look in her searching eyes that I recognized easily. It was uncertainty – mixed with fear. The same thing I had been feeling for days was now sprawled across my child’s vulnerable face.
She had just realized, in that five-year-old brain of hers, that I was leaving her here to fend for herself. Somehow, she had not yet worked out in her mind the part where Mommy doesn’t stay in class with her.
She felt abandoned. And I felt like I was abandoning her.
I pulled her up to my hip and squeezed her as tightly as I could without breaking her, reaching my hand around her back to wipe my eyes so she wouldn’t see me crying. Cut the cord, I was thinking, and I set her down as gently as if she were made of crystal.
I pecked her on the forehead and promised again, “I’ll see you after school. And you can tell me all about your day.” With a wink and another quick embrace, I nudged her back into the room and backed away from the door.
It was only then that I actually noticed the other children filing in behind her. These children were in the wrong place. They were huge! They had to be at least seven or eight, but definitely not five. These were big kids, tall and more mature-looking than Violet. I wiped at my eyes again. Did they go to the wrong class? Surely these weren’t kindergarteners? Surely Violet wasn’t this big. I stepped closer and peeked into the classroom. Sure enough, there sat Violet at a square table, next to three children that were just about the same size as her.
No. That can’t be right, I thought. She’s just a baby.
I realized I had stopped breathing and sucked in a small breath.
My baby.
“She’s distracted now, leave while you can.”
I jumped at the voice, the sound of it was so near that I could feel breath on my ear. I was also startled because a hand was suddenly bearing down on my shoulder. I turned my head. It was Charlotte, centimeters from my face and leaning over my shoulder to sneak a peek at Violet. Our eyes met and she was grinning widely—proudly.
“She’ll be great. You’ve raised her perfectly so far; she’s a pretty well-rounded little tyke,” she soothed.
“Yeah.” I sunk back away from the door and sighed.
“She won’t have any trouble adjusting or making friends, that’s for sure. The little socialite.” I smiled at her use of John’s word for Violet— socialite. Very true.
“All right boss,” I joked, hugging my friend and wishing I could cry on her shoulder. “I’m ready to work.”
“Fine, employee,” she teased in return. “Follow me.”
We walked arm in arm down the hallway, Charlotte patting my hand.



CHAPTER SEVEN
IN THE ROOM adjoining her office, Charlotte showed me how to clock in, where my mailbox was, and fastened a walkie talkie to my waist. She handed me a set of keys and warned me to guard them with my life.
We walked and talked for nearly an hour as she explained which key opened which door and made a second pot of coffee in the lounge. She talked for several minutes about her own children, one of whom went to school here. Halfway through my first cup of mediocre coffee, just when I was beginning to wonder what Violet was up to, my radio chimed in.
“Vomit in the first grade wing,” it pealed.
I swallowed. Was this going to be my first task? Puke duty? Ugh. What a way to start the day. I shuddered at the thought of cleaning up after someone else’s kid, and Charlotte took notice of my sallow color.
“That’s the janitor’s job,” she laughed, very clearly amused at my reaction.
The phrases eeew and Oh thank goodness registered simultaneously, and I went back to my coffee. Charlotte checked her watch and rose to her feet briskly.
“Duty calls,” she announced unexpectedly, obviously realizing that she had somewhere else to be. “Just wait here, or wander the halls if you like, until you get something to do. It’s a free-for-all today so just keep an ear out for your walkie talkie. If you have any orders, they will be coming from me this morning.” She tossed her cup into the trash. “If anyone else tries to talk you into doing anything, just help them if you feel like it.”
“Easy enough,” I remarked.
“Yes, but not every day will be this easy, so enjoy it while you can.” And with that, she slid out of the room. When she disappeared, the quiet nearly enveloped me.
I was absolutely sure that I wouldn’t be able to sit still, it didn’t feel right to be lounging in the big comfy chair I’d discovered, sipping coffee while everyone else was so very busy. I needed to be doing something. So I refilled my tiny little cup and went for a walk. My feet apparently knew where I was headed long before I had consciously made the decision, taking me in the direction of Mrs. Autry’s kindergarten room.
I decided in advance to simply glance in Violet’s room quickly and then keep moving. As I neared her class, I picked up my pace to a brisk walk and turned my head casually.
Oops.
I had walked too quickly and missed her completely. No one seemed to have noticed me passing by the first time, so I spun on my heel and walked in the other direction, much more slowly this time.
There were children buzzing about everywhere in the room. It appeared that they were all doing something different. I spotted Violet quickly at a table labeled Manipulatives.
I studied her expression carefully—she was concentrating very hard on something. I watched her fidgeting with a strange looking puzzle. As I scrutinized her expression, her face changed. She was frustrated. She worked a little longer and her features eventually morphed again… the corners of her mouth turning up in a grin. Her eyebrows raised slightly, like she had surprised herself—she was proud of herself. How sweet!
My eyes searched for the person who would congratulate her, someone who would clap their hands and let her know what a great job she had done. But no one was paying attention to her. The other children at her table were busy making their own discoveries and Mrs. Autry was clear across the room.
I wanted to go in and let her know that I’d seen her hard work and was proud of her, but after I had considered it for only a moment, she had put down her masterpiece and gone on to something else.
Straightening my shirt and swallowing hard, I decided to keep moving. I couldn’t get used to staring at her all day anyway, most of the time I would be busy. I hoped I would anyway; I couldn’t handle being the peering parent outside the door trying to be invisible all day. I needed to be working, but since that wasn’t an option right now, I resolved to continue my walk.
I wasn’t really sure where to go next. I really wanted to stand there and watch her all day, and I wondered how long it would be before I was given something constructive to do. I felt useless wandering the halls.
I could be getting so much done around the house right now, I thought. Rather than roaming around aimlessly feeling like I’m in the way.
I trudged up and down the halls for a full thirty minutes alone, appreciating the beauty and charm of the small school, and quickly fell in love with whoever decorated it. The floors were the typical ugly school floors—a muted, washed out yellowish color, made of some easily cleanable material. The walls were painted in alternating chunks of beige and burgundy, not really matching the floors at all, but it didn’t seem to matter.
The plethora of Americana décor was utterly overwhelming. On every few feet of wall that wasn’t covered in bulletin boards, there was an old-fashioned painting or an American flag quilt hanging artfully from a quilt rack.
Along the baseboards were knickknacks such as antique bicycles and giant alphabet blocks with U.S.A. painted on them. Also, in each hallway, there was at least one bench, flanked by a side table. The benches were adorned with red, white, and blue pillows and the tables sported tablecloths, lamps, and more knickknacks.
Adorable was the only suitable word to describe this place. I would want to learn here if I were a child, it was so warm and inviting. Heck, I’d like to spend Christmas here. It looked like my grandmother’s house!
The more old-fashioned memorabilia I walked past, though, the more I wondered how it had survived in this place. This was a facility filled to the brim with small children— children with flailing arms and clumsy feet. How did this stuff manage not to get broken? Weren’t the decorative bicycles ridden down the hallways by ornery boys? I was curious to watch the kids move from corridor to corridor so I could see for myself how often things were broken or damaged.
The radio on my hip buzzed again, startling me as it echoed in the hall. I couldn’t understand what had been said, and I was amazed how everyone’s voice sounded exactly the same coming through the speaker.
Worrying that I had missed hearing a command, I panicked. I pulled at the small device on my hip but was unable to get it off. Hold on! I wanted to yell into it.
“On it,” someone’s robotic voice answered.
Whew, I thought, relaxing my grip slightly on the gadget attached to my waist. I ceased my senseless pawing at it and tried to think rationally about how to unfasten it.
Got it.
And perfect timing, too.
“Erin, can you go to Mrs. Stevens’ room and sit with the children for a while, please?”
It was Charlotte’s sweet but commanding voice ringing in the radio. I was surprised that I recognized who it was, though. Of the few exchanges I had heard on it so far, everyone sounded like an old truck driving woman who’d been smoking heavily for twenty years.
“Sure. Where’s…she…at?” I answered, depressing the button firmly and speaking as clearly as I could back to her. I knew that if someone happened to pass me, I would probably look like an old woman using a cell phone for the first time: awkward and entertaining.
“You don’t have to talk like that,” she giggled. “Just speak normally.”
“—Kay.”
“She’s in the third grade wing, her son is in the fourth grade here and he threw up this morning. She has to go make some phone calls and get him a ride home.”
“Poor thing. All right.” I tried to recall the map of the school that I’d memorized a few days ago and headed off to the third grade classrooms. “So do I just sit there?”
“Yes. They are doing their journal time right now, so just make sure everyone stays seated and is working quietly. And monitor trips to the restroom.”
“Sounds like fun. I’m almost there— I think.” I searched the nameplates on the wall. “Found it.”
“Call me if you have any trouble.”
“Right. Over, boss.”
“You’re a dork.”
 
After introducing myself to Mrs. Stevens, and taking over the class for her, I realized after she left that I really had no impression of her at all. The short, squatty woman had been bustling about when I entered the room, and scurried out the door almost immediately after my arrival. We didn’t even speak, nor did she acknowledge my presence with anything other than brief eye contact and a half-nod.
She then snatched up her cell phone and waddled past me out the door, mumbling sentence fragments like “How am I supposed to find someone… first day of school… take him to the doctor… ” Though she did have an air of sympathy in her voice for her son, who was apparently ill, she was also quite put out that her morning had been interrupted.
Monitoring journal time was every bit as uncomplicated as I had imagined it would be. The third graders seemed to know the rules already and were content with quietly filling in their journals. Some were at their desks, a few were sprawled out on the floor beneath the white board, and there was a small gathering of workers in the reading center.
This section of the classroom was adorable; it looked like a miniature library. There were tiny chairs and bean bags, and shelves that were just high enough to make the area into a little enclosure. There was some whispering going on in that part of the room. Clearly the kids felt they had found a spot that was secluded enough to share secrets rather than do their work, but they were so quiet that I didn’t feel the need to say anything.
Forty minutes later, Mrs. Stevens reappeared. She looked flustered and annoyed.
“Thank you,” she said curtly, barely looking in my direction. Then she clapped her hands loudly. “All right, class. Please put your journals in the blue tub… ”
And with that, I assumed I had been dismissed. I left quietly, tossing my empty coffee cup into the trash on my way out.
“I’m done, Charlotte,” I reported into the radio. I walked into the hallway and looked at the bulletins boards while I waited for an answer. Several minutes passed before I got one.
“Okay,” Charlotte finally blurted from the speaker. “Just hang tight, alright?”
“Okay.”
Not wanting to hang around outside cranky Mrs. Stevens’ room, I roamed the halls once more swathed in boredom. Wonder how often I’ll be doing this, I thought to myself. I hated not having something to do.
Curiosity soon became an unwelcome motivator, and I found myself ambling toward the second grade wing. Maybe I would just peek in Danna Thayer’s room and catch a glimpse of what Claire looked like. My mind had been idle for far too long this morning, and I was now cooking up ways to get myself into trouble for sure. I was anxious to meet this woman that might give me some insight into the strange confrontation between Charlotte and Danna several mornings ago; so many days ago that it seemed like a month. I had pushed the scene so far back in my mind it was practically a distant memory, trumped easily by the excitement of the first day of school I’d been mentally preparing for.
Maybe Claire and I would hit it off right away and she would dish on the topic that had had my two colleagues on their toes, anxious and enigmatic. I would also just love to make a new friend, if nothing else. It seemed like the only people I had talked to in the last three months were my immediate family and Charlotte. I suddenly felt like a hermit.
Nearing the classroom where I had witnessed the unusual weightless desk incident, a rush of unease crept through my veins. I shivered a little, not knowing why. I couldn’t explain to myself just why I felt so nervous in this place. It wasn’t the apprehension I had expected—the jitters that come with any new job. It just seemed like the air was saturated with tension all the time. Sometimes it felt like I was walking on eggshells, particularly when I was around Charlotte, which was most of the time. I had only been here a few times, and didn’t feel like I should already be as uncomfortable as I was. I hadn’t even really met anyone besides Danna yet.
I perused around in the hallway for a bit, pretending I had only happened into this part of the school. I tried to imagine what Danna’s face would look like if I simply walked into her classroom. Probably some assortment of fear, panic, and secrecy.
That’s it, I thought suddenly. I had remembered the definite uneasiness I had been trying to place moments ago. I felt like a high school girl who wasn’t a part of the good clique. Like there was a secret that I wasn’t allowed in on… like everyone was laughing at me…
Behind me there was shuffling and whispering. I turned slightly, but not obviously, and noted the figure just inside the doorway. A smallish woman was speaking softly to herself, cradling a massive stack of papers in one arm, shuffling through them with her free hand. She was rambling off numbers to herself… 20 copies… 40 of these… on lavender and yellow…
She hadn’t noticed me, so I didn’t yet feel the need to pull my stare from her. And staring was the only word for what I was now doing. As she made quiet mental notes about the copying chore she’d just been given, I gawked, and took in the creature standing not six feet away from me.
Although she was relatively short, this woman had a slender physique that was both powerful and feminine at the same time. Her faded jeans hugged her perfectly proportioned legs, and her t-shirt – tattered at the sleeves from years of wear – clung snugly to her tiny torso. Her clothes looked as if they had been purchased from a garage sale or consignment shop, or were given to her by some teenager who had outgrown them. And although her slightly ratty outfit was not at all appealing by itself, it looked one million times more attractive because this woman was wearing it.
Her long, graceful fingers gently thumbed through the last of the papers in her elegant arms, which looked as if they were covered in milky silk rather than skin. She had an olive-toned, dainty face that was very near perfection, full lips, and thick auburn hair. I immediately took stock of myself and felt self-conscious. She was quite literally the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.
In the few seconds it took for me to observe her outward appearance I had also realized that, while she was quite stunning, it was an understated beauty. A humble beauty, rather than a forced one. She couldn’t help it.
“Claire,” someone half-shouted from inside the room. “Would you mind bringing the lunch list back with you when you’re done?” I knew that voice, it belonged to Danna.
“Certainly,” Claire sung without taking her eyes from her papers. “Be back in a few.” Even her voice was beautiful.
Embarrassed that I had been staring so fixedly at her, I spun my gaze back to the bulletin boards on the wall. Claire patted her papers back into an orderly bundle and strode slowly down the hall.
I should introduce myself now, I thought hurriedly.
As she passed me, I looked her way casually, as if I had merely noticed anyone walking down the hall. I slapped my most innocently inquisitive look on my face and spoke.
“Are you Claire?” I asked knowingly.
“Yes,” her face broke out into a nice to meet you expression and her perfect smile dazzled me.
“I’m Erin, the new building assistant.”
A look of immediate understanding replaced the previous one of mere cordiality and she sang again, “Oh yes! So nice to meet you! How is your first day treating you?”
“Good. Well, boring actually. I haven’t done much yet.”
She instantly began speaking to me as if we had known each other our whole lives.
“Oh that’s just because it’s your very first first day. Believe me, once people start to recognize you, everyone will have you running for them. Be thankful you’re bored for now, it won’t last long.” I was immeasurably at ease listening to her speak. It was like talking to Charlotte, and I felt an easy friendship waiting to be formed.
“That’s what I hear,” I said, shrugging. “I’d rather have something to do though. I’m going nuts and it’s not even lunchtime yet.”
“Well then, come with me. We’ll go make copies together.” Easy as that. A new friend. We turned together and headed for the resource room.
Meeting Claire felt sort of like becoming a mother. The very nanosecond I gave birth to Violet, I had something in common with every woman everywhere. Just mention that you have a kid and the cashier at the dry cleaner has advice for you, and the elderly lady in front of you in the grocery store has animated stories to share. Everyone’s a friend, a fellow combat in arms in the frontline of motherhood.
Claire was easy to talk to in the same way. We knew nothing about each other, yet only a few yards down the hallway and we were already laughing at each other. I felt so relieved to have found what might just prove to be a truly comforting companion here. A friendly face in a sea of strangers. By the time we reached the resource room, I was completely at ease with her.
In the few minutes we had walked together, Claire provided me with an overview of her experiences in this school. She told me of all the momentous and unforgettable first days of school she had seen since volunteering here for the first time, years ago. I just laughed along with her, feeling a little more thankful for the dull morning I’d had so far. We then chatted lightly while she made copy after copy for Danna, and eventually parted cheerfully.
Charlotte eventually radioed me some new instructions, which were to provide an extra set of eyes on the playground for first recess. I spent the entire recess period searching diligently for Violet, only to find out later that her class had not been outside yet. By the middle of the day, I was going crazy not being able to see her, to see exactly how she was adapting.
I had now made it to the resource room, after an order from Charlotte sent me on a search for extra car rider name tags. During this fruitless quest, I found it impossible to concentrate on what I was doing. I kept looking at the clock every few minutes wondering what Violet was doing, and more importantly, if she missed me as badly as I missed her.
The two large clocks in the resource room had oversized faces with long, prominent hands indicating the time. Its loud ticking was ominous in the motionless room. I searched and searched for the elusive name tags to no avail, and radioed in that I couldn’t find any.
“No big deal,” Charlotte had replied.
If it was no big deal, then why was I spending my time looking for them? I had the sneaking suspicion that she was just trying to keep me busy. I looked at the clock again, and it ticked at me loudly. Eleven thirty eight. Violet’s lunch would be starting soon, I thought. I was pretty sure her class was scheduled for the cafeteria at eleven forty five. I wonder.
“Er-bear, you there?”
Nevermind. Another task. Oh well.
“Nicknames aren’t very professional—Charlie.”
“True. But yours is so cute,” she reflected robotically through the speaker.
“True,” I repeated. “What can I do for you now?” I was eager to please my boss, but quite bummed that I wouldn’t be able to…
“Go to lunch,” she suggested. Really?! “Vy would love to eat lunch with her Mommy.”
“Okay, cool,” I said casually. Then, resisting the urge to suppress my enthusiasm, I added “Thank you!”
Practically skipping down the hall nearly landed me on my face, I was so eager to soak up any details Violet would have to share with me. Perched near the entrance to the cafeteria – it had taken me less than a minute to skirt my way to the other end of the building – I eagerly scanned the long files of miniature people for my daughter. Frustratingly, I couldn’t remember what John had dressed her in this morning, so I was forced to search a hundred tiny faces before I finally spotted her.
I smiled and skipped in beside her in line, not calling attention to myself, and was amazed at how long it took her to realize that I was there. Several silent yards of walking later, she glanced up at me and flashed her biggest grin, but made no sound. Apparently there was no talking in the hallway.
The no talking rule was a great one, I thought, to help everything go more smoothly and help create order. How had these kindergarteners learned the rules in only one day, though? Every little person was remarkably quiet; either holding a lunch pail or walking with their arms folded awkwardly behind their back. Amazing.
There was a woman standing in the middle of the cafeteria when we entered that was directing each class to their table. She was speaking so loudly that she didn’t need the bullhorn hanging loosely at her side.
Violet, her class, and I found our table and filed in around it. I had to lop one leg over each side of the bench and straddle it because the table was so small. We sat by someone named Jason on one side, and Violet’s new friend Chelsea on the other.
My every wish quickly came true as Violet began filling me in on her morning. She spared no detail, and I had to remind her often to take bites of her sandwich in between thoughts.
As the conversation with Violet began to slow, and her lulls in chatting became longer and longer so she could eat, I began looking around the cafeteria at the other children. Several youngsters had visiting moms and dads with them, and I enjoyed taking in their expressions as they, too, watched their children eat. Their eyes were bright with excitement. When their child wasn’t looking, though, their faces turned somber—as if they wished that they could spend the whole day with them and not just these twenty minutes. I knew exactly how they felt.
The two dads I saw were my favorite. They had both stopped for lunch on their way to the school and had bags of fast food sprawled out before their children. These children, one boy and one little girl, had downed their meal quickly and were showing off the toys they had received. The fathers seemed proud to have provided their kids with something that made them the hit of the table. I thought about how long I had spent preparing Violet’s lunch and was a little jealous that they had taken the easy way out.
Last night and this morning, I had packed Vy a sandwich, which I cut into triangles for her small hands. I sprinkled her apple slices with lemon juice so they wouldn’t turn brown, and had pre-opened nearly everything so she wouldn’t have any trouble when it came time to eat it.
Maybe I would opt for chicken nuggets and fries one day, too. Violet would like that.
My eyes eventually wandered around to the teaching assistants scattered around the room. There was at least one woman hovering around each table sssh-ing children and prompting them to finish their meals. I smiled at the lady who was circling the table nearest to me; I wanted to smile at everyone I saw—I was so full of contentment.
My cup overfloweth, I thought sentimentally as I observed the room filled with youth and animation. I had never seen the woman I smiled at before, but I could tell by her blue lanyard that she was an assistant and not a teacher. Teachers wore green.
When I flashed a smile at her, she gave absolutely no response at all. She didn’t scoff, at least, she simply didn’t acknowledge me in any way. She looked over me as if I didn’t exist, even though I was sure that her eyes had met mine.
Not taking much offense to it, since she didn’t know me, I searched the room for other people to share my overflowing happiness with.
The boy named Jason sitting next to us had his hand raised, and the thunderous lunch lady made a beeline for him. She shot a furtive look at me from under her thick glasses on her way to the boy. When I beamed at her, I was certain I had seen that she was displeased with me. There was an appearance of suspicion shooting from the corner of her eye as she moved past me. Two for two. My excited buzz was quickly wearing off as I hadn’t seen one friendly face directed my way yet.
I decided to turn my attention back to Violet for the short remainder of the lunch period. When I did, I was rewarded by her warm gaze that seemed to say Mommy, I don’t know much about this place, but I love it.
After her class was finally dismissed (they were the last to leave because they had the most talkers) Violet kissed me hurriedly and raced to the playground. She was hand in hand with her new friend Chelsea and they walked as fast as they could without running, being careful under the watchful eye of the teachers in the hallway.
By the time they reached the end of the long hall, they were whispering and giggling frantically. Vy stopped at the exit to the playground, twirled around, and gave me a quick wave. Just once. A single wave, and she was out the door.
My chest ached a little in her absence, but knowing that she was happy made it bearable.
“Thanks for that, Charlotte.” I sighed happily into the radio.
“Anytime,” she answered almost immediately. “Meet me in my office,” she added.
I faced the end of the hallway opposite the playground and headed for Charlotte’s office. My feet had a little trouble carrying me away from the direction of the playground, but I managed.
Nearing the corner that would take me out of the lunch hall, I looked back toward the exit Violet had bolted through. It seemed so far away. I knew I wouldn’t see her still standing there, but a tiny part of me hoped that I would.
Instead, I noticed two women standing quite close to each other, talking quietly. They were dressed in bright skirts and equally colorful cardigans. Each of them had on a green lanyard, and they were both staring at me. They looked away quickly when I caught their eyes, but before they had averted their gaze, one of them had been pointing at me. It was a nonchalant kind of point, a gesture you would use with a friend in saying “Yeah, that’s her”.
I blushed and took the corner quickly. Too quickly—I almost ran into the wall. I straightened my shirt, a habit when I’m nervous, and disappeared toward the office. The ladies’ small act had made me uncomfortable and embarrassed, but I decided to feed off of Violet’s infectious energy and blow them off.
They were probably just pointing out the new girl to each other, and betting on how long it would be before I messed something up. And they were most likely laughing to each other now, since I nearly knocked myself out with the wall.
Walking through the door of Charlotte’s office was tough. I wanted to run down the hall and join Violet on the playground—smacking those ladies as I went; and I wanted to tell them that it’s not polite to point.
It wasn’t until I shut Charlotte’s door behind me that I saw Claire sitting in a large, awkwardly placed chair over to the side of the office. She was perched delicately on the edge of her seat with her ankles crossed. I had already forgotten how strikingly beautiful she was, sitting there in her old jeans and worn shirt. I hadn’t thought much about her after we’d parted, my thoughts had soon after been filled with Violet. But now that we were in the same room I felt it hard to keep my eyes from her.
Her face was so innocent, like that of a child, and her beauty was just as non-threatening as it had been this morning. I wasn’t jealous of her splendor, as I had been earlier today. I simply wanted to study her every feature. I wanted to try to pull my hair up into a messy bun—as hers was now—and have the stray pieces frame my face wistfully in that way. I wanted to be that gorgeous with no makeup on. And I was fighting the urge to go to the second hand shop and buy a shabby old t-shirt and some ratty jeans so I could be modestly sexy like Claire. After a quick mental check of my hips and thighs, I realized I wouldn’t be able to pull off an ensemble like that quite as effortlessly.
Claire eyed me as I stepped up to Charlotte’s desk. She grinned infectiously and patted the seat next to her. I took the folding chair she had tapped and scooted it closer to her. Strangely, it felt like a natural action, moving the chair as close as it would fit next to hers. She leaned over the arm of her wingback and launched into questions about my lunch with Violet.
How did she know about that, I wondered. Right, I immediately answered myself, the walkie talkies.
As we talked lightly—and quietly, Charlotte was deeply invested in a conversation on the phone—I examined the room. The few chairs that were normally in this room, two wingbacks and a spare stool, were joined by several folding chairs and a plastic lawn chair. It looked as though an impromptu meeting had been held in here. Of course they would have a meeting while I’m at lunch with my daughter. Everything else was secretive around here, I would probably be the last to know about everything. New girl at the bottom of the totem pole.
Oh well.
“All right girls… ” Charlotte startled us out of our quiet chattering. We both sat up straight, as if we were students being called to attention.
“Erin,” she continued. “How’s it going this morning?”
Unintentionally, and probably because I had been gabbing with Claire like a schoolgirl, I burst into an overview of the morning and my lunch with Violet. She smiled silently and let me get it all out. When I had finished with every detail, including the awkward moment with the two ladies in the hallway, I closed with: “Thank you so much for letting me eat lunch with Vy. It was amazing to get to talk to her.” I sat back, then, and sighed breathlessly.
“Sounds like you’ve been keeping busy, and having fun,” she said.
You’ve been keeping me busy, I was thinking as I recalled my wild goose chase for nametags that didn’t exist.
“Claire and I,” she motioned to my newest friend, “have been talking about you.” She left the subject hanging uncomfortably, probably enjoying the bubble of emotions I was experiencing at her statement.
“Uh-huh,” was all I could say.
She smiled.
“We have someone else we’d like you to meet.” Claire beamed. I didn’t think her mouth would stretch any further over her perfect teeth.
“Your next assignment is to go meet with our school counselor. Well, she’s sort of an honorary counselor.” Claire’s eyes were twinkling as Charlotte spoke, though this time it didn’t seem like anything out of the ordinary. I was beginning to think they always did that. “You may then spend the rest of the day keeping busy in Violet’s classroom.”
I was noticeably jazzed by the latter part of her instructions, and was also happy to meet another new person. It wasn’t in my nature to look forward to meeting someone new, but if Charlotte and Claire thought it would be a good idea, then I would surely like her.
“Okay,” I shrugged.
“She’s amazing,” Claire chimed.
“She is one of the most important people at this school,” Charlotte informed me. I listened thoughtfully, soaking in what I could about this prominent member of the staff. Something about the way Charlotte had said “important people” made me think of Elizabeth Asch again. And I wasn’t quite sure why.
“We all think you have great potential,” my boss added. All? So it was me they were discussing in the spontaneous meeting in this office. “And she will be able to help you discover it.”
Her words were very confusing, as if they had a hidden meaning. I knew Charlotte to be a very literal person, quite unable to disguise a hidden agenda, and now my curiosity was piqued again. I nodded, not knowing what to say to that, and looked at Claire. She stroked my arm reassuringly.
“You’ll love her,” she told me. “We all do.”
“Yes,” Charlotte said, smiling. “We owe her a great deal.”
And with that, the conversation seemed to have come to an end.
Thinking about spending the rest of the day in Violet’s classroom was severely overshadowing meeting someone new, but I did what was asked of me and visited the honorary counselor. I decided to try very hard to learn as much as I could from her this morning, even if it cut into my Violet time.
Hmmm.
I was certain Charlotte had said Third door down on the left, but I hesitated—having a brief moment of panic. She had never actually told me the woman’s name, which left me frantically searching a hallway full of fancy nameplates affixed to a row of office doors. After re-searching my brain for a name I knew she hadn’t mentioned, I traipsed back to the end of the cramped little hall and started counting.
One. Two. Three. Here’s hoping.
I rapped lightly on a wooden door labeled A. Dane, tracing its ornate design with my finger as I lowered my hand. The door was a beautifully carved work of art, and didn’t seem to fit in with rest of the doors. The generous chunk of wood would be better suited as the front door of an up-scale home in an old neighborhood. It looked quite out of place in its surroundings, which all screamed “new construction”. The woman in the office must have very particular tastes.
“Come in,” a friendly voice mused from inside.
I turned the knob, slightly heftier than the others in the corridor, and stepped inside. Ignoring the fact that it was like stepping into another genre, I made my feet move forward. Soon I was standing in front of the biggest desk I had ever seen, behind which sat the tiniest woman I had ever seen. She was pleasant looking, and stood up quickly when I entered the room.
“Erin, I presume?”
Her voice was careful, but agreeable. Her words were measured, and somehow she seemed older than she looked.
“Yes ma’am.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
THERE WAS POSITIVELY nothing remarkable about my visit with Miss Dane. She made small talk for a half hour, then glanced at her watched and politely dismissed me. During this time, I gathered what I could of her personality and decided that I liked her. There were a few points in the conversation when I felt as if she were studying me, as well, probably trying to decide what to make of the new girl.
I spent the remainder of the day in Violet’s classroom and loved every minute of it. Every time Mrs. Autry sent me to make copies or retrieve something for her, I hurried so I could get back to the classroom as quickly as I could. At the end of the day, I monitored restroom breaks in the hall and assisted the car riders out.
As I loaded the last kid into a green pickup, I spotted my car in the parking lot. There was a very handsome man propped up against it, smiling. I grinned hugely at my husband, who was standing with his arms crossed and one foot resting on the side of the car. He looked like he belonged in a jeans advertisement in a catalog.
Ten minutes later, we were climbing into the car with him. Violet had so much to say that she could barely keep up with herself, and I was content to keep quiet and listen. I hadn’t realized until I fastened my lap belt how worn out I was. Worn out was an understatement, actually. It felt as though I’d had my brain turned on overdrive all day, and then suddenly had it shut off completely. My body had gone into shock – numb and sore at the same time – and my mind was fried.
The very end of the day in Violet’s room had consisted of breaking up several fights between some rowdy boys. I had no idea that five year old boys were so strong, but I was certainly feeling the breadth of their strength now in my shoulders and back. Apparently they’d had enough of school by two thirty, were very tired, and decided to take it out on each other. It had taken both Mrs. Autry and I to pull them apart.
I stared out my window, processing interesting bits of my first day, while Violet filled John in on her own experiences. The short drive home was over before I’d had time to come out of my exhausted stupor, and I yawned uncontrollably as we pulled into the driveway.
The remainder of the evening passed in a blur. John picked up Italian food for dinner, which we scarfed down at five. And nearly every member of both of our families called to talk to Violet, hoping to be the first one to hear about her big day.
Vy and I crashed around eight, and I noticed that John crawled into bed around eleven. Rolling over and kissing him was all I could manage, then I was immediately unconscious again.
Friday came… and vanished.
John had surprised me by taking an extra day off from work, so he dropped us off again and played homemaker for one more day, which he seemed to really enjoy.
I reeled through the school day at an incredible pace. It seemed as though everyone had a use for me on my second day, though most didn’t appear to know my name.
Lunch duty.
Copies.
Assist the yearbook planner.
Dinner at five.
Asleep by eight.
Then came Saturday… oh, sweet Saturday. Saturday morning in silence. I embraced the quiet with each of my senses one at a time. Leaving my lids closed, I listened to the still morning. There was nothing; must be early. No morning cartoons, so Violet was probably still snoozing.
I stretched my limbs out in a wide “X”, feeling my muscles and noticing that I felt remarkably rested. Like I had run my poor body ragged for two days in a row and then slept for a whole day. It was wonderful.
I felt again with my arms, which only found sheets. No John. I pulled my eyes open as I sat up on my elbows and noticed the bed was indeed empty, and the bedroom door was closed. Strange. We never closed the bedroom door.
I popped out of bed easily – refreshed – and put on some Saturday clothes. After trotting downstairs, I found Violet upside down on the couch watching television, and John reading the paper in the kitchen.
“Afternoon,” he greeted, smirking.
I raised an eyebrow at him playfully and shuffled over to see the coffee pot clock. Eleven thirty. Nice. No wonder I felt so rested.
“Someone called for you this morning. Her number is on the counter over there.” And with that, he stuck his nose back into his paper.
I placed one hand on each of my own shoulders and stuck my elbows into the air in another deep stretch as I meandered over to the other counter. There was a name and number scratched in John’s tiny handwriting on the top of our message tablet. Miss Dane, followed by a number and a smiley face. I hmphh-ed quietly and wondered what she could possibly want on a Saturday.
“Morning Vy,” I hollered into the living room as I grabbed the receiver from its base and dialed the number. It took her until the second ring of my phone call to chime back, “Morning Mommy!”
“Hello, Erin.” Freaky, I thought. I would have just said hello.
“Good morning, Miss Dane,” I answered. She kind of reminded me of a stalker, and I giggled internally. Something quirky about this lady.
“I was wondering if you were free this afternoon. Any time would be suitable for me.”
“Sure,” I answered. Though in my head I’d said “Sure, stalker.”
“I’d like to get to know you a little better, and was thinking we could go for coffee somewhere, if you don’t mind.”
“Well, certainly.” Although her approach seemed a little awkward, I was always up for making another new friend at the school. “How about an hour from now?”
“Sounds wonderful, there is a café near the library. Do you know it?”
“Yes, I do. My husband and I go there sometimes. Their outdoor section is lovely. I look forward to seeing you.”
“Indeed, goodbye.” And the line went dead.
“Honey…” I called to John, still holding the phone up to my ear. “Can you watch Violet for a little while for me? This lady at school wants me to meet her for coffee in an hour.”
“Sure, hon. We’ll probably be lounging around all day. Feels like a good solid Saturday to me.”
I looked into the living room at Violet on the couch—spread out with a pillow from her bed, with an empty cereal bowl on the coffee table in front of her. She was now belly down, had one arm draped over the side of the couch almost touching the floor, and she looked like the epitome of childhood. She didn’t have a care in the world besides the show she was watching. After eating some eggs and throwing on the best outfit I could come up with (it was laundry day, after all) I kissed my family goodbye and headed out for coffee.
Pulling up to the picturesque little shop, I noticed Miss Dane at an outdoor table. Of course she had beaten me here. I should have left earlier; it would have looked more professional for me to have arrived first. Maybe this wasn’t a professional meeting, though. Maybe Charlotte had talked her into befriending me. That would be like her. Trying to play “match-maker”… friendship style.
I pulled into a space and tried to guess which car belonged to the little woman I was about to have coffee with. Was it the Lexus? Probably. Or maybe the Jeep. I smiled, pushing my sunglasses into my hair, picturing the fragile woman off-roading in the rugged Jeep Wrangler.
Miss Dane waved at me from her bistro table, and I gestured back cheerfully as I went inside to get a drink. It was unseasonably cool out, for an Oklahoma summer day, so I opted for my favorite hot latte. Of course, it was always unseasonable in Oklahoma. Every day quite as unpredictable as the next.
As I joined my co-worker, she rose from her seat, the way men do when a woman joins the table. Well, the way chivalrous men do. She sat when I took my seat, and smiled in silence. I took a nervous sip of my latte and smiled back, not quite sure what to make of her.
“Miss Dane.” I held out my hand in greeting and she shook it with a dainty grasp. Her eyes were merry behind her large glasses, with frames that were almost too big for her face. She reminded me of a librarian.
“Azura, please,” she corrected.
“Azura? That’s… a beautiful name.” Fitting, I thought, that the strange little lady would have a strange name to match. She grinned and looked down at the table.
“My parents were hippies,” she countered – a hint of discomfiture in her expression. “My middle name is Jasmyn.”
“Azura Jasmyn Dane.” I giggled warmly as I let the name roll of my tongue. “It’s interesting, and lovely. Much more interesting than Erin.”
During our coffee date we chatted about seemingly nothing, not even really touching that often on school-related subjects. There were several awkward silences, which I eased by sipping my ever-cooling coffee, but most of the encounter was quite enjoyable.
Once I got used to her quirky mannerisms and dry sense of humor, I found myself fully enjoying Azura’s company. She was comforting, and her presence felt almost motherly. Something about her felt like she had a lifetime of experiences and information to share with me, and this was just the beginning.
 
Sunday morning, I finally checked my email. Normally it was a daily task for me, but I hadn’t remembered sitting down to the computer for days. I had one message from Charlotte. The same kind of deeply compassionate, friendly emails we’ve had over the last five years while we were so far apart. One from Claire, letting me know that she was having a garage sale next weekend and hoped I would come keep her company. Apparently she lived just down the street from us, which I was unaware of. And one generic email from the increasingly interesting Azura Dane, thanking me for meeting up with her.
The following week, she seemed to be everywhere I was. Watching me interact with the children and adults. She rarely spoke to me, though. It looked as though she was just being observant. It was in my nature to be pretty observant, which is probably why I noticed her watching me, and it sort of comforted me that I was being studied. I liked that she had an interest in my character and how I was adapting in these crazy new surroundings. Truth be told, it weirded me out quite often, to have her staring at me so much, but I tried to ignore her. I had already decided that I liked her.
She would frequently be tucked into a corner, examining me. Or leaned against the cafeteria wall, trying to be invisible. She would sometimes make small talk with other teachers near me on the playground, nodding occasionally and gesturing in my direction every so often when she thought I wasn’t watching.
It made me periodically self-conscious, but by Friday I had convinced myself that her looming was harmless… albeit a little creepy.



CHAPTER NINE
ANOTHER WEEK WENT by quickly, and Saturday finally rolled around again. I wasn’t quite sure how I had managed to get a whole week under my belt at work, but I’d done it. I came home drained every day, physically and mentally, and put every remaining ounce of energy into dinner and bedtime. I also managed to get to work every day on time, and actually out the door with no real trouble from Violet. We seemed to have a system going now: I would wake her up each morning at just the right time so that she could eat, get dressed, and brush her teeth without being overly rushed. Then we would arrive to school about ten minutes earlier than the first bell, which allowed us to talk quietly for a little while until she went to the playground.
That extra ten minutes with her in the morning really saved my heart a lot of aching the first few weeks into school; I felt a little more comfortable each day allowing her to play with her friends without me. And she, in turn, seemed to be more anxious to see them each day. Things definitely felt like they were starting to get doable.
Even though every day was a little easier, I had been looking forward to Saturday morning since Tuesday afternoon. And although I felt early in the week like I could sleep for a month and still not be rested, I only managed to snooze until eight thirty this morning. Quite disappointing. I would have to try and make up for that later with a good nap, just to get a head start on sleep for next week. Something told me, however, that I would be missing sleep for years to come.
After breakfast, John and Violet busied themselves with a coloring book. John was notorious for becoming engulfed in coloring, while Violet scribbled her own masterpieces next to him. I took advantage of their distraction and stole out onto the front porch with a cup of coffee.
I tried to avoid looking across the street at all costs. Elizabeth had been purposely avoiding contact with me for days, and when we passed each other in the halls she smiled forcefully and picked up her pace.
I watched car after car pass our house, and wondered why the traffic had suddenly picked up. Then it hit me—Claire’s garage sale. I had forgotten all about it! I looked down the street and quickly figured out which house belonged to my newest friend. There was a meager selection of used goods spread artfully across a driveway and lawn, and a small horde of people meandering around in it. I ran inside and put on my tennis shoes.
“I’m going to run down the street for a minute,” I yelled as I tied my laces. “Claire’s having a garage sale today.”
John and Violet waved silently, noses deep in their projects.
I picked up my coffee mug and set off down the street, thinking how strange it was that I hadn’t known where she lived until now. I really was a hermit, I supposed. Well, not very neighborly at least.
Claire waved frantically when she saw me coming down the walk, and I smiled back at her. She was so easy to like. As I came up on her house, I noticed that the group of garage sale shoppers was abnormally large for such a paltry assortment of goods. I walked slowly up her drive, trying to find something I couldn’t live without, and finally took the lawn chair next to Claire.
“I’m so glad you came,” she beamed.
“And I’m so sorry I’m late,” I answered. “I just got up.”
“Nice day for a garage sale, huh?” She asked lazily. She was right, the weather was breezy and perfect.
“Yep. And you’ve got quite a turnout.”
“Sure do. I hope we sell a lot. I need the money to buy the kids new school clothes. They’ve outgrown just about everything since last year.”
I had not yet met Claire’s children, but it was my understanding that she had two young ones that attended our school. I was so busy lately that I didn’t really notice anything that wasn’t right in front of me.
Claire went on to tell me that her husband, who worked almost every Saturday, was a mechanic. He made very little money, and worked very, very hard. They lived paycheck to paycheck, and used things like garage sales to make extra money when they needed it. She also told me that she liked to knit scarves and make homemade applesauce in the winter for extra income and Christmas money. I deeply admired her for that.
As we talked, I continued to notice the droves of people bobbing in and out of her yard. Every one of them purchased at least one thing, and every one of them stopped to talk to Claire before they left. We probably would have talked about a lot more than her husband if we weren’t constantly interrupted by people wanting to chat with her.
The women shoppers all picked over her belongings carefully, choosing something “for someone else” if they couldn’t find something for themselves. And when they spoke to her, they did so in a manner almost as if they were speaking to a celebrity. They looked star-struck, and giddy. I supposed it was her sheer beauty that caused them to behave that way, because I noticed the women fidgeting with themselves whenever they spoke. They would straighten their blouse, or paw at their hair. Like they were nervous to be around someone so lovely. I completely understood, and waited patiently.
Claire’s physical beauty was something so powerful, yet so modest, that it was simply unexplainable. I adored her so much that I had eventually stopped comparing myself to her. I was simply set on hating her… lovingly.
If I could look like she did this morning – tousled hair falling easily to her shoulders, obviously straight from the shower, no makeup, skin glowing in the Saturday morning light – John would be in awe of me all the time. Just like these passers-by were now.
The men, though, were the most entertaining customers by far. They would each pick out some obscure item from Claire’s hodgepodge of belongings, like a pair of old shoes “for their wife” or an old children’s video tape, and then stand for ages just staring at her. They weren’t really coming on to her, but they all looked like shy schoolboys trying to ask her to the prom. They would play with their keys or fiddle with their purchase with blushing cheeks. It was quite amusing, and Claire handled it all very well. I would have been embarrassed to have strangers staring at me like that and trying to find reasons just to linger around my old junk.
By eleven, she had sold nearly everything and made just over a hundred dollars. She was beaming as we scooted the empty tables back into the garage, going on about how thankful she was to be able to buy her children some new clothes. I found myself wanting to linger as well, but eventually excused myself and headed back toward my house. She was just so pure and sweet; wholly impossible not to like.
Two houses from my own, I stopped mid-stride. I had been humming as I walked, which I also stopped. I wasn’t sure why it startled me, but it did at first. There was a sandy-colored Jeep Wrangler parked in my driveway. I racked my brain for someone I knew that drove one, and came up empty-handed.
I picked up my pace again and tried to remember where I had seen that vehicle before. It only took a few moments to remember, I had seen it last weekend at the coffee shop. I chuckled to myself. It was Azura Dane’s car. How funny. The rest of the journey up the walk, I entertained myself by imagining her off-roading in it. Imagining her doing anything besides sitting quietly behind a desk was quite comical.
When I came in through the kitchen door, though, I found something even more unexpectedly funny. The tiny little librarian was sitting at our table, with John on one side and Violet at the other. Both of them were staring at her like they were about to be in trouble.
Azura’s hands were folded and resting on the table top, and Violet and John were sitting with their hands in their laps. I had to really try to suppress a giggle, remembering that I sometimes felt like I was being scolded when I was around her. All three of them looked up when I came in, and I wondered just how long they had all been sitting there in silence, waiting for me to return.
“Morning,” I smiled comfortably.
“Good morning,” Azura answered, tipping her head down briefly. John and Violet both just looked at me and smiled half-heartedly.
“You guys can scoot if you want,” I offered, motioning to the living room. With one synchronized move, Violet and John were out of their seats and headed out of the room, staring at me inquisitively once they were behind Miss Dane. I grinned again and nodded, so they left.
After placing my empty coffee mug in the sink, I grabbed a water bottle from the fridge and slid into a chair across from my visitor. I wondered if her visits would be weekly for very long, I would sure like to have the whole weekend to myself soon.
“You have a lovely family, Erin,” Azura commented. When we were by ourselves, she only seemed odd. John and Violet, however, actually looked nervous to be around her.
Maybe she’s just not good at first impressions, I thought.
“Thank you, I think so too.” I took a swig of my water, hoping she would get to the point of her visit. I was really hoping for a bath this afternoon; something completely unnecessary, but ridiculously relaxing to go along with the peaceful, lazy day I had already started. “What can I do for you?” I added when she hadn’t said anything. Azura adjusted her large glasses and shifted her weight in her seat. She cleared her throat and looked me over, which she seemed to be doing a lot of lately.
“Please excuse me, Erin. I do apologize for dropping in unannounced. My personal schedule has been quite altered lately.” She poked a thin finger into her impossibly tight bun and scratched. The little movement seemed a bit out of place for her. It was almost as if she had just realized that her uptight hair-do was uncomfortably snug. Her eyes moved—rather edgily, as if she hadn’t been getting enough sleep—down to the table as she scratched another section of her head. Her cell phone rang quietly in her pocket, and she pulled it out quickly. I expected her to answer it, but she glanced at it briefly and silenced it.
“I’ve been forced to do things, um… out of order.” Azura put her hands on the table quickly, leaned forward—suddenly focused—and stared at me.
No. She stared into me.
Her sudden recapture of composure, followed by the fierce stare that seemed to be penetrating me, was unbearably awkward. Her sudden movement, coupled with the intensity in her eyes, made me uneasy. I knew she was peculiar, but this odd silence was making me nervous.
I’d had my bottle of water up to my lips for another swig when Azura had put her hands on the table and fixed herself on me. Frozen stiff from a sudden onset of uneasiness, I was now spilling water all over myself like an idiot. It dripped down my chin and I choked, feeling embarrassed of all things, and started pawing at my shirt in a feeble attempt to dry it.
Embarrassment was probably the last feeling that should be on my mind right now. A moment after my honorary counselor had met my eyes, I was unable to break free from her. It was an intense stare, and I was held captive by it.
That, however, was the least horrifying part of the incident. A strange energy pulsed throughout my entire body. Not nervous energy like on the first day of school. Not fear, like when I caught the rage in Elizabeth’s eyes. Not the untamable curiosity that came after seeing Danna lift the desk over her head. No. This was physical. I was… uh, kinetic… was that the right word? I could feel something tangible surging in my body. In my blood.
After a few moments, Azura sat back in her chair, looking satisfied with something. Once I was free of her fixation, the odd sensation I was feeling vanished, but replacing it was a rush of pain. My head ached a little— no, a lot. Actually, it was searing. Blinding. I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose, thinking that if I could just cut my head open at the top and let some of the pressure out, I would feel better.
I winced. It was so sore, and in a way I had never experienced. I was sure that a sickening migraine was about to hit me, and put my head down on the cold table. My cheek against the cool laminate was refreshing, and I concentrated on simply breathing in and out. Thank God it seemed to help; the pain began to alleviate and dizziness washed over me, which left me trying to decide if I wanted to throw up before or after I fell out of the chair.
Keep breathing, Erin… I told myself.
Two deep, painful, labored breaths later, I felt nothing. Nothing at all. Leaving my eyes closed for fear of being consumed by dizziness again, I waited ten more breaths before I sat upright. When I did, I noticed that the pressure had eased – not slightly, but completely.
As I patted the rest of my shirt dry from my water spill, every feeling of abnormality wholly subsided, though apparently the ringing in my ears had drown out something I should have heard clearly. As I wiggled my fingers around gently on my temples, I noticed that Azura was turned away from me, and had a cell phone up to her right ear. She was covering her left ear with her hand and whispering forcefully into the phone. The only thing I could understand was her low “Yes. Yes. Alright.”
John and Violet were unaware of anything peculiar going on in the kitchen; I could see them both clearly on the couch as I pushed the chair back to stand up. I gave a furtive glance toward Azura, who didn’t seem to have noticed me rise from my seat. She had actually turned further away from me. She was now curled into herself slightly, with her shoulders hunched over, trying to screen her phone call from me.
I decided to make every effort to tune her out and tried to concentrate on what had just happened. The more I focused, though, the further the experience seemed to slip away from me. With every passing nanosecond, the memory of my body tingling— surging from the inside out—slid further from my grasp. Strangely, the only way I could think to describe it to myself was that it felt like I was “coming down with amnesia”. No matter how hard I tried to remember precisely what had happened, I just couldn’t. I scraped desperately through the last few minutes, searching for something… something… any tiny thought to grab hold of.
It seemed like I should ask Azura what had happened; she was talking to me about something. Right? No. Wait. Yes, yes… we were talking, and then. Well, I.
“Erin?”
I spun around. Azura had scooted her chair away from the table the same moment that she said my name. The combination of the two noises startled me.
“Yes?” I asked, quite unsure of why I felt the uncontrollable urge to ask her a question.
“Please excuse me,” she said politely, bowing her head slightly. Again, she reminded me of a chivalrous gentleman, excusing herself from the table.
“S-Sure,” I smiled.
Azura eyed me carefully for a second, tilted her head a bit to one side and said, “Are you alright, Erin?” She took a step closer to me, slowly, and lifted her hand just barely from her side. At the same time, I blinked as the last of the fog left my mind. A handful of twitchy, spastic blinks later I felt renewed, and rested.
“Yeah. I’m great,” I answered, in a why-wouldn’t-I-be sort of tone. “Leaving so soon?” I added.
“Yes.” Her eyes dropped, and she slipped the phone she had been clutching into the pocket of her slacks.
“Oh. Well, did you need something?” It seemed bizarre that she should leave so soon. Had she actually gotten to the point of her visit yet?
“Er, no. I was just in the neighborhood… and thought I would drop by. Thank you for being hospitable.” Azura’s quirkiness grew ever more entertaining, and intriguing. “I’m sorry, but something has come up – and I must be on my way. Thank you, again.”
“Sure.” I showed her to the door, and held it open for her. “See you Monday.”
She started to walk past me through the door, but paused abruptly only inches from my face. Suddenly nervous, with someone in my personal space, I forced a smirk. Her eyes searched mine. One, then the other. Then, as if she thought better of what she was about to say, she smiled and walked to her car. She pulled out of the driveway and was gone without looking back.
Azura’s oddities were becoming the norm, so I didn’t think much of her hasty exit. I let the door click shut and spun the lock so that it engaged.
 
About five thirty, the three of us started to grumble to each other from hunger. An occasional “What’s for dinner,” or “I’m so huuuuungry,” in during commercials or lulls in our conversation. We’d had an early lunch and our tummies were already growling.
“How about Chinese?” I suggested. John and Violet both turned from the television simultaneously and smiled.
“Mmmmmm,” they said in unison, slowly and hungrily. Then, without another word, they twisted back to their TV program. They were so identical sometimes it was scary.
I jumped up, eager for something to do besides watch TV. We had been couch potatoes practically all day. There was barely any laundry done – piles and piles still calling my name, in fact. And now I felt absolutely useless having spent the entire day in front of the tube.
If I went to get dinner now, we could eat early, get Vy to bed early, I could get some housework done (ha ha ha) and we would be plenty rested for church in the morning. I grabbed my keys and my wallet out of my giant purse and headed out.
Ah, church, I thought as I pulled out of the driveway. We hadn’t been since we moved here, almost four months ago. Our church back home – well, where we had called home for the last five years – was perfect. And I mean that. It was perfect in that “We’re all sinners just trying to get along” kind of way. Everyone there was amazing, kind and so full of love. The atmosphere there is what I imagined Sunday gatherings would be like back in the prairie days, only without the cool homemade dresses and bonnets.
We went every Sunday, and we just felt right. Like we could handle anything, and everyone there was a part of our family. How could we ever find anything like that again? The mere thought was intimidating and saddening. I missed that group of people so much.
Plus, it had become so very easy to sleep in now on Sunday mornings. To simply enjoy the extension of our Saturday – we now got twice as much weekend!
Still, I had been setting my mind on trying to find a new church home every single weekend for a month now. There was a clear, physical void in me that I couldn’t ignore much longer. I felt lonely, and I knew exactly why. The fellowship I once had with good friends every week was missing. It made me sad that I had chosen to give it up for extra sleep. Ah, sleep.
I picked up our favorite smorgasbord of Chinese goodies for dinner and headed back to the house – sorely tempted to eat the messy goodness while I drove. My stomach agreed with the idea audibly.



CHAPTER TEN
OCTOBER FINALLY ROLLED around and although I couldn’t exactly put my finger on it, I was sure that the atmosphere at school had changed in the last few weeks. There was a tension hanging in the air that was much like that first time I had crossed paths with Danna – as I watched her hoist the table over her head with the supernatural ease of Wonder Woman.
I had met nearly half of the teachers in the building – filling in for one here, running countless errands for another there. Therefore, I at least knew many people’s names and was beginning to adapt to my surroundings (a.k.a. being told what to do).
I felt, though, that they were avoiding me at all costs, only speaking to me when I did something for them. A handful of people – Charlotte, Claire, and a few others, were downright pleasant to be around all the time. But for the most part, I still felt like an outcast. Like I had done something to upset everyone, though I couldn’t for the life of me think of what it might be.
My work, though pretty mindless most days (how hard do you really have to think while making copies?), was completely engulfing. I thoroughly enjoyed being paid to do busy work.
One afternoon last week, I had been called in to work with Danna after lunch. I knew I’d be spending the rest of the day with her, so I had already prepared myself for a long stretch of anything (probably silence). I had absolutely no expectations. Needless to say, I was surprised to find her smiling at me as I walked through the door of her sweet-smelling classroom. She always had the best candles, and this particular day it was pumpkin spice.
Since I hadn’t really interacted with her at all yet, I wasn’t sure what would be out of character for her. This smile, however… this greeting… seemed a little forced.
Through the afternoon, she was fairly pleasant to be around. She had me helping with a reading comprehension exercise so that she could get a handle on each child’s starting point for the semester. Most of the time, I was across the room from her, crouched in a bean bag chair, listening to one child at a time read a paragraph or two and recording the results. I did notice, though, that each time I looked up to stretch my ever-stiffening neck, Danna was watching me.
It wasn’t the same kind of watching that Azura was so often prone to, but more like a paranoid teenager. Like she thought I might catch her doing something.
What she though I might have caught her doing, I have no idea, but she was most decidedly preoccupied with my being in the room. Whatever secret thing she was trying to protect, trying to keep me from noticing, remained a secret. I had no intentions of looking over her shoulder that afternoon, and tried to simply avoid looking her way as much as I could.
The last bell rang at 3:15, and the last of Danna’s students eventually trickled out of the classroom. I tried to help by stacking chairs on the tabletops and tidying up the reading center, where I had been crouched for the last several hours with my knees buried in my chest. As I stacked the last chair on the miniature table, Danna spoke from behind her desk.
“Thank you, Erin.”
Polite. Very polite, I thought, walking over to her. Maybe I should…
“Can I ask you a question?” I had spoken, against my better judgment, and the sound of my own voice in the room startled me. It had been so quiet for hours.
“You just did,” she answered, smiling widely. It was a smile that told me she probably always responded to Can I ask you a question that way.
“I’ve been noticing, lately,” I stopped. I wasn’t even really sure what I had been noticing. I hadn’t really thought my question through before I opened my big mouth. “Mmmm, I guess I’ve been noticing people acting a little strangely around here lately.”
I didn’t look at her while I trailed off the end of my thought, but I noticed that she seemed to choke on something as I spoke.
After clearing her throat deliberately, she began busying herself with papers on her desk. When she looked up at me, I apparently had a look on my face that said Please don’t pretend you haven’t noticed, because she swallowed whatever she was going to say and offered:
“Oh, I think Azura’s in a tizzy about something. I don’t really know what, though.”
“Hmph,” was all that seemed appropriate. “Well, would you like me to do anything else for you before I head out?”
“Oh, no!” she replied enthusiastically, obviously thrilled with the subject change. “You’ve been a wonderful help, that reading screening would have gone into next week if you hadn’t been here!”
 
I mulled over the encounter as I rounded the corner to school one evening in a last minute decision to become social.
Apparently everyone who’s anyone in the school attended the PTO meetings. I had yet to take part in such a gathering, so Tuesday night I finally decided to make an appearance, since I was becoming more comfortable with my surroundings.
My idea, up to now, of what a typical PTO meeting would look like was something like a dental visit: long, drawn out, painful. Probably several parents like me – quiet and non-confrontational – sitting around listening to a bunch of over-zealous women make big plans for fundraising and the like. I pictured it loud and proud, like an auction… “Who wants the bake sale?!?… Bake sale? Anyone?… C’mon people, we need five hundred cupcakes by Friday!!!”
I’ve met a lot of uber-involved mothers in the past, at church, doctor visits, the park, who love to tell anyone who will listen how much time and energy they spend volunteering at their child’s school.
Many of them spend more than a forty hour workweek either at school functions or preparing for them. I often wondered when they had time to spend with their families, it looked exhausting. I definitely wouldn’t be considered hardcore when it came to volunteering, I like to put my time in and then head home for a quiet evening.
I dread the day Violet starts asking to be in soccer or dance or something that requires that level of involvement. But with as much energy as that girl has in one toe, she won’t make it through childhood without finding some effective avenue to exert it. And I know that whatever her niche eventually ends up being, whatever sport or activity she can’t live without, she’ll rock at it. I am not, however, looking forward to giving up my evenings and Saturdays for things like out-of-town games and dress rehearsals.
I pulled into the school parking lot around fifteen to seven. I thought that since I was probably already on the naughty list because I wasn’t planning on joining any committees this evening, I could at least make myself look good by showing up early. I was wrong. To my surprise, the lot was overflowing when I got there. It was as full as if every grade were having a program on the same evening.
As I pulled into an empty spot in the grass near the front, I saw a handful of women bustling up the walkway like they were late.
Great, I sighed. One day I would figure out my place in this school world. I’m neither the volunteer queen, nor the early bird. I’m just the nobody who shows up and will have to shuffle into the back unnoticed. This might just be my first and last PTO meeting.
I scurried into the back of the gym and found an empty chair next to two people I didn’t know. The whole place was buzzing. Not a dull roar like a room full of children who are trying to keep out of trouble while still talking to their neighbor. It was loud.
The two ladies on either side of me looked a little out of place as well – uncomfortable at the very least. One was holding her purse tightly and tapping her foot pretty impatiently. The other had a convenient store coffee in her hand, which she raised to her mouth to chug about every five seconds. I grinned and settled into my seat.
Rather than try to strike up a conversation with one of the other nobodies next to me, I set myself to people watching, counting on the main event to start quickly.
I stared amazed at the number of people packed into the gym. Rows and rows of folding chairs were touching each other, which meant the people in them were most certainly touching each other. It was obviously warmer than usual, due to all the tightly packed bodies, and the noise level was bordering on insanity. I wondered if maybe we were auctioning off hunky janitors or something, there seemed to be an excitement in the air that was nearly tangible.
I noticed a small table at the front of the large room, in front of the stage and under the basketball goal. Seated there were Charlotte, and two women I didn’t recognize. Other than these few, all I could see were the backs of many heads, all bobbing (gossiping) furiously.
Just as I crossed my legs to ease my already uncomfortable back side, I noticed the woman to Charlotte’s left begin to stack her papers and nudge her chair backwards. When she did, the tangible energy I had felt before seemed to dissipate slightly. I watched her closely as she made her way up to the small, clear pulpit on the stage. With every step she took, the room seemed to grow quieter, more focused.
She must be important.
When she reached the pulpit, she picked up a small gavel – so small it must have been the only thing sitting up there for me not to have noticed it, and tapped it lightly on the acrylic stand. I could, strangely, feel it.
She tapped it only twice.
On the upswing from the first hit, the room fell silent. So that there was no need for the crystal clear thud of the second tap, which I could also feel.
I looked around, only moving my eyes, and observed that everyone was perfectly still and attentive. The woman stacked her papers; unnecessarily, because they were already perfect, and cleared her throat.
I realized I wasn’t breathing, and took in a breath.
She looked up sweetly, and began. Her voice was soft and delicate, and she reminded me of a flower for some reason.
“As many of you know,” she sang in an almost shy pitch, “my name is Sherry Richardson, and I’m the PTO President. I’d like to thank you all for coming this evening and volunteering your valuable time for our kids.”
Typical. Yes. No surprises. This would probably be pretty boring.
Dang it. Forgot to breathe again.
 
For the next half hour, we listened to Sherry give a recap of last year’s fundraising numbers, contributions to the computer lab, community service accomplishments, and the like. Eventually, we shifted to projections for this year, which perked me up. She made it all sound so interesting, maybe I could find an avenue for volunteering after all.
“We hope to double our earnings from the bake sale this year,” she was saying, “a goal I think will be quite attainable.”
This is the part where I started inserting my auctioneer’s voice, expecting a run for the sign-up table or something. Instead, Sherry took a step back, making way as a tall, slender lady made her way up the stairs to the stand.
She flipped her perfect hair over her right shoulder and smiled.
Elizabeth.
“Good evening, everyone, blah blah blah…… ” was all I heard for the next five minutes or so. I was too busy seething in my childish disdain for this woman, who disliked me for no reason, to listen to what she had to say. By the time I finally started to pay attention again, she was concluding.
“I’m thrilled to head up the event again this year, and I know it will be a success.” She looked over her shoulder. “And don’t worry Sherry, the doubled order will be a cinch.”
She winked and glided off the stage to take her seat, pressing her skirt needlessly as she descended the stairs.
What. In. The. World?!
From what I could understand, Elizabeth was not in charge of organizing the bake sale. She was the bake sale. The numbers overviewed earlier in the meeting would be impossible for one person to accomplish in a single weekend.
Maybe I misunderstood.
Hopefully so, because I was counting on the bake sale to give me a reason to do something. I mean, I make a great box of brownies. And cookies from a tube were my specialty.
“Thanks, Liz.” I snapped my attention back to the president, who had taken the stage again.
“We look forward to sampling everything you whip up this year. As long as you include a macaroon basket like last year! And maybe make an extra in case someone out-bids me this time.” The smile on her face was downright Aunt Bea, I felt like an outsider in a small town. The only woman around who wasn’t born to organize, clean, or cook.
I once again felt cheated out of an opportunity to do something special, just like when I found out that Danna had chosen Claire to be her homeroom mother before the school year had even begun. Not that I cared about that any longer, I loved Claire and everything about her.
And as for the homeroom mom for Vy’s class, I hadn’t even heard from whoever it was yet. Probably just as well, I was beginning to lose interest in the system anyway.
Mrs. Richardson interrupted my pouting with “… on to the Jog-a-Thon. Janice?”
Great. Janice and the Jog-a-Thon. Sounded like a CB handle for another goody-two-shoes perky blonde over-achiever…
“Hey guys! I’m Janice, the school’s gym teacher, and I’m pretty sure we’re gonna rock the Jog-a-Thon again this year! Like last year, we’re raising money for……”
The woman behind the pulpit didn’t look like any gym teacher I ever had. She was, well, just not very athletic looking at all. But whatever she was selling, I was definitely buying. She was bouncy, full of energy, and her face lit up with every word. She was short and stout, and absolutely adorable. She used wide spread hand motions for describing everything from the time of the event to location to the snacks that would be involved.
I found myself searching frantically for a pen when she began giving the date and times for later in the year, and eventually had several options for helping with concessions scrawled on the back of my hand. She reminded me of a cousin of John’s, able to get anyone excited about anything.
She eventually finished her spiel and practically bounced off the stage and back to her seat. Janice the Gym teacher, I smiled.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
ABOUT FIVE MONTHS into the school year, I definitely felt acclimated. I knew just about everyone’s name, had a rudimentary knowledge of the resource room equipment, and felt almost comfortable coming to work everyday. Almost. Elizabeth was still mildly cordial, at best, and Danna still seemed to be avoiding me whenever possible.
I couldn’t believe it was already December, and that there were only five more months until summer. I remembered being a kid, and that the first half of the school year always seemed relentlessly long. Although I thoroughly enjoyed school as a child, it always seemed like Christmas break could never arrive fast enough.
Now here we were, a couple of weeks into December, and I was wondering where the time had gone. Christmas break was so near, and in only a handful of months, I would have a whole year of working under my belt. I was thinking about how proud I was of myself as I was getting ready for school this chilly Monday morning.
Had I actually managed to succeed at something other than being a devoted mommy? Sure seemed that way. And while my building assistant title wasn’t nearly as fulfilling as what I do at home, it felt great to help people all day.
It was probably the perfect job for me, come to think of it. I don’t think I would fare well at home by myself all day – with no Violet to keep me company. I would more than likely rot in front of the television if I didn’t have someone to pick up after.
Plus, the constant soundtrack of my life – Vy’s incessant chattering – had been replaced by the noise of a few hundred students. That was perhaps my favorite part of coming to work each day. I needed that noise, that low rumble of nonsense and learning, for my brain to function properly.
Yes, this position was definitely a perfect fit for me. I was never idle for long, and I rarely did the same thing two days in a row, which helped with boredom. I had gotten to visit nearly all the classrooms and knew not only the teachers’ names, but many, many of the children’s names as well. They all called me “Miss Erin”, and I was pretty sure none of them actually knew what my job was at the school. They probably thought I was the school hermit, or the school pet.
I had been asked by a couple of Violet’s new friends why I never went home, or to work, like their mommies. A few students asked if I was a teacher, or a janitor – and if I was a janitor, then where were my dangly keys and cool flashlight?
I smiled and put the last of the hot rollers in my hair, remembering a little boy who had one day said, “What do you do, then?” It reminded me of the way people spoke to me when my only title was stay-at-home-mommy. I had simply smiled at the boy and said, “A little of everything.” That was obviously enough of an answer for him, because he shrugged and disappeared down the hall.
I unplugged the hot roller-heater and trotted carefully downstairs to the coffee pot, which had been calling my name since starting its cycle. That delayed brewing timer sure made it easier to get going in the morning – gotta love technology. When I got downstairs, the whole kitchen already smelled like roasting hazelnuts.
I leaned carefully over John’s shoulders and kissed his cheek.
“Morning.”
He eyed my head full of hot plastic things curiously.
“Morning,” he smiled.
“I was feeling fancy this morning. Thought I’d put a little extra effort in. You don’t like it?”
“No, I like it.” He smirked behind his glass of juice and newspaper. “It’s a good look for you.”
I mixed my coffee concoction; milk, coffee, and a packet of hot chocolate, while watching my husband at the table. I still wasn’t used to seeing him every morning before work. He was always pleasant, and we always had a good time together, but the few stolen minutes in the morning that we had to ourselves were more valuable than I had imagined they would be.
I walked over and ran the fingers of my free hand through the back of his hair, drinking in my cup of energy and watching him read. He leaned his head back and kissed me again, then I started to head upstairs to get Violet out of bed when something out the back window caught my eye.
“Erin. Honey?” John was saying.
I had frozen, with my hand on his head, apparently.
“What is it, sweetie?”
“Oh… ” A lie was the best I could come up with. “Nothing.” I kissed him again, nearly dunking my curlers into my mug, and went upstairs.
I had been so busy at school lately that I hardly noticed the lack of one Azura Dane on campus. Now that I thought about it, though, I hadn’t seen her for weeks. So what was her Jeep doing in Elizabeth’s driveway? And why was it so very dirty?
Of course it was none of my business; I found that out early in the school year. I threw any interest out of my mind and climbed the last stair.
I set my mug down on Violet’s dresser and sat down on the edge of her bed. She had one arm flung up over her head like she was fainting and her mouth was nearly all the way open – loud snores were pouring out of her.
“Vy,” I whispered. “Time to wake up.”
She then snorted so loudly that she woke herself up, and turned to look at me.
“Morning, Mommy,” she answered hoarsely. I waited a few seconds for what I knew would come next. She smiled. Then she let her lids close and started snoring again almost immediately.
“Vy.” I waited. And waited. “Honey. It’s time to get up.”
I sat her up, pulled her out of the covers, and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. She slumped into my chest and snored heavily.
“Do you remember what today is?” I continued, not waiting for her to be conscious – I knew it would come soon enough. I couldn’t blame her for having a brain that didn’t function clearly in the morning. It was hereditary, but at least I had my coffee to get me jump started.
I reached over toward the dresser with the hand that wasn’t supporting Violet’s shoulders and took a deep drink, wondering how early was too early for a kid to discover the magic of the coffee bean.
I set the cup back down and tilted my daughter’s head back, brushing the matted hair out of her face.
“Violet,” I said louder. “Do you remember what today is?”
“Hmmm?” she finally mumbled.
She rubbed her eyes roughly and made a horribly sour face. I pulled her hands away from her face and she groaned in protest.
“You’re going to hurt your eyes doing that,” I scolded. “It’s Monday.”
She groaned again.
“And it’s… ”
I could see the wheels turning, ever so slowly. It was coming…
Her eyes shot open.
“Polar Express Day!” she squealed.
“Ahhh, yes. It is.” It really didn’t take much to get Violet excited about the day sometimes. She was suddenly clear-headed and quite in the moment. She slid off the bed and made a bee-line for her dresser, talking hurriedly.
“Remember, Mom? I get to wear pajamas to school! But not these pajamas. The new ones Grandma got me. And slippers.” I’d never seen someone switch gears so quickly before, she was off and running. “And we get to watch a movie in class… and drink real hot chocolate!”
During this rant, she had slipped out of her night clothes and into a fresh pair of pajamas for school – complete with large, fuzzy slippers with jingle bells on them. Ms. Autry would like that for sure.
“Do I get a good morning hug?” I asked when she was finished dressing.
“Oh. Yeah.” Her mind was still reeling, I could tell. “Then I have to go eat breakfast, but I don’t have to change my clothes bec—Ugh! Mommy, aren’t you going to fix your hair for school?!”
She hugged me without waiting for an answer and pulled away to go downstairs. I grinned and held on to her, squeezing her tighter.
“I’m not done,” I smiled.
“Ugh,” she sighed – it really annoyed her when I took up her valuable time with things like hugging.
She waited patiently, though, with her arms around my waist, growing more fidgety by the second. She knew it was better to wait it out than to fight it. I lingered with my face buried in her hair until I had gotten my fill, and released her.
“Thank you!” she yelled, and ran out the door.
“Daddy!!!” I heard her bellowing as she clamored down the stairs. “It’s Polar Express Day! And I don’t have to wear real clothes to school!”
I loved that voice. She really did believe that the universe revolved around her. As she should. I gathered up the clothes she had strewn about and tossed them into her hamper. Then I made a lazy attempt at straightening the bed, simply throwing the covers so that they lay mostly even. When I finished arranging her pillows and animals so they would be ready for bed tonight, I kneeled onto the bed to look out the window.
I wasn’t sure what I expected to see, or even what I wanted to see. I assumed I would only get another glimpse of the Jeep in the driveway. I was more than surprised, then, to see Elizabeth and Azura on the front porch of the Asch home, along with another woman in a grey blazer who had her back to me. They were in what looked like a pretty heated argument about something.
Elizabeth’s face, from what I could tell from a distance, was set hard in a frown. Her arms were crossed. It was Azura’s expression that baffled me, though. Her face was desperate – searching. I’d never seen anything so uncertain in her features before.
The woman in the grey blazer had her arms flailing wildly while the other two watched.
I leaned more heavily on the window sill, trying to get a better view of the woman whose face I couldn’t see. Whoever it was, they were very worked up about something.
She gestured forcefully to Elizabeth, and Elizabeth blushed. She had been scolded for something. Azura’s face was still violently searching, I had never seen her look so unsure before. So helpless.
The woman turned to her, throwing her hands into Azura’s face, which made her step backward in surprise. I squinted harder and leaned closer to the window.
Azura started to speak, using her hands, which was also unlike her. She was trying desperately to get the woman in the blazer to understand something. The woman only crossed her arms tightly and began tapping her foot. Her stance now mirrored Elizabeth’s, who was obviously on the same side of this argument.
Just as I began talking myself away from the window, severely worried that one of them might see me, the woman in the blazer threw her arms up in a heady convulsion and then thrust a finger across the street behind her without looking. She jutted the same finger right into Azura’s face, then back across the street – pointing undeniably at my house. She never seemed to ease up on the yelling, and Azura simply rolled her eyes in exhaustion.
All I could do was blink. Slowly. It seemed like I was forgetting how to breathe a lot lately, so I just decided to keep blinking.
Why was she pointing at my house? Surely – surely – they weren’t talking about me? It wasn’t possible.
Again, the woman jabbed her arm out behind her in my direction. This time her palm was open as she waved it up and down. They were arguing about me… or my house. I swallowed the lump in my throat just as Azura rolled her eyes in defeat and turned toward the Jeep.
At the same time, Elizabeth characteristically flung her hair over her shoulder. When she did, her hard eyes drew up to the window – the window I was watching from. Her features, which were already set in anger from her part in the argument, were suddenly ablaze.
I felt like I was shrinking inside, like I wished I could be anywhere else in the world rather than the other side of that window. The same fear from the restaurant wine glass incident, the same confusion from seeing Danna act like Super Woman, the same sense that I didn’t belong here like I felt at the beginning of school – all those feelings came to a head in an instant. In a glare – Elizabeth’s glare.
I watched her mouth something slowly, deliberately, harshly, to the other two. Azura stopped and peered around the front of the Jeep, her eyes wider than I had ever seen them. The woman in the grey blazer swung her head around to look up at me as well, and I felt all the blood drain from my face. It was Charlotte.
I couldn’t understand the look she was giving me. In one instant, it looked as though she was filled with sorrow, then as if she were warning me about something. But not once in the long moment that we stared at each other, her from the porch and me from the window, did she look angry.
Azura barked something at her and she turned to climb into the Jeep’s passenger seat. The filthy vehicle pulled quickly out of the driveway and made its way down the street and out of sight.
Elizabeth raised one eyebrow at me and walked into her house, arms still crossed. I turned around and sunk down onto Violet’s bed, trying to decide which feeling to go with.
Why were they arguing?
Why were they arguing about me?
I hadn’t done anything but try to stay out of other people’s business all year long! What could I possibly have done to make anyone that angry? I knew Elizabeth didn’t like me, and Azura never ceased to amaze me – but Charlotte? Why was she looking at me that way? Was she defending me – or had I really committed some crime I wasn’t aware of and she had been protecting me?
I put my hand to my cheeks and realized that they were wet. Very wet. After wiping my eyes with one of Vy’s pillow cases, I laid down on the bed and buried my face in her stuffed animals. After what seemed like an eternity of sobbing into a pile of bears and cats, I finally relaxed enough to attempt breathing evenly. I didn’t hear John come in the room, so it startled me when his warm voice was suddenly at my ear.
“Erin – sweetie… What’s wrong?” He was picking up my head gently and trying to turn my face toward him.
“Honey, why are you crying? Are you alright?” He twisted my head so that our eyes met, and I could see – just barely through my swollen eyes – that he was worried. I must have cried harder than I thought. My face felt terrible, and obviously looked terrible, too.
“I just… ” I wasn’t sure what I was, so I fibbed. “I just don’t feel well.”
I managed to get my head free from his grasp and buried it again in the pile of stuffed animals.
“You seemed fine earlier,” John prodded, feeling my neck for a fever. I was a horrible person for lying, but I just didn’t have the energy for any other explanation.
“Do you want me to call you in sick and take Violet to school?” He was stroking my back, probably realizing that I wasn’t sick at all and wondering what was really going on. “You haven’t missed a day yet… I’m sure they could get along fine without you just once?”
I nodded without looking at him.
“Alright.” Judging by the tone of his voice, he was clearly unsure of my sanity. Surely I could blame my breakdown on hormones or something later.
“Can I get you anything?” He added.
My curlers pulled as I shook my head, and one of them got caught on a bear. John untangled it from the bear’s scarf for me and kissed me on the back.
“I’ll come check on you before we leave,” he whispered, then disappeared.
I turned to get some fresh air and rubbed my eyes, which were very sore.
“Here you go,” a voice offered from above me. I rolled fully onto my side as John was throwing a blanket out over me.
The next thing I knew, Violet was at my side whispering as softly as she could.
“Dear God, please make Mommy feel better. Amen.”
I rolled over.
“Thank you, sweetie.” My teary smile was met with a tiny kiss and she patted my cheek.
“I’ll let you know how Polar Express Day goes,” she chimed. Sometimes she was so sweet it made me ache inside.
“Have a great day. I’ll see you after school.”
“Kay.” And she ran downstairs.
As soon as I heard the front door shut, I rolled out from under the covers and went to my room. In the bathroom, I caught a glimpse of what had made John so worried. One half of my hair was still rolled neatly in curlers, while the other side looked like the Bride of Frankenstein. And to top off my look, my face was swollen and splotchy, which always happened when I cried. Why couldn’t I cry gracefully like the people in movies? I didn’t look sad, I looked like the un-dead.
The cold water I washed my face with, as well as the concealer and mascara I spotted on quickly, did wonders for my complexion. And as for my hair, by the time I got it all brushed out, it actually didn’t look half bad. Pity, I thought. Maybe I would try again next week to curl it.
 
When John came back upstairs after dropping Violet off at school, he found me propped up in our bed watching television. He had a glass of ice water and some medicine with him.
“I thought you might be working on a headache with all that crying,” he said as he dropped the two small caplets into my hand. He tucked my hair behind my ear as I forced them down. I was horrible at taking grown-up medicine, and it always made me feel silly that I nearly choked every time I had to take something.
“You look pretty,” he grinned. “Too bad I’m the only one who gets to see you today.”
“Too bad,” I smiled.
A few minutes later, I had convinced him to go in to work and not worry about me. He agreed only after I promised to answer the phone at lunchtime so he could check on me.
 
After he left, I was quickly consumed by the quietness of the house. I really didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts this morning, or I would end up spending the whole day in tears.
The worst part was that I knew I had to go to work tomorrow, I couldn’t just hide at home until Christmas break like I wanted to. Though the idea of faking a horrible stomach flu was tempting – that sort of thing floats around the school all the time – Violet would probably rat me out if I wasn’t throwing up or acting sick.
Laundry and chores would more than likely be enough to keep me busy for the day, so I made my way downstairs to get started. And I decided I would not, under any circumstance, think about Charlotte, Azura, or Elizabeth. If they refused to tell me what was going on, why they were inexplicably upset with me – with me! – then there was simply no need to worry about it all day.
I grabbed the sock basket off the top of the dryer and tucked it under my arm. Then I swiped a bottle of water from the fridge and made myself comfortable on the couch. Comfortable for a long day of mindlessly catching up on chores.
Then the doorbell rang.



CHAPTER TWELVE
“YOU LOOK NICE.”
I had never heard anyone’s voice sound so apologetic and wistful in three ordinary words. Despite that, I did something I have never dreamed of doing. I shut the door in Charlotte’s face.
I immediately felt like it was the wrong reaction, but it was a strong reaction, and that’s what I was going for – so I went with it. It was either shut the door or burst into tears, and I had done enough crying for one morning.
Of course, now that left me standing there with my hand on the doorknob for what seemed like forever, feeling horrible for being so brazen. I thought about opening it to see if she was still standing there, but I wanted her to know how upset I was. And how very confused I was.
After all, I had finally talked myself out of believing that I didn’t fit in here… finally let myself be comfortable at school and ignore the hushed conversations that seemed to follow me everywhere… finally relaxed a little and tried not to be paranoid that no one liked me… and now this. It was just too much for me to take in this morning. I hadn’t even had time to forget about the argument yet, and here was Charlotte – wanting to come in and tell me that everything was fine, that I was worked up about nothing, or that I had misread what I saw.
The faintest knock came from the other side of the door. I sighed deeply, and then sighed again, trying not to cry. I cry when I’m sad, and I cry when I’m angry, I cry when I’m embarrassed— it wouldn’t be easy to keep it together. I let the door swing open but didn’t move to let her in, instead crossing my arms and leaning on the door frame.
“I’m not an idiot, Charlie. I know what I saw.”
She swallowed and searched for the right words.
“I know,” she managed, finally.
We stood there for a long moment, not saying anything. I figured she was weighing her side of the conversation, trying to decide how evasive to be.
“Can I come in Er-bear—"
“Don’t,” I said flatly.
She looked hurt, and I tried not to care.
“Erin, honey. We need to talk.” Her eyes burned with some unplaceable emotion. “Can I come in? Please?”
I moved aside and nodded toward the table. She took a seat quietly and watched me reluctantly pour two cups of coffee. I put one in front of her and sat down. She was so hard to stay upset with, sitting there looking like a scolded puppy. I could tell she was about to lose it as well, so I dropped my attempts to be cross and hateful and slumped my shoulders.
“What is it, Charlie?” I searched her eyes. “What did I do?”
Obviously she never realized that I might be thinking I had done something wrong. She looked completely surprised.
“Oh, Erin! You haven’t done anything!” That burst of enlightenment seemed to be all she was capable of for the moment.
So I sat and waited.
Charlotte spent eighteen minutes doing nothing but opening and closing her mouth in feeble attempts to form words. I know it was eighteen minutes because I spent most of that time staring at the clock on the microwave. I found it difficult to look directly at her because, her face was so pained— she was trying to explain what was very obviously the unexplainable.
Eventually I took the cue of empty mugs to break the silence. I grabbed two waters from the refrigerator and sat them down loudly on the table.
“Charlotte?”
“Oh, Erin,” she said again. Except this time she was very nearly crying. “I just don’t know where to begin.” She sounded exhausted, and began rubbing the bridge of her nose.
“Well, try anywhere,” I insisted as I twisted the cap off of my bottle. “Letting me know I’m not in trouble would be a start.”
She grabbed her water and started opening and closing it while she looked at me.
“This is much bigger than you, Erin. Bigger than me. Of course you’re not in trouble.” She looked down. “Well, not trouble in the way you’re thinking.” And she looked up at me like her cryptic speak should mean something to me.
“Cut the crap, Charlie – just tell me already!” I had grown tired of playing these games all year; I certainly didn’t have the energy for them now.
Charlotte looked out the back window, then back at me.
“It’s Azura,” she began, looking defeated.
“Yessss—" The sarcasm came easily. Of course it was Azura. But what.
“Well, she’s not really… from here.” She paused. I could tell she had made up her mind to be honest with me – finally – so I gave her room to think about what she wanted to say without getting impatient.
“She’s a good woman. Probably one of the best you’ll ever know. But she doesn’t really belong here.” She had a look on her face like this little tid-bit of information might mean something to me. When she didn’t get the response she was after, she went on.
“Several, several years ago, not long after you moved away to start your family… and after I started working at the school, I met Azura. She came in with a very good résumé, excellent written recommendations that couldn’t be ignored, and a desire to start her life over in a new place. She was quite agreeable, and I took to liking her right away. Hopefully she had the same effect on you?”
I nodded.
“Well, no one really knew anything about her, obviously – she was new in town. New in state, actually. She’s from Arizona or someplace, at least that’s what she told me.” Charlotte looked out the back window again, but I was too busy listening to be distracted. I was finally going to get some answers. “So she took to creating her new identity.”
This was going to be good, I could tell. I felt like I needed popcorn.
“Up until this year, we all knew the Azura that you are familiar with now.”
“But I hardly know her at all—”
“Exactly,” she said plainly. “None of us at the school, no one else in town, knew anything about her. Except that she was a very quiet, peculiar, amiable counselor. She never offered any personal information, and as you know from being around her, she isn’t the kind of girl you ever get around to asking questions like ‘Where’d you grow up?’ or ‘What gave you that scar?’”
I must have made the most horrendously inquisitive face, because she flitted her hand and added, “Never mind.”
“Anyway,” she continued. “She never offered any details about herself to anyone and no one ever asked. Until last year.”
Just then my kitchen door opened. The door Charlotte kept looking out of. I spun around, nearly suffering a heart attack. Azura slammed the door shut only slightly more forcefully than she had opened it, and my insides jumped again.
“Sorry, Charlotte,” she breathed, dropping her cell phone into her slacks pocket. “I was tired of waiting in the Jeep.”
She slid into the chair nearest Charlotte.
“What did I miss?”
“Well… I was just getting ready to explain some things to Erin.” Charlotte pursed her lips. She obviously disapproved of the interruption.
“Things like ‘the basics of the situation’ or like ‘your side of the argument’?” Azura’s voice was thick with impatience. Charlotte cleared her throat authoritatively.
“The basics,” she uttered.
“Seems like an awful lot of time spent on the basics.” Azura pulled her phone from her pocket again, looked at it, then slid it right back in. “May I have some water please?” she asked, turning to me.
I got up without saying anything and grabbed a fresh bottle from the fridge.
“Thank you,” my newest guest said with her trademark nod. I took my seat silently and waited for someone to speak.
“I’m sorry, Charlotte,” Azura chimed after only a few seconds of silence. “But I really don’t see the point in dragging this out. Not if you want her to make the decision.” She looked at Charlotte and raised her eyebrows as if she were challenging her.
“Yes, well.” Charlotte looked unsure of what to say.
“Then I’ll take it from here, if you don’t mind.” Azura folded her hands around the unopened bottle of water in front of her and peered at me through her giant lenses. Charlotte dipped her head and sat back in her chair.
“I’m not sure how far in to ‘the basics’ you’ve gotten, but knowing Charlotte, it isn’t very far. What would you like to know?”
I had no idea what to say. I had so many questions, but they weren’t really questions I knew how to ask.
“Why doesn’t anyone at school like me?” It was the first thing that came to mind, but it sounded a little silly once I had said it aloud. Azura didn’t seem to think it was ridiculous at all.
“It’s not that they don’t like you—” Charlotte began in her empathetic tone. Azura raised her hand in front of Charlotte’s face, though, and cut her off without even glancing at her.
“Rumor has it that Charlotte is leaving the school next year, and that someone new has been brought in to take her place.” She adjusted her glasses. “She made no secrets last year that the two of you are quite close friends, so naturally everyone has been assuming that you are the replacement.”
This wasn’t what I had expected her to say at all. Actually, I expected her to avoid the question altogether or to tell me I was crazy for thinking such a thing. I was offended.
“Well that doesn’t seem like a good enough reason not to like someone they don’t even know.” I could feel my ears turning red. I was partially proud that everyone thought I could be promoted from ‘school pet’ to the new principal, but I could also feel myself getting angry again. Angry that everyone had wasted so much time avoiding me for no reason.
“This isn’t a group of women who is open to change, Erin. They see any transfer of power right now as a very bad thing.”
I started to speak, but Azura interrupted me.
“Besides… you haven’t been exhibiting a lot of confidence, if you will be honest with yourself.”
Excuse me?
“Your attitude toward everyone ‘not liking you’ has been to sink into the background. To shy away from confrontation, and to try to be invisible. Those aren’t really the star qualities of a good leader.”
I was sure I had been behaving exactly as she had described me, but it still wasn’t easy to hear.
“Besides, the idea of Charlotte leaving is ridiculous. It’s simply not true, so they really have nothing to worry about.”
My ears were throbbing.
“So why didn’t you just tell everyone that I wasn’t there to take over?”
“I was feeling you out,” she admitted. “Getting to know you, and how you naturally respond to people. That’s a very important part of what I do.” She seemed to have a concrete, almost mystical answer for everything.
“Okay… well. I don’t know if that totally answers my question, since I’m more confused than ever,” I confessed.
“Understandably,” Azura stated with a nod. I looked at Charlotte, who had an oddly blank look on her face. She was fidgeting with her hands.
“So,” I continued, trying to think of another topic to touch on. “Why does Elizabeth, in particular, seem so bothered by me? I mean – she really seems to hate me, and I’ve barely even spoken to her all year.”
“Again,” Azura reassured, “it’s the thought of competition.” She rolled her eyes. “Elizabeth is particularly territorial, which can be very irritating, but relatively harmless. She is, as you know, a very talented woman. She can get much accomplished in a very short amount of time.”
I nodded in agreement. But there was obviously something in my face that challenged her assessment of Elizabeth Asch, because she sat back a little and raised one eyebrow.
“Is there anything else that you noticed about her? Any other outstanding qualities?”
Her change in body language threw me a little, and I felt slightly embarrassed. Like there was some part of this conversation that should be so very obvious, and I was too thick to see it.
“She… is. Well, she’s very organized.” Recalling her refrigerator labels the first time I met her almost made me laugh out loud. I didn’t chance even a smirk, though, and tried very hard to remain serious. “And she is always put together. She always always looks nice. No—perfect. She always looks perfect.” I wondered if she could detect the hint of jealousy in my voice.
“Yes, she does.”
And? I thought.
“Elizabeth’s special qualities are things that are very important to her. Attributes she values, and that make her who she is. As I said, the part of her personality that feels threatened easily, well, that part can get quite irritating.”
It was such a relief to hear someone else finding Elizabeth irritating.
“Next.”
“Excuse me?” I muttered, startled at the odd command.
“What have you noticed about the others?” Azura insisted.
“What others?”
She leaned forward on the table again, her eyes suddenly more intense.
“The other women you work with. Has anyone else done anything questionable? Out of the ordinary?”
Of course it wasn’t difficult to come up with an example of something unexplainable. Questionable.
“Danna.” It was all I could get out. I would feel foolish saying the words “superhuman strength” out loud.
Charlotte made a noise and cringed a little, letting me know that she remembered the encounter in the hallway before school had started.
I looked back at Azura, who nodded, but otherwise said nothing. Was I supposed to be piecing something together, here? Were we done asking questions? Or maybe I wasn’t asking the right ones?
“Danna,” Azura broke my dumbfounded train of thought, “was not very fond of being weak – physically.”
Charlotte began wringing her hands together like a nervous old woman. She looked at me in horror… really looked at me for the first time since she had been kicked out of the conversation. And she looked as though she might have the most silent, inward nervous breakdown.
“It was all she really wanted,” Azura continued, as if her friend and co-worker were not feeling mentally ill in the chair right next to her. “And Claire,” she smiled when she said her name—an expression I rarely pictured on her firm face, and her features were illuminated for a fraction of a second. “Well, Claire is just lovely.”
“I agree.”
“She would never want for anything, even though before I met her, she literally had nothing. Her husband worked very hard, and still does, but made barely enough to keep the lights on, let alone a fridge full of food or— ”
“Or clothes for her kids,” I interjected. She smiled again.
“Precisely.”
I turned to look at Charlotte, who had now taken to rubbing the back of one thumb with the other, both of which were trembling slightly. It looked like she was working on claming herself down.
“So I simply enhanced what she came by naturally. An inner beauty, if you will, that simply shines through to the outside now. And if you will notice, it often helps meet her needs, being such a lovely person inside and out.”
“Like the success of her garage sale.”
“Yes, like that.”
“But,” the sheer ridiculousness of this conversation was about to overtake me. “You enhanced— ?”
“And our dear friend Charlotte,” she put her hand firmly on Charlotte’s wrist, which made her jump. “One of Charlotte’s most endearing natural qualities is her compassion.” Azura rubbed her arm, and patted it intermittently. It seemed like an irritating, acerbic sort of touch. “And her knack for thinking she can protect people. That she can save them from feeling things that are necessary.”
She turned to look Charlotte in the eyes. “Or from making decisions that are theirs to make.”
“What decision is this that I’m supposed to be making for myself?” I demanded. I was suddenly tired of playing games. “And why is she shaking?” Charlotte’s hands were growing more spastic, despite Azura’s firm grasp on her arm.
“You are to decide whether or not you want to be involved.”
“In what?”
“In the situation at hand.” She released Charlotte’s forearm. “And she is upset because this isn’t how she wanted you to find out about our little community.” She checked her phone quickly. “However, there is simply no more time for pleasantries— Charlotte, do it now. Or I will.”
I was rapidly becoming more horrified. The past hour of confrontation made me think of sorority initiations and horrible pranks. What kind of community? And what kind of choice?
“Erin,” my dearest friend sighed. “You know I love you.” She looked at Azura. “And I want what’s best for you.” Then her eyes met mine again. “And what’s best for your family. For Vy, and John.”
I didn’t say anything. It would be silly to respond to the obvious, I knew she cared about us. But why was she caring so much, right now?
“Azura is capable of… ” she looked as though she was about to cry, but also as if I wouldn’t believe her. “… she can give you your own set of ‘special abilities’.”
I was sure I looked confused, what other expression could I possibly have? Charlotte looked exhausted. And Azura looked positively impatient – checking her watch every few seconds now.
“Erin, honey. Do you understand?”
“Not really,” admitted. I didn’t laugh, though, like I probably should have done. They were both staring at me so very seriously. Azura checked her watch again, and leaned onto the table.
“There is a war coming, Erin. To our small society of friends. And I need to know if you are to be a part of it… if you will fight with us.” She spoke quickly, and a little too quietly, considering it was just the three of us at the kitchen table.
“Alright ladies.” I stood forcefully, nearly knocking my chair over backwards. “I’m thoroughly confused, still frustrated with all the secrecy—you’re both being so cryptic, and now I’m hungry.”
I turned around and stomped across the small kitchen, trying once again to take hold of the anger I was feeling. My sudden departure from the table and little stomping fit left them both taken aback.
Unable to focus on anything in particular besides being hungry and frustrated, I snatched a Pop-Tart package from the cabinet and ripped it open. Then I leaned back on the counter facing the table.
“So what you’re saying,” I crammed half the Pop-Tart in my mouth, “is that you two are in some kind of trouble. And you want me to help. Well—you do,” I mused, pointing dramatically toward Azura. “And you,” Charlotte only blinked when I waved my hand at her, “know that I’m a weeny and would be no good in a fight, so you want me to stay out of it. Is that right?”
Charlotte started to speak, but I closed my eyes and waved my half of a Pop-Tart through the air to cut her short.
“Even though,” I added loudly, “I still have no idea what’s really the issue here. And you,” I now realized that I was mimicking Charlotte’s body language from the big argument I witnessed earlier this morning. I thrust one finger toward Azura, who seemed to be enjoying herself, though she was clearly growing more impatient. “You are going to give me some special power that I can use to save your butts. To help you, and all the people who have been giving me the cold shoulder all year long?!”
“Don’t be dramatic, Erin,” Azura chimed. “It’s not like we couldn’t do this without you. But of course our chances are greater with greater numbers.” The woman sounded like a war general, giving simple statistics in the middle of my kitchen.
“Okay, so… say I believe that you are capable of bestowing on me some supernatural ability,” I was really hamming it up now. “What would it be? Do I get to pick it? By the way,” I added, “this is ridiculous.”
“It’s only ridiculous because we’re throwing it at you like this.” It was Charlotte’s voice now, trying to maintain reason, as usual. Trying to help me understand. “It usually goes much more smoothly, and is easier to digest.”
“Mm-hmm.” I highly doubted that.
“I am capable, and no, you don’t get to choose. I chose for you.”
“—Chose?” My eyes bugged out involuntarily.
“Yes. Chose. Please try to calm down and pay attention. I visited your home earlier in the year. You were returning from Claire’s house, I believe. I tested you then.”
I drew my eyebrows together, trying to recall actually talking about anything that day. I only remembered her leaving sooner than I had expected her to.
“You wouldn’t remember,” she added, rolling her eyes slightly, as if this fact should have been obvious.
“What, did you erase my memory?” I was being overly sarcastic, of course, and shoved the other half of my Pop-Tart in my mouth.
“Yes.”
As if on cue, Azura’s phone rang in her pocket. It vibrated, actually, and only once. How I heard it, I had no idea. She rose from her seat in one swift move.
“Have you made a decision, then?”
“Uhh-h-h.” Was I really supposed to have an answer to that?
“Erin, it’s dangerous,” Charlotte finally resorted to begging, which didn’t suit her. “Azura has assured us all that there are likely to be casualties.” Azura’s unexpected rise from the table seemed to have made her crazy, she was becoming frantic now. “Can you imagine? Casualties!” Her eyes searched mine, pleading for me to turn away from all the nonsense I had just heard. Half of which still didn’t make a lot of sense.
“Erin, please,” Azura commanded.
“But—I still have so many questions.” It shocked even me that I was taking any of this seriously, but I was now growing more worried.
“There isn’t time, dear. I’m sorry.” If I wasn’t mistaken, there was a hint of regret in her voice.
“Erin—”
“Charlotte!” Azura snapped. I heard the phone vibrate once more in her pocket, and watched as her faced changed. “She must decide now!”
“Well, she doesn’t have any—”
“Yes.”
They both turned to look at me. Charlotte’s expression read ‘horror’. Azura looked satisfied, though not at all pleased.
“Very well.”
“Erin!” My best friend was clearly beside herself in shock with my quick decision. I wished I could help her to not worry so much, but I wasn’t sure what was happening myself.
Azura went to my refrigerator and grabbed two more water bottles; along with the unopened one I had given her earlier. She then took the open box of Pop-Tarts that I had left sitting out and tucked it under her arm.
“Disgusting,” she uttered. “Let’s move.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
AZURA WAS OUT the door and in her Jeep in seconds, leaving Charlotte and I standing in the kitchen. We both waited in silence for the other to say something, but what was there – really – to say?
“I’m so sorry, Erin,” she choked out after what seemed like an eternity. It was more likely only seconds. I seriously doubted that Azura could have stood to wait any longer than that. Charlotte walked across the room and grabbed me. I leaned into her hug, not sure what to think. Or say.
What had I just gotten myself into? Fighting? Protecting people that didn’t like me? Fighting with people I barely knew?
The Jeep honked three times, quickly and impatiently. Charlotte pushed me out of our awkward embrace and held onto my shoulders at arm’s length.
“I love you,” she whispered, though I was sure she meant it to come out sounding stronger than that. “You know that. You are my best friend, and I practically consider us sisters.” She wiped at her eyes and returned her hand to my shoulder. “When I offered you this job, I really thought it would be perfect for you. For me, as well. Having my friend back, having you around all day. For Violet, having you pop in on her often.” She sniffled and wiped at her eyes again, which were clearly becoming harder to see out of.
“And of course I thought you would be involved in the group. Of course. But not like this. I never – not in a million years,” she began trembling again, “thought we would have to defend ourselves!”
I reached behind me without breaking her hold and grabbed the roll of paper towels by the sink. She let go of me and pulled several sheets off, dabbing at her swollen eyes.
“I would have never let this go on. I’m the principal, for crying out loud! These women, their families, their well-being… are my responsibility!”
Azura laid on the horn and we both jumped. Charlotte swiped her wet face again, grabbed my purse and keys from their usual spot on the counter, and pulled me to the car, locking the door behind us.
 
“Where are we going?”
“Colorado.” Azura’s quick answer frightened me. As did Charlotte’s incessant trembling in the front seat. No sound came from her for several miles, other than an occasional whimper.
I really didn’t want to ask the next obvious question.
While Charlotte stared out the window, Azura was mumbling directions to herself. I swallowed over and over again, trying to relax enough to speak. Just as I was about to, a cell phone buzzed. Azura flipped her phone up to her ear and spoke quietly and quickly.
“I don’t have time for that. Here.” She shoved the phone at Charlotte, who jumped.
“H-hello?” she squeaked. “Oh, oh yes. Uh—have as many children go home as possible. Right away. Yes.”
Violet.
I dove for my phone. Charlotte had put it in my purse, I was sure. I pressed the 2 so hard I nearly broke it – and waited.
“Hello?” John’s voice was surprised. Of course it was surprised. I was supposed to be at home, sick in bed. He probably assumed I would nap the day away.
“Honey?” I tried to slow my breathing, so I wouldn’t alarm him, but I was nearly hyperventilating. “Go pick up Vy.”
It would be horribly inconvenient for him to leave work early, especially since he went in late this morning after dropping her off at school. It didn’t matter, though. She needed to be home.
To be safe.
“What? Why? Is she sick?”
I was about to lie and say “yes”, but heard Charlotte saying something about an electrical fire into Azura’s phone. If that was the official story, then that’s what I would go with, too.
“Fire,” I breathed. I was panicking. What was really even going on? Was there any need to panic?
“The school’s on fire?” John was saying, though I barely heard him. I had leaned forward and was listening to Charlotte’s conversation.
“Erin! Are you listening to me?”
“Yes, honey. I’m sorry.” What was the story again? For a mother who tried to instill good qualities in my daughter, I sure was doing a lot of lying lately. “There was a small electrical fire at the school. Not a big deal. It’s being taken care of, but it was… uh… in the office. They’re just shutting the place down for the day.” Would he buy that?
Wait.
Wait.
“Hmmm. Every student is going home? That sounds like a pretty tall order.” He was suspicious. I really was a crummy liar. “Charlotte must be going crazy.”
“Like you wouldn’t believe.” At least that much was the truth.
“Wait. Why can’t you go get her?”
Uh oh. How do people do this all the time? One lie to cover up another? And now I had to think on the spot.
“I threw up.” I said it as if that one statement should explain everything.
“Oh, honey.” He was suddenly empathetic. I love him. For John, that one statement apparently did explain everything. Of course, he knows best that if I’m sick enough to vomit then I think I’m dying.
“Yeah,” I faked my best queasy voice. “I told you I was sick this morning.” Then I added, “I wasn’t kidding.” By throwing that in there, I almost believed myself.
“Well, I’ll finish up here then. I’ll be at the school within the hour. Do you want me to bring you anything on the way home?”
Oh no! I’d have to think of another story to explain why I wouldn’t be home when he got there.
“No thank you, sweetheart.” I heard his desk drawers closing and papers being shuffled in the background. I hoped he would hurry. I couldn’t tell if I should be worried about Vy, or just about myself.
“I’ll see you in a little while. Get some rest, alright?”
“Okay.” For some reason, this awkward phone conversation – full of lies on my end – seemed a little ominous all of a sudden. Were we really in that much danger? And if we were, would I ever actually make it home? What if I never saw John and Vy again? I was going to call and make up some fake reason for not being there when they arrived home… and then not come home at all? Would anyone even know what happened to me?
I began to tremble as I thought it through. I had been so foolish to volunteer for something I knew nothing about. Sure, Charlotte was my best friend, and I would like to think that I could be of value in a fight (yeah, right). But John and Violet are my life. How could I chance not coming home – just to try to prove myself to a bunch of women I barely knew?
“Erin, are you there?”
I swallowed the lump that had crept into my throat. It burned.
“Yes. I’m here.”
“I said I love you.”
“Sorry.” I wiped my leaking eyes. “I love you too. Very much. I’ll see you when I get home.”
 
My fingers were flying just as soon as I had hung up. I quickly dialed the number to our house. Charlotte turned in her seat to look at me as I listened to the ringing, then to our answering machine picking up.
“John, it’s me.” I rotated so I could look out the window. It was hard to concentrate with Charlotte’s intensity bearing down on me. I spoke quickly and tried to sound as bubbly as possible.
“Listen, I’m sorry I forgot to leave a note—Azura came by to check on me and decided to take me out for coffee. You know how she is, I couldn’t say no.” I received a glare and a raised eyebrow in the rearview mirror. Coffee wouldn’t take very long, however. Hmmm.
“And she mentioned lunch or shopping or something as well.” I was pretty sure that Azura Dane was the last person on earth I would ever go shopping with. Second to last, maybe, after Elizabeth.
“So, call me later. Oh—but my phone is almost dead. Maybe I’ll just turn it off for now and call you later.” Good one, I thought. Hopefully that covered all the bases, and it would be a few hours before he started to worry why I wasn’t there.
What would he think when he couldn’t get a hold of me? Would we be more than a few hours?
I pressed the red symbol until the phone turned off, then breathed a sigh of relief. Relief of what, I wasn’t quite sure. At least now I was invisible for a while, I supposed. I closed my eyes and began to pray. For our safety, for the safety of all the children who would soon be filing out of school, for whatever we were getting ready to encounter. I prayed hard, and for a long time, and each request brought me closer to tears.
I was in the middle of feelings and fears that were much deeper than I had experienced in a long time when Charlotte reached back and laced her fingers between mine. When I looked up, uttering an “Amen” in my head, we both began to sob quietly.
Azura caught my eye in the mirror and frowned a little.
“Ladies, we have a long way to go. Please try not to wear yourselves out already.”
Then, not by choice, I leaned my head against the Jeep’s unforgiving window and fell deeply asleep. The last thing I remembered was feeling Charlotte’s hand slip gently away from mine.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“CHARLOTTE… ERIN… ” AZURA called quietly.
 
I was barely aware of my body, I had slept so deeply. My legs and arms were limp and felt completely rested. I kept my eyes closed as I felt my body begin to wake up. The Jeep jostled angrily, then felt like it dropped off the pavement altogether. My head bounced upright involuntarily, and as it did, I nearly yelped in pain. It felt as though I had been sleeping for hours in the most horrible position possible, and I ached very much.
“What time is it?” I heard Charlotte ask. She sounded achy – yet rested – as well.
When I finally stopped rubbing my neck and opened my eyes, I was stunned to see that it was completely—no, consumingly dark.
“One,” Azura answered, distracted. The Jeep bounced uncomfortably, and to my constant amazement, she looked quite natural maneuvering the rugged vehicle.
“One o’clock in the morning?” I asked.
“Yes, of course.”
The panic of several hours earlier immediately set in again. John would be worried sick. He thought I was out for coffee, not a slumber party. I dug around frantically for my phone, which I was certain I had left in my lap. But I couldn’t find it anywhere.
“My phone. My phone. I can’t find it—”
“Erin, please settle down.” Azura caught my eye in the mirror. “I called your families. They are not expecting you back tonight.”
“What—”
“If you don’t mind,” her voice was now full of authority, “I need to concentrate. I haven’t been here in a very long time.”
Since my eyes had finally adjusted to the black night that was surrounding us, I looked out the window. We were on a crude, narrow road flanked on either side by low, rolling hills.
Charlotte wiped her groggy eyes with the back of her hand and addressed our driver without looking at her.
“Where are we?”
“Colorado.”
“Wow,” Charlotte was taking in our change of scenery now. “You weren’t joking.”
“Why would I joke about something like that?” Azura snapped. She was clearly flustered. “Now where is that road?” I saw her frowning deeply in the mirror. “Aaaah,” she finally sighed.
There was nothing about the rest of the Jeep ride that said “road” to me. We spent the next half hour hanging on for dear life as we rattled our way down an acutely rough trail that would have been barely visible even in broad daylight.
On one side, now, was the same type of steep hill I noticed when I woke up. And on the other side was a sheer drop into more pitch black. I spent most of this part of the trip with my eyes closed, which didn’t look remarkably different than when they were open.
“Azura?” I finally asked when we began slowing down. “What should we expect?” My heart skipped a beat as I waited for her answer.
“Anything dear. Be ready for anything.”
I sank into my seat. For the first time, I very realistically pictured John and Violet’s lives without me.
 
After another half hour of driving, Azura parked the Jeep in a small cave opening that I hadn’t seen until we were inside it, and instructed us to get out quietly. Charlotte and I did as we were told without talking. We followed her to the back of the Jeep and watched her rummage around in the dark.
“How can she see what she’s looking for?” Charlotte asked rhetorically as she grabbed my hand.
Azura threw something over her shoulder and shut the tailgate. Much to our surprise – and disappointment – after all that rummaging, no flashlight was produced. Azura breezed past us, and beckoned impatiently that we should follow her. With no light, and no knowledge of our surroundings, we set off directly behind her. Hand in hand, we followed our friend – crazy and obscure as we thought she was – into the darkness.
The three of us walked for what seemed like ages through the absurdly dark cave, feeling the rugged walls with our free hands, until we came to a steel door just big enough for a person to squeeze through. I’m not sure how Azura saw it, but there, in the middle of the rocky wall, was a small door. It looked like it had never been used, and was probably rusted shut.
Azura wrapped her thin fingers around the top edge of it and pulled forcefully and, amazingly, it opened. There was no lock on it, which I thought might have been appropriate. I mean, a couple of adventurous teenagers could have happened upon it through the years and crawled right into it. Teenagers that were crazy enough to traipse around in a cold cave, miles from a nearly invisible opening in the rock face. Hmmmmm, I guessed the chances of that were pretty slim.
Azura pried the door the rest of the way open and crawled inside, not looking back. With a sudden burst of courage, I let go of Charlotte’s hand and followed. We had already come this far, I sure didn’t want to rot in some invisible cave that no one knew about with no tour guide.
I heard some shuffling behind me, followed by the clanking of the metal door, and I knew Charlotte had followed also. Once we were through the door, we were able to stand upright easily, and for the first time since I had woken up in the Jeep, I could see. But just barely.
Above us, I noticed a dim green light. The glow that it put off reminded me of a fluorescent bulb, only not as effective. Down about fifty feet, I could scarcely make out another one. They shed just light enough to see where the ground was.
Azura turned to make sure we were behind her, then trotted off. Charlotte and I struggled to keep up. Azura seemed almost spry, weaving in between the large rocks that were jutting up from beneath us. She ducked effortlessly under giant rock formations hanging from the ceiling as if she had grown up here, and swung around massive boulders as if she were maneuvering on solid ground.
While Charlotte and I labored to keep our footing and see where we were going, Azura leapt about with ease. There was no grunting as she jumped and crawled, she didn’t even seem to look where she was going. Our petite, odd friend simply placed each foot just perfectly enough to get her to her next step. She looked very much like a kid playing in her favorite secret spot.
We walked and tripped over ourselves at barely less than a run for a while until I finally gave in to my body. It had been begging me to slow down since we had crawled through the door. I had stubbed my toe about a hundred times already, and once, I very seriously slammed my shoulder into something that didn’t move.
“Azura,” I called. “Can we please slow down a little?”
She turned around, a youthful glow in her face, and sighed.
“I’m sorry, ladies. Forgive me. We can walk.”
We were allowed to catch our breath momentarily, then began again. After what seemed like an appropriately long pause, I decided to break the silence again.
“Since we have the time, maybe, would you mind telling us about where we are?” I knew it was a long shot, but hoped for the best anyway.
Azura pulled quickly to a halt and faced me. I tried to look like an inquisitive adult who would be able to handle her answer, instead of a kid who was just looking for a good scary story. After a moment, she obviously deemed my expression acceptable and began walking again.
“Very well, then,” she shrugged. “There’s no sense in secrecy now, anyway.”
Nice logic, I thought.
“Technically,” she began – a bit sarcastically, “we are nowhere. This place does not exist.”
Great, if I die, no one would know where to start looking.
“By now, of course, we’re underground. You gathered that much by our slow downward progression and cooling temperatures… ”
Of course I had gathered that much on my own. In between tripping, running into things, and bumping my head.
“Actually, I’ve only been paying enough attention to my surroundings to avoid falling to my death,” I mused. “I can barely see.” As if on cue, Charlotte ran into something behind us and let out a grunt.
“Ah.” Azura glanced around indifferently. “Well, the lights… let’s start there. The lights are an extremely low emission light system that keeps energy usage to a minimum. For obvious reasons.”
“I wouldn’t use words like ‘obvious’, Azura. I think you underestimate my ignorance of the situation.” She chuckled a little, at least I thought it was a chuckle.
“My apologies.” She sighed, and looked annoyed that she was having to explain something so obvious. “Lots of people, government and non, would very easily locate a facility like this if it put out or consumed a large amount of energy.”
The continued silence behind her clearly showed our lack of understanding.
“It would show up on special monitors,” she continued, speaking slower— as if she were explaining something to a couple of toddlers. And although it was dark, I could make out her air quotes around the words “Special monitors.” She was mocking us – at a time like this!
“Like a heat sensor… really, girls. Haven’t you ever seen a military movie?”
“No,” we answered in unison.
“Well anyhow, this is the most light available if you don’t want to be picked up on radar.”
What I was interested in was not the mechanics of the place, so I tried to speed up the conversation. I wasn’t really sure how long we had for specifics.
“You said ‘a facility like this’—what sort of facility did you mean?” I asked this carefully, quite terrified of the answer.
Several moments passed before she answered. I was sure she was devising how best to explain the horrible truth to us. I was also sure that at this point I wanted the actual truth. Non-sugar coated for my benefit, no matter how awful it was.
“You could consider it to be a testing facility… to be broad.”
The way she said ‘broad’ made my skin crawl. Like she knew first hand real horrors that I literally couldn’t imagine.
“And if I weren’t being broad?” I asked, shuddering.
We stepped under another green light, and it cast just enough light on Azura’s face that I could see the burning in her eyes. She really didn’t want to share any of her secrets with us. But I didn’t feel like it was fair that she was the only one who knew what we were up against.
“If I tell you the reality of this place, I have no doubt that you are in the right frame of mind to accept it. Everyone else, however, I would prefer to remain in blissful ignorance of the situation.”
Charlotte and I nodded in agreement without glancing at each other. Our childlike fascination with Azura Dane was growing with every painful step in this awful cave and I, for one, wanted to know her entire story. Right now. Before I died. Which I was certain would be the outcome of this whole ordeal.
Azura turned her back to us and began walking again.
“This is a testing facility for people like us.” People like you two, I thought.
“Or, rather, it used to be. Many, many years ago, a dreadful young man began developing technology that – in his mind – would be very beneficial. He holed up here where no one could find him, slowly gathering followers, all while staying out of reach of those who opposed him.”
“If he was holed up down here, how did his followers hear about him?” I asked.
“The way drug lords hear about each other, dear. These people have a way of finding each other. After working for a number of years, he eventually met someone who would change his life – and the direction of his mission – forever.”
She paused ahead of us, staring at what I eventually saw to be a fork in our path. When I caught up to her, she was completely still. Her face was so hauntingly pensive that I didn’t dare speak, although I had plenty of questions. Instead, I turned to Charlotte, who just shrugged. We waited silently while Azura thought about which way we should go.
“I’m trying to decide,” she finally said. “Whether to announce that we’re here, or to surprise them.”
Then, without a word, she veered to the right and waved to us.
“Surprise.”
 
“Azura?” I almost whispered, after we had walked for some time. “Who did he meet?”
“Me.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“I DON’T HAVE to have special abilities to guess that you’re both disgusted with me.” Azura sighed a deep, painful sigh. She continued to jump lightly and easily from each rock formation to the next, and her frequent silences told us she was getting lost in memories we couldn’t imagine. “I’m not proud that I helped create this mess we’re in. But I was young, and he was a powerful man who, by the time I met him, had developed very powerful methods of persuasion.”
Azura’s voice was hollow, and full of pain from the past. She fell silent for several minutes, and I felt the urge to catch up to her and comfort her, but I didn’t know how. There were obviously real terrors in her life that I wouldn’t know how to sympathize with. Suddenly, my life in suburbia seemed downright easy. I vowed silently that if I made it home, I would never take anything for granted again. Not John, not precious Violet.
 
“Ssshhh,” Azura hissed at us, though no one had been talking. We had stepped underneath another green light and she waved her arm at us, instructing us to get against the wall. We found an area next to a large formation that would fit all three of us. As we pressed ourselves closely to the wall, we were completely hidden in the darkness.
My heart raced. Was this it? Would we have to defend ourselves here? In this rocky hallway, where I could barely manage to stay standing up?
“Azura.” A low voice, one that reminded me of John’s and made my heart ache, came from the other side of the path. His voice was warm and kind – wholly non-threatening. And I allowed myself to inhale and exhale quietly.
“Azura,” he repeated. “It’s me.”
She didn’t speak. All I heard was a deep sigh from our hiding spot and, with a few well placed steps, Azura bounded effortlessly to the middle of the pathway. Directly under the weak glow of the light.
Out of the darkness emerged a man, small in frame, but clearly well formed and muscular. He was dressed in dark, drab clothing that hung neatly on his tanned skin.
His face was attractive, but his features were hardened. He looked like a soldier, for some reason. It was the way he carried himself I supposed, because there was no evidence that he was one.
“Manny,” Azura sang when he was close enough for her to embrace him, which she did with delight. Her body language changed completely as she threw her arms around him. She looked like a schoolgirl, wholly involved in this moment of recognition of a friend. I was sure she had forgotten for a moment that Charlotte and I were still lurking in the shadows. They eventually stepped away from each other, leaving only their hands intertwined.
“Girls,” she called. “This is Immanuel.” I could see in the meager light that her features were bright. She was as elated as I had ever seen her, and she waved for us to come forward.
Immanuel bowed slightly, which immediately reminded me of Azura. Quite proper. Charlotte and I smiled at each other, and I assumed she was thinking what I was thinking. They were a perfect match.
“Nice to meet you,” Charlotte offered.
“You as well,” he said with another nod. “Please call me Manny.” Then he smiled. My goodness, did he smile. His hard, handsome face softened, revealing crows feet from years of laughing and a perfect dimple on each side. His thick lips pulled back over brilliantly white teeth in a wide grin. He looked as kind as a Sunday school teacher, and strong as a lion.
After introductions, the four of us continued walking. Manny and Azura stayed well ahead of us for the most part, whispering non-stop. They eventually let go of each other’s hands, but continued to stay very near each other. Azura would often put her hand on his shoulder for support, and Manny would offer his hand to her when she stepped off of large rocks – even though I knew she needed no help at all.
They moved swiftly and comfortably together in their surroundings, and were growing increasingly impatient that Charlotte and I were struggling to keep up. They turned around simultaneously several times to check on our progress, only to grunt in disgust and force themselves to wait.
The giant rocks and impossible formations hanging from the ceiling were becoming more frequent. Charlotte, who had been mostly silent up to this point, stayed close to me now and took to commenting on how ridiculous it was that we were “Who knows how deep in some God-forsaken cave, marching to our certain death”. Just the sound of her voice was beginning to have its old appeal to it. Its ability to calm me and make me laugh.
 
 
I had been watching my feet so intently that I ran into Azura, who was standing perfectly still in the middle of the path.
“You really should warn us before you just stop like that.” I pulled my ankle out of a painfully jagged crevice and righted myself. “I’m sorry I fell on you.”
“We’re nearly there,” she answered, ignoring my apology.
“Oh,” I murmured, rubbing at my ankle. It was wet and, considering the throbbing, I figured it was bleeding – though it was so dark that I couldn’t see to be certain. Charlotte pulled up behind me and steadied herself on the rock I had just slipped off of by putting her hands on my shoulders.
“From this point on,” Manny said, “they will know you are here.”
“Of course,” Azura agreed. “I expect that Gabriel will allow us to speak first, but to no real avail.” She was speaking to us now. “In a moment, you will see some small panels on the walls of the cave; they are windows.
The eyes and ears of this place will be watching, and they will undoubtedly announce our arrival. The good news is that our path will be easier soon. We will begin traveling on commonly used ground, which has been refined. Until now, we’ve been using a path that only a few of us know about, which is why Manny was waiting for us. How long were you waiting, anyhow?”
“Almost two days. I couldn’t be sure when you would come.”
“Were you able to sneak enough supplies away without being noticed?”
“I had only just run out of food, and rationed my water well.”
“Here.” I hadn’t noticed until now that Azura was wearing a knapsack; that must be what she was rummaging around for after we parked the Jeep. It was khaki colored, pretty worn, and fit neatly under her arm. She pulled out a bottle of water and a package of my Pop-Tarts for each of us. I forgot that she had grabbed them before we left and my stomach growled loudly at the sight of them. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until Azura produced something to eat.
“Eat quickly, please,” she instructed. We each inhaled our snacks and drained our water bottles. After I had finished, I felt like I could have eaten a steak dinner or two as well. Apparently caving was hard work.
“Ready?” Manny chimed energetically.
“Ready as we can be,” I whispered.
“I’ve called on a few other women for help,” Azura assured us. “They should be here soon. Assuming they can follow directions. But let’s see if we can’t take care of things before they arrive, eh?”
She grabbed Manny’s hand and set off through the cave. If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn I saw a twinkle in her eye, as if she were about to embark on the adventure of a lifetime. Her confidence soothed me a bit, but the good feeling didn’t last long. It still troubled me that I didn’t know what to expect, and that my stupid, self-righteous decision to come here would result in me never seeing John and Violet again. Nausea crept quickly into every pore as I pictured Violet without me.
Manny and Azura walked and climbed at a leisurely pace, and in complete silence. The terrain became progressively easier, as promised, so Charlotte and I could eventually keep up without trouble.
“Hey,” Charlotte whispered as soon as the path was wide enough for us to walk side by side. “Do you think they’re conserving energy by not talking… or just enjoying their last moments together?”
“Dunno,” I shrugged. “I think it’s no fair that we’re no more prepared than we are for whatever’s at the end of this trail.”
“Yeah.”
“I mean—”
“Erin. Look.” Charlotte nodded her head upward. Five feet from the top of the cave, nestled smartly in the dips and bends of the rough wall, was a small rectangle. A one-way window. My mind raced with the horrors that were certain to be on the other side and I broke into a sudden sweat.
“Do you think they are watching us?” Charlotte asked, barely audible.
“I think… yeah.”
“Oh,” she whispered.
 
As soon as we were in view of the window, Azura straightened her back and walked decidedly upright, looking almost cocky. I nudged Charlotte and pointed at her. We both immediately adjusted our posture to match, although we were far less convincing.
As we passed under another light, Azura dropped Manny’s hand and reached into the pocket of her slacks. I could hear the faint click of her cell phone button and realized that she was turning it off.
After about forty five minutes of walking, we stepped into what looked like a very creepy movie. Out of nowhere, we traded our smoother – but still difficult – ground for something more polished. Charlotte and I stopped to take in the oddity laid out before us, but our tour guides kept right on going, as if nothing were out of the ordinary.
Azura and Manny stepped simultaneously onto a thick concrete slab. A floor. The organic path we had been on for hours stopped abruptly – replaced by a concrete floor, concrete walls, and a ceiling. The stark hallway that had appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, was quite a bit brighter than the cave.
“Ladies,” Azura called, glancing over her shoulder, not a trace of fear in her eyes. Charlotte stepped up onto the platform and waited for me to follow, which I did with some difficulty. Stepping onto a flat surface after so many hours of tripping and falling over myself seemed very odd. Like I had sea legs.
As soon as we began our easier-on-the-feet journey, I became increasingly more terrified with each step. True, I had not seen many scary movies, but I knew enough to be weary of the unknown – especially in a place like this. Our situation was certainly bleak at best, and the reality that I could not turn back was sinking in. I would never be able to find my way back to the Jeep, even if I did have the crazy notion to turn around and run. The fear that I had managed to keep in check up to this point now consumed me.
Azura and Manny led us down the first corridor we had stepped into and weaved us through numerous hallways. All of them looked exactly the same. The same dim, green lights as before, though having them every few feet now made it much easier to see. The floor and walls were dusty concrete, and there was an ominous one-way window looming every so often.
Once we made it deeper into the compound, the halls became lined with doors. No signs, no windows, just considerable doors that looked strong enough to hold back a grizzly bear. This is what I feared the most. What was on the other side of those doors?
Surprisingly, there were no other people in the hallways with us. We were walking at an almost leisurely pace through barren hallways with rows and rows of doors, but this facility that could easily house thousands of people looked positively uninhabited.
Eventually, after traveling in silence for far too long, we rounded a corner and came to a stop in front of yet another large door. I immediately thought of the school, and I was reminded of the first time I had met Azura.
Here, among all these plain doors, stood a massive wooden one. It was the definition of beauty – ornately carved and ridiculously clean. Every grey, concrete square inch we had seen thus far was covered in a dusty blanket. This door, however – which stuck out like a sore thumb, just like Azura’s office door – had been oiled so well it was actually shiny.
Azura raised her hand to knock, but the door opened before she had the chance. The four of us stepped through and a guard, who was dressed similar to Manny, shut the large door behind us.
The room was much darker than the hallways, lit only by a smaller version of the green lights in the rest of the place and a single candle on the desk. After my eyes adjusted to the poor lighting, I gasped. Charlotte did the same. The room, with its giant, opulent desk and quirky artifacts, was a near exact replica of Azura’s office.
“Nice mood lighting.” Azura cut through the thick silence with deep sarcasm.
Behind the enormous desk sat a slender, war-worn, rough-looking man. He was leaning back in his ridiculous chair with his arms folded in front of him, strumming his fingers together.
“Azura,” he crooned.
“Gabriel,” she sneered in return.
“It’s a special occasion,” he gestured toward the candle on his desk with one hand, then returned to his strumming. “I thought it only fitting.”
“Oh really? What’s the occasion, may I ask?”
Gabriel laughed. No. He bellowed, throwing his head back. The thunderous cackle filled the tiny, dark room and made the hairs on my arm stand up.
“Your demise, of course.” His face, colored with amusement, immediately fell bleak. His eyes became penetrating and frightening. “And all that you’ve created.”
Azura remained silent. As did Manny. And Charlotte and I weren’t about to add anything to the conversation. So we waited.
Gabriel just stared at us, waiting for someone to speak. I felt bile rising in my throat, so I closed my eyes and fought to keep myself from being sick. I breathed deeply and deliberately through my nose and tried not to think about anything.
At first, I could only hear my own heart beating. But the more I tried to relax, the more I was able to relax. After only a few seconds, my shoulders dropped and I began breathing evenly. When I did, I heard Charlotte’s breathing. It was frantic, and I was afraid she might pass out if she kept it up. I wanted to reach out and take her hand to try and calm her, but I didn’t want to move.
On my other side, I noticed Manny’s breathing. Smooth and calm. I also saw that Azura had put her arms behind her back and laced her fingers together. She was rubbing her thumbs together very lightly and, to my amazement, I could hear it. I was certain that it was a movement that I should not be able to hear. She was touching them together so lightly.
My eyes widened.
She turned her head and looked at me. I closed my mouth, which had fallen open, and met her eyes. She raised an eyebrow at me.
I pulled my own brows together inquisitively. She nodded once, and unlaced her fingers, then turned back to Gabriel. I glanced at him, unsure what to make of myself. The moment I looked at his face, I noticed that his nostrils were beginning to flare. I tried to pay attention to his breathing, noticing that it was slow, but was definitely growing quicker. And more agitated.
“You didn’t think,” he finally accused, “that I would let you get away with it. Did you?” He laughed; a very cold, maniacal laugh. “That I would let you get away?” Apparently I had missed some of the conversation.
“I thought you might be happy with what you have. But that wouldn’t be very characteristic of you, would it?” Azura’s audacity amazed me. Gabriel’s nose flared again. The force of his building anger frightened me, so I tried focusing on something again. I chose his face, pitted with scars and furious, then immediately set to listening to his breathing once more. It was fascinating how clearly I could hear it.
At once, my fear was replaced with curiosity of my newfound talent. Of course. My talent. Azura had chosen to give me excellent hearing? How strange. I would have thought that for such a perilous quest I would have been of better assistance with laser beam eyes or something.
Maybe that was just it. This was, indeed, a perilous journey. As in the kind where you don’t come back. So she gave me something stupid that would make me feel special, but in the end it wouldn’t really matter. It would end in death. For all of us. I just hoped that whoever else she talked into coming had decided against it and stayed home.
I looked to the guards, one standing on each side of the desk. Their arms were behind their backs and their expressions were blank. I could hear their breathing as well. Even and composed, as if this sort of confrontation happened all the time.
I looked, then to the candle on the desk and tried to focus on it. After only a second, I could hear the small flame lapping at what little oxygen was in the room. Amazing.
Gabriel cleared his throat and changed the subject.
“Do your friends, here, know what you’ve gotten them into?” He nodded toward Charlotte and I without looking at us.
“They know they are here to help me.”
He laughed boldly again. “To help you what, exactly?”
“Destroy you. And this place.”
Charlotte whimpered, which made Gabriel turn to her. When he did, the fear on her face made the corner of his mouth pull up in a satisfied grin.
“Azura,” he scolded, clicking his tongue. “These girls are not fighters. What gifts have you been handing out? The power to cook and clean? Honestly. What a waste.” He looked Charlotte over and cocked his head to one side.
“What’s your name, child?”
“Her name is Charlotte—” Azura interrupted. “And what does it matter how I choose to pass these things out?”
“Because, Miss Dane,” Gabriel looked fiercely at her, “you could have been so much better than this. You were great. Once. Did she ever tell you, ladies, that she used to work for me?”
“Of course I told them, you old fool.” Azura’s cheek was exasperating to Gabriel, whose breathing instantaneously heightened. He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose with his worn thumb and first finger. Each breath he took, trying to calm himself down from the anger that was bubbling to the surface, was pounding in my ears. I could hear it as clearly as if he were standing next to me. He inhaled and exhaled quickly; short bursts that gradually began to slow. Once he regained composure, he dropped his hand to his desk and lifted his head. A smile that made me shiver spread across his face.
“She helped me begin something beautiful, years ago,” he continued, as if he were never interrupted. “An army of fighters that would be, undoubtedly, the best in the world. Untouchable.” He held up both hands in a grand gesture. “Capable of great things.” He turned back to us, amused with his own storytelling, and gestured toward Azura.
“She came to me at a very young age, with her ability to enhance other people’s natural gifts—”
“Like your natural ability to be cruel,” Azura retorted.
“Indeed,” he said with a nod and a grin, without looking at her. “Now don’t interrupt.” Azura gasped, and her mouth closed so hard I heard it pop. She lurched forward a little on her toes and her eyes widened.
Gabriel smiled and added, “It’s not polite.”
His hands drew together on his desk and he pressed his mangled fingertips together.
“As I was saying, once I learned what sort of persuasion Azura best responded to, it was quite easy to… direct her efforts. You see, Azura was never very good at seeing the greater picture.” He looked toward the ceiling and made a wide arc with his hands.
Gabriel turned back to Azura, who was holding perfectly still, but appeared to be gasping for air through her nose. Her eyes were not as wide now, so I assumed she wasn’t surprised or afraid, as she had been a moment ago. Her brow was now set in a hard frown, which seemed to please him.
“Which brings us back to my comment earlier: What on earth were you trying to do in Oklahoma, of all places? I hear that you have gifted a great number of women. But why? Excluding yourself, I can’t imagine a gaggle of women being a real threat to anyone, let alone me.”
Azura struggled against her invisible restraint, and her nostrils flared wildly.
“My apologies,” Gabriel said softly. “Speak.” He waved his hand nonchalantly in an annoyed gesture and Azura relaxed. She straightened her shirt forcefully.
“We aren’t trying to be a threat to anyone. Not everyone’s mind is as nasty and one-tracked as yours.” She took a step forward, catching the guards by surprise. They stepped forward quickly, but Gabriel held his hand up to stop them.
“I’ve created a small group of heroes here, Gabriel. These women,” she motioned to us, “are extraordinary. They are beautiful, common, good women. They have families and jobs and silly little lives and know nothing of the hate that you cultivate here.
I didn’t leave to create a force to destroy you… originally. I just didn’t want any part of your grand plan any longer. I just wanted out.”
“You could—”
“Don’t interrupt,” she countered. “It’s rude.” Gabriel was not lashing about as if he couldn’t speak or breathe or move. He simply smiled.
“Touché,” he said, nodding.
“So I left…quietly. Thinking I wouldn’t be missed. Obviously that proved not to be the case.”
“Obviously,” he agreed.
“You already have what you wanted, Gabriel. You have a small legion of strong, focused men at your disposal with no will power left and no means of escape. Why destroy a group of women who are content to mind their own business?”
“Am I allowed to speak now?” he asked mockingly.
Azura nodded. Her brows were pulled together a bit and again, she didn’t look fearful. Just inquisitive. Like she really wanted to know his answer.
What did it matter, though? Did it matter why we were here, if he was just going to kill us?
Of course it matters, Azura thought.
I blinked stupidly. I had been staring at Azura’s face at the same moment I heard her voice, but her lips never moved. Maybe I was going crazy from all this talk about death and our impossible situation. But I was certain I had heard her.
Was it possible… ?
Yes.
It was her voice again, and again, her lips never opened.
Close your mouth. And don’t stare at me or he will know what you can do. You mustn’t let him know.
Ummm… I wasn’t really sure what to think.
Pay attention, Erin, she instructed. I blinked again and turned my eyes back toward the desk.
“Well,” Gabriel was saying, unaware of the silent exchange that had just taken place. “You said you had a group of heroes on your hands… Why would you need heroes if you have no one to fight?” He laughed. “Or are they the types of heroes that rescue kittens from tree limbs?”
“They are heroes, Gabriel. They are simply content to serve on a smaller level.” Azura’s face softened. “They hold their children’s hands when they are hurting. They dry their tears when they are sad. They create beautiful homes for their husbands--”
Gabriel bellowed again, shaking the walls with his deafening laughter. He slapped his hands down on his desk so hard that it knocked over the candle.
“That’s enough!” He couldn’t control his laughter. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard! To waste talent like yours on… on, on nothing!” He stood quickly, sending his enormous chair tumbling backward and leaning heavily on his desk, where the fallen candle was beginning to spread. He frowned. “It’s infuriating!”
He held one hand flat over the smoldering candle and the flame retracted into his palm. After throwing Charlotte and I a sly grin, obviously hoping that we would be impressed, he stepped out from behind his desk.
“I’ve heard enough.” He waved his hand through the air flippantly as if he were swatting a fly. “You clearly have no desire to be here, and I have no use for you anymore. Unless, of course… ” He stepped directly in front of me and leaned so closely that I could feel his breath on my face. “… I could change your mind.”
For the first time since our arrival in the office, I was completely free of fear and found a well of courage. I raised my chin so that I looked him directly in the eye.
“You’re crazy,” I breathed.
Gabriel cocked his head to one side and perked up his brow. Saucy, he thought.
I smiled at my newfound ability. My audacity to smile evidently caught him off guard and, if I weren’t mistaken, made him a little nervous. A darkness flashed through his eyes and he stepped back.
“Enough. Take them,” he ordered angrily.
Without hesitation, the two guards moved around the desk. The smaller one grabbed my arm in one of his giant hands and Charlotte’s arm in the other. Azura and Manny simply followed the other guard into the hallway. We were close behind.
We walked in silence through several more stark hallways and made our way to one of the many unmarked steel doors. My heart thudded wildly as I waited to see what could possibly be waiting for us on the other side. Within moments, however, I regained control of my fear and used the few seconds before we entered to practice my new gift.
I focused, first, on Charlotte. Her thoughts were so easy to read I didn’t even really have to concentrate. She was horrified, of course, and thinking of every scary movie she had ever seen. The images flashing through her mind were mildly disturbing, but I had already decided that fear wasn’t going to overtake me, so I quickly pulled my concentration from her. I looked, instead, to the guard clutching my arm.
“Oh!” I shouted, clapping my hand to my mouth. Azura, Manny, and their burly escort all turned at once – but all I could do was stare at them while tears flooded my eyes so that I could hardly see out of them.
If I thought that warning them would have done any good, I would have warned them. The guard holding my arm had been thinking about exactly what was on the other side of that door.
“No,” I whispered. The heavy door opened without anyone knocking and Azura was able to take in what I had seen through the mind of the guard.
 
Elizabeth sat cross-legged in the middle of the floor… next to her was Claire… and Danna. Every teacher was there, as far as I could tell, along with a small group of children. All of them huddled together. The children were fidgeting and Janice the gym teacher was trying to get them quieted down.
Around the edges of the room were nearly twenty guards, all standing with their arms behind their backs and staring blankly into oblivion. All except for the guard nearest the children. He was glaring at Janice, whose efforts were fruitless in trying to get the children to stop talking amongst themselves. She was noticeably frazzled, and frustrated that her usual knack for motivating people to do something wasn’t working.
“In.”
The oversized guard leading Azura and Manny spoke cheerlessly and Charlotte and I were shoved past them into the room. Manny followed us and gestured to a clear spot on the floor where we would all fit.
Azura turned to say something to the two guards. They both looked at each other, then the door closed loudly, leaving the three of them in the hallway. I looked at Manny, confused.
He took my hand in his and winked. Outside, I heard two weighty thuds against the wall, but when I looked around, no one else seemed to have noticed anything. I must have been the only one who heard them, and I looked again to Manny, unsure what to think.
“She’s going to prepare a place for us,” he said calmly.
“But she just told the guards—”
“You heard her?” he asked, taken aback. “I couldn’t even—”
“Yes, I heard her. It’s a recent development.” I smiled weakly. “She told them she had changed her mind. That she wanted to help Gabriel.” I could almost understand her sudden change of heart, working for the bad guys instead of dying. It made sense, really.
Manny met my eyes earnestly and whispered, “Does that sound like something Azura would do?” He was staring at me, squeezing my hand to comfort me. But at the same time, I felt like his face was saying Isn’t it obvious?
“No,” I answered quietly, embarrassed.
“She wants to find him first, then prepare somewhere for us all to gather when it’s over.”
My heart leapt, and it was my turn to raise an eyebrow. “So she’s pretty confident that this will end well, then?”
“Not for everyone. But yes.”
“Quiet,” a voice boomed from behind us. Manny and I turned our faces away from each other, and I took Charlotte’s hand.
“Do you know where this place is… where she’s headed?” I traced a pattern on Charlotte’s palm as I waited for his answer.
“Yes,” he answered almost inaudibly, looking the other direction.
“Think of it.”
“Hmmm?” He started to look at me, but thought better of it and bowed his head instead, so as not to alert the guard again.
“Think of where it is,” I instructed, barely moving my lips. “And how to get there. So I can see it.”
Manny pulled his head up and looked me in the eye. “Good girl,” he said, smiling.
“I said quiet.” The guard began to step away from the wall he was leaning against, but stopped when he realized we were listening this time.
Manny bowed his head again and I closed my eyes to concentrate on him. Within seconds, I could see myself crossing the room, walking out the door, and weaving through the hallways. He went slowly and I tried to memorize the rights and lefts until he was done.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
WHILE WE WAITED for Azura, I busied myself with practicing my new abilities. I found that I could only hear one person’s thoughts at a time, and only if I was really concentrating on them. It was the same with my very sensitive hearing.
My favorite subjects to test my mind reading on were the children. It soothed me infinitely how simple their thoughts were, and it often made me laugh. They were not afraid. They were mostly bored. Some were hungry, a few needed to use the restroom, and several of them were noticing things like the funny way the guards were dressed.
The adults in the room, however, were another story. Almost all of them were thinking of the children, hoping they would remain quiet enough not to disturb the guards.
Claire was thinking of her husband, who I had never seen before I read her mind. He was very rugged looking, very manly. He had scraggly hair that looked like Claire had cut it herself, which she probably did. She was leaning on Danna’s shoulder with her knees pulled up to her chest, completely unaware that every guard on the far wall was staring at her.
The guards were, not surprisingly, thinking of nothing at all. Their blank stares were literally a window into their minds. I had always been baffled by John in that way. His response to my occasional “What are you thinking?” was always “Nothing”. How could they be thinking about nothing at all? I was always thinking of something.
I made my way around the room until I eventually got to Elizabeth who, at the moment, had taken to staring me down. I dreaded peeking into her mind, afraid I might find some evil plot to maim me.
I quickly began fiddling with my shoelaces as I concentrated on her. What I finally saw was myself – fiddling with my shoelaces from across the room. She was furious that I was here, because that meant that I was now one of them. She wanted to know what Azura had made me able to do, and if I would be more beneficial in a fight than her. What a silly thing to be thinking about right now, I thought.
Of course she would, Elizabeth was thinking. My greatest talent is organizing and multitasking. Little Miss Can’t Keep Her Nose Out of Everyone Else’s Business is probably going to show us all up. When she’s principal, she’d better become aware of the ranks real fast. She’ll probably run the place right into the ground.
I laughed out loud and raised my head to look straight at her. She gasped, batted her eyes, and stared vacantly at me. I smiled wide and choked back another laugh as I went back to playing with my shoes.
In light of the current circumstances – the fact that we were all huddled on a concrete slab deep underground awaiting execution – I had almost forgotten that everyone hated me because they thought Charlotte was leaving and I was taking over. Just the thought of me being in charge of a bunch of grown women made me laugh again, which made the guard nearest me clear his throat deliberately.
In the far corner, the children were becoming restless. Ten or twelve of them were chatting amongst themselves again, and getting louder by the minute. Janice and a few other teachers were doing their best once again to quiet them, but the kids were growing hungry and tired of sitting still. I wanted to tell Janice to focus – that if she would just focus her energy on using her skill of motivating, she could convince them to settle down.
I had convinced myself that all it took to bring our abilities out full-force was to focus on them. To focus on what made each of us special, but I couldn’t tell anyone else of my theory, I didn’t want to risk talking again because the guards were growing impatient with the noise. They were used to telling someone to be silent and having them do it.
“Keep them quiet,” one guard boomed. Janice looked at him, her eyes wide because she was frightened for the children. She was thinking of their safety, or course, and hoping that the guards would take out their frustration on her rather than the kids.
Focus, I thought… but no one could hear me. Even I was starting to become nervous now. How would we get out of here? Would Azura be ready for us? What good were my new talents, and the supernatural talents of all these amazing women, if we had no weapons? What use was Claire’s matchless beauty, or Elizabeth’s ability to organize? We needed to escape. We needed direction. Or a distraction.
I delved into possible means of diversion, but found nothing solid enough to work on a room full of trained guards, not to mention the legions of sentries sure to emerge if we ever made it out of the room and into the hallway.
Manny gave my hand a gentle grasp without looking at me and whispered, “She’s ready for us.”
“Hmmm? Really?” I murmured back.
“Yes, there will be no opposition in the hallways. Our only challenge is in here.”
That explains the thud I heard when the door shut behind us.
“She must have really kicked some butt. But why couldn’t she have just gotten us all out of here in the first place?”
“She can only fight one or two men at a time. Any more would have been a real challenge, and too risky. So she took them two at a time, from the guards that dropped us off here all the way to the gathering place.”
“And how do you know she’s ready?” I asked.
“We can hear each other… the same way you can hear what I’m thinking.”
“But I can only hear your thoughts if I can see you – and only when I really try.”
“You will get better,” he promised. It excited me to think about refining such a unique skill. “Azura and I are connected no matter how far apart we are.” Manny’s eyes sparkled, and for the first time, I imagined Azura in love.
“Oh,” I sighed, smiling. “What an amazing gift.”
Manny just grinned, untouched by the fear that was holding most of the room captive. He was totally at ease, and I fed off of his composure.
 
“Quiet, children. Please.”
I recognized the voice behind me, near the group of little ones, as Sherry Richardson. The PTO President. She looked worried, and apparently decided to join the attempt to shush the crowd. She looked around the room, searching for anyone else who could help, and caught my eye.
I released Manny’s hand from mine and held it close to my stomach. Slowly, I spelled F-O-C-U-S in sign language. Sherry tilted her head a little, and I signed it again. F-O-C-U-S. She nodded and looked again to the group of upset children.
“Children,” she scolded quietly. She held out one hand over them and snapped loudly. Everyone in the room turned at the same time to her, because we all felt it when she snapped. The kids looked at Sherry, wide-eyed and ready for instruction, totally absorbed in whatever she would say next.
“Be quiet please.”
For a moment, it seemed to work. Every one of them turned off their whining and took to drawing in the dust on the floor. Soon enough, though, they began to bicker again. Sherry cleared her throat authoritatively and, once again, they were redirected momentarily.
Frustrated for them, I unconsciously began to rock back and forth and hum the lullaby that always calmed Violet down for bed when she was a baby. Music, of course, was forever a source of placating myself whenever I felt restless. So it was natural to me to hum to calm myself down.
Immediately, I felt Charlotte’s quivering hand begin to steady. A few seconds later, she released her nervous death grip on my hand, allowing the color to return to my fingers. I looked at her, and her face was notably more calm. She turned to meet my gaze and smiled. She had been trembling since she sat down at my kitchen table, so to see her smile surprised me. She was totally relaxed.
Pleased that my humming helped calm her down, I hummed louder. When I looked over to see how the kids were doing, I was caught off guard by ten or twelve pairs of eyes fixed on me. The people nearest me, including the cross guard that had gotten on to Manny and I earlier, were also staring at me. It made me self-conscious, wondering what they were staring at, like when you walk into a room with toilet paper stuck to your shoe and don’t realize it. So I stopped humming and swaying like an idiot.
Immediately, every pair of eyes flitted a time or two and looked away. The guard went back to frowning in our general direction, and everyone else went back to what they were doing. Mostly staring off into space or keeping their eyes down and away from the guards. Charlotte, I noticed, returned to trembling.
I wanted to tell her not to be afraid. Manny was confident, I was mostly unconsumed by fear, and that there was really no need to waste her energy worrying yet. The guard, however, hadn’t stopped looking at me for quite some time, convinced I would talk again. So I didn’t dare lean over and tell her to calm down.
Instead, I rubbed the back of her palm with my thumb and started humming again. Once more, her hand steadied, and her fingers uncurled. I paid attention to her breathing, which was slowing down and evening out.
I wondered if there was an end to what I would now be able to do. As if super sensitive hearing and reading someone’s thoughts weren’t mind blowing enough, I now could calm down my best friend in her time of greatest need. It was very satisfying to be able to help her relax, since she was so often a source of comfort for me. I wondered if everyone – Elizabeth, Danna, Sherry – acquired this much pleasure from using their abilities. It was really like a high, comparable to after a workout or a run, when your body is energized and satisfied all at the same time. The feeling of fulfillment was tangible, akin to Sherry snapping the children to attention earlier.
I closed my eyes and continued to hum the lullaby, which was the only thing stuck in my head at the moment, and listen to Charlotte’s breathing. After I made it one time through my own version of the song, I opened my eyes. Again, every eye within hearing range of my soft humming was set on me. Every woman, and the same guard, was totally transfixed, completely motionless and absorbed in the tune they could barely hear.
Curious, I looked over at the guard and, still humming, tried to crawl into his mind. No surprise, it was blank. It was silly to start with one of the brainless guards, anyway, so I focused on a woman near me instead. I recognized her as Jane, the librarian, and smiled at her as I hummed. She was near enough to hear me, and I slowly honed in on her thoughts. This time I was surprised.
It is my strong belief that no woman is capable of thinking nothing at all. There is always a thought floating around in there somewhere. But that’s exactly what she was thinking. Nothing. I couldn’t find anything to grab hold of, her mind was actually clear.
I rolled my eyes over to Charlotte, then to the others sitting around me, even Manny. Each time, I found the exact same thing; nothing. Experimentally, I stopped humming while focusing on Charlotte. Instantaneously, images of her children, the school, the other women, and the guards flooded her mind. It was almost overwhelming how much she was dwelling on the possible negative outcome of our situation, and I pitied her. Her inability to concentrate on the fact that we didn’t know it would turn out badly would only exhaust her and cause her heartache. I wished she could think of something else.
I moved out of her mind and into Jane’s, whose head was now filled with the fact that she hadn’t made enough time in her life to have children, start a family, or pamper her husband. She wasn’t filled with fear, only regrets. I thought that was a very interesting thing to be thinking, in light of our locale.
I inquisitively turned to the guard, whose head had been empty since our arrival, and probed his thoughts. The same as always – not a thing. I wondered if Gabriel had made Azura give him the ability to wipe their minds clean. Clean and ready for molding. Molding into horrible, heartless, emotionless killing machines.
I looked for the first time to the guard’s hands, which he brought from behind his back and hung rigidly at his sides. His knuckles were battered and scarred, and the skin on them looked six inches thick. I felt sorry for him that all he knew of life now was probably fighting and anger.
While thinking about all the ways the guard could possibly kill us with his bare hands, I scanned the room for more people to probe. Humming louder, I tested my third newfound ability to see how far it would reach. Apparently, it went across the entire room. One by one, as I hummed louder, each pair of eyes drifted up to meet mine. And each time, the people in hearing range were completely mesmerized by the tune.
Eventually, though, I found that I couldn’t hum any louder. I wanted desperately to reach the last row of guards, just to see if I could. So I started singing.
“Hush, little baby. Don’t say a word… ”
Amazing. The last row of guards satisfied me with their glazed-over eyes and I felt a sense of accomplishment. What good did captivating an audience do with my glorious voice if they were dumbfounded in the process? Would they even remember what they were listening to? Probably not. I imagined myself going through life in a musical as soon as I got out of this place. I would dance around the house singing to Violet to clean her room or do her homework – and she would march to it straight away. She would have to listen, obviously. Everyone here was listening to me.
“Momma’s gonna buy you a mocking bird… ”
What if I asked them to do something? Would they do it? I envisioned the lot of the group getting up and dancing around like monkeys, or playing Simon Says. Picturing it made me laugh inside. I was feeling less nervous and apprehensive about the dire spot we were in all the time. Actually, I was enjoying myself. Killing time until…
“Thank you,” Sherry mouthed from across the room. She motioned to the children, who were quietly listening to me sing.
I nodded to her, and examined the rest of the room again. They were all still spellbound by the song. Thoughtless and practically drooling on themselves. Sherry, however, was watching the children.
I’m so glad they’re calm, she was thinking. I was so worried.
She was thinking.
Out of the blue, something sparked in me. I had an idea, but couldn’t wrap my mind around it yet. Maybe I could help get us out of here after all. But how, exactly?
“And if that diamond ring don’t shine… ”
Sherry’s ability to help others focus on something must be helping her choose not to focus on me. She is the only one that I reminded to focus, when I signed it to her. And it was only then that she regained the capacity to utilize her gift. When she focused.
Maybe… maybe she could help the rest of them focus, one at a time, while the guards were distracted. It wasn’t the diversion I was expecting, but maybe it would work. For now, it was the only thing I could think of to try.
Content that the children were peaceful for now, Sherry sat back and folded her legs in front of her comfortably. I stared at her, hoping she would look my way soon. When she did, I held my hand up to my stomach and signed H-E-L-P. She tilted her head to the side, completely confused. I held my hand up again and spelled H-E-L-P T-H-E-M F-O-C-U-S.
Thank God she could understand my crudely formed letters, because then I saw the wheels in her head start turning. Literally. I watched her mind closely as she thought frantically about what I could mean. She looked to the children, then back to me.
I nodded slowly.
“Momma’s gonna buy you a Valentine… ”
“Children,” she whispered.
At once, all the children snapped their heads in Sherry’s direction. She’s got it, I thought. She’s regained her control of her asset.
“And if that Valentine’s not pretty… ”
Sherry cleared her throat. A tiny, almost fearful cough, but nothing happened. I could hear her heart beating – or maybe that was my own. Boldly, with her eyes glued to the guard closest to her, she pulled herself up to a crouch. We both watched him as she shifted her weight back and forth, preparing to crawl. While our eyes were glued to the guard, his eyes were glued to me. Still.
She motioned to the children to do as she did, and one by one they understood. I listened carefully to their thoughts, and it was amazing how not one child was distracted as Sherry instructed them. A minute later, they were all crouched and ready for their next instruction.
“Momma’s gonna buy you an itty-bitty kitty… ”
I paused for only a second – I don’t know why I thought the words would matter, they were captivated by a children’s lullaby for crying out loud. No effect at all. No blinking. Nothing.
 
Minutes passed as I sang, watching Sherry weave between the guards, trying not to touch them. Each time she would get near one of the teachers, she would slip her hand gently onto their shoulder, careful not to startle them. Then she would whisper in their ear and slowly, one by one, they were all crouching and ready to go.
Once everyone was prepared, Sherry looked at me for instruction. I honestly had no idea what to do next, besides keep singing. I shrugged my shoulders and looked around. Everyone was waiting for me to tell them what to do. I had no idea, though. This was not my area of expertise. Should we all make a break for it? Or file out one at a time? Organizing an exit like this would not be my…
Elizabeth.
She was stooped down, like everyone else, waiting. But when I glimpsed what she was thinking, I saw the answer. For once she wasn’t glaring at me. She was just waiting to be guided. Her thoughts were quite clear… while she waited to be told what to do, she was forming her own ingenious plan where everyone filed out neatly and orderly.
I gave her a desperately hopeful look. Hopeful that she would understand that I needed her. We all needed her.
Searching her mind for the moment when she would understand that this was her time, I tried to convey in my eyes that I wanted her to take over. To organize us well enough to get out of here. I knew she could do it – but did she know it?
It took her a while to catch on, but she eventually pointed her index finger to her chest and drew her brows together. When I nodded once, she immediately set in motion. Everything I had seen in her head slowly played out.
She began pointing to one group of people at a time, starting with Sherry, Janice, and the children. When she had their attention, she nudged her head toward the door and placed her finger to her lips to indicate that they should keep quiet. None of us knew how long this trance on the guards would hold.
Janice, followed by the children, filed slowly through the teachers and guards and headed for the door on their hands and knees. Sherry brought up the rear of the group and when she got close to where I was sitting I squeezed Manny’s hand and gestured that he should join them. Besides me, he was the only one who knew where Azura would be waiting. Obediently, he followed Sherry through the crowd and into the hallway. Without hesitation, Elizabeth selected the next group to exit and, seamlessly, the room began growing sparse.
I intermittently checked the guards thoughts, keeping alert for any changes, and was amazed at how focused everyone else was. Nothing was distracting them from the task at hand and I was sure Sherry was responsible for that.
It wasn’t until there were only a handful of us left that the panic began to set in. Until now, I had been able to keep fear at bay. But when I realized what was sure to happen next, I started to lose my nerve.
What would happen, for instance, when I stopped singing? The terror I should have felt the moment I realized we could escape suddenly sank in as I caught a glimpse of Charlotte’s face at the door. She was the last person left, besides myself, in the room. Her face was pleading and unsure, and covered in tears.
What was I supposed to do? If I stopped singing, every watchman would turn and run down the hallway after them. If I kept up the unexplainable trance I might be able to back slowly past them and out the door, but the lot of us would be captured for sure before we reached Azura.
I wasn’t going to make it out of here alive. That’s the reality. I recalled what Manny had said earlier; It will not end well for everyone. Me – I’m the person it will not end well for. But most of them would be fine. They would all return to their families. They would all be safe. And this was the only way it would happen. The thought – no, the realization – that I wouldn’t be going home started running through my mind as a likelihood. Then as I locked Charlotte’s gaze with my own, it was a statement.
I puffed up my chest and straightened my back, my heart beating right through my skin, and I kept singing… with more resolve this time.
“You go,” I was telling her, through eyes that seemed to suddenly be filled with tears.
Her eyes were pleading, and just as tearful, but they were begging for two different things. Begging for a way to save me – and begging for me to save them. I nodded. She pursed her lips and shook her head. I closed my eyes, my heart was beating so hard I was waiting for it to jump out and plop onto the floor. Tears actually shot out of the corners of my lids as they closed. I’m going to die, was my only thought. And they will all live.
I pulled my burning lids up and my voice faltered… she was gone.
 
 
I continued to sing for at least an hour, simply knowing that when I stopped – they would finish me. I wasn’t simply prolonging my own life, though I was secretly hoping there was some other way to do this, I was also imagining how long it would take them to get to Azura. I was taking their steps in my mind, making sure they had plenty of time to reach her.
I decided to start over. “Hush little baby… ”
After what seemed like hours of a siren song that was becoming more strained with every word, I figured they were safely gathered together now. Hiding. Safe. I was imagining their tears for me, and wondered what they would tell John.
With great resolution, I took a deep breath and decided that it was time. The guards would have no way of finding them now, they were too far away in far too clever a place. I sang something about a ray of sunshine and began to trail off. Then I waited.
One blink. Two blinks.
One man turned his stiff neck to look to either side. Several others did the same. Then came more deliberate blinking as I watched them figure out what had happened. Then I saw the guard nearest me, the one who had been reprimanding Manny and I for talking, begin to put all the pieces together. In one instant, his expression turned from bewildered to steely, and a cold tremor shot straight down my spine.
Then they were upon me.
I had closed my eyes when the first guard was one arm’s-length away from me. I had drawn a short, labored breath, and waited. I heard no shouting, no weapons rattling, not even my own breathing. I could only hear my heartbeat, strong and loud in my ears. Ten beats. Twenty beats. Twenty strong beats.
I hadn’t expected this moment to last so long. Like a movie, I guessed, this moment before death was grabbing time and forcing it to pause. I hoped it was over soon. But then I heard it. Crack.
I opened my eyes and saw the floor. And boots. I was doubled over and was being hit, and kicked, so hard that it had broken my arm. Crack. And my knee. Crack. And then one blow to the head sent me wheeling into a clean black sensation that I knew was death.
I hit the floor.
 
 
Somewhere in the mountains of Colorado, buried deep underground, far from the eyes of the world, was a small gathering of women. All of them hugging each other. All of them crying soft, unintelligible sobs.
“It’s okay. It’s going to be okay,” whispered Claire. “I just know it.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“SHE’S COMING ‘ROUND,” someone muttered. I heard a quick shuffling of feet and soon felt the heat of several bodies close to mine.
“Shh, give her some room,” Claire reproached. A soft hand brushed my forehead. “Erin? Honey, can you hear me?”
“Mmm-hmmm,” I croaked.
“Get Azura,” she ordered. “Where is she?”
“She’s checking on Charlotte,” someone answered.
“What’s wrong with Charlotte?” I asked, but I couldn’t tell if anyone heard me. My throat burned and my ears were ringing.
“Oh Erin,” Claire whispered, “she’ll be okay. I’m so glad you’re—” She trailed off, sobbing. I crawled into her mind, hoping to see what had happened to Charlotte. If anything had happened to her, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself. I should have kidnapped her while I had the chance and hidden until Azura left without us. I wanted so badly for her to be safe. As I searched Claire’s memories, I was horrified, and it didn’t take long to figure out what I was seeing.
Charlotte’s gift was compassion. She could put herself completely in someone else’s shoes and understand how they felt. That’s what Azura had enhanced in her. She could also take on another’s feelings; sparing them pain, or embarrassment, or heartache. I understood that much from Claire’s thoughts.
I found the very recent memory of Claire standing in a horde of women, gathered around a single woman who was lying on the floor. Everyone was howling, crying in horror of the woman on the floor, who was screaming. I concentrated harder on the face of the woman in Claire’s memory. Gradually, the woman’s face became more clear. It was Charlotte. A sharp pang hit my heart as I watched her writhing in pain. Something was obviously very wrong with her, but what? No one was standing around her. There were no wounds on her body, nothing that should be causing her that much pain. Eventually, she stopped moving. Very abruptly, her eyes shot open for a brief moment, then her body went limp.
Confused, I started to ask Claire what had happened, and if Charlotte was alright. But just as I was about to speak, something else entered my mind. Something just as baffling to me as the mystery of Charlotte’s screaming. Something else I couldn’t understand.
“Why am I here?” I finally mumbled, to anyone who could hear me. How was I alive?
“I came back for you,” a familiar voice replied.
My neck ached so badly I could barely turn to see who had spoken.
“Don’t move, it might be broken,” Azura commanded. And though my eyes were nearly swollen shut, I could see her stepping through the group to speak to me. “I’ve been working on your wounds. But it’s going to take a while, you took quite a beating.”
“Azura,” I choked when she got close enough for me to focus on. The first thing I saw was that her hair was down, and it didn’t look a thing like I had pictured it. I’d never seen her without her absurdly tight bun, and she was breathtaking.
“Your glasses,” I managed, awestruck.
“Gone.” She took my hand. “They were just for looks anyway.”
“Looks,” I laughed. “They made you look like Wonder Woman.”
Her massive green eyes were bright and absolutely gorgeous. Her small face was framed in wildly curly hair that fell to her shoulders. Her fair cheeks were tinted pink, probably from all the booty she kicked to secure this hiding place, and they brightened her whole face.
“Don’t ever wear your hair up again,” I scolded. “You look amazing.”
Oh Erin, she thought. Your ability to be sassy in such a state is one of your best qualities.
“You look awful,” she mused aloud.
I tried to grin at her, but wasn’t able to make my face do what I wanted.
“What happened to Charlotte?” I suddenly demanded, trying to get up. “Is she alright?”
“Lay down, Erin. She’s fine.” Azura put her hand on my chest and pushed me back down. “Be still.”
“Tell me why she was screaming,” I ordered again. My voice was shaky, and I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to know. The image of her writhing flashed into my frustratingly clouded mind.
As she cleared as much blood from my face as she could with the damp cloth she produced, Azura explained that Charlotte was sure to heal much more quickly than I would. It seemed that once the group had reached the small cavern we were now gathered in, Sherry immediately found her. Together, with Sherry nearby to keep her focus from wavering, Charlotte used her ability to take another person’s pain upon herself to save me. To save me from the brunt of the attack I was facing miles and miles away.
Because of Charlotte, my dearest friend, I felt none of the many bones that were breaking. None of the bruises that now covered my body. She had taken them all upon herself; every skipped heartbeat, every ounce of fear – she was taking them slowly away from me. And while I looked like death warmed over, I only felt sore. Very……very…… .very sore, but not in excruciating pain like I should have been. She felt it all willingly, for me. My throat tightened painfully and I wept for my friend. I would never, never know the pain she had endured for me, and I didn’t know how I could ever repay her for that.
Never before had Charlotte been able to stretch her abilities so far, but Azura explained that, like an adrenaline rush, her fear and her love for me pushed her strengths beyond what she believed possible.
I blinked to clear my eyes, which was useless, and looked at Azura. I searched her mind and listened more closely to her account of the small huddle of women that surrounded my suffering friend. Some of them were sobbing for Charlotte and her screams, but just as many of them were sick at the thought of losing me—knowing that I surely couldn’t survive whatever was happening to me.
Losing me?
All this time I was certain they wanted nothing to do with me.
 
I turned, stiffly, to Azura. Still marveling at her beauty that had been so cleverly hidden behind her silly bun and ridiculous glasses, I had an idea. Well, it was really more of a curious desire.
“May I?” I asked childishly.
She looked confused, but only for a moment, and gave me a sly smile.
“Of course,” she answered, allowing my morbid curiosity to be indulged.
I closed my eyes and relaxed as best as I could. Concentrating on the touch of her fingers as she laced her hand in mine, I crawled inside her mind while she recounted her role in the evening’s events.
She began outside the room that we had all been held hostage in, as soon as the doors had been closed behind her. I listened as the two burly guards that had escorted us to the room agreed to take her to see Gabriel, as long as she was completely cooperative.
Once the door was closed, she quickly and easily grabbed the forearm of the guard to her right with one small hand, jerking him forward violently. In the same movement, she put her right hand on his shoulder and forced him to the ground. He was thrown to the floor so hard that he seemed to have the wind knocked out of him, and immediately curled into a ball.
The second guard, having barely enough time to even look stunned because she had moved so quickly, began balling up his fists. He would have been a fool not to expect Azura to try something, but he was probably ready for mind games and negotiating rather than brute force.
Just before the first guard had his face slammed unforgivingly into the concrete, Azura craned her neck around to bring the second man into view. With his fists tightened and his legs moving into a more confrontational stance, he raised his arm to strike.
His attack was quick, but Azura was quicker. She used the force she gained from throwing the first guard to the ground to twist her back and throw two powerful kicks to his jaw, sending him to the ground as well. With the momentum her legs had acquired from striking him (first with her left foot, then with her right), she allowed her body to continue spinning full circle until her right elbow found the cheek of the first guard. Her elbow bounced his skull downward so hard that he was sent neatly into unconsciousness. All four strikes took less than two seconds to complete, and left two very limp guards lying face down on the dusty concrete floor.
As Azura turned to sprint down the hallway, pulling her glasses off and tossing them on to the small pile of guards, I pulled out of her memory – chilled to the bone at the thought of someone so proper and uptight packing so much power.
 
 
“Let’s get you home,” Azura suggested quietly.
I closed my eyes.
Home.
 
 
After Azura mended the rest of my wounds, we began our journey home.
“What will John and everyone else think?” I questioned. “We’ve been gone all night.”
“Have you?” Azura asked.
“Mmmm. Yes?”
Charlotte turned in her seat toward the back of the Jeep.
“Jane helped us with that,” she said.
“The librarian?”
“Yes,” Charlotte smiled. “She can manipulate time.”
Cool, I thought. Why not? Enough had happened in the last twenty four hours that I was likely to believe anything at this point.
I looked in the seat next to me and saw that my cell phone was laying in it. I turned it on and checked the time.
Eleven twenty. I chuckled.
“I’ve been out for coffee, then?”
Charlotte grinned. “Tell him we had a nice time, okay?”
“R-i-i-i-ight,” I chortled. “Maybe we should stop and actually get some on the way home. I could go for a cup… or twelve.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
A FEW WEEKS later, Christmas was upon us. My favorite time of year. It wasn’t a white Christmas like I’d hoped, just icy and nasty. It didn’t matter, though. To me, it was still magical.
Over the break, I put all of my energy into decorating the house and making homemade gifts with Violet. Every year, Violet and I baked salt dough ornaments for everyone on both sides of the family. It was an inexpensive, yet personal, way to do something special for everyone. Once they were finally dried, painted, and strung with ribbon, we gathered them up and wrapped them.
After Vy went to bed that night, I took out the small tray of ornaments I had made myself. One for Charlotte, one for Claire, Sherry, Elizabeth, Jane, Danna, and everyone else at school.
They were each shaped into hearts and covered in gold glitter. And each one had a small paper tag on it that read: Thank you for your heart of gold.
I truly appreciated each one of them, and felt like we all had a special little secret that we shared which bonded us together. It wasn’t that we were super strong, or uncommonly fast, or could read minds; but that we were always there to look out for each other. Even Elizabeth.
Though she still didn’t care for me, a fact made clear by my constantly being able to see her thoughts, she at least pared down the loathing a little. I tried my best to never peer into her mind and chose to pretend, instead, that she could tolerate me with ease. We owed each other our lives, but the resentment she had cultivated all year was hard for her to let go of.
Her reason for disliking me now was that I could read her mind. She felt very invaded. Though I assured her time and time again that I had no desire to know what she was thinking, it still bothered her that I could. It was the only reason she had for not liking me, and she held on to it bitterly.
 
The Saturday morning before Christmas, I awoke uneasily and unable to get back to sleep. John was still sleeping soundly, and looked so comfortable that I decided not to wake him. Instead, I headed downstairs and made a cup of coffee. For fun, I added chocolate syrup, whipped cream, and drizzled the top with more syrup. I could have charged four dollars for it at the bistro down the road, it looked so good.
After getting dressed and pulling my hair back in a messy bun, I grabbed my mug and headed for the door. On my way out, I picked up one of the neatly wrapped ornaments on the kitchen table. Sighing lightly and hoping my gift would be received well, I made my way across the street. Elizabeth answered the door quickly and, as usual, was the picture of pretty. Leave it to her to have her hair and makeup done before seven. She smiled forcefully and opened the door, showing me inside.
What does she want? She was thinking.
I contained a smile and walked past her through the door. Apparently I didn’t contain my grin well enough, because she scoffed and shut the door with more force than was necessary. She regained her composure quickly, though, and spun on her heel to face me. With a trademark flip of her hair over her shoulder she smiled again.
“What brings you here so early? I thought you were a late sleeper.” Her new favorite way to show her distaste for me was to talk down to me. To do her best to make me feel lazy, nosy, or otherwise incompetent. I thought it was funny, especially since I knew what she was really thinking.
“Usually I am,” I replied, ignoring her attempt at insolence. “But I wanted to bring you this.” I produced the small box from behind my back and waited. Her cheeks flushed – the reaction I was hoping for – and she was speechless. She had spent so much time and energy on finding new ways to find me insufferable, that she never once thought we might have a shot at being friends. But for a moment, a vision of the two of us being friends is exactly what flashed through her mind.
She looked up at me, saw that I knew what she was thinking, and immediately set her face in a frown. She was trying to look impassive— ungrateful, even. But she was feeling horrible for not having made me anything first. I should have thought of that, she was assessing inwardly.
“I, um, didn’t get you anything,” she finally said.
“I know,” I answered. “I want you to have it, though. It’s homemade.” That would kill her.
Of course you know, she thought. You know everything, don’t you?
I held the small box out further and she took it delicately from my hand. She was wondering what I could have possibly made with my own two hands, since she had never seen me be in any way creative. It certainly wouldn’t impress the PTO Queen, I was sure. Especially if she knew that it took me hours to make. She could have whipped up something much grander in five minutes.
“Well open it,” I told her.
She removed the lid and pulled back the tissue paper. Then, she just stared at it. For the longest time… she just stared at it.
“Thank you,” she said softly.
“Merry Christmas,” I smiled.
She took the ornament out and replaced the lid. She walked straight over and hung it gently on her tree. And instead of putting it somewhere in the back where no one would see it, she hung it directly in the center. It hung smartly between her own children’s handmade ornaments, which made me want to cry.
“Please excuse me,” she murmured, wiping her eye as she turned away from me.
“Of course,” I said, surprised that she had like the gift so much.
Elizabeth disappeared into her kitchen, and I wandered over to her tree. Although it was as beautiful as a picture from a decorator’s magazine, I noticed that it was covered only in handmade ornaments. I turned a few of them over and read the names of her three boys on the backs, each one with the year it was made. It was a very hodge-podgy assortment, and the whole look was tied together with strings of thick burgundy and gold ribbon wrapped around the entire tree. With the help of the heavy ribbon and gobs of lights, the very personal tree looked exceptionally elegant.
Several minutes passed, and I ran out of reasons to stand in front of her tree, so I wandered around her living room, eventually taking a seat on her sofa. Not wanting to disturb her stack of cleverly arranged holiday magazines, I just sat there and looked around. When she still didn’t emerge from the kitchen, and I had downed my cup of coffee, I decided to find her and politely make my exit.
I rounded the corner into the kitchen quietly. There was a man in a sharp business suit sitting at the table with his back turned to me. He was tall, had excellent posture, and was exceedingly intimidating just reading his newspaper.
Without making a sound, I took another step around the corner, looking for Elizabeth. And there I found her – both hands in the air, waving her arms and trying to tell her husband something. She hadn’t seen me, and I stood petrified, watching her body language. Obviously put out about something, her arms grew more animated and she soon commenced rolling her eyes. Her mouth, however, made no sound. None. It was moving, for sure, but nothing was audible.
Dumbfounded, I looked back to her husband. He picked up his tall glass and took a drink, looking only for a moment from behind his paper and toward his wife. I was still invisible to the both of them and saw that he nodded, as if he understood something, and went back to reading. Elizabeth carried on in her silent rant. It was at the very least entertaining. She looked like a character in a silent film.
I now had the common sense not to ask questions of the odd or unexplainable, and this was certainly not a home I felt comfortable in anyway, so I decided to leave. Immediately. Before my busybody mind had time to concoct the most interesting account of what I was seeing. I took a wide, obvious step into the kitchen and cleared my throat.
I breezed quickly past Elizabeth without looking at her and in the same moment I heard the newspaper drop and her voice begin in the middle of her hushed – but extravagant – story. She immediately dropped her hands to her sides and fiddled with her skirt.
“Well, I’d better be going,” I sang as I spun around to leave.
Elizabeth looked positively embarrassed and flustered that she had been interrupted. Her husband, however, looked like he had been slapped in the face. His chocolate eyes were wide behind his thin reading glasses, and his brows were painted as high as a news anchor.
I smiled and decided to let that be my impression of him. Surprised, with a touch of embarrassment playing on the apples of his cheeks.
“Merry Christmas,” I giggled as I showed myself out.
Skipping down the steps and across the Asch’s driveway, I turned one ear back toward the house and listened.
“How long was she standing there?” her husband was saying.
“How should I know?” Elizabeth answered curtly, quickly spilling back into whatever she had been saying before.
I quickly pulled my attention away from her ranting. I fluffed my hair around my face and let out a cold, visible breath. Looking quickly both ways, I trotted across the street. There would be plenty of time to discover all the reasons she didn’t like me. Today, I had Christmas cookies and a kindergartner on Winter Break calling my name.
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1
Haven Kincaid won a spelling bee when she was seven, a math tournament when she was twelve, and nothing else until the day she turned sixteen. Her parents thought their daughter would be happy to learn she had “won” the right to stay out until ten o’clock on a school night. It was a sign of trust, they said, since they were both so knowledgeable about what teenagers did and they were certain their little Haven never got into anything that would make them blush in front of a crowd.
Now, just after turning seventeen, Haven spent most of her days wishing she had an apartment of her own so she could make the rules. Ever since her dad got his new job a year ago and moved the whole family from Flagstaff to Scottsdale, Arizona, she felt like she didn’t belong at home, at school, or anywhere else.
Haven left behind a handful of friends that she had known ever since grade school—girls she was planning on graduating with and rooming with at college. Moving across the state was bad enough, but to do it right before her last year in high school was the absolute worst.
Her family’s new home in Scottsdale was nice enough. It had two stories, which Haven always wanted, and was on a quiet street not too far from the downtown area. There was a small movie theater next to a smelly bowling alley not too far away, and she heard rumors that someone was building a miniature golf course.
Yippee.
Haven was at least thankful that she no longer had to share a room with her little brother, Noah, and that the new yard was a lot bigger than the old one—but she was still more than two hours away from her friends in Flagstaff. Those two hours could just as easily have been two weeks since Haven didn’t have a car and there was no way her friends were going to drive all the way down to Scottsdale just to hang out at a smelly bowling alley.
If she had more than one close friend at her new school, she probably would have been happy. But Kayla Robertson, her closest, could only stay out until eight-thirty. Haven wouldn’t have her own car until her eighteenth birthday (when she was expecting to inherit her mom’s old junker once her dad “surprised” her mom with a new luxury model on their twentieth wedding anniversary), so her curfew may as well have been eight-thirty, too. Haven suspected her parents knew all of those things already and that extending her curfew to ten o’clock had been more of an attempt to distract her than anything else.
Things hadn’t exactly been rosy around the Kincaid house for the past week. Haven was disrupting her classes at school out of boredom—nothing serious, but she had been sent to the principal’s office several times for making rude comments in the middle of lessons—and she was caught drawing a lopsided heart on the gymnasium wall with a permanent marker. She was trying to write a name inside of the heart before Coach Lawford saw what she was doing and took away the marker, but she only managed to spell out J-A-S.
Up until then, Principal Rivera had only given her warnings for disrupting class, but said Haven was on a “slippery slope” and called her parents after the incident in the gym. They scheduled a meeting for later in the week—a face-to-face meeting—that Haven would be forced to attend.
Haven’s room was small but had two windows since it was in a corner of the house. She and Noah had the two bedrooms on the second floor of their two-story home, and her parents had the largest bedroom—downstairs next to the den. The stairs were well-carpeted—enough so that when she was very careful, Haven could sneak up and down in the middle of the night without making a sound. She did that often to raid the fridge for ice cream whenever she couldn’t fall asleep. Opening the silverware drawer was another story. It squeaked loudly unless it was opened at a snail’s pace. Haven meant to stash a spoon away in her room for those sleepless nights, but she had forgotten yet again, and would be forced to use stealth to obtain her late-night snack.
She walked quietly down the stairs, her feet padding into the carpet with each step, then crept into the kitchen, pausing briefly by her parents’ closed bedroom door to make sure they weren’t moving around. Hearing nothing, Haven stepped softly to the silverware drawer next to the sink, her bare feet making slight sticking noises as they peeled off the hard linoleum floor.
She grabbed the metal handle on the drawer and started to pull it out as quietly as she could. When the drawer was halfway open, a small bubble of blue light formed just below the first knuckle of her index finger—it looked as if she was wearing one of her mother’s gaudy costume rings. The back of her hand glowed pale blue and small flames flickered across her skin.
Well that’s new, she thought.
It didn’t burn, whatever it was. There was no heat at all.
The bubble on her index finger expanded as the thin fire on the back of her hand fed into it. After the growing bubble had absorbed all of the flame, it moved slowly from her knuckle down to her fingernail. She let go of the silverware drawer handle and the small sphere of light exploded like a tiny firework. The drawer slammed back into place and the metal utensils inside jumped and clattered loudly in the plastic drawer organizer.
Haven covered her mouth with both hands to stifle a small scream.
She held her breath and listened for the all-too-familiar sound of her parents getting up to see what she was doing out of bed so late at night. In the absolute silence, she heard soft footsteps in the grass outside, moving quickly away from the kitchen window. A quick shadow darted across the kitchen window and Haven gasped.
Someone had been watching.
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Colton Ross awoke late—the glowing red numbers on the cheap alarm clock next to his mattress read eleven o’clock. He lay there smiling, knowing that he felt better in that moment than he would feel for the rest of the week. He pulled aside his thin sheet and stood on the cold wooden floor.
The uncurtained window next to his mattress showed him a view of the busy street below his apartment building. Businessmen and women walked briskly down the sidewalks, bumping into each other and generally ignoring the world around them.
Colton rescued a dirty skillet from the bottom of a pile of filthy dishes and, after a thorough scrub, cooked three scrambled eggs for breakfast. He then took a quick shower and pulled on the cleanest t-shirt and pair of jeans he could find. Normally Colton rode his bike to the homeless shelter for lunch on his days off, but he decided to walk instead.
He liked New York City because it was big enough to get lost in yet personal enough when he needed it to be. His new job at the shipping depot kept him busy for fifty hours a week or more and his spare time was steadily shrinking as the weeks passed, so he tried to make the most out of his occasional day off.
After graduating high school six months ago, he had kicked around his hometown of Pittsburgh for a while before his friend Reece convinced him to move up to New York. After he settled in to the spare room in Reece’s apartment, Colton ditched his pickup truck for a bicycle and had barely thought about Pennsylvania since.
When he emerged from the front door of his apartment building, the street was even busier than it had been just thirty minutes earlier. No matter what day of the week it was, Colton always seemed to have to travel against the flow of foot-traffic. Pittsburgh had been moderately better, but Colton had lived in the suburbs instead of downtown.
His favorite produce stand in The Bronx was near the corners of Westchester and Castle Hill. The owner was busy topping off a heaping carton of bananas when Colton approached the stand.
“Morning, Mr. Laretti.”
“Mr. Ross! Good to see you, as always. Yet it is few and far between, yes? You must have the day off.” Antonio Laretti had bushy black eyebrows and a receding hairline. Standing on his toes, he was probably only five feet tall. He squinted up at Colton through thick reading glasses.
“My first in two weeks.” Colton picked up two apples and inspected them for bruises.
“Ah, yes, they work you too hard. I am also working too hard. But! People are needing their fruits and vegetables, yes? Where else they gonna get them if not from old Antonio!”
“Thanks a lot, Mr. Laretti.” Colton handed him a dollar and took the two apples.
“Of course, of course. Come back soon, I’ll have better apples.”
Colton turned to walk away when movement in the cart of bananas caught his eye. He stopped to watch as the entire bunch slowly turned from bright yellow to dull brown, as if they were being coated with some kind of acid that burnt their peels.
“Hey,” said Antonio, “what is this?”
The bananas curled in on themselves as they darkened and shrank. Colton took a step toward the produce stand and the crate of oranges next to the bananas began to change as well. The round fruit withered like they were being drained of all their moisture, shriveling into dried husks right before Colton’s eyes.
If it hadn’t been for a similar accident two months ago, Colton would have thought he was imagining the whole thing. It had only been a lizard back then, though—one small, barely-alive lizard he had been trying to carry from his bedroom to his backyard when it dried up in his hand and turned to dust.
“You!” said Antonio loudly. He pointed right at Colton, his mouth moving up and down as he tried to form words. “You!” was all he could say. He pointed at Colton’s hands.
The apples he purchased were rapidly shrinking, turning brown as if some invisible flame were cooking them in his palm. He dropped them like hot coals and quickly brushed his hands against his shirt.
Colton knew what came next. Warmth gathered around his spine between his shoulder blades as heat bloomed within his body. It first spread up to the base of his neck, then back down his spine before flowing out to his arms and legs. Finally, it settled in his hands. His palms radiated with heat.
“Mr. Laretti, I-I-I’m sorry,” he stuttered.
“Get out of here, whatever you are!” hissed Antonio. “You ruin my whole business so you don’t come back, you hear me?! I call the cops if you come back!”
Colton turned and hurried away as Antonio shouted curses at his back.
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Haven went quickly to the kitchen window and looked outside. A harsh yellow glow from a nearby street lamp painted the wet grass in her backyard. A tall white fence bordered the yard, too high for someone to climb over (or so she thought), so if someone were back there, they would have had to walk all the way around from the front.
There was a crunching noise from a large bush at the base of the fence. Haven strained her eyes to look into the shadows. A black cat shot out from the bush and hissed as it clawed up the fence, its fur raised and its teeth bared. It ran across the top of the fence, its body casting a quick shadow over Haven’s kitchen window as it passed in front of the street lamp.
Haven watched a moment longer, still uneasy. Finally she sighed and tried to relax. She slowly pulled out the silverware drawer again, waiting for the blue light to burst from her hand. It didn’t. She grabbed a spoon, then pushed the drawer back in with her hip and got a bowl out of the cupboard. Haven filled it to the brim with strawberry ice cream.
“Couldn’t sleep?”
She jumped at her father’s voice and turned around quickly.
“Dad!”
“Hi,” he said, smiling. He wore his white robe and what remained of his greying hair stuck out in every direction.
“Hi.” She put the tub of ice cream back in the freezer and closed the door. “No, couldn’t sleep. Was I being too loud?”
“Nah, I couldn’t sleep, either. I heard a noise and figured you were on one of your late-night ice cream runs.”
“You know about that, huh?”
“Your mother used to do the same thing right after—”
“Dad, gross!”
“What? I was going to say ‘right after she finished working the late shift at the hospital’.”
“Uh-huh.”
“So, why the midnight snack? Something happen at school?”
He walked toward the kitchen and pulled out one of the tall stools below the bar. The counter that ran along the back of the kitchen turned out from the wall and separated it from the dining room. Haven’s mother liked to keep that surface clear so someone could sit on a stool and use it like a bar.
Haven’s father sat on his stool and smiled at her.
“Dad, it’s late.”
“So? You’re not going to sleep any time soon. Not with all that sugar, anyway. Come on, sit down. I’m a good listener.”
She sighed and reluctantly pulled out the stool next to him, then placed her bowl on the counter and sat down. She ran her spoon around the inside edge of the bowl, scooping up the softer ice cream on the sides.
“Is it boy trouble?” he asked.
She made a sour face. “I am not talking to you about that.”
He nodded. “I guess that’s your mother’s department, anyway.” He pretended to wipe sweat from his forehead in relief. Haven smiled and took a bite of ice cream. “To tell you the truth, kiddo,” he continued, “you have us a little confused. This is the first time we’ve ever heard anything other than high praise from your school. I know you’re still upset because of the move and I hated to take you away from your friends, but my new job is going to give this family a lot of freedom.”
“It’s just a little healthy rebellion, Dad. That’s all. Didn’t you and Mom ever start trouble for no good reason?”
“Of course not!” he said, feigning insult. “We were model students in every way. Why? What did you hear about us?”
She laughed and shook her head. “You’re so corny.”
“That wasn’t corn. And for the record, I’m a very cool dude.”
“Riiiight. You just said ‘cool dude’.”
“Yeah, well, I’m still learning.” He looked at her. “So, everything’s really okay? No drugs, no dropping out, nothing like that?”
“Everything’s fine, Dad. I promise. I don’t even know why I was acting up. It’s not really me.”
“Maybe you were testing your limits,” he said.
“Maybe…I guess.”
“Which is perfectly normal,” he said. “You need to know how much you can handle. But you also need to do it respectfully. You’re an extremely bright girl, Haven. You surprise me every day, but we can’t handle getting phone calls from the principal like that. Especially your mother. She’s a little scared.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
He ruffled her hair until she pulled away, smiling.
“So,” he said. “Tell me about the boy you like so much that you wrote his name on the gym wall.”
“Ew, Dad!”
She hopped off her stool and hurried upstairs with her bowl of ice cream.
Haven stopped by the door to Noah’s room. He hugged his favorite blue blanket close to his chest while he slept. He was still young enough to need a night-light and the soft glow cast long shadows over the toys scattered across his cluttered floor.
Haven stood there watching her brother’s small chest rise up and down with his breathing. She wondered if he was going to have to suffer through all of the same things she was suffering through—confusion about the future, especially. All of the adults at school continuously stressed how important it was for her to know what she wanted to do for the rest of her life before she graduated high school—that she should have known even earlier if possible. How else would she decide what college she wanted to attend or the field of study she wanted to pursue? Haven knew she didn’t want to live in Arizona forever, but she also had no clue where she might want go.
It made her head hurt to think of all those things at once. Haven closed her eyes when she felt pressure building behind her forehead and thought of a green meadow bathed in warm sunlight. It was an imaginary place she would envision whenever she felt a migraine fast approaching.
The meadow was surrounded by a ring of tall trees. Small lights floated around the branches; they moved in different directions and at varying speeds as if each one had a mind of its own. Haven was never able to figure out what the lights were, so after a while she stopped trying. They made her smile, which, in the meadow, was the only thing that mattered.
She imagined herself lying down in the soft grass and looking up at the blue sky, her reddish brown hair fanned out on the ground above her head. The clouds were light pink and formed funny shapes as they drifted high above. One of them shifted into the shape of a bird and floated gently down to the meadow. Haven smiled and the cloud dropped lower until it hovered right above her. She reached up and ran her hand through the pink fluff. It moved between her fingers and trailed after them when she pulled her hand back.
In the field, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
When she opened them again, she was standing in front of the door to Noah’s room, holding her bowl of melting ice cream. He still slept soundly in his bed. She had only asked once why her parents chose to have another child so long after having her, but they simply said it felt like the right thing to do at the time.
Haven closed her door as gently as she could and turned off the light before climbing into bed. She ate her strawberry ice cream while looking out of her window at the countless stars scattered across the night sky.
A feeling of exposure crept over her, stronger than what she had experienced in the kitchen when she saw the shadow outside. It was as if everyone in the world was suddenly aware of the strange blue light she had produced and had all turned to look at her at the exact same time. For a moment, she thought she saw dark figures standing in the shadows next to her house, watching through her bedroom window and waiting for her to fall asleep. She rubbed her eyes and the shadows melted away into the night—it was just her vision straining against the darkness. Yet the feeling that she was being watched grew stronger.
Haven shivered and turned away from the window. She set the empty bowl on her nightstand next to a clock that told her it was far too late to still be awake (as it often did), then pulled the bedcovers up under her chin and waited to fall asleep.
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The afternoon that he accidentally killed the lizard had been a particularly hard one for Colton. His mother had abandoned him—and her husband—nine years earlier to the day. Neither of them had heard from her since. Most of the time Colton was able to push thoughts of her out of his mind, but for some reason, on the “anniversary” of her departure, he couldn’t help but dwell on how happy he used to be when she was around.
Colton shuddered as he walked the streets, remembering the day he discovered his unique ability.
His father came home drunk from work and continued drinking until he passed out on the couch, shouting insults to Colton and his long-absent, unfaithful mother the entire time. Shortly after his father’s final rant and subsequent blackout, Colton decided to go out onto the back porch to get some fresh air.
He found the lizard as he slid open the sliding glass door. It didn’t try to escape when Colton reached out and gently scooped it off the glass. It sat there in his palm, staring up at him sideways with one eye. Colton stepped out of the house and walked over to the nearest bush to set down the lizard, but before he got there, the reptile twitched and rolled over onto its back. He watched as the lizard’s skin shrank until it was nothing more than a thin brown layer stretched over a tiny skeleton. It looked as if it had been baking in the sun for weeks.
Colton shuddered with disgust and threw the dead lizard into the bushes before he went back inside to wash his hands.
It happened only two or three times over the following few months, and usually with something small, like a fresh vegetable or piece of fruit. Until the incident with Mr. Laretti’s produce stand, Colton had found that he was able to somewhat control the ability. It didn’t always work, but over the past weeks he had failed less and less often.
He only used fresh produce—no more lizards. The freshness of the object mattered, Colton had discovered. A can of sliced peaches was useless, but a fresh peach from Mr. Laretti worked just as well as the apple.
Colton didn’t understand the process, but he was getting used to it. The warmth he felt afterward calmed him down, even after the most stressful of days.
There was already a long line of homeless men and women wrapped around the edge of the shelter when Colton arrived. He squeezed inside and hurried over to the long row of tables at the back of the room.
A strong odor of cooked vegetables and unwashed clothes hung thick in the air. He grabbed an apron hanging off a hook on the wall and put it on. The latex gloves from the “large” box barely fit his hands, but every volunteer had to wear them. He struggled to pull them down over his fingers as he walked over to the end of the long line of tables.
The volunteers dipped big ladles into huge pots of steaming soup. On the other side of the table, the unceasing line of homeless shuffled past with bowls in hand. Every other volunteer would drop a chunk of stale bread into the soup.
Colton took his spot at the end of the line and started handing out bread. The volunteer next to him was Sue Wallace, who ran the kitchen.
“Nice to see you again, Mr. Ross. New haircut?”
“Yes. Thanks. Sorry I’m late.”
The elderly woman smiled and the skin at the outside corner of each eye bunched up into a hundred tiny lines. “Honey, the phrase ‘better late than never’ means more at this place than anywhere else I can think of.” She winked at him as she poured some soup into a bowl. “Your haircut looks good, by the way. A little short, but still. You get those nice, dark curls when it’s longer. You really need to let it grow.”
Colton felt as if he was being lectured by an aging family member. He smiled and added a chunk of bread to another outstretched soup bowl. He nodded politely at each person who came through the line. Most of them seemed surprisingly healthy—Colton had noticed that the men and women who frequented that kitchen were either healthy or sickly in cycles. After a short period of declining health, old faces would never return and new faces would appear in the crowd.
Maybe he wouldn’t have to use his talent that day, after all. He was starting to think he had destroyed the apple for nothing.
The front door to the building was closed a few minutes later, signifying the end of lunch. The people still in line within the building would be allowed to stay, but everyone outside had to start looking elsewhere for food.
“Sweetie,” said Sue. She tapped Colton’s arm and pointed to the old man standing on the other side of the table. He had dark circles under his eyes and his skin clung tightly to his bones.
“Oh, sorry,” said Colton. He placed a piece of bread into the man’s bowl, then watched as he walked away and sat at a table, alone. The man coughed loudly into his sleeve and had to catch his breath before he could start eating. His breath wheezed as if his throat had all but closed. He ate slowly, raising the soup spoon to his lips with a shaking hand and spilling most of its contents on the way to his mouth.
“That’s Henry,” whispered Sue. “I don’t think he’ll be around much longer.”
Colton waited until the last person in line received their bread, then he took off his apron and threw away his gloves. He walked over and sat at the table next to Henry.
“Hello,” said Colton.
Henry looked up at him over his empty soup spoon right before he put it in his mouth. He pulled it out slowly and returned it to the bowl, starting the pointless process all over again.
“My name’s Colton.” He extended his open hand. The homeless man looked at him suspiciously. “It’s okay, Henry. Shake my hand.”
Henry slowly set his spoon down in the soup bowl and reached out his shaking arm. Colton grasped his hand firmly.
Ever since he had first discovered what he could do with his ability, Colton had been searching for a way to put it to good use. His desire to make even the smallest difference in the world had originally led him to the homeless shelter, where he spent his time trying to help as many of the helpless as he could. The happiness he felt afterward briefly muted the sadness from his own past.
Colton felt the warmth in his own palm move to the tips of his fingers and flow outward, toward Henry. He let the energy he had taken from the fruit at the produce stand move into the homeless man—it felt like someone was pulling a strand of yarn from the tip of each finger. There was far more inside of him than Colton was used to transferring, and the results were immediate. The dark circles on Henry’s face lightened and his arm stopped shaking. His breathing cleared and deepened. A tear rolled down his cheek.
When Colton had no more to give, he stood up from the table.
“Very nice to meet you,” he said.
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“She is an excellent student, Mrs. Kincaid. We just don’t understand why she continues to act out in such a manner. This is Scottsdale, after all—not Mesa or Casa Grande, for goodness sake! Children here just don’t act this way.”
Principal Rivera sat behind her desk, hands clasped together atop a manila folder that contained Haven’s school file. She looked at Haven’s mother as if she expected a simple, all-encompassing answer.
“I don’t understand it either, nor does my husband. Up until we received your call, we never knew that Haven was causing any kind of trouble whatsoever.”
“Well,” said Principal Rivera with a sigh, “her grades are still exemplary, and if there had been any kind of drop in her performance, I would think there was more to worry about…”
Haven let the voices drone away into the background. She turned in her chair and looked just past the office door to where her little brother Noah sat playing with a small toy car. He was pretending his legs were ramps and launching the car off one thigh and making it land with a screeching sound effect from his mouth on the other. Their mother had taken half a day off of work at the hospital to come to school for the meeting and picked up Noah from daycare on the way.
Haven turned back to Principal Rivera.
“…don’t think we have anything to worry about, really. Haven has indicated to me how bored she is in her current classes, which might be a reason for her recent impulsive behavior.”
“Well,” said her mother, “she does have a short attention span when it comes to things she isn’t interested in.”
No kidding, thought Haven.
Principal Rivera smiled. “Which is why I’ve starting looking into our Advanced Placement courses. I know we are already a few months into the school year and it goes against protocol to change a student’s schedule, but I’m sure the teachers would be more than willing to make an exception in Haven’s case. I think she would do quite well with the added challenge offered by college-level classes.”
“That sounds like just the thing!” said Haven’s mother. She turned and addressed Haven for the first time during the entire meeting. “I know we talked about this and you wanted to take it easy at your new school, but what do you say to a little extra challenge?”
Haven barely tried to hide her sarcasm. “Sounds like just the thing.”
“Excellent,” said Principal Rivera. “I’ll speak with the teachers and get the ball rolling. Unless you have any other questions, I say we let Haven get back to lunch so you can go enjoy the rest of your day.”
They shook hands and Haven followed her mother and Noah out of the office building.
“There, now,” said her mother, “that wasn’t so bad, was it?”
Haven had already started to pull away for fear one of her friends would see her talking to a strange lady. “Yeah, it was great, Mom. I’ll see you when I get home.”
“Bye, Haven!” said Noah. He waved his toy car in the air in farewell. Haven’s mother held his hand and steered him toward the parking lot.
“Bye, Noah,” said Haven quietly.
She smiled as he continued to wave his car in the air long after he said goodbye. Her smile quickly faded when she thought about the meeting and how it made her feel like everyone was talking about her as if she barely existed. A lot of times it seemed like her parents regarded her more as a way to gauge their own progress than as someone who might actually have a problem with the way everything was going in her life.
Haven walked around the corner of the administration building and headed toward the cafeteria.
George Walker High School in Scottsdale, Arizona, had no interior hallways. The buildings stood separated by plots of green grass and long concrete sidewalks. Students milled about the commons area; some eating, most simply socializing. They formed loose clusters in the bright midday sunshine, sitting or lying on the grass; laughing, kissing, playing.
Haven followed a sidewalk past the library and walked into the cafeteria. She smelled fried food and disinfectant. The room rumbled with the sound of a hundred students talking, laughing, shouting, and moving all at the same time.
Haven felt a tug on the back of her hair and spun around.
“How’d the meeting go, troublemaker?” Kayla put her hands on her hips and shook her head as if she were ashamed. Her short black hair bounced lightly against her cheeks.
“Shoot me now,” said Haven.
“That bad, huh?”
They each grabbed a food tray and walked over to the lunch line to see what was available.
“Probably. I sort of zoned out in the middle. They want me to take Advanced Placement classes.”
“Ew!” said Kayla. “You can’t switch now, we’re almost out of this dump! Besides, only nerds take college classes in high school.” She spooned a huge portion of white macaroni and cheese onto her tray.
“And people who want to actually succeed a little bit in life, maybe?” Haven dropped a much smaller helping onto her own tray. She took two pieces of cornbread from a plate at the next window.
“Well, you know my plan: marry quick and marry rich. I don’t even care what either of ‘em looks like!” Kayla slapped her thigh and fake-laughed at her own joke, which she had told more times than Haven could count.
The girls had met while working at an ice cream shop downtown during the summer right after Haven first moved to Scottsdale. Her parents told her that it was okay for her to focus on school and worry about getting a job later, but Haven enjoyed the small amount of money—and freedom—that working at the ice cream shop provided. The job also helped to take her mind off the fact that she would probably never see any of her friends again.
Having her choice of forty ice cream flavors didn’t hurt, either.
She and Kayla hit it off quickly and soon they were carpooling to work and hanging out whenever they had free time. They didn’t have any of the same classes at school but still saw each other during lunch.
Kayla plopped a piece of chocolate cake onto her tray as she moved down the line to the cashier.
“You sure you don’t want more mac and cheese?” asked Haven. “Right now you only have enough for your next three lunches.”
“Speak for yourself, Cornbread Queen. Tell your hips to watch out.”
“Your kid’s kids are gonna be fat if you finish everything on your tray,” said Haven.
“That’s where ‘marry rich’ comes in. Money fixes everything, don’t you know that?”
They paid the cashier and turned around to find a table.
“Oh my god!” said Kayla. She stopped walking and stared ahead.
“What’s wrong with you?”
“There’s your boyfriend!” She nodded to a table a few feet away.
Jason Turner sat at one of the round cafeteria tables, surrounded by a group of his friends. He smiled and laughed easily, and always seemed to be in a good mood whenever Haven saw him.
“Shut your mouth, Kayla!” she hissed between her teeth. Haven sidestepped around her friend and walked quickly to the other side of the room, looking away from Jason’s table as she passed. She took a seat at the first empty table and faced the wall.
“Geez, you’d think you’d never seen a hot guy before,” said Kayla. She placed her tray on the table and sat next to Haven.
“I just don’t appreciate you announcing it to everyone around, that’s all.”
“Nobody heard me, you nutcase,” said Kayla. “And besides, it wouldn’t be such a bad thing if somebody—oh my God!” She stopped talking and looked behind her.
“Would you stop saying that?”
“He’s coming over here!”
“What? Who?” Haven turned and saw Jason walking over toward their table. She spun back around and stared at her tray. “What’s he doing?!” she whispered.
“He’s still headed straight for us!” said Kayla.
“He’s not turning away?”
“Nope.”
“Is he looking at you?”
“Yep.”
Jason sat on the empty seat next to Haven. “Afternoon, ladies.”
“Hi!” said Kayla. “Oops! Forgot a napkin. Be right back.” She stood up to leave but Haven had a tight grip on her leg. Kayla lightly slapped her hand and smiled sweetly at Jason before walking away.
“So,” said Jason. “How’s it going?”
“Uh, fine,” said Haven. She mentally slapped her own forehead. Uh, fine. Uh, fine.
“Look, I’m not trying to embarrass you or anything, but I heard you wrote my name on the gym wall.”
Her face flushed with heat and her eyes felt like they grew to the size of saucers. He left out the part about the giant heart, so maybe he was trying to break it to her easy. “You sure have a funny way of not embarrassing someone,” she said. She kept staring at her food tray. “Who told you it was me, anyway?” Haven could tell she was getting defensive, even though she wanted nothing more than to be as casual toward Jason as he was being toward her.
“Yeah, hey, it could have been anybody, right? I didn’t mean to say that you would draw my name instead of another guy’s, it’s just that if it were my name, I think it would be, I dunno, kinda cool.”
Haven blinked. “Did you say ‘cool’?”
“Yep.”
“Don’t you mean creepy or pathetic or something?”
“Nope. We should hang out sometime. If it was me, I mean.”
“If what was you?”
“The name you were writing on the wall,” said Jason.
“Oh, right.”
“I’m not asking you to marry me or anything, I just thought it would be nice to get to know you.”
“Oh.” She thought for a moment. “It wasn’t you, but yeah, let’s hang out.” She looked at him. “It wasn’t you.”
He smiled. “Fair enough. Listen, I’m having a party at my house tonight. You and your friend—Kayla, is it?—you guys should go.”
Haven heard herself speak before she even thought about an answer. “Okay, sure. We’ll be there.”
“Great!” Jason stood up. “Everyone’s showing up around nine.” He walked away and Haven heard his friends teasing him about the visit.
“Oh my God!” said Kayla as she came back to the table and sat down next to Haven.
“Seriously, Kayla! Broken record!”
“What did he say?”
Haven shrugged in an attempt to hide her excitement. “He just wants us to go to some party tonight at his house.”
“Oh my G—I mean, wow, neat. So we’re going, right?”
“I said yes before I really thought it out. My curfew’s still ten, but what about you? You have to be home before the party even starts.”
“Haven’t you ever snuck out of the house before?” asked Kayla. “My parents go to bed early, so I can leave whenever I want as long as I’m quiet. Just tell your parents you’re not going out, then wait until they’re asleep and then boom, you’re at a party with the hottest guy that’s ever talked to you.”
Haven thought about it for a moment. “They usually go to bed around nine if I’m not out of the house.”
“So we’ll be a few minutes late. Big deal. It won’t really get started until we show up anyway.”
“Oh, yeah, we’re real party animals,” said Haven.
Kayla hugged her. “That’s the spirit.”
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Colton started the long walk back to his apartment from the homeless shelter. The path he always took wasn’t the quickest, but he thought it was the most scenic. He passed three parks along the way, their wide, grassy fields providing a calm, momentary escape from the concrete jungle everywhere else in the city.
The apartment building where he was staying was just on the edge of Parkchester in an area that barely clung to the image of wealth and power that had been slowly receding for decades. Even with the steady decline in real estate value, apartments in the building where Colton lived still cost a small fortune to rent. He tried to convince Reece to move someplace more affordable, but Reece needed what he called “the flash”. He didn’t seem to care that they could be paying half of what they shelled out every month and still live in a decent part of town.
Reece’s family had money.
His father was a partner at a major law firm in Manhattan and his mother was a well-known news anchor in the city. It was impossible to walk downtown without turning a corner and seeing a bench or a billboard plastered with one of their smiling faces. His father’s picture was on the benches, and as such suffered the wrath of marker-wielding teenagers who never stopped inventing new ways to draw a mustache on his face.
Colton looked up at a huge banner hanging on the side of a tall building as he walked past. “Channel 8 News: Your Source For Truth”. Reece’s mother smiled down at him, beaming with confidence, sympathy, and wisdom all at once. If Colton actually watched the news, or any television for that matter, he would probably watch her show. Reece hated his parents’ success—even though it allowed him to live comfortably—and quickly changed the channel every time one of their advertisements aired.
“Lousy phonies,” he would say, shaking his head. “If people only knew!”
Colton had met them at a dinner party months ago when he first moved to New York. They seemed genuine enough to him, and as he watched their interactions with Reece over the course of the evening, he figured out that they were embarrassed by their son. Reece resented them for thinking they were better than everyone else—just not enough to stop taking the checks they sent him every month.
Eventually, the small divide between Reece and his parents turned into a chasm. His father told him that they would pay for him to go to any college or trade school, but Reece sneered at the offer and told his father outright that it would never happen. He continued to accept the sizable checks they sent him every month, but beyond that he had no contact with his parents whatsoever.
Reece’s biggest problem—as Colton saw it—was that he had never really had any true ambition. When he became old enough to realize that he could get away with not working a day in his entire life—thanks to the copious sums his parents raked in every year—he decided to become a “student of life”, casting aside all responsibility and doing his best to live every day as if it were his last. Usually, that meant throwing as many parties as possible and drinking himself into unconsciousness, but every once in a great while he did something really stupid just to mix things up.
Colton had barely been able to tolerate that crazy lifestyle before he got his new job at the shipping depot and was even less tolerant afterward. The long hours left him exhausted and the only thing he wanted to do when he got home from work was sleep. Reece had done his best to be respectful, which for him meant one or two halfhearted attempts to keep the noise level to a minimum, followed by willful ignorance that there was ever a problem in the first place.
It was getting to the point where Colton was seriously considering moving out and finding his own apartment. There was no way he would find a place anywhere remotely as nice as where they were staying now, but he could see himself in a mid-grade studio apartment with a decent view of the city sometime in the very near future.
He probably would have moved out a lot sooner, but he and Reece had been friends for almost five years and Colton felt like he owed him a little more time to get his act together. In high school, Reece had jumped on the back of a bully that was standing over Colton and kicking him repeatedly in the stomach. The bully—Kyle Hanoway, the biggest linebacker on the school football team—easily plucked Reece off his back and threw him to the ground. Reece shouted insults at Kyle the whole time the gorilla of a football player was kicking the two skinny kids lying on the ground. Eventually a teacher saw what was happening and ran over to separate the flailing mass of arms and legs.
Colton and Reece became quick friends and stayed close throughout high school. They had their fights, as all friends do, and when Reece moved to New York City right after graduation, he left an open invitation for Colton to come join him. After things with his own father had deteriorated past the point of repair, Colton took Reece up on his offer and moved to Parkchester, bearing witness to his slow but steady decline into alcoholism and self-loathing.
Colton was just opening the front door to his apartment building when Reece walked out of the lobby elevator. He was wearing tennis shoes—a rarity, since he almost always wore sandals—and runner’s shorts.
“Uh-oh,” said Colton as he walked into the building.
Reece smiled and spread out his arms so Colton could admire his new clothes. His blond, messy hair hung down over his eyes and stuck out in random clumps. “Uh-oh?” he said. “I don’t think that’s what you meant.”
“You don’t exercise.”
“It’s never too late to start.” He walked past Colton and slapped him on the back. “Come on, I need your help with something.”
“Man, I’m tired and I need to eat. I just want to go upstairs and relax.” He tried to keep walking toward the elevator but Reece grabbed his arm and steered him back to the front door.
“Plenty of time for that later, amigo. This is important. You only live once, right?”
“The last time you said that you went missing for three days,” said Colton.
“And I have one of the best stories in the world because of that experience. No regrets!” He pushed Colton through the doorway. “Come on, this way,” he said. He made a laughable attempt to stretch his arms and legs before walking away at a brisk pace.
Colton sighed and jogged to catch up. “I hope we’re going to get food,” he said.
“In a bit. First there’s a little project I’ve been working on.”
“Can you at least tell me what it is?”
“If I did, you wouldn’t help me.”
“Probably not,” said Colton. He sniffed the air. “Are you wearing cologne?”
“Half a bottle. Nice, right?”
“You smell like gasoline. And your hair looks ridiculous.”
“It’s called ‘bedhead’, genius. It’s a real thing and chicks love it.”
They turned onto Third Avenue toward Melrose. Colton had only been to that area once or twice, and he looked around at all the buildings as Reece hurried down the sidewalk.
“What’s the big rush?” asked Colton, jogging to keep up.
Reece looked at his watch. “It’s almost shift change and we might miss her.”
“This is about a girl?”
“Of course it’s about a girl! You think I would buy all of these crappy clothes for no good reason? Give me a little credit.”
“Gee, I just thought maybe you wanted to, you know, exercise?”
“We both know that’s not gonna happen. Wait! There it is.” He stopped and pointed to a building across the street. Independent Records sold used albums and the latest indie releases, and attracted a wide variety of clientele, from business executives who had never expected to grow up and become nine-to-five office workers to young, tattooed, pale-skinned teenagers who laughed at the thought of one day wearing a suit and conforming to an establishment.
“She works in there?” asked Colton.
“Maybe say it with a little less disgust next time.”
“Oh, give me a break. Can we just get this over with so I can go home? I’m starving.”
“Okay,” said Reece, turning to face him. “Her name’s Jenna. I have it on good authority that she likes guys who exercise, but also guys with a little bit of a bad streak.”
“‘Good authority’? You just described every girl, ever.”
“So you’re my wing-man. Whatever I say to her, just agree, even if it’s a huge lie. And try not to act like a nerd. And don’t hit on her. I got dibs.”
“What are you going to say?”
“I dunno yet, but I’ll think of something.” He waited for a break in traffic and jogged across the street.
Colton imagined Reece getting clipped by a passing car—not enough to seriously injure him, but enough to make him want to abandon his scheme. It didn’t happen, so Colton hurried over to the other side of the street and stood next to the front door of the record store.
He looked at Reece and gestured inside. “After you.”
Reece winked at him and held two fingers up to his neck, pretending to check his own pulse as he walked into the store. Colton shook his head and followed him.
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Haven lay in her bed fully dressed, blankets pulled up under her chin. She stared at the glowing red numbers on her alarm clock: 9:17 p.m. Her parents were still awake; still walking around downstairs, opening and closing cabinet doors and turning the kitchen sink on and off. Haven groaned in frustration and sat up to look out the window. Kayla was sitting in her car—a rusty, twenty-year-old Volvo—in the shadows near the end of the street, waiting for Haven to sneak out of the house.
9:17.
The party of the century had already been raging for nearly twenty minutes. Haven tried not to think about all of the girls throwing themselves at Jason, begging him to pick them instead of some girl who didn’t care enough about him to show up on time.
She smiled when she remembered their conversation during lunch. The embarrassment of her blushing face and stupid comments (“Uh, fine”) dissolved into the background when she focused on the fact that he had asked her to go to the party.
Haven fell back onto her pillow and wriggled her head impatiently.
Then she heard it: the unmistakable sound of her parents’ bedroom door closing. The latch clacked into place loudly and was followed by nothing but sweet silence. She quickly threw off her covers and picked up a pile of dirty clothes. She laid them on her bed in the shape of her own sleeping body. Haven covered the clothes with the sheets and fluffed up the shape to make it look a little more realistic. She looked at it and shrugged—good enough.
Three soft knocks sounded from her bedroom door.
Haven froze and was about to throw off the clothes on her bed and climb under the sheets before she realized that she hadn’t yet done anything wrong. She could always just say she was having trouble sleeping and was organizing her room.
She smoothed down the front of her shirt as she walked over and opened the door. Noah stood in the hallway rubbing his eyes sleepily. His dinosaur pajamas were twisted sideways on his small frame.
“I had a scary dream,” he said.
Haven knelt down next to him and placed her hands on his shoulders. “Aw, Noah,” she said. “I’m sorry. It’s over now.” She pulled him close and hugged him, then twisted his pajama shirt back into place. “Do you want me to sit with you for a little while?”
He nodded and walked back to his room. Haven quietly closed her door and followed him. Every once in a while he would get woken up by a nightmare, and the only way to calm him down was to stay by his side until he drifted off to sleep.
Haven said a mental apology to Kayla as she sat down on the edge of Noah’s bed and pulled his covers up to his chest. His chore that day had been to clean up the floor of his room by moving all of his toys into the dedicated toy chest sitting in the corner next to the closet. He had managed to get most of them into the container, but a few of his favorites were still scattered around the floor.
Small glow-in-the-dark stars were stuck to the ceiling directly over his bed. Noah looked up at them while Haven patted down his wild hair.
“I don’t think you’ll ever have to worry about going bald,” she said.
“You mean like Daddy?”
She laughed. “Right, like him.”
“His head’s shiny.”
“Like a cue ball.”
He chuckled. “Yeah!”
“Just don’t tell him that,” she said.
“No problemo.”
He held up his right pinky finger and waited. Whenever one of them asked the other to keep a secret, they made a solemn oath of silence by sealing the promise with a pinky swear.
Haven wrapped her own little finger around Noah’s and shook once, then bent down and kissed his forehead.
“You going to be okay, squirt?”
He nodded and turned away, yawning as he settled into the bed. Haven stood and walked to the door. She stepped into the hallway and left the door to Noah’s bedroom open a few inches so he would have a little light if he woke up again. Before she even reached the end of the hallway, she heard him quietly snoring.
She padded down the stairs quickly and tiptoed to the front door. Before her father got home from work earlier that day and while her mother was upstairs trying to get Noah to clean his room, Haven found a small can of WD-40 in the kitchen cupboard and sprayed the sliding deadbolt, thumb latch, and hinges on the front door. There was no sound as she slowly unlocked the deadbolt and pressed down on the thumb latch to open the door. She smiled as it swung open silently.
After she closed the door behind her, Haven carefully inserted her key into the lock and turned it until she felt the click of metal hitting metal. She stuffed the key in her jeans pocket and hurried across the lawn, looking back over her shoulder at her parents’ bedroom window to make sure they weren’t peeking out at her from behind the curtain.
“About friggin’ time,” said Kayla as Haven hopped into the passenger seat and gently closed the car door.
“Sorry! They stayed up late and then Noah had a nightmare.”
Kayla fired up the engine and winced at the loud, metallic squeal as it warmed up. “That’s why it pays to be an only child, like me.” She put the car into gear and turned around in the middle of the street.
“Because you turned out perfect.” Haven rolled her window down a couple inches and closed her eyes as the cool night air blew through her hair.
“That’s what you’re wearing?” said Kayla. Haven opened her eyes to see that her friend was sneering at her simple t-shirt and faded blue jeans.
“What’s the matter with this? It’s a classic combo.”
“If you don’t want to get laid, you mean.”
“Hey! Gimme a break. This is only our first date. And excuse me for not showing the whole world what my body looks like underneath my clothes.” She pointed at Kayla’s low-cut blouse. The hem around the bottom of the thin garment went down only as far as her belly button. Haven didn’t want to give her friend the satisfaction of knowing she looked great in what she was wearing.
“Maybe that’s why you’ve only had one real boyfriend,” said Kayla.
“Like that’s a bad thing.”
“Isn’t it?” She turned a corner sharply, tires squealing on the pavement.
Haven sighed and looked out the window. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Well, at least find out how many kids Jason wants before you give in. If it’s more than two, I say don’t do it. You should see what having three did to my Aunt Charlotte’s body. Whoo, man!” She puffed out her cheeks and crossed her eyes.
Haven laughed. “I just want to have a little fun tonight, you know? I just want to relax.”
“Hey, now! Miss Perfect Grades wants to have a little fun! Everybody watch out!”
It took another ten minutes before Kayla turned away from downtown Scottsdale and drove slowly through the wealthiest neighborhood in the city. Haven thought that her own house was nice, but it was a shack compared to the mansions lining both sides of the street.
They passed a sprawling two-story home on the left. Cars were parked on the perfect lawn at angles that would make them nearly impossible to move later.
Kayla drove by the house with her mouth open, staring through the huge glass windows at all of the people inside. “Oops,” she said. “We’re here.” She pulled her car into an empty spot on the side of the street a block away, then opened her door and started to get out.
“Wait!” said Haven. “What if my parents wake up and find out I’m not there? What if Noah has another nightmare?”
“Oh, come on. It’s a little late to be thinking about that now, isn’t it? You’re just nervous about Jason. Forget about it and relax.”
Kayla got out of the car, and before Haven could say anything else, she disappeared into the house.
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“There she is,” said Reece, nodding to the counter.
Colton saw a petite young woman with short, dark hair and heavy eyeliner. She was reading a magazine that must have been extremely boring because she looked like she was about to fall asleep standing up.
“Not bad, actually,” said Colton.
“Not bad?!” said Reece. “What an insult! Like I’d do all this for anything less than ‘amazing’.”
“Okay, fine, she’s amazing. Now what do we do?”
Reece stretched his arms. “Follow my lead.”
He walked over to the counter and waited until the girl looked up from her magazine. “Yeah?” she said.
“Hey,” said Reece.
She waited for him to say something else.
“I just got done working out,” he said. “Now I’m gonna go work out some more.” He turned around and looked at Colton, who was hanging back out of embarrassment. “Right, Colton?”
“Hm? Oh yeah, he works out all the time.”
Reece seemed happy with his response and he turned back to the girl. “So, I was wondering if you have any music that’s good for that.”
“Good for what?” she said.
Reece scratched his neck nervously.
“You know, exercising,” he said. “Keeping the old heart rate up. My parents are rich, by the way.”
“Excuse me?”
“Nothing.” He turned around and whispered to Colton. “Plan A is a dud. Move to Plan B.”
“Plan B?” whispered Colton.
“I can still hear you guys,” said the girl.
“Grab and go!” said Reece. He snatched a handful of CDs from a stack next to the register and ran toward the exit.
“Hey!” said Colton.
“Hey!” said the girl.
“Be my wingmaaaaaan!” shouted Reece as he ran out of the building.
The girl dropped her magazine and picked up the phone next to the register. “I’m callin’ the cops,” she said, raising her eyebrows at Colton as if she were daring him to try and stop her.
“Aw, man,” said Colton. He ran out of the store and followed after Reece.
Riding his bike around the city every day gave Colton the endurance to catch up with him easily. Reece was huffing loudly as he ran down the street, CD cases in hand.
“What is the matter with you?!” shouted Colton.
“She likes bad boys, remember?” Reece smiled and held up the CDs. “Look what I got!”
They split apart to pass a slow-moving elderly man on the sidewalk.
“Are you insane? You can’t get arrested again!”
Reece had been arrested twice since turning eighteen; once for being drunk and disorderly underage (he drank half a bottle of whiskey and stumbled out onto the street in the middle of the night to scream the wrong lyrics of his favorite songs to the entire neighborhood) and once for grand theft auto (the Porsche belonged to Reece’s father, who didn’t think it was as funny as Reece assured him it was). The local police knew Reece’s father well, as he represented a lot of the city cops in civil defense cases. The boys in blue could only protect his delinquent son for so long, however, and threatened to let Reece sit it out in jail with a permanent mark on his record if he ever pulled something stupid again.
Stupid like stealing a bunch of CDs in a moronic attempt to impress a girl.
They ran past a street that would have taken them directly to their apartment building. Colton slowed down but Reece kept running.
“Where are you going?!”
Reece stopped and looked around the street. He was breathing heavily and people were staring at him. His eyes lit up and he smiled when he saw a police car turn a corner two blocks down and drive toward them.
“There!” he shouted, pointing at the car. He turned around and ran back toward the record store.
Colton looked down the road which led to their apartment and wished he was asleep in his bed, then watched in disbelief as Reece almost knocked over the old man they had passed earlier on the sidewalk. The police car’s lights flashed and a loud squawk echoed from their loudspeaker.
Colton sighed and ran after his friend.
He caught up a couple blocks down.
“Hey!” he said. He reached out and grabbed Reece’s shirt. “We need to get off the road!”
Reece shook off his grip and kept running. “We’re almost there!” he said. “She has to see them chasing me or it was all for nothing.”
“You’re going to end up in jail, Reece!”
“Not today!” he said.
He knocked on the big glass window on the front of the record store as he ran past. He waved at the girl inside and pointed to the police car. Colton was surprised and infuriated when she genuinely smiled and tried to hide a giggle.
“I don’t believe it,” he said.
“That’s why I always get the girl!” Reece called over his shoulder. “Come on, let’s ditch these creeps!”
He rounded the next corner and ran down an alley. Colton followed, looking back as the police cruiser screeched to a halt on the sidewalk. Two police officers scrambled out of the car.
“This way,” said Reece.
They turned left at the end of the alley and kept running. Colton didn’t recognize the area and had no idea how to get back to their apartment. Reece turned a sharp corner and ran across the next street.
“Are they gone?” he shouted.
Colton looked back. “One of them is.”
They ran into the narrow alley on the other side of the road. At the end, the missing cop reappeared, breathing hard.
“Uh-oh,” said Reece.
That’s what I said, thought Colton. He and Reece both stopped in the middle of the alley, fighting to catch their breath. The two cops were running toward them, one from each side.
“Now what, Einstein?” said Colton. He knew there was no way to get out of the alley. Not both of them, anyway. He thought about Reece’s police record and the time he would spend in jail if he got arrested. He thought about the time in eighth grade when Reece, who had barely known Colton, jumped on the back of a bully to try and stop him from breaking Colton’s ribs.
“Now…” said Reece, “…I dunno.”
“I do. Follow me and don’t stop.”
Colton quickly sized up the running policemen and picked the smaller of the two. He ran down the alley as fast as he could, gaining distance between himself and the police officer behind him. Reece was doing his best to keep up.
“You’re crazy!” he said with a smile.
The cop in front of them looked surprised that they weren’t giving up.
“Don’t move!” he yelled as he reached for the taser holstered to his belt.
Colton was too fast. He turned around at the last second and fell backwards into the officer. His momentum was strong enough to knock the cop to the ground. Colton fell with him and pushed his elbow into the cop’s stomach as they hit the asphalt.
“Keep going!” he shouted to Reece.
Colton tried to scramble away but the police officer wrapped one arm around his neck and kept him pinned down.
Reece looked down as he ran past, then turned the corner and disappeared. The second cop ran up and side-stepped around his partner, but Colton stuck his leg out and hooked his foot around the man’s ankle. The cop stumbled forward and fell against an aluminum trashcan face-first, crushing in the middle. He rolled away from the can, groaning and holding his head.
The cop who had the iron grip around Colton’s neck squeezed it even harder.
“This is gonna be the worst day of your life, pal,” he said.
Colton didn’t doubt it for a second.
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Haven walked across the lawn, navigating around teenagers she recognized from school. Everyone had a red cup in hand and seemed to be having a great time.
She caught up with Kayla just inside the door, who had thankfully decided to wait.
“What are they drinking?” asked Haven as they walked farther into the house.
“Shh! Don’t be a dork! Did you think they’d be serving fruit punch?” Kayla looked up and spun around to take in the view. “Wow, this place is great!”
Haven saw a massive chandelier hanging down from the ceiling thirty feet above. A spiral staircase ascended around it and led to the second floor.
“That probably cost more than my whole house,” she said.
The place was packed. Haven saw a few people she knew from her classes, but there were just as many that she had never seen before. Most of them moved to the constant, steady thumping of loud music. Small spotlights swiveled and flashed from their mounts atop bookcases and cabinets to paint the crowd in a rainbow of bright colors.
“Come on, let’s get a drink.” Kayla grabbed Haven’s hand and pulled her through the mass of people.
“But we don’t drink!”
“Keep your voice down! Just soda or something.”
Kayla waved to friends she knew from school as she moved toward the kitchen. There was an opening at the drink table and Haven waited while Kayla filled two red cups with soda. She turned back and handed one of them over.
“There!” she said. “No one will know the difference.”
“I’ll know!” boomed a loud voice behind them.
Haven turned around. Jason stood on the other side of the table, smiling at her. He had a cup in his hand and his cheeks were flushed red.
“You made it!” he said. “I thought you were gonna stand me up!”
Haven leaned closer to shout over the music. “I just had to wait until my parents—”
Kayla reached out and quickly pulled her back. “We had to ditch another party!” she said loudly, squeezing Haven’s arm.
“Oh, right,” said Haven, finally getting the hint. “This one is way better!”
“Yeah it is!” said Jason. He walked around the table and stood between them, turning his back to Haven. The smell of alcohol filled the air around him as he took the cup out of Kayla’s hand and leaned toward her. “Let’s get you something a little more apopriate—perpropriate—a little more tasty!”
The group of teenagers around the table shouted their approval as Jason tipped a bottle of clear brown liquid over Kayla’s cup and filled it to the brim. He passed it back to her and took a long chug from his own cup. Kayla smelled her drink and wrinkled her nose.
“Drink it!” he said happily. “Drink it, drink it, drink it!” He started a chant and everyone standing by the table joined in.
Kayla shrugged and started to lift the cup to her lips.
“Kayla!” said Haven.
“Oh, come on,” said Kayla, leaning forward and speaking just loud enough to be heard. “I thought we were going to have fun?”
Haven crossed her arms. “You remember the car crash two months ago?”
Kayla sighed and her shoulders drooped. “Yeah,” she said.
“Haley Jones and the other kids? All five of them died because they were drunk.”
“Yeah, I know. You’re right.” She sighed again. “Alright, fine.” Kayla put down the cup and looked at Jason. “No thanks,” she said over the music. “We’re good without it.”
Jason shrugged. “Okay.” He put one arm around her shoulder and steered her away from the table.
“Hey!” said Haven.
Jason turned back, looking surprised. “Haven! How rude of me. Please, make a drink and mingle. There’s a ton of guys here, so don’t be shy.” He took a sip from his cup.
“He’s drunk,” said Kayla. She pushed his arm off her shoulder and stood next to Haven.
“So what?” said Jason. “It’s my party.”
The people around them fell silent but music continued to thump loudly from the den. Colored lights swooped over the still crowd.
“I thought you asked me to come here,” said Haven. “Me.”
“Psssh, what?” said Jason. “You drew my name on the wall so I knew you and your friend would show up if I asked you.” He burped and pointed at Kayla. “But she’s really hot.”
Haven opened her mouth to say something but the words caught in her throat. Everyone was staring at her. Blood rushed to her cheeks as she reached out and slapped Jason’s face.
“Whoa!” he said. He blinked and shook his head, then he laughed. “She’s feisty!”
Everyone standing near the table laughed and suddenly the party was back on.
Haven knew she would cry if she stayed in that room a moment longer, but her feet felt like they were frozen to the ground.
Jason shrugged and finished the rest of his drink while Kayla put her arm around Haven’s shoulders and turned her toward the front door. She looked back and made a face at all the people staring at Haven. “Yeah, real great party!” she shouted sarcastically, giving the crowd a crooked thumbs-up as she and Haven walked out of the house.
“Thank you,” said Haven softly as Kayla opened the passenger door to the car and guided her into the seat. She sat unmoving, staring straight ahead.
Kayla walked around the car and got into the driver’s seat. The engine squealed to life and she pulled out onto the street. “Forget him,” she said. “You can do way better.”
“Yeah, right!” said Haven. She sniffed and looked out the window. “Why did he have to do it like that? He should have just asked you during lunch, and I could have tagged along like the pathetic loser I am.”
“Don’t say that. He’s the loser, Haven. Not you.”
“Yeah, but I’m still single.”
“Not for long,” said Kayla. “Do you know how many sympathy dates you’re gonna get after what happened back there?”
Haven smiled and punched her in the leg.
“I’m serious! The boys will be lining up around the block to try and make you feel better. You’re beautiful, even if you don’t think you are. Maybe just put on a little lipstick every once in a while, you know? I’m kidding.”
Haven sighed. “We’ll see.”
It was just past ten o’clock and the streets were mostly empty. Kayla turned onto the road which led to Haven’s house and leaned forward over the steering wheel.
“What’s that?” she said, pointing toward the horizon.
A red glow lit the night sky a mile away. As they drove closer, the glow intensified and flickered like a giant, red candle.
“It looks like a fire,” said Kayla.
“Drive faster,” said Haven.
Kayla sped up and drove down the middle of the street. A black car with tinted windows and no headlights appeared under a streetlight, moving toward them fast. Kayla screamed and jerked the steering wheel to the side. The black car zoomed past, barely missing them.
“Did you see that?!” she said, breathing hard. “That guy almost killed us!”
Haven was barely listening. She stared at the fire ahead and swallowed hard as her throat slowly tightened.
Through the car’s windshield, Haven watched her house burn.
Bright red flames licked up the sides of her two-story home and crawled onto the roof. One of the front windows shattered into a thousand shards of glass as fire burst out of the family room. Wood groaned and popped as beams split from the heat. Neighbors walked out of their own houses in pajamas and bathrobes, squinting bleary-eyed at the bright light.
“No!” screamed Haven. She kicked open the car door and ran into the yard. Tears streamed down her face as she stared up into the dancing flames. Even standing thirty feet away, the heat made her sweat. Her eyes wanted to close against the smoke but Haven forced them to stay open as she watched the raging fire.
“Haven!” shouted Kayla. She got out of the car and ran over to her. Haven started toward the house but Kayla grabbed her arms and held her back. “You’ll die!”
A burning support beam snapped on one corner of the house and the roof sagged down with a slow crunch.
Haven tried to push Kayla away so she could run inside, but she wasn’t strong enough. She pulled as hard as she could but grew weaker as the flames spread across the entire surface of her home. Kayla guided Haven to the ground so she could sit down.
The front door to the house fell off its hinges and broke against the porch. Parts of the second story collapsed into the first, crashing down and sending a flurry of burning embers into the air. Haven screamed and sobbed as the roof caved in and half of the house crumbled to the ground.
“Noooo…” she said softly, her voice tapering to a whimper. She sat with her knees tucked up to her chest and her arms wrapped around her legs while she rocked back and forth. Her tears glinted with the refection of red flame.
Kayla sat next to her and placed a hand on her back. In the distance, the piercing wail of police sirens grew louder.
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Colton stood in one corner of the holding cell and crossed his arms. He tried to look tougher than he felt in the company of the other men who had been tossed into jail that night. There was only one long bench lining the wall opposite the cell door, and it was fully occupied by a row of mean-looking, tattooed brutes. Smaller men sat around the edge of the large cell and leaned their heads back against the concrete walls.
After being pushed into the room a couple of hours earlier, Colton had taken the only open spot on the bench. A little while later, three more criminals arrived, each one bigger than the last. The largest of the three walked over and stood before the bench, looking down over his enormous gut. Colton needed no further motivation; he got up and walked over to the corner, where he could see everything going on in the cell.
Most of the men kept to themselves, but a couple of them seemed to know each other and talked at length about what was going on in their lives. Colton was surprised that they never mentioned the crimes for which they had just been arrested, and instead spoke of family life and other things he would not usually expect career criminals to discuss.
Colton had never been in as much trouble as he was at that moment. There was no need to worry about the police calling his father; even if they were lucky enough to catch him awake and not in one of his alcohol-induced stupors, he would probably laugh and say that his son was getting what he deserved.
Colton made a strong point of not thinking about his father as much as possible—there were too many emotions that flooded his mind. Love mixed with hate; regret at the happy childhood he was denied; sadness and loneliness rolled into one. It was easier just to push it all far away where the confusing mass of feelings became fuzzy and blended into the background of everyday life.
It was simple enough for him to blame his mother for abandoning the both of them, but as he grew older, he realized that as much, if not more, of the fault rested with his father—there was a lot he could have done to make their lives easier. Instead he chose alcohol and anger.
To Colton, the gulf between them seemed impossible to bridge.
An hour passed, then two. Half of the men in the holding cell were either asleep or passed out drunk. Colton shifted on his aching feet. He wanted to sit down but the floor was filthy and the benches were still full. Cigarette butts and clumps of wet paper were scattered everywhere, and discolored puddles of unidentified liquid pooled in several spots around the room.
He never expected them to hold him such a long time. Reece had been the one to steal the CDs—Colton merely helped him get away from the police. He supposed the police officer he “fell” against in the alley could have upgraded Colton’s criminal charge to assault, in which case he was utterly doomed. Still, Reece could have been locked up for a year or more if he had been caught.
As a first-time offender, Colton hoped the judge would go easy on him and give him a small amount of community service with no actual jail time. There was always the possibility that they would try to make an example of him to prevent other potential screw-ups from assaulting police officers.
The rattle of keys and the sharp clicking of hard shoe soles in the hallway outside the holding cell grew louder as someone approached. All of the men in the room sat up eagerly and watched the door, hoping one of their friends or loved ones had come to pay their bail.
The same officer Colton ran into in the alley looked at him through a small viewing window as he unlocked the door.
“Great,” said Colton quietly.
The officer stepped into the cell and pointed at Colton. “You,” he said. “Let’s go. Now.”
The other men in the room grumbled and sank back into their seats. A few of them stared at Colton with malice as he walked past them and out into the hallway. He wondered if Reece had called his lawyer father and talked him into getting Colton released from the police station. In the morning he would have been processed and likely transferred to an actual jail, where he would spend the next few weeks waiting to go to trial for striking a peace officer.
He didn’t know how much money it would have cost to avoid all of that unpleasantness, but he imagined it was a great deal more than Reece could afford on his own.
After he was out of the room, the officer—whose name tag read “Sanders”—shoved Colton in the back, pushing him toward the end of the hall.
“Spoiled little rich boys like you really get on my nerves,” he said, then shoved Colton again.
“Where are we going?”
“You ruin my day, then you’re out by midnight when you should be rotting in that cell.” He pushed him harder.
Colton fought the urge to turn around and punch the cop in the face. He realized that was exactly what the man wanted: an excuse to keep him in the cell even longer.
“And you must be someone extra special, because they don’t let anybody out if they hit a cop. Especially if that cop is me. I got pull around here, let me tell you.”
Another shove.
They reached the end of the hallway and Sanders knocked on the door. There was a loud buzz and an officer in the next room pulled open the door to let them through.
They were in the main lobby of the building. An officer sat behind the counter reading a magazine and looked up over his glasses.
Sanders pushed Colton toward the exit. “Next time you hit a cop,” he said, “you won’t even make it to the station.” He walked back into the hallway that led to the holding cell and slammed the door behind him.
Colton looked at the officer sitting behind the counter, who dropped his eyes to his magazine and whistled softly to himself.
The waiting area was empty. Colton looked outside through the large glass windows on the front of the building and out at the street beyond. The exterior of the police station was well-lit at night, but he still couldn’t see the person who supposedly paid his bail and got him out of the holding cell.
The street outside the station was empty except for a few pedestrians hurrying along the sidewalk. The air was cold and Colton still wore the dirty jeans and t-shirt he had been wearing all day. He waited for a few moments with his arms crossed against the cold night air, thinking someone was going to appear and explain what was going on. He eventually gave up and started the long walk back to his apartment.
Colton turned the corner at the end of the street and saw Reece ahead, leaning against the brick wall of a building with his hands in his pockets, staring across the street at a pair of scantily-clad women who were hanging out in front of an adult video store. He didn’t notice as Colton walked up next to him and slapped him on the back of the head.
“Hey!” said Reece, pushing off the wall. He clenched his fists as if he were about to start throwing punches, then relaxed when he saw that it was Colton. “You scared me half to death.”
“Making new friends?” said Colton, nodding at the women across the street. The women giggled and waved when Colton looked their way.
“They wish,” said Reece. “But I should remember this spot for later.” He fell into step next to Colton when he started walking again. “So, how did it go?”
Colton shrugged. “Just a bunch of waiting around, really.”
Reece nodded. “Look, I need to say thank you before my ego takes over and won’t let me.”
“You would have done the same for me if I was in your situation. I should say thank you as well for getting me out, even though it was your idiotic idea that landed me in jail in the first place.”
“I got her phone number,” said Reece, smiling.
“If you didn’t, they would be dragging me back to the police station right now for murdering my best friend.”
“Aw, come on. It’s not that bad, right? You’re out, at least.”
“Did you have to call your dad and ask for the money?”
“Yeah, about that. It’s funny, but I actually didn’t have anything to do with your release.”
Colton stopped. “What do you mean?”
Reece walked a couple steps ahead, then stopped and turned back hesitantly. “I meant to tell you a couple weeks ago, but it just never came up.” He scratched the back of his neck and looked away. “My dad kind of cut me off. He’s not gonna send any more rent checks until I ‘get my act together’, or so he says, anyway.”
“So who got me out of jail?” asked Colton.
“That’s the funny part. After the cops hauled you away and I went back to the apartment to change so I could go ask the record store girl out on a date—her name’s Chloe and not Jenna, by the way—this guy knocked on the door right as I was about to leave. Real creepy dude. Tall with black hair and a grey suit. I thought he was from the funeral home and he was gonna tell me you died in jail or something.”
“Reece…”
“Right, sorry. So this guy hands me this briefcase and tells me that if I give it to this other guy at the District Attorney’s Office, they would let you out! I can’t believe it worked!”
They started walking.
“Who was the guy you gave the briefcase to?”
“No idea. Never seen him before in my life. Looked very political, though,” said Reece.
“So you dropped off the briefcase, then went and got Chloe’s phone number?”
“Wellll…” said Reece.
“You went to the record store first.”
“I knew you would be okay, and look at you!” said Reece. He slapped Colton on the shoulder. “Like nothing ever happened.”
Colton shook his head and sighed. “So what’s the catch?”
“Catch?”
“This guy gave you a briefcase—probably full of money—and told you to use it to get me out of jail. So what’s the catch?”
“That’s the best part of the whole thing! He didn’t want anything except to meet you after you were released.”
Colton frowned. “What do you mean, ‘meet me’?”
“Exactly what I said. He wants to talk to you, in person. He said I could go, too. I think he might have some sort of business offer for us. Great timing, right?” Reece turned left at the next street but Colton kept walking toward the apartment building. “It’s this way,” said Reece.
“He wants to meet now?” said Colton.
“That’s what he said. I had to agree before he handed over the briefcase.”
Colton looked down the unfamiliar street.
“This doesn’t feel right,” he said. “How does he even know who I am, or who you are?” Colton shook his head. “How did he know I was in jail in the first place?”
Reece raised his eyebrows. “For a guy who just survived a few hours in the lion’s den with cutthroats and thieves, I would think you’d be a little less of a chicken.”
“It doesn’t seem weird to you?” asked Colton.
“It seems like this guy wants to talk to us, hopefully about how we can both make tons of money with minimal effort. Of course it doesn’t seem weird to me.” He pulled a wrinkled piece of paper out if his jeans pocket and squinted at a written address, then looked up at the street signs next to the road. “I was right. Not much farther,” he said, and started walking.
Colton thought about it for a moment, then followed Reece down the dark street.
“I’m not going to bail you out of trouble again,” said Colton. “That was a one-time thing.”
Reece held up his hands. “Totally understandable. And again—thank you.”
They walked the rest of the way in silence. Reece led them down quiet streets to a tall, unmarked building in University Heights. All of the windows were dark and the brick face was crumbling from age.
“This is it,” said Reece.
“He told you to come here?”
“Yeah. Spooky, right?”
They walked up the small set of stairs that led to the front door.
“I feel like I’m about to have my organs harvested,” said Colton.
“Look, if you want, you can just say ‘thank you’ and then we’ll leave. We owe the guy that much at least. But there’s still the matter of all that potential cash…”
Colton sighed. “Let’s just get it over with.”
“Atta boy,” said Reece with a grin. He pushed open the old, wooden door and walked inside.
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Colton followed Reece into the old building. They stepped into a single large, dark room. The entire first floor of the building had been gutted except for a few structural pillars which propped up the ceiling. Debris from interior walls that had been torn down years ago was piled into small mounds throughout the room.
A single, naked light bulb shined in the middle of the huge, cavernous space, hanging from a wire that ran up to the ceiling and over to an outlet on the wall. A man stood beneath the light, alone. He waited with his arms at his sides, feet planted on the ground in a wide stance. The man wore a long, dark coat over black clothes. His face was hidden by the shadows cast from the overhead light, but Colton could tell he was staring at them.
“This guy really knows how to make an impression,” whispered Reece.
“Is that him?” asked Colton.
“Yeah. Come on.”
They walked over to the edge of the light, their footsteps crunching on small chunks of debris and echoing loudly across the concrete floor. The man tilted up his head slightly and looked at them. His face was long and thin, with sunken cheek bones and deep-set eyes. His black, slicked-back hair glistened wetly in the light.
Reece cleared his throat. “So, you already know me. This is Colton.”
Colton took a step forward and looked into the shadow covering the man’s face. “Thank you for your help.”
The man tilted his head down. “I am Alistair,” he said in a slight English accent. “You have a good friend here, to do such a thing without knowing who I am or what I really want.”
Colton looked over at Reece. “If you say so.”
Alistair squinted at him. “Perhaps you are wondering why it was done at all.”
“It crossed my mind.”
“I have been looking for you a long time, Colton Ross. You were not easy to find. But now…here you are.” He smiled to reveal a mouth full of perfectly white, straight teeth.
“Right,” said Colton. “Look, I just came to say thank you, so thank you. Reece, let’s go.”
They started to walk away.
“Colton,” said Alistair.
Colton turned just as Alistair threw a small, round object directly at his face. Colton ducked to the side and reached up his hand. It hit his palm with a loud SMACK. He turned it over—it was an apple.
“What is that supposed to be?” asked Reece. “He wants you to have a snack?”
Alistair smirked and walked toward them. “He knows what it means. Don’t you, Colton?”
Colton stared at the red piece of fruit. He had always been so careful after buying the apples from the produce stand. He made sure that no one was watching before the fruit withered and died in his palm.
“Like I said,” continued Alistair. “It took me a long time to find you. Searching for you in the world was like throwing a rock into a big pond to try and hit an invisible fish.” He frowned. “I threw many rocks. It took far too long, and for that I am truly sorry.”
“Who are you?” asked Colton.
“Me? I am just one small gear in a giant machine. But you are a big gear. Bigger than me, bigger than almost everyone I know. At least you will be, someday.” He laughed. “You are very important, Colton Ross.”
“What is this psycho talking about?” asked Reece. “Can we please leave now?”
He tried to pull Colton toward the front door, but Colton took a step closer to Alistair.
“What are you?” he asked.
Alistair smiled and wagged his index finger at him. “Now we are getting somewhere.” He walked back to the hanging light bulb and reached up to touch it. The light dimmed and Alistair’s skin seemed to glow ever so slightly in the darkness. He lowered his arm and light flooded back into the bulb.
Alistair nodded toward the apple. Colton held it up and concentrated on its red skin. He watched the apple slowly wither and die in his palm, shrinking into nothing more than a blackened core. He felt the warmth grow between his shoulder blades and spread down to his hands.
“Good,” said Alistair, laughing. “Good! You have discovered the first part. But do you know the second?”
Colton dropped the shrunken apple and set his hand on Reece’s shoulder.
“Colt, what are you—” said Reece, then stopped. “Hey, that’s really warm. How are you doing that?” He looked down at his shoulder in amazement.
Alistair clapped his hands and smiled. “Excellent. Almost a year with no training and you can do all of that on your own. I am very pleased.”
“What is it?” asked Colton. “The thing we do, I mean. What are we?”
Alistair looked at him. “I was born in England,” he said, “but I am not English. You were born in America, but you are not American. We are something different. Something very special.”
“Enough with the mystery, already!” said Reece. “My shoulder feels amazing, by the way.”
Colton waited eagerly for an answer.
“You need special teaching,” said Alistair. “This is a very powerful gift you have—one that has gone to waste until now. Someone must show you the true path. I will tell you everything, but not here. You must come with me.”
“I can’t leave. I have a job and an apartment…and a life,” said Colton.
“Your job will be waiting for you when you get back, if you still want it. Your apartment, well…your friend here has no more money, so maybe it’s time to find something else, yes? And he can come along as well. I insist that he does, actually. As for your old life, I can assure you it won’t be missed.”
“I’d listen to the guy, Colt. This could be really big.”
Colton crossed his arms and kicked at a small piece of broken concrete on the floor. “Where do we have to go?” he asked.
Alistair grinned and showed his perfect teeth. “Montana.”
“Wait, what?” said Reece. “That might sound good to you, being from overseas or whatever, but Montana? I thought you were going to say Egypt or Switzerland or someplace fun and, you know, exotic.”
“You don’t like Montana? I must admit, it wasn’t my first choice, either. But it grows on you after a time. We go where we’re needed, so to speak,” said Alistair. “And I am paying for everything.”
“Oh,” said Reece. “In that case, where’s the plane?”
Colton couldn’t force himself to completely let go of caution long enough to take the chance that the man was telling him the full truth.
“Colton, listen,” said Alistair. “You have a wonderful gift, and you have the potential to help a lot of people. I know you’ve been doing it already, haven’t you? At the homeless shelter. Don’t be modest! Your instincts led you there because those people needed help. I can show you how to do so much more.”
Colton stuffed his hands in his pockets and shrugged—the choice was made. “So, what’s in Montana?” he asked.
Alistair smiled. “More people who are just like you.”
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Two weeks after her house had burned down into nothing more than a pile of charred wood and debris, Haven went back to try and find anything that had survived the flames. It took her a few minutes to work up the courage to step over the blackened wooden plank that was the only remaining piece of what used to be the front door.
As she walked through the grey and black ruin, her feet kicked up small clouds of fine powder, which floated into the air and clung to her clothes. She had barely taken ten steps and it looked as if she had been crawling around in dirty air vents all afternoon.
Yellow police tape still encircled the yard to keep out anyone with more than a passing curiosity about the unusual fire that had so quickly consumed the Kincaid home. She had been told that she was allowed to come back anytime she wanted, as long as she called the local police and informed them of her visit.
The fire was classified as “unusual” because the Fire Scene Investigator could not yet determine what started the blaze. The authorities suspected arson due to the strange red color of the flames, so they had been searching for an accelerant—some type of chemical that started and fed the powerful fire.
Haven’s parents had both been in bed at the time—presumably asleep—and had suffocated on the poisonous fumes.
The police could find no sign of Noah. Haven overheard one of the firemen explaining to a news reporter that the remains of those who died in a fire were usually very easy to identify. Sometimes only a bone was left, but it was enough to run a DNA test and identify the victim. Haven was still unclear as to whether or not the police intended to classify the fire as an accident—they told her they couldn’t be sure until they ran more tests. No one seemed to want to talk to her about the devastating incident. Whenever she managed to pull someone aside, they simply said that they were working on it and would have an answer for her soon.
Haven felt utterly helpless.
Noah’s room—which had collapsed down through the first floor and fallen into the kitchen—was covered with pieces of his burned bed. A few blackened toys lay scattered across the broken floor. The police had briefly mentioned that it could have been a kidnapping, but Haven could tell by the look on their faces that they thought it was only a matter of time before they found his remains in the ashes. They had no leads to follow besides the black car that Haven had seen driving away from her home when the fire started. Since she hadn’t seen the license plate or the driver, the chances of the police finding the car were practically zero.
Haven hugged herself and shivered as she walked through the ruins of her home. Most of the second floor had completely fallen through to the first, leaving the burnt, skeletal frame around the outside of the house open to the air. The sky above was grey with rain clouds. Thunder rumbled in the distance; it was supposed to rain later that afternoon.
She brushed the tears from her eyes and stopped at the threshold to her parents’ room, hesitant to go any farther. What was left of their bed mattress covered the broken pieces of the bed frame in the middle of the room. A huge hole was burned right through the center of the mattress in a long oval that was exactly where her parents had been sleeping when—
Haven quickly turned and walked away to search other parts of the house.
Her closest relatives were her Aunt and Uncle in San Diego. They couldn’t make it out for the funeral service and had wired her some money so she could stay in a hotel just down the street until she got her plans figured out. They said she could even stay with them if she wanted. Everyone kept telling her that the best thing she could do after something traumatic was to be around other people, but she didn’t care. Haven wanted to be alone so she didn’t have to listen to anyone telling her how sorry they were for her loss.
The service for her parents had been two days earlier at the funeral home across town. Extended family flew in from all over the country; people she hadn’t seen in years and barely remembered. They were all nice to her, mumbling their apologies and offering to do anything if they were able, just to let them know. She thanked them all and tried to be as sweet as possible but couldn’t say much more than that because she would start crying again. It took her at least half an hour to stop once the tears started.
Everything she did reminded her of her family. She needed a dress for the funeral, and that made her think of all the times she went shopping with her mother. The first time she ate a bowl of cereal after the fire, she couldn’t help but think about trying not to wake her parents whenever she crept downstairs at night to eat ice cream.
She felt absolutely awful about not being nicer to them in the weeks leading up to the fire.
Haven stopped next to the collapsed frame of the couch in the family room and kicked at a small pile of rubble. The tip of her shoe caught on something small and pushed it under the couch. She knelt down and pulled it from the ashes.
It was a glow-in-the-dark star from the ceiling in Noah’s room. One of the five points had burned off. She wiped a fresh tear from her cheek and rubbed her wet finger against the star to wash away the black soot covering the plastic.
Haven had been unable to get past the crippling guilt that consumed her in the first week after she lost her parents. She did little more than spend every day in her hotel room, yelling at herself and pounding the walls because she had gone to that party and hadn’t stayed home with her family.
The guilt gradually lessened after the first week, but she knew it would never fully go away.
Haven squeezed Noah’s star in her fist before putting it into her jeans pocket.
She walked over the debris in the family room and onto the front yard. The grass was burned twenty feet out from the house in all directions. The fire department had been able to stop the flames from spreading to the neighboring houses, but there was nothing they could do to save Haven’s home; it was already too far gone by the time they arrived.
The speed at which the house was consumed gave more credibility to the theory that an accelerant had been used, and meant that—if anyone had kidnapped her brother—they had also murdered her parents by purposely starting the fire to cover their tracks. As Haven walked toward the street and the waiting police car, she couldn’t help but feel hatred toward the officer inside along with every other person who was supposed to be helping to find her missing brother and the people who had killed her parents.
She didn’t say anything as she got into the passenger seat and closed the door. All she did was cross her arms and watch the ruins of her home drift away as the officer pulled the car out onto the street and drove toward her hotel.
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Haven’s first day back at George Walker High School started terribly.
She was given a police escort a few days earlier when the “experts” were supposedly getting ready to declare Noah’s absence a kidnapping. A police officer trailed after her wherever she walked—which was hardly anywhere—and drove her to the few places she was forced to visit.
When her escort dropped her off in front of school that morning, reporters were already waiting for her, microphones in hand. They pushed forward as she got out of the car, leaning to the side so their cameramen could get that all-important close-up of a girl who had lost everything. The reporters shouted questions about how it made her feel to know that her parents’ killers were still on the loose, and could she please tell everyone how scared and worried she was about her kidnapped brother.
Even though the arson and kidnapping was still a solidifying theory, the local press picked up the story and ran with it. Haven had to change hotels twice because of the sea of reporters that waited outside her room after they found out where she was staying. The more days that passed without any sign of Noah in the ashes, the more certain everyone became that it was kidnapping and murder.
Haven kept her mouth shut as she shoved her way through the crowd and into the school. The reporters weren’t allowed past the front gates, and she was at least thankful for that much.
The day went downhill from there.
She didn’t understand why she even had to go back in the first place. There was no reason she couldn’t have done all of her work from her hotel room. The stay at the hotel was only temporary, though, since she found out the state wouldn’t allow her to live anywhere without an adult guardian for too much longer. She may have been able to get away with it if her life hadn’t turned into such a media circus.
Principal Rivera had dropped the idea of Haven switching to Advanced Placement courses in light of the tragedy, which suited Haven just fine. She doubted she would be completing her school work anyway.
What’s the point? she thought.
Life had turned into endless days of sitting at the police station, answering the same questions about her family over and over again. No, she didn’t know of anyone who may have wanted to hurt her parents and kidnap her brother. No, she was absolutely certain she loved them and never wanted anything bad to happen to them. The line of questioning that led to that last statement disturbed Haven more than anything else. The implication was that she had something to do with the horrible fire. The first time one of the policemen had even remotely hinted at that possibility, Haven screamed at him and ran out of the room.
Now that she was back at school, Haven hoped that some small degree of normalcy would creep back into her life and that she could put the events of the past several weeks behind her.
If only it were that easy.
Everywhere she went in the school, students looked at her suspiciously and whispered to each other, laughing or staring wide-eyed in potential fear. It wasn’t until she finally caught up with Kayla in between classes that she learned the reason why.
“Hey,” said Haven as she walked up to Kayla’s locker. Kayla put a book inside and pulled out a folder that she dropped into her backpack.
“Oh, hey!” She zipped up her backpack and slung it over her shoulder, then started walking down the hallway.
“I called you, like, a hundred times last week,” said Haven. “Why didn’t you ever pick up?”
Kayla wouldn’t make eye contact with her. “I thought you needed your space, you know? I didn’t want to bother you.”
“I needed someone to talk to, Kayla.” said Haven. She had to swallow to stop her throat from tightening. “You’re supposed to be my friend. I thought I could count on you.”
“Look, I’m sorry, alright? I don’t do well with…with situations like that.”
“Yeah, me either. But you could have answered your phone.”
They passed a group of students who stopped talking and stared at Haven.
“Why does everyone keep doing that?” she asked. “They stare at me like I’m some kind of freak.”
“You mean you don’t know?” said Kayla.
“Know what?”
Kayla stopped and sighed. “They all think you did it.”
“‘Did it’? What do you mean? Did what?”
Kayla still wouldn’t look at her. “You know…”
Haven’s eyes opened in shock. “They think I burned my own house down?!”
Every student within earshot stopped what they were doing and turned to look at her.
“Shhh!” said Kayla. “Keep your voice down.”
“But you were there! You saw it yourself!”
“I already told them,” said Kayla. “Over and over again, but they didn’t care. Ever since one of the reporters said they hadn’t ruled you out as a suspect, it’s the only thing they believe. You know how rumors work. The worst one is always the favorite.”
“Well, that’s just great!” said Haven, throwing up her hands in frustration. “Everyone at school thinks I’m some kind of psycho!”
“I don’t,” said Kayla. “You know the truth, and that’s all that matters. Look, my class is right over there. I gotta go.”
“Kayla, wait!”
Kayla walked away and ducked into her classroom. Haven stood on the sidewalk in front of the building, too stunned to move.
The bell rang. Students hurried past, trying to get to class before the teacher marked them tardy and sentenced them to detention. Haven watched them scurry inside, and she was both envious and furious that the biggest thing most of them had to worry about was punctuality.
She walked slowly to her next class—history, her least favorite. The teacher didn’t say anything when Haven walked in five minutes late, he just paused and waited. All the students stared at her as she walked to the back of the room and sat at her desk. The teacher cleared his throat to get the students’ attention, then resumed his lesson.
Haven wasn’t hungry at lunchtime, but she wanted to catch up with Kayla and reclaim a sense of what her life was like before the fire—even if it was only a fraction of what it used to be. She was still mad at her for not picking up her stupid phone when Haven needed her most, but they could talk about that later.
She walked into the cafeteria and looked for her friend. It was the very beginning of lunch, so most of the tables were full. Kayla sat on the other side of the room and Haven started to make her way across the cafeteria.
As she got closer, she noticed that Kayla was sitting with someone—a boy. The boy said something and Kayla laughed. She flipped her hair back playfully and touched the boy’s arm. Haven couldn’t see who it was since he had his back to her, but as far as she knew Kayla didn’t have a boyfriend. Maybe she had picked one up while Haven was away.
Haven smiled as she walked up to the table, happy to meet Kayla’s new guy. Kayla noticed her when she was still a couple steps away and stopped laughing immediately. She stared at Haven like a deer caught in headlights. Her mouth was slightly open as if she wanted to say something but couldn’t force out the words. She just sat there, dumbfounded, while Haven walked up, smiling.
The boy turned around in his seat. It was Jason. “Oh, man…” he said. He turned back to his food and stabbed at some french fries with his fork.
“Haven, I—I’m sorry,” said Kayla. “I know I should have told you…”
Haven walked past the table quickly.
“Wait!” said Kayla.
“Let her go,” said Jason. “If she can’t grow up, then that’s her problem.”
Haven felt blood rush to her face. She ran toward the exit and planned to keep running as soon as she was outside. She wouldn’t stop until she was far away from that place—from those people. She wanted answers. No more waiting, no more uncertainty; she would make the police find out who killed her parents and kidnapped Noah.
Haven was halfway to the cafeteria door when an unusual heat blossomed on the back of her neck and ran down her spine. It spread outward, stretching to every part of her body. The blushing warmth in her face paled in comparison to the boiling heat that coursed beneath her skin. Arms, legs, torso, and head—every part of her felt like it was burning. She stopped walking and looked down at herself to make sure she was not actually on fire.
“Hey, what’s wrong with her?” someone said from a nearby table.
Haven tried to run, but her legs wouldn’t move. She tried to call for help but her voice caught in her throat.
She looked down in horror as a bright blue ball of light formed around her right hand.
Not here, she thought. Not now.
Another sphere of light grew from the palm of her other hand until it completely encompassed her wrist and fingers. It looked as if she had stuck her hands into two large balls of blue light. Haven tried to run again, then realized that her feet weren’t touching the ground. She floated into the air and hovered next to a table, still rising toward the ceiling.
The students in the cafeteria screamed and backed away. Several of them held up food trays for protection.
The blue light from Haven’s hands turned to flames and spread to cover her entire body, like fire crawling over gasoline-soaked wood. She felt a tingling sensation on each of her shoulder blades and looked behind her as two huge wings of blue energy unfolded from her back. The tips of the wings touched the ceiling and burned black holes into its smooth surface.
In the shiny plastic reflection on the bottom of the food trays that were being held up for protection, Haven saw a blue angel hovering above the tables of the cafeteria. Her hair floated around her head as if she were submerged in calm water.
Her vision filled with light and she reached up to feel the energy pulsing from her eyes. The flames covering her body cracked like lightning and whipped back and forth violently—a thousand dancing snakes made of blue fire.
Haven’s back arched and she screamed. A flat circle of blue energy shot out from the middle of her body. Nearby students dove to the ground as the ring expanded and passed overhead. It shattered every window in the room and burned into the walls, leaving behind a black strip that ran completely around the inside walls of the cafeteria.
By that point the students no longer cared to see what happened next. They pushed each other out of the way in a mad scramble to leave the cafeteria.
The blue energy faded from Haven’s vision. Darkness clouded her sight and she felt weak. Her body dropped from the air and fell to the hard ground. She looked up at the ceiling until the world around her faded to black.
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Colton sat with Reece in the back of a dark SUV and fidgeted nervously with the window controls.
“I still don’t get why they won’t let us roll the windows down,” he said.
“Who cares?” said Reece. He settled into his plush leather seat and leaned it as far back as it would go, then folded his arms behind his head and kicked off his shoes. “Stop worrying. I trust the man completely.”
Alistair was with the driver in the front of the SUV behind a partition of black glass that separated the cab from the rest of the vehicle. Colton hadn’t been introduced to the driver; he and Reece were ushered into the SUV as soon as they walked out of the abandoned building.
He had no clue where they were at that moment, and Alistair hadn’t spoken to them in over an hour. Colton flicked the window switch and sank back into his seat.
The rear section of the SUV had been made up to look more like a limousine than an off-road vehicle. A bench lined the very back and two swiveling leather recliners took up the remaining space. There were two LCD screens mounted into the paneling, one on each side of the driver’s glass partition, but neither Colton nor Reece had been able to figure out how to turn them on.
Reece fell asleep shortly after that, leaving Colton to wonder if he had made the right choice in leaving everything behind. He owned a dresser full of clothes and a few odds and ends, but nothing that he felt genuinely distressed about walking away from. He would have liked to tell his boss he was going away, but figured that he might be back in only a day or two if Alistair’s little adventure turned out to be a bust.
An hour later, the SUV slowed to a stop. Colton reached over and punched Reece in the shoulder until he woke up. The front passenger door opened, then closed. Footsteps crunched on loose gravel toward the back of the SUV, then one of the side doors opened and blinding morning sunlight poured into the vehicle.
Alistair smiled at them. “We’re here.”
Colton got out of the car with shaky legs. He stretched to loosen his muscles and cracked his back. They had parked in the middle of a huge empty lot that was paved with black concrete and painted with bright yellow lines.
Reece hopped down out of the SUV and whistled. “Is that yours?” he asked.
Colton turned around and shielded his eyes from the sun. A small two-engine jet was waiting a hundred feet away. Heat fog drifted out from its still-running engines, distorting the grassy field behind it that stretched away into the distance. The runway was in the middle of nowhere, from what Colton could tell. There were no buildings nor any other signs of civilization.
“Not mine,” said Alistair. “A little too flashy for my taste. But the owner would very much like to meet you, Mr. Ross, and he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” He gestured them toward the plane.
“Listen,” said Colton as they walked across the pavement. “I’m gonna need some clothes, or something, and a shower. And sleep, eventually.”
“Understandable,” said Alistair, nodding sincerely. “Very soon, Mr. Ross. I promise. First you must meet the man behind the money which severed your chains and set you free.”
Colton looked at him hesitantly.
Alistair smiled. “A little dramatic, I know. Forgive me. Old habits, you know.” He gestured up the stairs that led into the plane. “Please.”
Reece hurried past and disappeared into the plane. Colton followed after him.
“Wow,” said Reece.
If the inside of the SUV was a limo, then the inside of the jet was a palace. White leather lined all of the walls, seats, inlays, and cup holders. White pinpoints of lights traced the aisle to the back of the plane, where they climbed up onto the back wall and were fashioned into a complex geometric pattern.
There was only one seat per row on either side of the aisle, and they were so luxuriant that they put the impressive chairs in the SUV to shame. A small black table with a sleek LCD screen set into its surface was bolted to the floor next to each chair.
Only one seat on the entire plane was occupied. Halfway down, a clean-cut man sat staring at them. Colton thought he was around fifty years old, but as Alistair ushered him closer, he saw that the man could not have been much more than thirty-five at the oldest. Colton couldn’t tell where he was from; the man’s face seemed to contain elements from three or four different ethnicities, depending on how the light was hitting him.
“Please, have a seat,” said the man. His voice also belied his origins; it flowed easily with the fused inflections of many different languages. The chair in front of him was already turned around to face backward, so Colton sat down.
Reece sat in the chair across the aisle.
The door closed and the engines whined powerfully as the jet coasted across the pavement.
“You must be thirsty,” said the man, turning to Reece. “Alistair, something to drink for Mr. Ross’s friend.”
“Thank you,” said Reece. “This is a great plane you have here.”
The man smiled. Alistair returned promptly and handed Reece a clear glass with clear liquid within. Ice cubes clinked against the glass as Reece raised it up.
“Cheers,” he said, and drank. “Hey, that’s pretty good. What is it? I’m not sure I—I—”
His eyes rolled back into his head and his body slumped down. Alistair took the drink from Reece’s hand before he could drop it and eased him into the chair. He pulled the seat belt across Reece’s lap and snapped it into the buckle on the other side, then spun the chair around to face away from Colton and the other man.
“Hey!” said Colton, standing up.
“It’s alright, Mr. Ross,” said the man in the chair. “He is simply resting. He will wake up in several hours, feeling much better than he was before. I promise.”
Colton looked down the plane toward the door. The ground outside was already moving too quickly for him to jump. He would also have to leave Reece behind, and that wasn’t going to happen.
The man in the chair cleared his throat. “I need to speak with you about some things that are best not discussed with…well, with those who might not fully understand.”
“You friend does talk an awful lot,” said Alistair.
“Thank you, Alistair,” said the man in the chair.
Alistair smiled and nodded at Colton, then walked to the front of the plane and closed a partition behind him.
“My name is Bernam,” said the man. “Alistair and the driver—even the pilot—work for me.”
“Where are we going?” asked Colton. He slowly sat down in his chair but did not fully relax.
Bernam smiled to show a row of perfect white teeth, just like Alistair’s. “Montana, as my associate told you earlier.”
“Why?”
The nose of the plane rose in the air and Colton leaned back into his seat to keep from falling forward. He looked outside through one of the round windows lining the cabin and watched the ground drop away quickly.
“We are persecuted for our abilities, Colton, just like everyone else who is branded as ‘different’ by conventional society.”
Colton looked at him. “So you have it, too?”
Bernam pressed a black button set into the panel next to his seat. “Charles, no need to panic.”
He released the button and a moment later the voice of the pilot spoke from speakers embedded in every headrest of each chair in the plane: “Yes, sir.”
Bernam placed his palm against a strip of lights running along the wall next to his seat. Colton looked around, but nothing happened. Bernam smiled.
A low hum built throughout the cabin, seeming to come from every surface in the plane. All of the lights dimmed and almost blinked out. The plane’s jet engines whined and struggled to operate. The cabin shook as the plane dropped a few feet in the air.
Bernam removed his hand from the wall and all of the lights instantly brightened. The engines powered up to full capacity and the plane leveled itself and continued on its way as if nothing had ever happened.
“What…” said Colton, staring dumbfounded. “I can’t do anything like that.”
Bernam chuckled. “Not yet, no. But we are the same, Colton. Our ‘gift’—for lack of a better word—is what makes us special, what sets us apart from the rest of the world. Would you like something to eat?”
“What?” Colton was thrown off by the sudden change in subject.
“Are you hungry?”
“No. I mean yes, but I’m fine.”
“Very well. I’ll keep going then, shall I?”
Colton nodded.
“You are a Conduit. A channeler, as I am. You take the energy around you and harness it to your whim, focusing it onto a target of your choosing.”
“Like the apple.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Nothing. It’s not important.”
“You can store this energy inside of you without unleashing it, but not for long. With training, the strongest of us can contain it for half a minute at the most.”
Colton didn’t want to tell Bernam that he could hold on to the energy from an apple for half an hour, if not longer.
“What happens if you don’t release it?”
“It has to go somewhere,” said Bernam. “It’s like lightning in that sense, you see. If the energy is not redistributed in time, it will take the easiest way out—through your nervous system, internal organs, and anything else blocking its way to freedom.”
Colton swallowed hard.
“But don’t worry about that,” said Bernam. “That’s what the training is for. Your limits will be tested and you will know exactly how much you can handle at one time.”
Colton nodded. “So, are you some kind of a leader?”
Bernam laughed. “Not at all. I am a businessman with a vested interest in your future. Yours and everyone who is like you.”
“How many are there? Like us, I mean,” said Colton.
“Not nearly enough. And with the constant fighting it’s a wonder there are any left at all.”
“Who are you fighting?”
“Ourselves. Every Conduit needs a Source—someone to supply the energy that will be used. A Source has the ability to create their own energy. The most powerful Source can harness something called Phoenix energy—a label whose meaning will be made obvious to you in time. There are far fewer Sources than there Conduits, making them somewhat of a rare breed among rare breeds. The main issue is that there are those who would rather keep their abilities to themselves and use them to hurt the innocent.”
“Is that why you’re fighting them?”
Bernam scoffed. “One of many reasons. They have joined together to kidnap unprotected Sources and Cons for cruel experimentation. You are lucky that I found you before they did.”
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Haven opened her eyes and blinked against the harsh white light coming from the ceiling. It flooded her vision and stabbed into her brain like a dull knife. She tried to hold up her arm to block the light but was unable to lift it from the hard surface on which she lay.
She squinted down at her body as the room started to come into focus. She was on her back atop a hard metal table and her arms and legs were pinned down with thick plastic straps wrapped around her wrists and ankles. She wore a loose, blue cotton shirt and matching pants, much like the scrubs her mother would wear to work at the hospital. Thin wires ran out of a hole in the floor and up to the table. The multicolored wires burrowed into the backs of her hands and the skin of her arms all the way up to her shoulders.
Haven tried to scream for help, but a thick plastic strip ran over her mouth, sealing it closed. She struggled violently to break free from her bindings, thrashing back and forth on the table and pounding her arms and legs against the metal.
Her vision started to go black as the pain in her head worsened. She closed her eyes and stopped moving as she fought a wave of dizziness that swirled inside her head as if she were on a violent rollercoaster. Haven tilted her head to let her wild hair fall to the side, then slowly opened her eyes and looked around the room.
The glaring light in the ceiling emanated from a single, round fixture which hung down like some bizarre chandelier. It had a square outline but a domed top and the element was covered with a thin metal mesh, like a cage.
The table upon which Haven lay was the only piece of furniture in the room. It was a single metal slab supported by four square metal legs that were bolted into the hard polished floor. The walls were dull white—the same as the ceiling—with no decoration of any kind. The only window was a small square of tinted glass set into the tall metal door in the wall past her feet.
She waited for what seemed like hours, drifting in and out of consciousness between fits of struggling. Every time she tried to escape, her body became weaker and weaker, until eventually the only thing she could do was lay on the table, breathing in quick gasps like a caged, frightened animal.
Later that day—or that week, or month; she had no way of knowing—they came for her.
The door opened slowly, hissing loudly on pneumatic pistons. She strained against her bindings to raise her head and look. The wires in her arms pulled painfully at her skin when she tried to sit up. As the door swung farther on its hinges, she saw that it was incredibly thick—at least a foot of solid metal from front to back, with two massive, rectangular sliding bolts in the center.
The door hit the inside wall with a deep, ominous thoooommmm, and two men wearing full-body protective suits walked into the room. The suits were made of white, flimsy plastic and encased their bodies from head to toe. Tinted face shields kept Haven from seeing who they were.
One of the men walked over to the table and knelt down by the wires that ran up from the floor. The other stood next to Haven and pulled the wires out of her arms, one at a time. Each time he pulled one out, he left behind a tiny bead of rising blood. The man under the table was feeding the wires into the floor as his partner removed them from Haven’s skin.
When all the wires had been yanked from her arms and hands, the men left the room. The door remained open, and Haven would have tried once more to escape her bindings if only she weren’t so weak. She rested her head back on the table as tears ran from the outside corners of her eyes.
The sound of wheels rolling across the floor echoed through the open doorway. It grew louder until the men reappeared, pushing a cart that looked like a smaller version of the table in the room.
They worked quickly, unstrapping her left leg and securing it to the moveable table before unstrapping her right leg. They freed both of her arms and shifted her body onto the cart. She made muffled noises through the plastic strip covering her mouth as she tried to ask them what they were going to do to her. Her eyes blinked slowly as she fought to stay awake. The dizziness returned and her eyelids fluttered rapidly.
After they got her settled onto the cart, the men slipped her hands through the new plastic bindings and tightened them around her wrists. Haven lifted her head, but one of the men placed his hand on it and gently pushed it back down to the table.
They wheeled the cart out through the doorway and down a long, bright hallway. Tall metal doors—just like the one leading to her room—lined both sides of the hall. Haven couldn’t see past the tinted windows to find out what was inside.
The men pushed her cart through two large swinging doors at the end of the hallway and into a large, dark room. At the back of that room was a smaller door which led to an even smaller room; barely big enough for her cart and the two men to move around it.
They stopped the cart in the middle of the small room and clicked the wheels into four locking grips on the floor. One of the men wheeled over a small cart loaded with all kinds of monitoring equipment while the other swabbed her forearm with a wet cotton ball. He set aside the cotton and picked up a needle attached to a long, clear tube. The tube ran up to a bag of clear liquid hanging over Haven’s cart.
He held her arm down firmly while he inserted the needle into her arm. A burst of bright red blood shot up into the clear tube, then flowed back into her skin. She wanted to reach for the needle with her other arm as soon as the man let go but was too weak to do anything more than twitch her wrist.
The men stared down at her through their black face shields for a long time. Haven could hear them breathing through some kind of filtration system built into their suits.
Help, she wanted to say. Please help me.
The men turned and left the room. Next to her on a long table were all sorts of shiny, stainless steel tools: scissors, bone saws, pliers, a small hammer.
Haven found new energy and shouted into the thick plastic over her mouth.
The door burst open and another man in a protective suit hurried in. The suit looked as if it had been put on in a hurry; the helmet sat crookedly and the material on the man’s arms and legs was all bunched up and wrinkled.
It reminded Haven of Noah in his pajamas.
The man moved quickly to her cart and looked down at her. His head was moving and she could hear him trying to say something from inside his floppy face covering, but she couldn’t make out the words. After a few more syllables, he shook his head in frustration and lifted the face mask up over his head.
“I am Marius,” he said with a heavy Russian accent. He had a thick brow that stuck out over his dark eyes. “They kidnapped you from the hospital after what happened at school. You are safe now. Well, you will be. In a few minutes, probably.” He let the mask fall back over his eyes while he yanked the needle out of her arm. “Sorry,” he said loudly from behind his mask.
She lifted her restrained arms and he picked up a serrated blade from the table of tools. He cut through the thin strips of plastic that connected her bindings to the table but left the thick cuffs on her forearms with several inches of the straps attached. He pulled up his mask again when he saw her glaring at him.
“Best to leave them on, for now. In case they see us. Please, there is no time.”
He pulled the mask down over his face and continued cutting. Soon her legs were free from the table. She pointed to the plastic covering over her mouth but he shook his head, no. He bent down and unlocked each of the wheels, then pushed the cart out of the room, whistling softly inside his helmet.
They went out through the large room and back into the hallway, down to the other end and through another set of swinging doors. Marius nodded his bulky head ponderously at the few people he passed along the way. Not everyone wore a protective suit; most of them looked like normal doctors or nurses, roaming the halls of the vast complex and making notations on small electronic pads. Whenever someone looked at Marius and his strange cargo for more than a few seconds, he would pick up a clipboard from the cart and flip through a couple pages until the nosy observer was out of sight.
Marius stopped in the middle of a four-way intersection of hallways and pulled back the left sleeve of his white suit to reveal a crude drawing on his arm. Thick black lines drawn in permanent marker traced a map over his hairy skin. His finger followed a long line and stopped at the four-way intersection on the map. He mumbled to himself and pointed down each hallway in turn while checking the map on his arm. He finally settled on a direction and pushed Haven’s cart quickly down another long, bright corridor.
“Ah-ha!” he said. He stopped the cart next to a plain white door and looked down at the chunky metal keypad next to the handle. Marius pulled off his left glove and stuck his hand on the keypad. A ball of orange light burst from his palm and burned through the wall, completely melting the keypad and everything else in a five-inch radius.
Marius laughed and lightly tapped the door. It swung open easily.
He pulled off his mask and tossed it aside. “Okay,” he said. “Now for hard part.”
He lifted Haven from the cart. He set her down on the floor and draped one of her arms over the back of his neck to support her as they walked.
The lights in the hallway changed from bright white to a deep, flashing red. In the distance, an alarm blared.
“Well,” said Marius grimly, “now we are in real hurry. They are coming.”
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The plane shuddered as it hit a small patch of turbulence.
Colton gripped the armrests of his seat. “How did you find me, anyway?” he asked.
Bernam grinned coldly. “Not all of my abilities will be revealed to you, Mr. Ross. As I was saying, long before these cruel individuals started their mad crusade, we fought for the same reason everyone fights: difference of opinion. But I digress from my main goal, which is to enlighten you about the state of the dangerous world in which you have been so mercilessly thrown.” His dark eyes glinted with devotion. “Each one of us is powerful on our own, Colton, even without a true counterpart. Some are stronger than others. Some can do no more than sap the energy from a fresh leaf and use it keep their own fingernails from turning yellow. The strongest can drain the life from every person in a room and use that energy to add ten years to their own existence.
“We are made this way for a reason. Unfortunately, nature has only given each of us one half of a grand equation. It is only when we work together that we can achieve our full potential. This pairing of Source and Conduit is called Unity. Together we become something more powerful than we could ever hope to be on our own.”
“I’m not quite sure I understand.”
“Of course not!” Bernam chuckled. “You’re still thinking about your job, and your apartment, and all those other things you left behind. Eventually all of that will drift into the background, then disappear entirely. That’s perfectly normal. Consider this more of an introduction than anything else.”
Colton looked over at the back of Reece’s chair.
“Occasionally,” said Bernam, noticing Colton’s hesitation, “a Source is so powerful that they will literally burn themselves up from the inside out unless they have a Conduit capable of harnessing and redirecting the energy. It is like a wellspring inside of them, and without the proper outlet…boom. That is why it is so important to work together. It is the way things were meant to be. And that’s what I want to change. All of this fighting is pointless. It keeps us from finding true Unity with our counterparts. We need to weed out the bad elements and start over.”
Bernam sighed.
“But,” he continued, “things are never that easy, are they? It would be too convenient if any Source could pair with any Conduit. Not only does the Conduit have to have the proper capacity for storage and redistribution, but there seems to be another factor at work whose machinations I have as of yet been unable to pinpoint.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“In short, Mr. Ross, it appears as if each Source has only one specific Conduit with which they can pair. A second half which, for all intents and purposes, they were destined to be with. These two individuals are always less than one year apart in age. Beyond that, it could be anyone.”
“And you haven’t found yours yet?” asked Colton.
Bernam stared at him coldly. “We deviate too far from our discussion, Mr. Ross. As I was going to say, there are those who would rather cut us into little pieces to try and figure out what makes us tick than help us make our own way in this vast and lonely world. I want to undo all the years of pain that our kind has endured, Colton. I want to make it safe for people like you and I to live in peace.”
“No offense,” said Colton, “but I was doing just fine until you guys found me.”
“Ah, but how long would it have lasted, I wonder? All it takes is one little mistake before someone sees you and the walls come crashing down. Trust me—no one can hide forever.”
“But what happens if I’m never matched with the right Source?”
Bernam held up his hands in mock defeat. “Then you will suffer the same fate as many of those who came before you,” he said. “Without true Unity, you will be stuck as you are now, relegated to a life of mediocre ability, never fully reaching your true potential.” He flashed a thin smile. “No offense, of course. Still—there is another path. You can let me to teach you how to better yourself.”
Colton crossed his arms and sat back in his seat. “That’s a lot to think about. To be honest, it sounds crazy.”
“Indeed it is.”
“You say there are others like us?”
“Correct.”
“And another group is out there, hunting them down and killing them.”
“Through experiments of a most vicious nature.”
Colton looked through the window and into the distance. The sun was just rising above the clouds. With half his heart he wished he were back in Pennsylvania as a boy nine years ago, before his mother left and his father became a man that no one would miss if he passed away. Life had seemed less like a chore and more like an adventure.
With the other half of his heart he grasped at the future, and at the possibility of finding new meaning on a new path; a beacon in the darkness.
Colton looked at Bernam. “What’s the next step?”
Bernam smiled and clapped his hands together. “Excellent! A choice you will not regret.” He leaned over in his chair to look through the window and down at the ground several miles below. “The next step is a little test of your abilities. Time is of the essence.” He stood and walked toward the front of the plane. “Please, follow me.”
Colton looked out the window but saw only clouds. He stood and walked toward the cockpit.
Bernam knocked on the sliding partition and Alistair appeared almost instantly.
“It’s time,” said Bernam.
Alistair nodded and beckoned for Colton.
“Good luck,” said Bernam, and patted Colton on the back before going to the other side of the partition and sliding it shut behind him.
“Why do I need luck?” asked Colton, looking around warily.
“You know what kinetic energy is?” asked Alistair. He started unscrewing four silver bolts on the corners of a plastic panel in the middle of the airplane door.
“Uh…it’s moving energy? The energy something has when it’s moving.”
“Exactly,” said Alistair. “And here I was thinking the American education system was bunk.” He pulled off the plastic panel to reveal a red handle. “I want you to imagine a small battery falling toward the ground.”
“Okay…”
“Now imagine that, as the battery drops, the kinetic energy increases. The battery charges itself with the energy that builds up during the fall.”
Colton nodded.
“So, if the battery hits the ground fully charged, what happens?” Alistair casually rested his hand on a handhold next to the door and gripped it tightly.
“It splats, just like anything else.”
“Precisely. Only, the more charge the battery has stored within itself at the point of impact—the longer it has been falling—the bigger the splat. But what would happen if, somehow, at the last second before impact, the battery could discharge all of its kinetic energy, thereby completely negating its momentum?”
Colton frowned. “I guess it would cancel out the fall and the battery would land safely on the ground.”
“Excellent!” said Alistair. “I want you to think really hard about that in the next few minutes.”
“Why?” asked Colton.
“Because you’re the battery.”
Alistair turned the handle on the door and flung it open. Wind ripped into the cabin and the jet shuddered violently. Colton was thrown off-balance and managed to get both feet back on the floor just as Alistair placed his hand firmly in the middle of Colton’s back and shoved him out of the plane.
He tumbled through the air, spinning rapidly as he dropped toward the Earth. His vision was a lightning-fast slide show—plane getting smaller, ground getting closer, plane getting smaller, ground getting closer.
The wind tore at his clothes, whipping his shirt up over his face every time he flipped in the air.
Colton closed his eyes and screamed.
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Haven’s head swam with dizziness and pain, and she had a hard time focusing on her surroundings. She dedicated all of her energy on putting one foot in front of the other as Marius led the way out of the facility.
He rushed her through a door and into a tall stairwell. He climbed the steps two at a time, carrying Haven most of the way and counting the doors they passed along the way.
“…three…four…five! Here it is.”
He let Haven rest against the wall while he peered through the small rectangular window in the door. Haven leaned over to look and saw a receptionist’s area beyond, with several men and women seated behind a long desk next to a big glass door which led to the outside world.
“Oh!” said Marius. “I forgot, I’m so sorry.”
He reached behind her head with both hands and touched the face covering. There was a small flash of orange light and the straps loosened. He pulled it away gently and threw it aside.
“Thank you,” whispered Haven.
Marius smiled. “Thank me if we get out in one piece.”
He held up a finger to be quiet and cocked his head. Footsteps pounded up the hallway from below. Marius ran to the railing and looked down the stairwell.
“They move quickly. Many more than I was hoping.”
He walked back to the door and kicked it open. A woman on the other side screamed and jumped up from her chair. All of the receptionists reached for the nearest phone as Marius strolled into the room supporting Haven.
“Just making withdrawal!” he said, laughing.
He lifted Haven off the ground and ran to the door. The receptionists were shouting for them to stop, but Marius pushed open the large glass door and ran out into the bright sunlight.
“Almost there,” he told her. “Almost safe.”
A black four-door car with darkly tinted windows screeched to a halt in the parking lot in front of the building. Marius hurried over to it and set Haven in the back seat after the door popped open from the inside. He quickly shut her door and climbed into the passenger seat, shouting, “Go go go!”
The driver—a short woman with shock-white hair—slammed down on the gas pedal and peeled out of the parking lot.
Haven managed to sit up and look out through the back window. Only a small concrete dome with a single glass door and several windows sat in the middle of a vast desert—the entire complex must have been underground. A paved parking lot surrounded the dome but was mostly empty except for a few large, black pickup trucks with modified bodies and large tires. As Haven watched, the glass door opened and a group of men wielding large guns ran outside. They split up and got into two of the black trucks. Their tires kicked up dirt and gravel as they sped out of the parking lot and followed after the sedan.
“Well,” said Marius as he looked back, “I guess they wanted to keep you after all.”
Haven closed her eyes as a heavy wave of nausea passed through her body. She felt as if she were in an elevator that was dropping too quickly.
She took a deep breath and sat up in the back seat of the car to try and focus on what was happening around her.
Marius stood up in the passenger seat and faced backward, the top half of his body sticking out through the open sunroof of the car. He had some kind of machine gun and fired short bursts at the two trucks. Haven looked back and saw that all of the bullets were hitting the road near the tires of the pursuing vehicles, but none made contact with the spinning wheels.
Marius uttered foreign curses under his breath and tossed the gun into the back seat next to Haven. He dropped down into his seat, scowling.
“Time for big gun,” he said.
The white-haired woman behind the wheel nodded and pushed a button on the side of her seat. She slid back as far as she could go, then turned on the car’s cruise control. Marius reached over and held the wheel as the woman nimbly climbed over the center console and into the passenger’s seat. Marius grinned when she sat in his lap.
“Don’t get any ideas,” she said playfully.
“Ha!” said Marius. He clumsily made his way into the driver’s seat and sat down. “By the way,” he shouted into the back seat, “this is Corva.”
Haven brushed the hair out of her eyes and tried to smile, but all she could manage was a weak little smirk.
Corva stood up through the sunroof and straddled the center console, one foot in the middle of each seat.
“Careful!” said Marius as he looked down between his legs at the shiny black boot digging into the seat. “This real leather!”
Corva stuck her right arm down into the car impatiently and waved in front of Marius’s face. He grabbed her forearm just above the wrist and she held onto his arm tightly.
A pale orange glow wavered across Marius’s skin. It grew intensely until it became a sheath of flame that covered his entire body. Some of the flames licked out like snapping whips before being pulled back into his body. Haven reached toward him and felt heat, but nothing around him was melting. He looked at her in the rearview mirror and his eyes burst into orange flame. The fire moved quickly up to his hair and soon that, too, was ablaze, dancing wildly against the inside roof of the car. The cloth, the seat—everything touched by the flames remained unburned.
The orange flame danced up Marius’s arm and onto Corva’s skin. It flowed upward, spiraling around her arm and engulfing her torso. Haven looked up through the sunroof as Corva raised her other arm and held up a flat palm toward the pursuing trucks.
The orange flames that flowed from Marius traveled even faster over to Corva and pooled in a bright sphere around the hand of her outstretched arm. The light intensified and looked to Haven like a miniature version of the sun. It grew until it was the size of a basketball.
Corva glanced down to smile at Marius. He looked up at her with a goofy grin on his face, steering the car with one hand while he held firmly onto her arm with the other.
One of the trucks had almost caught up and was getting close enough to tap their bumper. Corva closed one eye and formed her hand into the shape of a gun.
“Pichow,” she said, and pulled her thumb-trigger. A brilliant stream of orange plasma shot out of the sphere of light surrounding her hand and hit the closest truck. It smacked into the windshield and shattered it instantly. Glass shards burst inward, raining down on the truck’s occupants like a hailstorm of tiny knives.
Flames continued to dance up Marius’s arm and flow across Corva’s skin to her outstretched hand. The flames melted into the ball of light and turned into a beam of energy that shot toward the nearest truck.
Corva swept the constant stream of orange plasma over the truck’s hood until the metal melted into the engine. The ball of light surrounding her hand slowly shrank as the stream of energy flowed away from her.
She moved the stream down to the front tires and melted them one at a time. Metal rims sparked against the hot pavement as rubber tread flew off in molten chunks. The truck veered off the road, hit an embankment, and launched into the air.
Marius whistled as the truck soared higher, spinning end over end until it landed on its roof with a violent crash.
The second truck accelerated toward the car as the light on Corva’s hand faded completely. She ducked back into the car and sat heavily in the passenger’s seat.
“That’s it,” she said. “I’m done for now.”
“It was beautiful,” said Marius.
“We’re not safe yet.” She turned and looked at Haven. “She’s pale. We need to get her to The Dome as soon as we can.”
Haven blinked slowly. Cold sweat clung to her skin. All of the sounds around her had a deep, resonating echo that made her feel like a fish in a fishbowl.
The car lurched forward as the truck behind them slammed into their rear bumper. Marius sped up to get away, but the truck quickly caught up and nudged them again.
“Nyet!” he said. “Enough! Take wheel.”
He set the cruise control and leaned back in his seat so Corva could steer. Marius stood quickly and pulled himself up out of the car through the sunroof. He slid down onto the trunk of the car and stood up, facing the black truck that was still trailing them.
When the truck sped forward to try and knock him off, Marius jumped into the air. The truck slammed into the back of the car just as Marius landed on the truck’s hood. He scrambled up to the windshield before the driver could shake him off.
“I saved a little something for you!” he shouted. The truck swerved on the road, trying to knock Marius from the hood, but he stood firm. He leaned down over the side of the truck as orange flames burst from his hands. It was a different kind of energy than when he had been connected with Corva. Less transparent somehow, and brighter. Haven thought it was more like the energy Marius had used to burn through the lock back at the facility where she had been held captive.
He bent down and held his hand an inch away from the spinning tread of the driver-side tire. A moment later, the rubber burst into flames. Marius scrambled back onto the hood as the tire exploded, sending strips of rubber flying into the air. The truck jerked to the side as the driver overcompensated for the flat tire. The vehicle spun sideways and flipped up into the air, still traveling toward the black sedan.
Marius was thrown to the side of the road as the truck slammed down into the asphalt and kept on spinning. Chunks of metal ripped off the body and spun away in all directions, peppering the embankments on both sides of the road and spitting up tiny bursts of sand.
The truck stopped spinning and slid on its side with a loud squeal of metal and a burst of sparks. It scraped to a stop on the side of the road.
In the sedan, Corva jumped into the driver’s seat, slammed on the brakes, and shifted the car into reverse. Haven looked back eagerly at where Marius had disappeared. Corva stopped the car next to the wrecked truck and waited.
Someone coughed loudly. Marius stumbled into view over a small rise just off the side of the road, brushing a layer of sand from his arms. His forehead was cut and bleeding, but other than the cut and a slight limp, he appeared to be okay.
Metal scraped against the road and Haven turned to see the crashed truck sway a little on its side. One of the men inside was trying to open the door that wasn’t pinned under the truck. He kicked against it loudly, wrenching it open a few more inches each time.
“Hurry up, Marius!” shouted Corva.
He grumbled to himself but hobbled over to the car and got inside. As soon as his door was closed, Corva slammed on the gas pedal and sped down the road.
“I think it went really well,” he said.
Corva punched him in the shoulder and he laughed loudly. He turned back and looked at Haven. “You doing okay, little one?”
She reached up weakly and pointed at his bleeding forehead. Marius touched the deep cut and frowned as he rubbed the blood between his fingers. “This?” he said. “Is nothing. It takes a lot more to hurt Marius. Don’t you worry.”
Her eyelids fluttered and her vision dimmed.
Marius’s voice drifted far away. “Hurry, Corva, she is not doing well.”
Haven’s head fell back onto the seat and the last thing she saw before passing out was the clear blue sky through the sunroof.
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Colton stopped screaming when he realized it wasn’t going to save his life.
He had been falling through the sky for what seemed like an eternity. The ground below was quickly rushing up to meet him. He didn’t know if it was Montana or somewhere else. He saw mountains in the distance and the ground directly beneath him was brownish tan—maybe a desert. Colton could barely keep his eyes open against the wind. He flattened out and looked down at the ground, then spread out his arms and legs to try and slow his fall. It worked a little, but there was no way it was enough to make the difference between life and death.
He imagined the battery that Alistair described. It spun through the air, plummeting toward the Earth, just as he was. Only as the battery fell, the small meter on its side slowly filled to the top with kinetic energy—the energy of its own descent. Colton closed his eyes and forced himself to focus.
The wind was too powerful to ignore, but eventually he was able to push it into the background until it lessened to a dull but constant pressure. The fact that he was going to die soon was also too powerful, so he did his best to keep it from getting in the way of the battery.
The battery.
Colton imagined it inside of his own chest, filling up like a fuel cell. He felt warmth—the same warmth he had felt when he took life from the apple.
The warmth grew around his spine, between his shoulder blades. It spread much faster than ever before, traveling throughout his body and making him feel as if he was glowing from the inside. Heat radiated from his skin and Colton began to sweat, even with the frigid air surging past him. In his chest, the imaginary battery swelled to capacity with the collected energy from his fall.
Colton had forgotten to open his eyes.
When he did so, the ground was right in front of him. His mind screamed No! and every muscle in his body tightened. The built-up energy exploded from the center of his chest like a jet fighter breaking the sound barrier.
The sand beneath his body shot up into the air as if a meteor had struck the earth, leaving behind a deep crater that extended twenty feet in all directions. Colton hung in the air for less than a second and had time to register all of those things right before he fell ten feet to the bottom of the sand crater and landed on his stomach.
He rolled onto his back, coughing for air. The sand that had been thrown into the sky drifted down to the ground, sprinkling over him like gritty snow.
Colton heard footsteps approaching. A young woman’s face appeared over the edge of the crater above. A pair of dirty goggles hung loosely around her neck.
“Nice landing,” she said. She looked to be about the same age as Colton.
He spit to get some sand out of his mouth. “Who are you?”
“The girl evaluating your test.” She waved her hand in front of her face to clear away the falling sand. “Congratulations, you passed.”
Colton stood up slowly, testing his limbs for injury. His left wrist hurt to the touch from the impact, but he felt okay otherwise. His vision was a little blurry, and dark shapes swam around in front of him. “What happens if I would have failed?”
The girl held up a plastic bag and smiled.
“Ha,” said Colton. He scrambled up over the edge of the crater—the hole in the ground he was responsible for creating—and sat down. “How many people usually pass and how many, you know…” He made a squishing noise with his mouth.
“Everyone is tested differently.” She sat next to him and stuck her legs out toward the bottom of the crater. She wore tight cargo shorts and a dirty white tank-top. “Bernam must have thought you could do it or he would have tried something else.”
Colton laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“Nothing,” he said, still smiling. “I feel really good for some reason. Hey,” he said, “there was a guy that got on the plane with me—”
“Your friend is perfectly safe.”
“Good. Why is my vision all fuzzy?”
“Residual energy takes a while to dissipate. A tiny bit of it is still floating around in there.”
She had bright green eyes and short auburn hair that bobbed over her neck when she talked. Colton stopped himself more than once from staring at her slim figure and tanned legs while she sat next to him. She looked into the crater and banged the heels of her bulky shoes. Sand fell out from the openings near her ankles. The shoes looked like men’s construction boots.
“So,” said Colton, “you’re a…a Conduit?”
“Ha! Bernam and his ridiculous labels. Call me Shelly.” She offered her hand, which Colton shook.
He felt warmth flow through her hand into his, then up his arm. It spread over his body and he instantly felt better. He flexed his wrist; the pain was completely gone.
Shelly winked at him. “It’s from the sun,” she said, glancing up into the sky. “We’re solar-powered. How cool is that?”
“So what now?” asked Colton.
“You ready for something that moves a little bit slower?” Shelly stood and brushed sand from the back of her shorts.
“Gladly.” He stood up next to her slowly since all of the blood in his body seemed to want to be in his head at the same time. “Where to?”
“My car is over there,” she said. She stuck her thumb over her shoulder toward a beat-up Jeep with big off-road tires.
“There’s no roof,” said Colton. “Or doors.”
“Hmm,” she said. “That’s pretty much the most obvious thing you could point out. Maybe the fall affected your brain.”
Colton started walking toward the Jeep. His feet sank down into the hot sand which poured over into his shoes. “So you’re the local comedian.”
“Somebody’s gotta be. It’s a grim bunch, for the most part. Sounds like you’ll be good for a little fun, though, once you get balanced out again.”
“No promises.” He grabbed the roll bar over his seat and lifted himself into the Jeep. Shelly hopped lightly into the driver’s seat and fired up the engine.
“Might want to buckle up,” she said. She grabbed the goggles hanging around her neck and pulled them up over her eyes, then shifted the Jeep into gear.
The car jerked to the left and Colton nearly fell out the side. He used both hands to hold onto the roll cage, then quickly buckled his seat belt as soon as the Jeep leveled out.
“Told you!” she said over the roar of the engine.
“I thought you said this was slower!” he shouted.
Shelly laughed as the Jeep crested a sandy hill and flew into the air. It bounced down hard and the back wheels slid across the ground, losing traction. She gently turned the steering wheel to compensate and after a few feet of skidding, the tires caught hold and spit up two streams of sand. Shelly jammed her foot down on the accelerator and picked up speed on a long stretch of flat ground.
Colton wanted to ask her more about where they were going and how she fit into the picture with Bernam, but he had a hard enough time staying in his seat as the Jeep bounced into small holes and veered around jutting boulders. Shelly was enjoying herself immensely, and Colton was soon laughing with her every time the Jeep went up onto two wheels as they took a sharp corner.
They drove over a large hill and a glimmering square structure appeared in the distance. Sunlight glinted off its black mirrored exterior and hurt Colton’s eyes. He squinted and turned to Shelly.
“What’s that?” he shouted.
“Home base! Hang on!”
“Hang on more?!”
As they rapidly approached the building, Colton saw that it was constructed in the shape of a giant black cube. Its outside walls were covered with hundreds of tinted black windows, from the ground floor to the roof.
The Jeep shot between two large, clay-colored boulders and bounced over a small rise in the sand.
Shelly reached forward and pressed a small button built into the dashboard. The ground instantly fell away beneath them, dropping down sharply to become a descending ramp. The Jeep shot underground, instantly passing from sunlight to darkness.
Colton yelled and Shelly squealed with laughter as she flicked on the headlights to illuminate a long, concrete tunnel leading straight toward the base of the black building.
“You should have seen your face!” she shouted. Her voice echoed in the narrow tunnel.
There was an opening ahead. A second later, the Jeep popped out of the tunnel and into a massive underground parking structure. Bright floodlights a hundred feet above illuminated the vast space. There were only a few other vehicles in the entire parking lot, most of them retrofitted with raised chassis and big tires to handle the rough terrain surrounding the building.
Cavernous tunnels lined the walls of the parking structure, cutting straight, concrete-lined tubes of empty space in all directions.
“Where do those go?” shouted Colton.
“Everywhere!”
Shelly screeched the Jeep to a stop across two parking spaces and cut the engine. She pulled her goggles down over her neck to reveal two white circles around her green eyes. The rest of her skin was covered with a fine layer of light brown dust.
“Welp,” she said, “we’re here.”
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Haven awoke when bright sunlight crept over the bottom edge of her bedroom window and spilled onto her bed. She pulled off the sheets and saw that she was already fully dressed, but could not remember the reason. She walked out into the hallway and looked into Noah’s room, but he wasn’t there. His sheets were on the floor in a pile and his favorite toy car lay broken in pieces on the ground. She heard a noise like crinkling paper coming from the family room and walked to the stairwell that led to the first floor.
Blinding sunlight shot directly into the house through every window she passed, which should have been impossible since the windows were on all four sides of the home and there was no way the sun could be everywhere.
Haven realized she was dreaming.
She walked down the stairs to the family room and saw her parents huddled together on the couch. The crinkling noise Haven heard was fire burning all around the room. Flames crawled up to the ceiling and burned down toward the floor.
Her parents cried and screamed, and somehow Haven knew that Noah was gone. Someone had taken him far away. They were hurting him. For a brief moment, she saw him in a small, dark room. His shirt was covered in blood and he was crying—just like his parents. Long arms reached out of the shadows at the back of the room and pulled him away.
Haven was suddenly back in her home, watching helplessly as flames covered every surface. She walked forward and reached out for her mother and father, but fire burst from the ground near the couch and consumed their bodies. The couch sank into the floor and vanished into a black hole.
She turned to run away, but a dozen burning crossbeams inside the roof collapsed around her. Haven put up her arms to protect her head. She could not feel any pain, only the heavy pressure as one of the crossbeams hit her on the neck and pushed her to the ground.
Her vision filled with fire as she struggled to get out from under the burning piece of wood. She put both hands flat on the ground and was about to push up as hard as she could when the crossbeam was lifted away. Two strong hands grabbed her shoulders and pulled her to her feet.
Haven tried to see who it was, but the shape of the person standing next to her in the fire was a shadow. It grabbed her hand and pulled her through the collapsing house. The shadow jumped over mountains of embers and lifted her effortlessly off the ground with every leap.
The front door was right in front of them. Flames crawled over its surface. The black spots in the fire were eyes that watched her as she ran. The shadow that led her through the house picked her up and tossed her toward the door. She screamed as it rushed to meet her face.
Bright light exploded around her as she crashed through the door, splintering it into a thousand pieces. The splinters spun gently away as time slowed. Haven hung in the air, suspended. She thought her eyes were open, but all she could see was piercing white light.
“Can you hear me?” said a distant voice.
Haven floated in a vast white nothingness; an infinite space of uniform light. The voice echoed throughout the empty space.
“Is she breathing?” said another voice, a lot closer than the first.
“Ah, there she is. Good girl, open your eyes now.”
Haven’s eyelids slowly opened. She blinked against the blinding white light that burrowed painfully into her skull.
She was lying on a table in the middle of a room filled with huge, metal tanks. Thick pipes ran between the containers and into the floor. Four people loomed above her, silhouetted by the light in the ceiling.
She recognized Marius and Corva, her alleged rescuers from the medical facility where she had been held captive. An old woman stood near Haven’s head, looking down into her eyes. A boy who wore thick glasses stood back from the table nervously.
The old woman turned to him. “We can’t do it here. Go and fetch Dormer. Tell him to meet us at the Grove.”
The boy nodded eagerly and ran off.
Haven’s eyelids fluttered and closed.
“The drugs will kill her,” said the old woman. “Quickly. Take her before it’s too late.”
Haven was lifted off the table. She managed to open her eyes enough to see that she was being carried on a stretcher that was simply a half-inch thick plastic rectangle with holes cut along the sides for handles.
Marius held one side and Corva the other. They walked out of the room full of tanks and into a larger room with a dome-shaped ceiling. At the apex of the dome was a massive metal fan that spun slowly in its circular setting. Sunlight blinked between the blades as they turned. The light was caught and reflected by mirrors all around the top of the dome, which bounced the light down onto other mirrors that lined the curved walls.
Haven was carried past shelves full of machine parts; she saw things that looked like pieces of a car engine mixed in with countless other objects she didn’t recognize. Thin lamps were bolted to sturdy metal tables, illuminating architectural blueprints and a myriad of electronic equipment.
She tried to ask where they had brought her, but she couldn’t open her mouth to get out the words. Her lips parted slightly and she moaned.
“Almost there,” said Corva.
The stretcher rocked up and down as she and Marius pushed open two swinging doors and carried Haven into a bright room. She didn’t notice how stale the air had been in the last room until passing through the doors. She smelled trees and fresh dirt. It might have been her imagination, but Haven was sure she heard a bird singing from somewhere high above. For an instant she was in the meadow of her mind—the place she went to find peace when the world around her didn’t make sense.
She had forgotten about the meadow after the fire.
Haven lifted her head to try and look around but she immediately became dizzy and closed her eyes again. Her head bounced against the stretcher as Marius and Corva set her on the ground.
Haven opened her eyes. She was lying next to a tall tree. The sky above was white, but brighter in some places than in others. She realized it wasn’t the sky at all, but rather a series of intense lights hanging from the ceiling.
One of her hands slipped off the edge of the stretcher and fell onto soft grass. A dead leaf brushed against her pinky finger; she pressed down on its surface and heard the sharp crackle as it broke into smaller flakes. Small blue lights floated through the air, pulsing and swirling like tiny fairies. Occasionally one of them would land on a tree branch and flicker quickly before once again floating into the air.
The old woman appeared above Haven and looked down. She shook her head worriedly.
“Poor girl. Poor, poor girl,” she said. She looked up quickly as a man ran over to the stretcher. “Ah, Dormer. Good.”
The man called Dormer was tall and thin. He reminded Haven of her science teacher at school, on whom she had always had a little bit of a crush. Dormer’s movements were quick, almost bird-like. He sniffed once and looked down at Haven.
“Who’s this?” he asked.
“The girl that Marius and Corva saved from the facility.”
“Ah,” said Dormer. “So you found one worth saving. Was it hard to ignore the screams from the others, Marius, as you ran out with this one tucked under your arm?”
Marius scowled at Dormer.
“We haven’t much time,” said the old woman. “Please, Dormer. Save your judgments for later.”
He sighed and knelt down next to the stretcher. “Fine,” he said, “but we will talk.”
Dormer rested his hand on Haven’s neck, just beneath her throat. He pressed his other hand against the trunk of the tree next to her and closed his eyes. His head drooped down slowly and Haven thought he had fallen asleep.
She heard a rustling in the branches above. The leaves shook as if blown by a gentle breeze, except there was no movement in the air. The leaves shriveled and fell from the branches, spinning slowly down to the ground around the stretcher. Dark stains spread across the tree bark as if the tree were bleeding from the inside.
Warmth flowed into Haven’s body from Dormer’s hand.
The heat moved down through her chest as if she had just taken her first sip of hot tea after waking. It spread to her limbs and finally moved up to her head, bringing with it a wave of rejuvenating energy that took away all of her pain.
She watched as the trunk of the tree shrank in diameter until it was no more than half the width it had been. The bark cracked and peeled. All of the leaves fell from the branches, leaving behind a blackened skeleton that reached up toward the ceiling with bony fingers.
Dormer removed his hand from Haven and stood up. He pressed his palms against both sides of his skull and held his head as if it were about to roll off his neck.
“Thank you, Dormer,” said the old woman.
“I guess we’ll see if it makes any difference in the end,” he said, then walked away.
Haven sat up and was able to fully see her surroundings for the first time.
The tree next to her was only one of at least a hundred more. They were planted in a huge, square grid pattern. Haven was sitting somewhere in the very middle of the grid. On one side of the room, closer to the entrance, all of the trees were dead just like the one next to her. The trees on the other side of the room were still alive.
The old woman noticed where Haven was looking.
“This is the Grove,” she said. “And you are not the first person to be healed beneath the branches of these trees.”
Haven coughed. Her throat felt as if it were lined with sandpaper. She pushed herself up and tried to stand, but her vision flipped over and she felt like she was going to throw up. She dropped back down to the ground.
“Easy,” said the old woman.
Marius reached out and held Haven’s shoulders as she laid on the stretcher. As soon as her head touched the plastic, a small line of blue flames ran up Haven’s body, starting at her feet and skittering across her skin to her head before vanishing. Marius quickly pulled his hands away.
The old woman took a step closer and frowned. “Marius, who is this?”
“The one you told me to take from hospital,” he said.
The woman shook her head. “No,” she said. “The one I told you to take is too young to show any signs.”
“She is young,” insisted Marius, his thick accent heavier with his conviction. “Look! Maybe this is first time!”
Corva stood next to Marius and looked at the old woman. “Can’t you tell if it’s her? I thought you could sense the one you wanted. Isn’t that the whole reason you sent us to the facility in the first place?”
“Of course it is,” said the old woman. “But the presence faded away shortly after you left. I assumed they had drugged the young one and were suppressing the energy output.”
“I grabbed newest patient,” said Marius. “I read charts, I asked nurse.” He pointed at Haven. “She was newest! Only one day she was there before I saved her.”
Corva placed her hand on Marius’s shoulder and squeezed it gently.
“My brother,” said Haven weakly. “My brother was kidnapped two weeks before they took me…took me to that place.”
The old woman knelt down and laid her hand on Haven’s forehead. “Shhh. You need to rest, now. We wouldn’t want to undo all of Dormer’s hard work. Corva, would you and Marius please take our guest to the dormitories and give her a room? I’m sure she could use some sleep.”
Corva and Marius picked up the stretcher and carried it toward the swinging double doors. Haven looked up at the fake sky and dead trees until exhaustion took over and she passed out.
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Colton followed Shelly to a large elevator on one side of the parking garage. She swiped a small black card over an electronic panel on the wall. A second later, there was a ding and the elevator doors slid open.
Colton stepped inside and cold air swept over him. He closed his eyes to savor the feeling; the parking garage had been a furnace in comparison. A row of buttons were set into the brushed metal next to the elevator doors, and Shelly pressed the one for the top floor—level twelve. The doors closed silently and the elevator began to ascend.
“What is this place?” asked Colton.
“Mr. Bernam’s main office,” said Shelly. “He runs most of his business from here.”
“What’s he do?”
“He manufactures all sorts of machines for private investors. He talks a lot about optics and generators but nobody really understands any of it. I don’t know how the machines work, but one time I got a quick look at the labs on the seventh level—no one’s supposed to go anywhere near that floor, by the way—and I saw some pretty neat stuff.”
“‘Neat’?” Colton teased. “People still use that word?”
Shelly crossed her arms. “I use it.”
Colton shrugged. “I guess that’s good enough, then.”
She dropped her arms to her side and winked at him. The elevator slowed to a stop and the doors opened. Shelly grabbed Colton’s hand and pulled him down a long hallway lined with several doors. The hall opened onto a large room. The walls were made up of large, black, tinted windows and dimmed the burning midday sun to a tolerable level.
Leather couches, plush recliners, and sleek tables were placed throughout the room. Shelly squeezed Colton’s hand and let go, then skipped over to a smaller room next to the hallway. It was a kitchen, fully equipped with a microwave, sink, oven, and refrigerator. Shelly grabbed two bottles of water from the fridge and tossed one to Colton, who didn’t realize she was throwing something at him until it hit him in the shoulder and rolled under the nearest couch.
Shelly laughed and jumped over the back of the couch, sinking down into the cushions before unscrewing her water bottle and taking a long drink. Colton knelt down and felt around under the couch. His fingers touched cold plastic and he pulled out the water bottle.
He stood up and walked over to one of the glass walls. Yellow sand and hard-packed dirt covered the ground as far as he could see. Colton drank the entire bottle of water, only just realizing how thirsty he had been. He walked over to Shelly and sat on a recliner next to her.
“We’re in Montana?” he asked.
“That’s what I’m told.” She pulled her goggles up and over her head, then tossed them onto the couch. She tapped her shoes together as she drank more water.
Colton looked around the huge room. A ping-pong table sat in one corner next to a large TV screen with a huge crack in the middle.
“Where is everyone?” he asked.
“Not sure. They’ll be back later.” She looked at him and lightly bit the top of her bottle.
“So…what do we do until they get back?”
One of the corners of Shelly’s mouth raised up in a small grin.
Colton stood up to move to the couch when the elevator doors opened. Reece jogged out of the hallway with a huge smile on his face.
“Colt!” he said. “There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you. Well, not really all over, since they won’t let me wander off.” He nodded over his shoulder as Alistair walked into the room. Alistair rolled his eyes and went into the kitchen.
Colton walked over to Reece. “How do you feel?”
“You mean physically? Pretty good, considering. Emotionally, though, I’m absolutely wrecked. They poisoned me, Colt!”
“Yeah, I saw that.”
“Well, did you at least try to stick up for me after I passed out?”
Colton smiled because he knew Reece was being overly dramatic to try and get the attention of the cute girl in the room. “I told them very sternly that if anything bad happened to you I would do everything in my power to crash the plane into a mountain.”
Reece slapped him on the shoulder. “A true friend.” He sidestepped around Colton and sat next to Shelly on the couch.
Colton sighed and sat back down on the recliner. “I’m so glad you’re back,” he said.
Reece ignored him. He crept closer to Shelly on the couch. “Reece Michael Frasier—the third, esquire, Ph.D., every fancy initial you can think of. And you are…?”
One of her eyebrows raised slightly. “Just Shelly.”
“‘Just’ Shelly? Just? I hardly think ‘just’ is any kind of word to use when describing a girl as beautiful as you.” He picked up her hand and bent forward to kiss it. Shelly pulled away and Reece’s lips landed on his own palm.
She stood up from the couch and walked toward the hallway. “I think I’ll go get cleaned up.” She winked at Colton right before she disappeared behind one of the hallway doors.
“She keeps doing that,” said Colton.
“Doing what?” said Reece.
“Hm? Oh, nothing. So what have you been doing since you got off the plane?”
Reece sank back into the couch and propped his legs up on the black polished coffee table in front of him. “Nothing, really. I only just woke up about twenty minutes ago. That Alistair guy was slapping my face and telling me we needed to get inside so the other dude could take off.”
“Bernam?”
“I guess so. Alistair said he never stays on the ground for very long. Sounds a little paranoid to me, but when you have as much money as he does I guess you can afford to be eccentric.” Reece looked around the room. “Man, how ‘bout this place, huh? What a chick magnet.”
“Reece, you don’t really know what’s going on, do you?” It was more of a statement than an actual question.
“Alistair gave me the short version in the elevator. Some bad people are doing bad things to people like you, and these guys want to stop it, blah blah blah. You can shrink apples and for some reason—I can’t figure out why—‘Just’ Shelly likes you more than she likes me. Does that about cover everything?”
Colton smiled. “That about does it, yeah. But you don’t have to stick around if you don’t want to. I’m sure one of these guys will take you home.”
“And leave all this?” said Reece, gesturing to the building around him. “I thought you knew me better than that. I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Colt.”
Alistair walked out of the kitchen and popped the last bite of a sandwich into his mouth. He sat in a recliner a few feet away from Colton and picked up a magazine from the coffee table. He flipped it open to the middle and scanned the page.
“Whatcha reading?” asked Reece.
Alistair held up the magazine to show the cover: Us Weekly.
“Really?” said Reece. “Really?”
Alistair sighed and stood up, then walked to the other side of the room and stretched out on a couch near the window.
“Give him a break,” said Colton.
“What did I say? You gotta admit it’s a little weird. That guy looks like he should be reading ‘Guns & Ammo’ or something.”
“It’s how I relax,” said Alistair from across the room.
“I’m not judging,” said Reece, holding up his hands. He shifted loudly on the leather couch. A few seconds later, he shifted again, the leather creaking as if he were rubbing his hands on the outside of a wet, inflated balloon. “Sorry about all the noise,” he said.
Alistair closed the magazine and slapped it against the couch. “You really don’t know how to shut up, do you?”
“My mother always told me I had such a beautiful voice, I should use it as much as possible.”
Colton smiled. Alistair rubbed his eyes with his hands.
“How about a tour, then? Will you promise to be quiet if I show you the building?”
“Definitely!” said Reece.
Alistair looked over. “How about you, Colton? Fancy a tour?”
“Yeah, of course.”
“Excellent,” said Alistair. He stood and walked past them toward the elevator. “Maybe afterward I’ll be able to hear myself think.”
As they waited for the elevator doors to open, Colton cleared his throat. “Alistair, there’s something I’ve been wondering.”
“Ask me anything.”
“I’m not saying I wish Reece weren’t here, but why did you bring him in the first place?”
“Hey!” said Reece.
“The way Mr. Bernam was talking,” Colton continued, “it sounds like things might get a little bumpy down the road.”
The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. They stepped inside and Alistair pressed a button near the bottom of the panel.
“An excellent question,” he said as the elevator doors closed and they descended. “Mr. Bernam discovered long ago that the revelation of so much knowledge—who we are and what we can do—was usually met with bewilderment or outright denial by the person he was trying to, ah, recruit. He found that inserting an element of familiarity into the equation greatly reduced the possibility that the potential candidate would deny his offer.”
“So I’m just here to make sure he feels comfortable?” said Reece, jabbing his finger into Colton’s shoulder.
“Precisely. Also, Mr. Bernam seems to like you. I can’t imagine why.”
“Because I have a great personality, that’s why.”
“Right,” said Alistair.
The elevator stopped and the doors opened.
“Holy geez!” said Reece.
“This is the fifth floor,” said Alistair. “The gymnasium.”
Colton followed Alistair out of the elevator and into a big room filled with nothing but exercise equipment. Weight benches, treadmills, bench presses, free weights—there was even a rock-climbing wall in the middle of the room and a one-lane swimming pool running next to the far wall. Thick flat panels that doubled as structural supports separated the various types of equipment, visually segmenting the entire floor into smaller rooms without physically crowding the space. The panels were placed far apart and each was about twenty feet long, giving the room an open quality that Colton found very inviting. He could see outside through the windows on all four sides of the building.
“No wonder Shelly’s in such good shape,” said Reece as he lifted a small dumbbell from a nearby bench and strained to curl it up to his chin.
“That’s mostly due to her genetics,” said Alistair. “I haven’t seen her in here once since she arrived. She spends most of her free time in the recreation room, playing games with whoever is interested.”
“I’m interested,” said Reece.
Colton shook his head.
“This room is open to you—to both of you—twenty-four hours a day. Exercise is heavily encouraged around here, and you will find that only a few of us do not make use of this facility regularly.”
Alistair led them back to the elevator and brought them to another room a few levels higher.
“A word of warning,” he said, stopping Colton and Reece before they stepped out of the elevator. “Consider any floor that I am not showing you to be strictly off-limits. Is that understood?”
“Absolutely,” said Colton.
“One-hundred percent,” said Reece.
Alistair nodded. “Very good. Reece, you probably won’t be too interested in this part of the building, but it is where you, Colton, will be spending most of your time. Welcome to level nine—the training room.”
There were no windows on that level. The walls of the room were gridded with steel bars which crossed over steel plates that had been secured in place with massive bolts.
Alistair pressed one of the many buttons in a black wall panel as soon as they stepped out of the elevator. With a soft mechanical hum, a large metal sphere lowered slowly from the ceiling and hung suspended over the floor in the middle of the room.
Colton stepped forward hesitantly.
Alistair waited behind him. “Think of it as breathing,” he said. “Except that you are the lung and the energy around you is air. The goal is to see how long you can hold it in before releasing it. Your ability is a muscle, in a sense, and exercise will only make it stronger.”
“Hey Colton, you’re a lung!” said Reece. He leaned against the wall near the elevator and crossed his arms. “How long are you guys going to be doing this stuff?”
“As long as it takes,” said Alistair.
Reece clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “In that case, you kids have fun. I’m gonna go find Shelly.” He gave Colton a thumbs-up as the elevator doors closed.
“Your friend is a little…different,” said Alistair.
Colton frowned thoughtfully. “I can’t really argue with that.”
He turned back to the sphere.
Alistair explained that the sphere he chose was one of many, each one designed to produce a different kind of energy. The one he lowered from the ceiling emitted what Alistair called one of the simpler energies: heat.
Colton wiped sweat from his forehead as he stepped closer to the sphere. It was about ten feet in diameter and the surface was brushed instead of polished. His reflection appeared as if he were looking at himself through a dirty window and was distorted from the heat fog being generated from within.
A large pipe made from the same material as the sphere ran out of its top and into the panel in the ceiling from which the sphere had lowered.
“Concentrate,” said Alistair. “Let’s keep it simple and try something you already know. When you feel like you can’t hold in the energy, release it as you did when you fell from the plane.”
“When I was pushed, you mean?”
Alistair smiled. “Exactly.”
Colton closed his eyes and imagined the battery inside his chest. It filled quickly, shaking with the energy he was absorbing. The warmth surged through his body until it filled him completely. He could feel it putting pressure on the inside of his skin, searching for a way to escape. He clenched his fists tightly and tried to force the energy back toward his core.
It was too much.
Colton released the energy as a pressure blast, just as he did right before he hit the ground in the desert. Alistair was pushed back a step from the force of the impact and the sphere rocked gently in the air.
“Not bad,” said Alistair. “A little shorter than I was expecting, but you’re still new.”
“Will I get better?” Colton was disappointed—he had been able to contain the life energy of an apple for half an hour.
“Oh, yes,” said Alistair. “You can already contain more energy than most of the other people here. If we can get you to hold that energy, you will be very powerful.”
“But I still need a Source, right? The other half of the equation.”
Alistair sighed. “Yes. But Colton, I wouldn’t get your hopes up. Most of us never find our Source.”
“Do you have one?” asked Colton.
Alistair nodded. “Long ago.” He looked over to the wall as he remembered. “The power we felt together…indescribable. This…” he said, waving at the sphere and the building, “…all of this pales in comparison.”
Colton saw regret and anger in his eyes.
The anger faded as Alistair looked at him and smiled. “If you are ever so lucky, Colton, don’t squander your time together. If your Source is anywhere near as strong as you, the two of you could flatten mountains and drain oceans.”
He turned around and walked toward the elevator.
“What now?” asked Colton.
“Practice!” said Alistair without looking back. He stepped into the elevator. “It makes perfect, after all.”
The doors closed and Colton turned back to the sphere.
“Alright,” he said. “Here we go.”
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Haven awoke to the sound of a loud metal CLANG. Her eyelids snapped open and she sat up quickly. She was on an unfamiliar bed in an unfamiliar room.
CLANG.
The noise came from the other side of the only door in her small room. The bed she had been sleeping on was more of a flimsy cot; springs creaked loudly as Haven slowly stood from the stained, inch-thick mattress. As soon as she was on her feet, her stomach growled with hunger.
She looked down.
Her clothes were not her own, yet they fit just as well—if not better—than many of the pieces in her own wardrobe. She plucked at the soft fabric of her faded black t-shirt and brushed a piece of fuzz from her white-washed jeans. She looked down over her back and raised her eyebrows appreciatively at how she looked. Someone had even put socks and shoes on her feet—low-rise canvas kicks with white soles that barely made a noise when she tapped them against the floor. The image of a hospital flashed through her memory and she thought she had been wearing loose blue clothing, as if she were about to have an operation. The thought of someone changing her while she slept made her shudder.
Haven suddenly remembered the glow-in-the-dark star she had pulled from the ruins of her home. She checked both of her pockets—it was gone. She had carried that star with her every day since she found it in the ashes. It must have been left behind with her clothes at the medical facility. Deep sadness poured over her when she realized that all she had left of Noah was the hope that she would see him again.
From somewhere in the room came the sound of dripping water.
A bowl of dirty water and a folded cloth sat atop a small table next to the cot. On the floor near the table was a heavy woolen blanket. Haven picked up the blanket and held it for a moment as she tried to remember what had happened to her.
Another memory—she had been taken from a medical center by a man with a thick Russian accent. No, not taken—rescued. She remembered the row of vicious tools on a tray next to her at the center and the way the men in the masks seemed to regard her with a cruel sense of detachment, as if she were no more than an animal they were preparing to euthanize.
Wherever she was—wherever she had been taken after the medical center—she had the distinct feeling she was safe.
CLANG.
Haven dropped the blanket on the cot and walked to the closed door. The floor of the room was gritty concrete and several old water stains spread in moldy green half-circles from the base of the walls. The walls themselves were rusted red metal—Haven felt as if she were in a big metal lung.
Hanging on the wall next to the door was a cracked mirror. Haven knew she shouldn’t look but couldn’t help herself.
She shouldn’t have looked.
Her hair was frizzy in some places and stuck out wildly everywhere else, as if she had put her finger in a light socket. She grimaced and tried to pat down some of the more unruly clumps. Her skin was streaked with something that she hoped was dirt. Dark circles below her eyes made her look ten years older than her actual age.
Her eyes were clear, though, as was her mind.
With a little bit of makeup and a hair straightener, she would be as good as new. Well, almost as good.
CLANG.
Haven twisted the rusty metal handle and pulled open the heavy door. After she started it swinging, it moved smoothly on big hinges and bumped into the wall, sending a hollow metal GONG reverberating throughout the room.
She stepped over the small lip at the bottom of the doorway and walked down a narrow hallway. The hallway brought her out into a huge, domed room. The walls were grey concrete cut into curved sections that gently sloped inward as the ceiling rose higher to the apex far above. A fan turned slowly at the peak. There were no windows—just large, square mirrors attached to the walls of the dome. A series of metal rungs had been bolted to the concrete on one side of the curved wall and formed a ladder that led up to the fan. Haven shuddered to think about someone climbing up the inside of the wall. The room was dark except for several bright work lamps that were aimed at a black car nearby. The car was parked between two long tool benches lined with greasy equipment and dirty rags.
A tall, thin man in dirty clothes picked up a small fastener from one of the benches and held it to a thin metal plate that covered a small portion of a hole in the side paneling of the car. He swung a long hammer over his head and down onto the fastener.
CLANG.
He reached over to the bench and grabbed another fastener.
“I woke you,” he said to Haven without turning.
She took a few steps toward the car. “It’s alright,” she said. His face looked vaguely familiar.
“I wasn’t apologizing.”
She remembered that his name was Dormer. He swung the hammer down.
CLANG.
“Corva wants to talk to you,” he said with a slight nod of his head toward the other side of the room. He dropped the hammer on the nearest bench and brushed his hands against his dirty pants as he walked away.
Haven hugged herself, suddenly cold in the big, open room. She squinted into the shadows on the other side of the vast dome and saw the dim, green glow of a computer screen. The screen barely lit the face of a woman as she typed rapidly on a keyboard.
Haven walked past table after table full of mechanical parts and electrical components. Reams of paper sat piled haphazardly on the floor, some as tall as her. When Haven was still a good distance away, the woman at the computer turned and smiled. Haven walked closer and stood next to the computer. It was an old model—the screen was large and boxy, and the wire running out of the keyboard was thick and spiraled.
“Don’t mind him,” she said, nodding toward Dormer. “He’s always grumpy.”
“What’s wrong with him?”
“His brother was taken by Bernam’s thugs a few months ago. He was a Conduit as well.”
“A what?”
The woman smiled. She had shoulder-length, bright white hair and soft features. Even without makeup, Haven thought she was really pretty.
“All in good time,” said the woman. “My name’s Corva. Do you remember me?”
“Sort of,” said Haven. “Everything is still a little fuzzy.”
“That would be the narcotics you were given.”
“You drugged me?”
Corva laughed easily and Haven had a hard time not smiling as soon as she realized it was a stupid thing to say. “No, of course not. The doctors at the center were preparing to operate on you when Marius barged in.”
“I remember Marius.”
“Yeah, well, he’s kind of hard to forget.”
“Where was I? What is this place?”
“I know you have questions, Haven, but they’re not for me to answer. You’ll get them soon, I promise. For now we need to make sure that you’re doing okay.”
Haven was about to ask what Corva meant by “doing okay” when the events of the past few weeks flooded her mind and the knife that was the memory of her deceased parents slammed into her chest. She lost the strength in her legs and sat down heavily in an empty chair next to the computer.
“Easy there,” said Corva. She leaned over and put her hands on Haven’s shoulders to steady her in the chair.
“I’m sorry,” said Haven. “I just—my parents—”
She could feel the pressure of tears behind her eyes.
“It’s alright,” said Corva. “A lot has happened in the past few weeks.” She pushed aside a strand of frizzy hair from Haven’s face and smiled.
Haven took a deep breath and forced herself to calm down. “Where am I?” she said at last.
Corva clapped her hands together. “Well!” she said. “That’s a question I can answer. How about a tour? Might help you take your mind off things for a while.”
Haven brushed away the one tear she hadn’t been able to stop from rolling down her cheek and nodded. “That sounds great.”
She stood up and followed Corva toward the center of the room. Ambient light from the distant work lamps next to the car provided just enough illumination by which to navigate the cluttered space.
“We call this entire facility The Dome,” said Corva, “for obvious reasons. When it’s a little lighter you’ll be able to see that it’s sort of divided into sections. Dormer has his repair station, and there’s also a sorry excuse for a dining room, along with a meeting area where we can all get together and either relax or prepare for an excursion. You can’t tell right now because it’s almost midnight, but this whole complex is actually underground. Besides the exit and that vent up there,” she said, pointing up to the big fan at the top of the dome, “everything else is buried.”
“I remember trees,” said Haven.
“That would be the Grove. We’ll get to that in a bit. There are also some smaller rooms we use for living quarters—like the one you were resting in.”
“These aren’t my clothes,” said Haven, suddenly remembering that someone else must have changed her while she slept.
Corva smiled. “That was Elena, the elderly woman you may remember from before you slipped into your coma.”
Haven looked up. “Coma?”
“You were out for eight days. Stone cold unconscious.”
“From the drugs?”
“Nope. You fought those pretty well.”
“Then why?”
Corva shifted on her feet uncomfortably. “Has no one told you?”
“Told me what?” said Haven, a faint sound of fear creeping into her voice.
“Have you noticed anything recently? About yourself, I mean. Anything out of the ordinary?”
“I lit up my school cafeteria like a 4th of July celebration.”
Corva laughed—at ease once again. “You’re changing. It happens to all of us when we’re close to your age. Our bodies and minds undergo radical internal shifts so we can handle our new abilities. Most of the time it knocks us out for days or even weeks.”
Haven looked down at the palms of her hands. She remembered the blue fire that consumed her vision when she was in the cafeteria at her school.
“What am I?” she asked.
Corva opened her mouth to speak but another voice cut in from the shadows behind her.
“What indeed?”
The old woman—Elena—stepped out of the darkness and into the dim light surrounding Haven and Corva. Her long grey hair was pulled back tightly and secured in a bun on the back of her head. The tension elongated the weathered lines on her face. She smiled at Haven as she slowly approached—her back slightly bent and her legs wobbling.
“It’s a question we all ask,” said Elena, “at one time or another. Even when we think we know the answer, we never stop asking.”
A muffled scream echoed throughout the dome.
Haven turned to the source of the sound and saw a large door set deep into the concrete wall on one side of the huge room.
“So, what’s in there?” asked Haven warily.
Corva and Elena exchanged a quick look.
Another scream ripped through the complex, and Haven’s blood went cold.
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Colton sat in a large conference room on the eleventh floor. Several rows of chairs faced a polished black podium, behind which stood Bernam. He wore a thin suit and sipped water from a faceted glass. His private jet had landed on the pavement outside the building earlier that morning and was being refueled during his long speech.
Shelly sat next to Colton, leaning in and resting her shoulder against his. Reece sat on the other side of Shelly with his arms crossed, leaning away from her.
Bernam set down his glass of water and repositioned the podium microphone directly in front of his mouth.
“As I was saying,” he said, “it doesn’t matter where you came from. It doesn’t matter what you were before you got here. What matters is the future. You’re all here, now, because you want something more—more from life, more from each other—”
Shelly reached over and quickly squeezed Colton’s leg. Reece saw her do it and leaned farther away from both of them.
“—more from yourselves.”
Colton looked around the room.
He, Shelly, and Reece sat in the last of three rows of chairs. Alistair sat in the front row, relaxing comfortably in his seat while he listened to Bernam’s speech. In the second row, two identical twins that Colton did not know sat side by side—young men with tan skin and short, spiky blond hair. They both wore identical jeans, t-shirts, and black leather jackets. They sat low in their seats and seemed bored with the speech.
“As you know,” continued Bernam, “this morning I returned from Japan. Dane and Lee—the only ones among us who have achieved Unity—were there for several weeks taking care of some personal business for me.” He gestured to the twins, who grinned broadly. One of them turned around and winked at Shelly. She stuck her tongue out.
“You’ve all been training very intensely during my absence,” said Bernam. “I’m very happy to hear that the newest member of our group is doing far better than we originally expected.” He smiled sharply at Colton. “No offense meant.”
“None taken,” said Colton.
The truth was that the past week had been unbelievable. He had spent several hours every day in the training room, testing out his capacity for containing different forms of energy. He could keep himself fully charged for just over two minutes before being forced to release, and that time was slowly climbing every day. According to Alistair, most Cons peaked between a minute-thirty and two minutes.
The time not spent in the training room was divided between the gymnasium and Shelly. She barely let him have a moment alone after his rigorous daily routine. Colton couldn’t find anything to complain about—she was beautiful, smart, and had a great sense of humor.
She was teaching him things that Alistair hadn’t bothered to mention, like how to use sunlight to nourish his skin and how to manipulate objects with small bursts of stored energy. Colton was especially fond of not making contact with doors when he closed them. With a wave of his hand he could push the door from several feet away. He was getting good enough so that he didn’t slam them shut as he always did when he first started.
The only thing bothering Colton about the entire experience was Reece. He had been growing quieter and more withdrawn over the past week, spending all of his time in his living quarters and rarely showing up when everyone got together to relax. During the last two days he had barely said a word, and every time he saw Shelly giving Colton the smallest form of affection, he scowled with disgust.
Bernam took a sip of water before continuing his speech.
“I think we can all agree that this is the strongest team we’ve ever had—”
Reece stood up quickly and pushed his chair back until it fell over. He stepped over it and stomped out of the room, slamming the door closed behind him.
Bernam looked after him for a moment, then tightened the knot in his tie. “Well, as I was saying: I’m very proud of your hard work. It looks like it’s finally going to pay off. Everything I have promised you is just over the horizon.”
Colton leaned over to Shelly. “What did he promise you?” he whispered.
“Shh,” she said gently. “Tell you later.”
Bernam walked around to the front of the podium.
“There is only one more step to complete. Before we can start our heavy recruiting phase, there is one last mission—a very important mission—to find the final piece of the equation.”
“What equation?” whispered Colton.
Shelly didn’t answer him.
Bernam smiled. “And I’m going to be with you every step of the way.”
Alistair sat up in his seat and the twins clapped loudly. Colton had only been with the group a short time, but from what he knew, Bernam never accompanied them when they went out into the world.
Bernam glanced at his expensive watch.
“The plane leaves in five hours, at nightfall. I’ll see you all on-board.” He walked past the chairs and left the room.
The twins turned around in their seats to face Shelly and Colton.
“I’m Lee,” said the one on the left.
“I’m Dane,” said the other.
They had matching Australian accents. Colton shook each of their hands in turn. “Colton.”
“We know,” said Lee.
“That’s Shelly,” said Dane, pointing at her and smiling.
“I think she likes you,” Lee said to Colton.
“Who wouldn’t?” said Dane. “Just look at how his skin glows.”
“Did she show you how to do that?” said Lee. “I bet she did. Shelly’s got a thing for all the new arrivals.”
“Grow up,” she said.
“Wish we could,” said Lee.
“But we’re stuck this way,” said Dane.
He snapped his fingers and a red flame sprouted from his fingertips. Lee quickly grabbed it as if he were snatching a fly from the air and brought his closed fist to his mouth, then pretended to swallow the flame. He wiggled his eyebrows and the flames shot from both of his ears.
“Ugh,” said Shelly. She stood and left the room.
Colton leaned in toward the twins. “What do you mean you’re stuck that way?”
“Perpetual youth,” said Lee.
“Ageless,” said Dane. He shrugged. “Twenty years old forever. It happens.”
“At least it wasn’t at sixty,” said Lee.
Colton looked between them, confused. “But how does that happen?”
Lee sighed. “Didn’t Alistair tell you all of this?”
Colton shook his head.
Lee sighed even harder. “Fine. Sometimes when a Source and Con are linked, it halts the aging process. It’s a side effect of the shared connection. It puts them in a sort of stasis. No one knows why.”
“But that hasn’t stopped them from trying to figure it out,” said Dane.
Lee nodded. “Billion-dollar question, that one.”
“So it doesn’t always happen?” asked Colton.
“Weren’t you listening? I already said it didn’t. It’s exceedingly rare.”
“We’re just lucky, I guess.”
“So how old are you guys?”
They both grinned mischievously.
“We’ll never tell, mate,” said Lee.
“Adds to our aura of mystery.”
“I hear it’s what girls go for these days, anyway,” said Lee.
“That and money.”
Dane looked at Colton. “Speaking of girls, how are you and Shelly getting along?”
“What’s it to you?” said Colton. He felt the hair on the back of his neck rising.
“Easy, mate,” said Lee. “We just want to make sure she’s happy, that’s all. Shelly’s a good girl.”
Colton relaxed. “I barely know her,” he said, realizing his words were true.
“Give it time,” said Lee. He stood and slapped Colton on the shoulder.
Dane stood and slapped the other one. “Yeah, give it time.”
After the twins left the room, Colton stood and walked to the window. Bernam’s plane was parked next to the building on the pavement below. Two men in blue coveralls stood on the wings, inspecting the jet engines on either side of the plane’s body.
The yellow-orange desert stretched out from the building in every direction. The landscape was dotted with dead cacti and small, branchy bushes. Ruddy mountains lined the horizon.
Colton thought about leaving.
He had considered it more and more as the days passed, and there were only two things keeping him around: Shelly, and the promise of doing something useful with his ability. Bernam had told him that they were going to help people who had been taken and held captive—people like Colton who, until recently, had just wanted to be left alone to lead a normal life.
As if it were a voice in his own head, someone spoke behind him.
“You’re hesitant about tonight.”
Colton turned to find Bernam standing next to the podium. He had entered and crossed the room silently and stood inspecting Colton with a steady gaze.
“I am, yes.”
Bernam studied him a moment longer and then walked to the window to look down at his plane. “That’s understandable. You have only just begun the process of defining yourself through your abilities. Ideally I would never ask anyone so—pardon the term—fresh to accompany me on such a dangerous mission. But I can see in your eyes that you want to be tested—that you long to know the true depths of your power.”
“I’m worried about Reece. He’s acting really strange.”
Bernam nodded. “Jealousy toward our kind is a very real problem. It is the reason we usually do not tolerate outsiders. They invariably feel confusion and eventually rage at their lack of abilities. They wonder why someone else was chosen instead of them. It is a futile line of thought that can sometimes have deadly consequences.”
“So why is he still here?”
“We all have a part to play, Colton. Even those without abilities can be useful.”
“What should I do about him?”
“I have already spoken to Reece. I assured him that he is welcome to stay even if you do not. He seemed much relieved.”
Colton frowned as he thought about the situation. He watched one of the workers on the plane jump down off the wing and walk into the building.
Bernam sighed. “You are still not convinced. Alright, then. I will give you another reason to go with us tonight.” He paused until Colton looked at him. “They have your mother.”
The world sank away around Colton and he was suddenly a small boy in his childhood home on the morning his mother abandoned him. His father stood in the kitchen, clutching her note in his hand until his chewed fingernails pierced his palm and blood dripped over the paper and splatted onto the tile floor.
His father had never let him read the note.
“Colton?” said Bernam.
Reality snapped back and Colton was standing in the conference room on the eleventh floor of a building in the middle of the Montana desert.
“My mother?” he said weakly.
“She was taken years ago, when you were a boy. They promised her a cure for her ability—an ability she was hoping that you did not inherit. They ran tests on her, Colton. Painful tests. She is still alive, but she is locked away deep within their secret facility under heavy guard.”
“Why won’t they let her go?”
“Because that’s what they do, Colton. They take what they want and hurt whoever stands in their way. We must draw them out into the open and follow them back to their headquarters. Only then can we save your mother and whoever else they are holding prisoner.”
Colton looked at Bernam. “Okay,” he said. “I’m in.”
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Haven watched as the man named Dormer dropped a wrench he had been holding and ran to the large door as yet another scream echoed through the dome.
Next to the door was a metal box as big as a refrigerator. Dormer pushed down a handle on the front of the box and the side panels slid down to reveal a compact block of machinery. He flipped a switch on the box and it fired up like a car engine, shaking quickly on its base. Dormer put his hands into the machinery and grabbed onto a thick metal pipe. The machine’s loud rumbling turned to a slow, intermittent chugging until finally the engine died and the box went silent. Dormer let go of the pipe and walked over to the large door. He pressed a sequence of buttons on a black wall panel and the door unlocked with a loud, pneumatic phoomp and swung open.
“I’m going to check on them,” said Corva.
Elena nodded and rested her hand on Haven’s shoulder. She gently guided her toward the opposite side of the dome.
“Not all of us are lucky enough to have full control of our abilities,” she said.
Haven looked behind her as Corva went through the doorway.
Elena sighed. “Sometimes we have to take extra care of some of our own. It’s very sad.”
“Are we really underground?” asked Haven.
“Oh, yes. We built this facility decades ago as a safe-house for our kind. We saved a bundle by not renting any equipment to dig the hole. It helps when your friends work better than dynamite!” She giggled at her own joke and her clear eyes twinkled as she relived an old memory. “We have been safe here for a long time.”
She guided Haven around tables, chairs, piles of machine parts, and stacks of paper, and steadily toward a set of swinging double-doors that were cut into the wall of the dome. As they walked, Elena explained the existence of Sources and Conduits. She told Haven how one needs the other if they are to fully realize their own potential—Unity—and how rarely that synergy is achieved.
Elena pushed open the doors and led Haven into the Grove.
It was like stepping out of a warehouse and into a forest. Lush, green grass rolled over small hills to the distant corners of the room. Haven vaguely remembered it from when she had first arrived at the facility. A grid of trees had been planted in the middle of the vast space, half of them dead, half still blooming with green leaves and small, colorful flowers. Blue pinpoints of light floated lazily amongst the branches.
“Do you play football?” asked Elena.
“I’m an all-star quarterback,” said Haven, smiling weakly. Something about the trees and the grass made her feel lighter and happier than she had felt in a long time.
Elena laughed. “Very good. You still have a sense of humor. Sometimes we lose that.” She pointed to the far side of the room. “This space is roughly the size of a football field, give or take a few yards. We come here to relax, to think, and to heal.” She walked over to the nearest dead tree and rested her hand on the blackened trunk. “This was mine,” she said. “Not long after I first moved here, I was injured quite badly in a car accident. A car accident, of all things! I thought I was going to die—and I would have, if not for this tree.”
Haven stepped closer to the trunk and looked up at the bare branches above.
“A Conduit can take life from the tree and give it to someone else,” she said.
Elena nodded. “Not all Conduits—some are more gifted than others.”
“Like Dormer.”
“Yes.”
“Why trees?”
“There is an enormous amount of energy in living things,” said Elena. “This life essence can be tapped and redirected to heal injuries. A Conduit can absorb and redirect any kind of energy—but for healing, they must use something that is, or was very recently, alive. Ancient trees harbor vast amounts of this life energy, and it is why we use them to cure the most severe injuries.”
“But when you brought me here I wasn’t dying.”
“Oh, but you were. The men at the medical center don’t like to operate on living specimens. They keep a certain amount of prisoners alive for long-term studies, but they much prefer a subject that won’t wake up in the middle of the procedure and cause trouble. The drugs they injected into your system would have killed you shortly after you arrived here.”
“What did they want from me?”
“To find out what makes you the way you are. They believe that if they can uncover the root of our abilities, they can dig it out and alter it to fit their dark needs.”
Haven flipped over a fallen leaf with the toe of her shoe. “In that case, thank you.”
Elena smiled. “You are very welcome.” She walked past Haven and slowly sat in the grass at the top of a small hill. The bones in her knees popped loudly as she stretched out her legs in front of her. A small blue light floated to her, touched the top of her head, then floated away.
Haven walked over and sat in the grass beside her.
“Do you like the lights?” asked Elena. “I made them myself.”
A cluster of blue lights formed directly over Haven’s head. They swarmed together and spun in the air like a pinwheel before flying off in every direction. “They’re beautiful,” she said. “What are they?”
“Just a distraction. They make me happy.”
Elena raised her arm and extended her pointer finger toward the ceiling. A small ball of blue light formed between the first two knuckles of her finger—exactly like the blue light that Haven had seen on her own hand in her kitchen—and slowly moved to the tip of her fingernail.
Elena watched the light, turning her finger to the side as it hovered at the edge of her fingernail. With a gentle blow from her mouth, the light floated up into the air and joined the others in the trees.
“Is my brother still alive?” asked Haven.
Elena’s smile faded and her arm slowly lowered to her lap. “Yes. He is at the medical center where we found you.”
Haven felt the threat of tears well behind her eyes, but forced them back with anger. “Why didn’t you save him? Why did you take me?”
“We thought you were your brother. We lack the resources to save everyone that is taken by Bernam and his followers, so we must bide our time and strike when it is most important.” She sighed. “Our numbers have been decreasing over the past months. Some go out into the world and never return. I believe they were either killed or captured by Bernam and taken to his medical facility for testing. He’s searching for something—something that he thinks he can only find in us.”
“Why take Noah? He’s just a little boy.”
Elena hesitated for a moment. “Your brother—” she said, then stopped. She seemed to be searching for the right words. “I explained to you that there are Sources and Conduits, and that some are more powerful than others. On each side, there is one who is the most powerful. Others may be more capable than these two individuals in only one area, such as storage capacity for a Conduit or burst capabilities for a Source, but the most powerful individuals on both sides more than make up for these shortcomings by being masters of their remaining abilities. More than any other of his or her kind, this person wields a power so profoundly versatile, yet so completely dangerous, that it eclipses all others in existence. If this person is a Source, they are known as a Phoenix. The strongest Conduit is called a Void.”
“Which one is my brother?”
“Neither,” said Elena.
Haven looked up as a blue light floated over her head. It glowed brighter and split into two lights, which swirled around each other as they quickly rose higher in the air.
“You’re a Phoenix,” she said suddenly.
Elena nodded. She looked as if admitting it caused her great pain.
“I have never been able to sense the existence of any of our kind,” she said, “until very recently. It was an aspect of my ability that I was told would manifest itself when the time came. I must admit that I had my doubts. Now I know that those doubts were wrong.” She looked over at Haven hesitantly. “Your brother is a hybrid. He possesses—or rather, he will possess—the characteristics of both a Source and a Conduit. He will be able to create his own energy and also to unleash it without the need for a counterpart. This hybridization of our abilities has only happened once before, and that person died because they did not know how to control their unlimited potential. It is the holy grail for Bernam, and it is why he has taken your brother. If I, as a Phoenix, could sense the existence and location of your brother, then it stands to reason that Bernam, as a Void, could sense it as well. He wants to be a hybrid, and he will stop at nothing until he achieves his goal.”
“Oh, Noah,” whispered Haven. A warm tear rolled down her cheek.
Elena reached over and wiped away the tear. “There is still time,” she said. “Now that you are awake, you can come with us to the medical center and help us rescue your brother.”
Haven shook her head slowly in defeat. “I don’t even know what’s happening to me.”
“You will,” said Elena. “In time.”
“How much time is there?” said Haven hotly. “What if he’s already dead?”
“They still need him, Haven, and as long as they still need him, he is safe. You must hold on to that hope for as long as possible.”
Haven sniffed and rubbed her nose. “Were my parents like me?”
“You mean did they have their own abilities?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know.”
Haven closed her eyes as the sharp pain of a migraine suddenly flared behind her eyes. It hit her much faster than it ever had before, driving deep into her skull.
“What’s wrong?” asked Elena.
“Just a headache,” she said with a groan. “I get them occasionally.” Haven rubbed her temples to try and dull the pain.
“Those will pass. They are quite common for Sources before they fully adjust to their new abilities.”
Haven opened her eyes as the pain slowly faded. She thought about everything Elena had said. “I thought everyone’s fire was supposed to be a different color. Every Source, I mean.”
“Their energy, yes.”
“But my fire is blue, like yours.”
“I noticed. Not quite the same, but close enough.”
“What does that mean?”
Elena smiled. “I’m not sure. But I bet we’re going to find out.”
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The engines were already warming up when Colton stepped into the plane, their high-pitched whine slowly building to a loud roar. The twins were seated in the very back, their heads leaning in opposite directions as they slept.
Alistair sat in the chair closest to the door and nodded at Colton when he entered. He settled back into his seat and closed his eyes. Shelly was halfway down the plane, sitting in one of the oversized leather chairs that lined both sides of the cabin. She smiled at Colton and motioned for him to join her. He smiled back and walked down the aisle, then stopped when he passed Reece, who was slouched down in his seat with his face close to the window.
“Hey,” said Colton.
Reece shifted in his seat to twist farther away from the aisle.
“Come on, Reece.” Colton didn’t like the tension between the two of them and he wanted to clear the air so things could go back to the way they were before they left New York.
“Go sit with your girlfriend,” said Reece without looking over.
“Don’t be like this, man. What’s going on with you?”
“Pffff,” Reece sneered.
“Fine,” said Colton, shaking his head. He walked down the aisle and sat next to Shelly, sighing in frustration as the leather chair formed around his back.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“He’s being stupid, that’s what’s wrong.”
Shelly looked at Reece, who had propped one of his feet on the seat in front of him and still sat staring out the window.
“It’s a lot to get used to,” she said. “Especially if he feels like he isn’t, you know, one of us.”
“Why doesn’t he just leave, then? Bernam said he could stay, but why stick around if he’s miserable?”
“He’s your friend, Colton. Maybe he wants to stay here with you.”
Colton sighed again. “He should get over it. I’m doing just fine.”
“Well,” said Shelly with a smile, “you’re special, aren’t you?”
She leaned over and kissed him lightly on the cheek.
Colton blushed.
The door to the cabin closed loudly, sealing them inside. Bernam stepped from behind a partition at the front of the plane and looked around.
“Everyone here? Excellent. We should be at our destination in a little less than an hour. If you need to rest, I suggest you start now.” He paused when he saw Alistair and the twins. “Ah, good. I see some of you beat me to it. Very well, then.” He turned and went back through the partition.
The jet engines whirred to full power and the small plane rolled across the hot pavement next to the black-windowed building.
Shelly rested her hand on Colton’s leg as the plane picked up speed and the wheels lifted off the ground.
“You don’t like flying?” asked Colton.
“I love it, actually. Why do you ask?”
Colton looked down at her hand on his leg, then into her eyes. She looked back, her gaze steady and inviting.
“No reason,” he said. “Do you want to tell me now, or later?”
“Tell you what?”
“The thing you wouldn’t tell me in the meeting. What did Bernam promise everyone?”
“Oh, that,” she said. She pulled her hand off his leg and leaned back in her seat. “He said he could turn all of us into hybrids.”
“Hybrids,” repeated Colton. “Those exist?”
“One that we know about, but he died a long time ago. There’s a rumor that Bernam has found another one who is willing to help him figure out how to replicate the ability.”
“Why is it so hard to replicate?”
“Because someone born with only one ability—either Source or Con—can’t hold the opposite energy within their bodies for very long. A lot of people have tried. If they get the foreign energy out in time, they only go insane. If they hold on to it…well, let’s just say it isn’t pretty.”
“So Bernam thinks he can turn everyone into hybrids,” said Colton.
“Yeah,” said Shelly. “Pretty rad, huh?”
“But why? What’s the point?”
Shelly laughed and her short auburn hair bounced across her face. She tucked it back behind her ears and turned in her seat to face Colton. “Look what we can do now, with just one half of the equation. Imagine what it would be like if we didn’t spend our lives searching for the missing key—that one other person that holds the potential to unlock all of our power. Most of us never find that person. We spend our whole lives searching. I’m tired of waiting for it to happen on its own.”
“I don’t get why any Source isn’t compatible with just any Conduit.”
“I don’t get it either, but that’s just the way it is. A Source can burn themselves up trying to make it work, and they usually take the Con with them. It’s called feedback, and it’s a nasty thing to watch.”
“How do you know when you’ve found the right person?” asked Colton.
Shelly shrugged. “According to those that are lucky enough to find their counterpart, they just know.”
Colton sat silently for a long time, then said, “I thought we were going to be helping people.”
“We are! But just think how much more we can do once we’re hybrids! It’s the first step in the process.” She stuck her legs out and rested them across Colton’s lap. “After that,” she said, “we can save all the people you want, Mr. Boy Scout.” She raised her eyebrows and looked at him playfully. “You know, there’s a special term for a hybrid. If a person has both abilities, they don’t call them a Source or a Conduit any more. I always hated that term, ‘Conduit’. Bleh! Like a piece of tubing or something.”
“What do they call them?”
“A Nova. As in supernova. As in the power of an exploding star.” Shelly spun in her seat and looked up at the ceiling. Strands of her hair fell out from behind her ears and bobbed over her face as she turned. “Shelly isn’t my real name,” she said.
“What?”
“My full name is Michelle. My parents named me after my Aunt.”
“It’s very pretty,” said Colton.
Sadness filled her eyes as she looked at him.
“Do you know what they did when I told them about my ability?”
Colton shook his head.
“They kicked me out. They wouldn’t even let me take a suitcase. That’s the kind of ignorance that being different reveals in people. Nothing about me had changed. I was still their daughter—still the same little girl I had always been. They were scared of me.”
She turned in her seat to look out the window, lost in her own thoughts.
Colton wanted to say he was sorry but thought she had probably heard it too many times before.
He looked over her shoulder and out through the small, circular window. The sky gradated dark to light as it dropped toward the horizon. The first colors of evening streaked across the sky; deep orange mixed with faint purple. Soon the sun would dip below the mountains and the temperature would plummet.
The ground below was a brown desert that stretched out in all directions. As the plane banked slightly in the air, Colton saw the distant lights of a city. Small pinpoints of white, yellow, and red shined like small stars in the desert.
He thought of what Shelly had said about becoming a hybrid. Colton didn’t know if he wanted more power than he already had. After he found his mother, he wanted to take her as far away from the people that hurt her as he could. He didn’t care what happened after that. If Bernam was serious about helping people who couldn’t help themselves, then maybe Colton would stick around a little while longer. Shelly was enough of a reason to stay, but he needed to get his mother to safety before he started thinking about himself.
Colton remembered the daydreams he had as a child—fantasies where he was a superhero with incredible powers that saved children from burning buildings. He watched all the cartoons and read all the comic books. He played with stiff-armed action figures that wore brightly-colored costumes and promised justice with their square jaws and obscene muscles.
Is that what I am now? he wondered. Is this what being a hero feels like?
Colton hadn’t saved anybody. He was no hero. Maybe he could be, later, but right then he could not ignore the foolish hope to bring his mother back home to his father, to put her hand in his and say, “There. Everything’s all better. Now we’re a family again.”
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Marius sat in front of Haven, squinting at her. They were in a large rectangular room that extended away from the dome like a big shoebox. The walls and floor were bare except for a few exercise mats and a wooden rack bolted to the wall that held a few broken broomsticks.
“Hmm,” said Marius. “Hmmmm.”
Haven’s shoulders dropped and she raised her eyebrows. “Well?!”
“I’m thinking,” he said. He scratched at the black and grey stubble on his chin, then his hand drifted up to the top of his head and he scratched his closely-shaven scalp. “Hmmmmm. You know martial arts?”
“No!” she said.
“Hand-to-hand? Disarming methods?
“Nope.”
“How to use gun?”
“Of course not.”
“Why ‘of course not’? In Russia I knew by age of seven.”
“We’re not in Russia.”
He chuckled. “Yes, I know this. Maybe we start with what you know, okay?” He looked at her, waiting. “So…what do you know?”
“About what?!”
He sighed, then stood. “Okay, we start small. I teach you defense, yes? Come.” He motioned for Haven to follow him as he stepped back from the door toward the center of the room. He glanced up at the ceiling twenty feet above their heads. “This will work,” he said.
“Work for what?” asked Haven. She stepped forward hesitantly, looking around as if she expected an attacker to materialize out of thin air.
Marius had been adamant about training her as much as possible before the group left for the medical center early the next morning. Haven said that she would have been useless if she tried to save her brother and Marius had immediately insisted that she follow him to what he called the “exercise room”.
“Okay,” he said, holding up his palms for her to stop walking. “Put hands up, like this.” He pulled his right hand close to his face and held it a few inches in front of his mouth, his palm open but his fingers firmly together as if he was about to slap someone. He moved his left arm away from him until his hand hovered about a foot in front of his face. Haven thought that if Marius closed his fists it would look like he was holding an invisible blowgun.
She imitated his motions as best she could.
“Good,” he said. “Now.” He stepped toward her and brought his left hand down to her face in slow motion. She stepped away and swatted his hand to the side. “Okay, good,” he said. “Except opponent moves much faster in real life, yes? You want to keep one arm close to your body, always, in case they get near you with knife or something else. Always push away from your body, like this…”
Marius swung at her again in slow motion, a wide swing that Haven easily deflected away from her body. She turned as his arm swept past her.
“Ah-ah,” he scolded.
She looked down to see the fingers of his other hand barely touching the side of her ribcage.
“Bye-bye lung,” he said, grinning.
Haven pushed his hand away and replanted her feet. Marius looked down at them and frowned.
“Wider stance,” he said.
She spread her feet farther apart.
“No pigeon-toe,” he said. “Line them up the same way. Good. Now move that one back a few inches. Very good. This way you don’t lose balance when I do this.”
He kicked out his leg and hooked his foot behind one of her ankles. He yanked back, taking her leg with him, but Haven hopped forward on her other foot and managed to stay standing.
Marius laughed. “Very good! Still much to learn, but I think you will be good student, yes? It will be many weeks before you are ready to fight a real opponent, but a few hours a day and you will be better than Marius, I think.”
She sighed and crossed her arms.
“Oh, don’t look so sad,” he said. “Tomorrow, we get back your brother and everything is okay again.”
“It won’t ever be okay again,” she said with more venom than she had intended. “My parents are dead. They’re not ever coming back!”
Haven turned and wiped away the tears running down her cheeks—tears that had fallen more often as the hours wore on.
“Oh, my,” said Marius. He walked over and rested a hand on her shoulder. “I did not mean that you should forget them. I did not mean that at all.”
She sniffed. “My home is gone. Burned to the ground. Even if I get Noah back, there’s nowhere to go.”
“You stay here!” he said quickly. “You both stay here. We have food, water, gymnasium.” He gestured grandly to the empty room in which they stood and Haven smiled. “All the things growing girl and boy need. Okay?”
Haven could think of a hundred other places she would rather stay than a damp underground shelter, but until she knew that Noah was one-hundred percent safe, she didn’t see any other option.
She nodded and Marius clapped his hands together loudly.
“Excellent!” he said. “But training not over yet. Best to teach you something you will definitely use tomorrow. Now is time for the fun stuff.”
He twirled his finger to indicate that she should turn to face him. She did so and moved one foot in front of the other as he had shown her.
“More of that later,” said Marius. “For now, relax. Hands by side. Good. Close your eyes.”
She raised one eyebrow and looked at him.
“Trust me,” he said.
She closed her eyes and waited for his instructions.
“Listen carefully,” he said. “There is a light inside of you. It burns brighter than anything else in this world.” He spoke softly and his voice circled around her. “It is your soul—it is everything you are and also much more. It is life, it is energy, and you feel it growing stronger within you.”
In her mind’s eye, Haven saw a vast nothingness. A dim blue light sparked to life in the distance and grew stronger as it approached.
“You can hold this energy inside of you,” said Marius, “but not forever. You must guide it as it grows. You must shape it for its true purpose. Otherwise it will fade, and you will lose it forever. Control it, keep it close. Once it is strong enough, release it slowly…carefully.”
The blue light in the darkness expanded until it was a small star in Haven’s imagination. It turned slowly and its surface shifted like blue lava—swirling and bubbling with immense power. Strands like solar flares arced from the expanding ball and snapped in half, sending strings of blue plasma spinning into the blackness.
Heat traveled down her spine and spread across her entire body. It pushed through her blood and muscle tissue until it ran along the surface of her skin as if she stood under a waterfall of boiling water. It didn’t hurt her—even when the heat intensified—but she could still feel its presence.
Haven heard Marius step away and she opened her eyes.
Electric blue light cascaded over her vision like the flicking flames of a violent fire. Marius stood twenty feet away, on the other side of the room.
“Close your eyes!” he shouted.
She did, but something was wrong. The energy that had been building within her shifted to the side like a heavy weight and slipped off her body. She opened her eyes as a blue stream of burning plasma shot from her left arm and hit the wall just above Marius’s head. He shouted and dove out of the way as the stream seared into the wall.
Haven screamed and stepped backward. She raised her left arm and the blue stream scraped up the wall to the ceiling, leaving behind a blackened streak on the metal.
“What do I do?!” she shouted.
The energy was already dissipating. The stream shooting out of her arm faded like a dying flashlight beam until it disappeared. Haven dropped to her knees, sweaty and exhausted. She gulped down air as if she had almost drowned.
Marius ran over and knelt beside her. He gripped her shoulders firmly and supported her when she started to shake all over.
“It’s okay,” he said. He lowered her to a sitting position and smoothed down her hair, which was sticking out in every direction. He looked up at the long strip of blackened metal on the wall and ceiling. “That was…that was good, for first time. Practice makes perfect, yes?”
“I lost it,” said Haven, still breathing heavily. “I felt it but then I lost it.”
“Happens to everyone,” said Marius. “Still happens to me if I am distracted. What did you see?”
She thought for a moment. “A blue light in the darkness, like a star. It grew brighter and brighter and came close enough that I could see every detail.”
Marius was nodding. “Yes, yes,” he said. “Good. For me, I imagine it building up in my hands until I can no longer keep it inside. It is different for everyone, but the important thing is that you find something that works. Eventually you will be able to skip the seeing and jump right to the zapping.” He looked back at the black scar on the wall, then down at his own hands. “Maybe next time I try your method. Maybe I get something a little stronger! But listen to me. The goal is to control the energy—to not let go all at once. This way it is not all gone in five seconds and then the bad guys get you.”
Haven sat up straighter and took a deep breath. “Why are you fighting?” she asked. “With Bernam and the others.”
Marius frowned. “There is always fighting. There is always someone who wants more power, and who will take it from others. And always there are people willing to help that person. It is a terrible truth, but one that we all must face.” He shook his head sadly.
Haven smiled and pushed his shoulder. “I think I need some water.”
He slapped his forehead. “Of course you do! How stupid of me.” He stood and helped her to her feet. “Very thirsty work. But don’t worry, is worth it. Everybody has limits, but with more training you will not believe what you can do.”
Haven followed Marius to the door. She looked down at her hands, then gently rubbed her forearms. Her skin was cool, and there was no sign that fire or any other kind of destructive energy had been flowing over her body. A shiver ran down her spine when she thought about the power that had been available to her a few moments earlier.
It felt like she had tapped into a nuclear generator and was pulling unlimited power from its core, weaving it together into a giant sphere of energy. Up until the moment she had lost control, Haven felt as if she could have blown up a building.
As she followed Marius out of the training room and into the dome, she had a hard time convincing herself that having that kind of power was a good thing.
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Elena was waiting for them just outside the room.
“How did she do?” she asked Marius.
“Very good,” he said. “One day she will be stronger than you, I think.”
Marius’s praise made Haven blush. “I lost control,” she admitted.
“We all do, from time to time,” said Elena. She glanced over at Marius, who was trying to make a motion with his hands without Haven seeing him. He pointed to his own shoulder-blades and then fanned out his fingers and traced the outline of invisible wings. Then he nodded at Haven and Elena looked at her, one eyebrow rising higher on her wrinkled forehead. “Is that right?” she said.
“What?” said Haven.
“You have wings.”
“No, I—” Haven stopped and thought for a moment. “Well, in the cafeteria, yeah…sort of. Not really wings, though, just shaped like wings.”
“Oh my,” said Elena softly.
“What are you talking about?” said Haven, hesitant accusation in her voice.
Marius coughed politely. “Time for food,” he said. “Marius is hungry.” He smiled at Haven and hurried away, disappearing down the hallway that led to the dormitories.
“Let’s sit down, Haven,” said Elena.
The older woman led her to the center of the massive domed room. A ring of short chairs surrounded a small, circular rock pit that Haven had not seen before. Softball-sized grey rocks were piled in a small mound in the center of the pit. Haven chose a seat. Elena sat next to her and waved an open palm in the direction of the rock pit. Blue flames ignited on the stones and danced brilliantly in the darkness. Light flickered across their faces and warmed Haven’s skin.
“It’s an issue of balance,” said Elena at last. She stared into the flames, unblinking.
“What kind of balance?” asked Haven.
“The Balance. Nature. The world. Everything. It is my belief that our kind came into existence to repair an imbalance in the fabric of reality. Something shifted too far in the wrong direction and we represent nature’s attempt to solve the problem.”
“The Sources and Conduits, you mean.”
Elena nodded. “You already know that I’m called a Phoenix. The man named Bernam is a Void—the strongest of his kind. We are here to balance the forces that have been given to us, to guide the others down the proper path so that the power does not shift too far to one side. However, one cannot exist without the other. Bernam and myself—we are linked in that way, but in that way alone.”
“He’s not your counterpart?”
Elena shook her head. “He lost his true partner long ago, as did I.” Her eyes glossed over as she remembered. She shook her head again and sighed.
“What happens if one of you dies?” asked Haven.
“That is what we need to talk about. My power is fading, Haven. It has been weakening gradually over the last several months. My guess would be that it started around the same time that you first noticed you were different.”
Haven looked into the blue flames that danced over the rocks. A long strand of fire flicked out from the pit and snapped in the air like a whip.
“You think I’m a Phoenix,” she said.
“I think so, yes. But nothing is certain. There could be others like you in the world—ones with other shades of blue fire that have the potential to become a Phoenix. You and I manifest our excess energy in a very specific way—a way that, until now, I thought was completely unique to myself.”
“The wings,” said Haven.
Elena nodded.
“What are they?”
“I can’t say for sure,” said Elena. “They don’t always appear when I am expending energy. I have only noticed their presence on rare occasions when I was attempting to channel more power than I should have—perhaps half-a-dozen times in my entire life. They are beautiful, but I think they might not serve much purpose beyond that.”
“Have you ever seen them on anyone else?”
Elena shook her head.
“So wait,” said Haven. “If you’re getting weaker, does that mean that I’m killing you?”
Elena laughed—an old, slow laugh full of humor and wisdom. “No, Haven. This would be happening with or without you. It is the way of things.”
Haven sat back in her seat. “How did it happen with you?” she asked.
“When I received my ability, you mean?”
Haven nodded.
“I never met the person who came before me. I like to think that they were able to live a quiet life, far from the worries that plague our kind these days. It was no slow process for me, as I am noticing with you. The energy was practically slapped into me not long after my seventeenth birthday. I always assumed that the one who came before me died suddenly, without the time for a gradual transference like the kind I believe I am experiencing. I was working in a shoe factory at the time, lacing work boots—just one of many girls on a long factory line.” She giggled. “Oh, you should have seen their faces! I lit that place up like a five-story Christmas tree. I had to leave town after that, of course.” She sighed happily. “Those days were just full of adventure.”
“If I’m getting my power from you,” said Haven, “then where do the others get their abilities?”
“You aren’t getting your power from me at all!” said Elena, laughing softly with amusement. “At least, not yet. Besides the few people who were given their powers by other Conduits, each one of us is born already possessing an ability. But those like me and Bernam—and every other Phoenix and Void that came before us—are given something extra.”
“What is it?”
Elena smiled. “There are many theories, and of course I have my own. I think it’s different for each of us. Only you can know for sure.” Her smile faded and a look of worry deepened the shadows on her face.
“What’s wrong?” asked Haven.
Elena shook her head. She smiled but it was a smile intended to hide a truth. “It’s nothing.”
“Tell her,” someone said behind Haven. She turned to see Dormer standing a few feet away, just at the edge of the blue firelight. “Tell her about the process—about what really happened to you in the shoe factory. Tell her there’s a chance she could burn up just like a—”
“Don’t!” shouted Elena. She stood and held up a warning finger at Dormer. “Don’t you say anything. She doesn’t need to worry about that for a long time.”
“Maybe not so long,” he said.
“Tell me what?” said Haven. She stood slowly, looking between the two of them.
“It’s nothing,” said Elena.
“You may as well,” said Dormer, clearly enjoying Elena’s frustration. “She needs to know.”
Elena sighed and sat down in her seat wearily.
“I didn’t want to add to your burden,” she said.
“Tell me,” said Haven. She stood next to the fire, her mind in a suspended state of expectation.
After a long minute, Elena spoke at last. “There is a chance that your body will be incapable of holding the Phoenix energy and that it will instead go to someone else.”
“So…what? I don’t even have it yet, from what you’re telling me. I’ll still keep what I already have, right? Nothing would change.”
Elena shook her head.
“This is the good part,” said Dormer.
“The energy does not simply pass over you like a disembodied spirit looking for a different body,” said Elena. “The process of change—the process that determines whether or not you are capable of wielding such power—could destroy you completely if you are not the right person.”
Haven stumbled over her words as her brain struggled to process the information. “Well—what if—how do I know if I’m the right person?”
“You don’t,” said Dormer. “Not until it’s too late.” He turned and walked away, toward the black sedan near the entrance to the dormitories.
“Well, screw that!” said Haven, shaking her head. “I pass. I forfeit. Whatever you do to make it go to the next person and not me, do that, because I don’t want it.”
“I wish it worked like that, Haven,” said Elena. “I really do. It is a cycle. There will be a brief time where you experience increased power, but afterward it will fade until the moment comes when it abandons you completely. Once that happens—if it happens at all—you will either receive the Phoenix energy or it will destroy you and go to another.”
“But how do you even know if that’s true?” said Haven quickly, getting defensive. “You don’t even know where you got your own ability!”
“There are others in this world who have shared such things with me,” said Elena. “I was going to wait to tell you until the pain from the loss of your parents had passed.”
“Thanks for reminding me,” said Haven, instantly regretting her words. Her sadness wasn’t Elena’s fault, but she was still angry at the world for letting her parents die. She turned to look at the fire. “When will it happen?”
“It is impossible to say. Maybe never.”
“Great,” said Haven flatly. “At least I have something to look forward to.”
Across the room, a metal cup hit the floor and bounced loudly on the concrete. A small boy wearing glasses stood on a chair next to Corva’s computer, waving his arms and bouncing up and down excitedly.
“Who’s that?” asked Haven. “I didn’t even know he was in here.”
“That’s Micah,” said Elena. She stood up and hurried toward the boy.
Haven followed her over to the dark area of the dome floor that was scattered with all sorts of electronic equipment. There were several work stations. The table next to Corva’s computer was topped with a bulky radio receiver and what looked to Haven like monitoring equipment. Large knobs and small switches covered the rectangular units stacked on both sides of the table.
Micah plopped down into his seat when Elena and Haven approached and pulled on an oversized set of earphones. A long, spiraled cable ran from the headset to one of the monitoring boxes on the table. When Dormer walked up, Micah pulled the cable plug out of the monitor and turned up a volume dial.
The monitor was tuned in to a police scanner. A conversation between an officer and his dispatcher was just wrapping up.
“Copy, four-one-seven,” said the dispatcher. “Fire department on the way. We’ll send some backup for you just in case. Confirmed two identical suspects, multiple red fires in the Four Corners area at Shepherd Trail. Unit on-scene unresponsive. Advise extreme caution. Over.”
“Copy that, dispatch. Unit four-one-seven out.”
The line went silent, replaced with soft, clicking static.
“Red fire?” said Haven. She couldn’t believe she heard those exact words.
“That’s just outside Bozeman,” said Dormer. “Less than thirty minutes away.”
Marius and Corva ran to the table, breathing heavily. Marius held a chunk of bread in one hand and chewed loudly. “What happened?” he said.
“The twins are out starting fires,” said Dormer. He turned and went back to his work station.
“Who are the twins?” asked Haven. She remembered her own house burning to the ground, consumed by rising, bright red flames. She swallowed thickly as her stomach tightened.
“Some of Bernam’s henchmen,” said Corva. She squeezed Micah’s shoulder and he smiled up at her.
Haven thought the boy could be no older than twelve or thirteen at the most. He had light brown skin and pale eyes that were comically large behind his thick glasses. His baggy clothes hung loosely on his thin frame, and his heavy shoes clomped loudly on the floor as his feet bounced up and down energetically.
“Good work, Micah,” said Elena.
“So what we do?” said Marius.
Elena didn’t answer him. She turned and looked up at the roof of the dome. Haven followed her eye-line, tracing an antenna wire that ran out of the back of the radio equipment and straight up the wall of the dome to the slow-spinning fan at the very top.
“We have to stop them,” said Corva.
“Don’t bother,” said Dormer loudly from across the room. “You know something isn’t right. Multiple fires in the same neighborhood? It’s too flashy, even for Bernam.”
“There could be families inside,” said Haven suddenly. Everyone turned to look at her, surprised at the conviction in her voice. “We have to go! What if they were the ones who killed my parents?”
Elena nodded. “We will go. Haven, it is too dangerous. You will remain here with Micah. Monitor the police scanner—”
“I’m going with you!” shouted Haven. “There’s no way I’m staying! Red fire, didn’t you hear? My parents…” Her voice trailed off until all she could do was stand there with her mouth half-open, ready to form another argument but unable to find the words.
“It’s not safe,” said Elena. “Marius, Corva, Dormer, and I will—”
“I’m staying,” said Dormer. His eyes met with Elena’s for a long moment, shining with defiance.
She looked away sadly. “Very well. Dormer will stay with Micah. Haven…” She sighed and shook her head.
“Elena, she needs answers,” said Corva.
Elena hesitated a moment longer, then said, “Haven, you come with us. But you are to remain by the vehicles as a lookout, do you understand?”
“I understand.” She would have agreed to anything if it meant knowing more about those who killed her parents.
“Everybody ready?” asked Elena. “Let’s go topside.”
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Marius stood before a section of plain concrete wall. A few feet away was the entrance to the room full of metal tanks that Haven had been taken to when she first arrived at the dome—a miniature water recycling plant for the entire underground complex.
She waited as Marius ran his palm over the gritty concrete wall until the tip of his index finger dipped into a shallow depression. He pushed in lightly and the faint depression became a deep hole. There was a soft click and a small square of concrete next to Marius’s finger swung out to reveal a black LED panel. He tapped a series of hieroglyphic symbols on the screen and a long sequence of encrypted numbers rapidly cycled across the bottom until a small red light on the panel turned green.
The faint outline of a wide door appeared in the wall next to the panel and darkened as the large, thick piece of metal swung silently inward, sweeping in a wide arc to reveal a long hallway that stretched away from the dome. The heavy door was about as wide as a car and Haven realized that was how the black sedan had been brought into the facility.
She walked down the long hallway after Marius and Elena; Corva followed close behind. Caged light bulbs protruded from the ceiling every twenty feet, casting bright circles of light onto the dull grey floor and walls. Haven turned to look back and Corva gave a slight nod and a comforting smile.
The hallway led to a single, massive elevator with a heavy black door that Marius slid to the side with a grunt. After they were all inside, he pulled the door back into place and pressed the only button on the small panel set into the wall.
The elevator rattled softly as it ascended.
Haven looked down at her clothes and couldn’t help but feel that something was missing. Corva had tossed her a beige jacket that fit well enough, but could have gone down an inch farther at the waist. She felt naked somehow, and she realized it was because her hands were empty.
Corva held the same strange machine gun that Marius had used in the car during Haven’s rescue from the medical center. The body of the weapon was chromed metal; the two pistol-grips—one at the back of the gun and the other halfway down the sleek, elongated barrel—were covered with a black rubberized material. The gun hung from a worn green strap looped over Corva’s shoulder.
Neither Marius nor Elena carried any kind of weapon that Haven could see. She assumed that they didn’t need one since they could make their own energy, but from what Marius had told her in the training room, it sounded like even a Source could not maintain constant output. Any conflict would need to be resolved quickly or they would have to resort to regular weapons.
Haven opened and closed her hands, knowing that having some kind of weapon would have made her feel more confident. She was only supposed to stay by the car, but she forced herself to believe that if she got the chance to hurt the people who killed her parents, then—
Then what?
What would I do? thought Haven. She remembered the red flames that consumed her house and the cracking and crunching of wood as it exploded and collapsed. The fire danced in her eyes and she felt Kayla’s arms around her, holding her back from the fire.
Kayla.
A wave of sadness swept over Haven and she felt like a small child curled up in a ball in the corner of a massive, empty room. She longed to be back in school—a desire which surprised her more than she would have expected—and for things to be like they were before the night of the fire. She had felt betrayed by Kayla after her parents’ funeral. The truth was that thinking of Kayla and Jason being together hurt deeply, even though Haven knew he was a worthless jerk.
She tried to think what she would have done if their roles were reversed and she had been in Kayla’s position. Haven hoped she would have put their friendship before anything else and told Jason to take a hike.
As the elevator slowly ascended, Haven wondered how anything in her life could ever be like it was before the night of that stupid party.
Was going back to school still an option after all she had learned? Could she go back to math class and pretend that blue fire didn’t occasionally burst from her skin? After the event in the cafeteria, she definitely couldn’t go back to George Walker High School. She would have to move to a new state or even a new country to get away from the memory of that freak show.
There was also the dark thought that the people who took Noah wouldn’t let her live a normal life ever again. They would find her wherever she went, no matter how far away she ran and no matter how careful she was to cover her tracks.
None of it mattered if she couldn’t save Noah. She focused all of her thoughts on him and pushed everything else into the background.
The elevator stopped with a bounce and Marius pulled open the heavy door.
“Top floor,” he said. “Housewares, lady’s shoes, and dune buggies. Ha!” He slapped his belly and smiled at his own joke as he walked out of the elevator.
Two black dune buggies with fat black tires and welded roll cages sat parked in the middle of a wide garage. The ceiling was only a couple feet above Haven’s head and she reached up to touch it as she stepped out of the elevator. A wide, roll-up door was the only other exit to the room.
Marius hopped into the closest dune buggy and pulled on a dusty pair of goggles. Elena grabbed one of the roll cage bars on the passenger’s side and slowly climbed into the vehicle.
Corva touched Haven’s shoulder as she walked to the second buggy. “You’re with me,” she said.
Haven followed her to the other buggy and pulled herself up and over the fused passenger door. A thin cloud of dust plumed up from the cracked vinyl seat when she sat down. She coughed and waved a hand in front of her face.
Corva sat in the driver’s seat and handed Haven a pair of goggles. “Get used to it,” she said. “It only gets worse.”
Marius fired up his buggy’s engine and idled toward the roll-up door. Corva turned a rusted key in the ignition and the second buggy shook to life with an ear-piercing growl. Haven pulled on her goggles as Corva followed the other buggy across the garage.
The wide door rolled up slowly to reveal a rectangle of night. Haven saw nothing but a dark desert reaching far into the distance and a dusty, half-paved road curving off to the side.
Marius gained speed—Corva right behind—and drove out of the garage onto the sand, ignoring the road. Haven turned back as the buggies sped away from the garage—the door was a wide slit in the bottom of a small mountain. Bright moonlight from above revealed smooth, jutting rocks all the way to the mountain’s bald, jagged peak. The entire dome must have been under the mountain or just off to the side; Haven looked around on the ground for the opening at the top of the dome but saw nothing but small bushes and an occasional cactus.
The cold desert wind whipped her hair in all directions. She grabbed a fistful of locks and stuffed them down into the collar of her jacket. The buggies bounced and slid over small dunes as they moved quickly across the desert. In the distance, Haven saw a bright pinpoint of red fire glowing amidst a sea of yellow and white city lights.
“There it is!” she said over the noise of the buggy.
Corva nodded.
A small walkie-talkie clipped to the dashboard crackled loudly.
Marius’s voice squawked at them. “You see it?”
Corva picked up the walkie-talkie and depressed the transmit button. “We see it.”
The buggy drifted to the side to avoid a large rock. Haven kept one hand firmly on a bar of the roll cage above her head and the other on a handle next to her seat. “Why don’t you guys use cell phones?” she asked over the noise of the buggy.
“Too easy to track,” said Corva. “They’ve found us before.”
“Who, Bernam?”
Corva hesitated. “And others.”
“Why didn’t Dormer come with us?” asked Haven.
“He’s still mad at Elena.”
“For not saving his brother?”
Corva nodded. “She knew that we only had one chance to get inside the medical center. After that, security would be so tight that going back in would be a suicide mission. We needed to wait in case Bernam found your brother before we could. Elena knew there was a hybrid out there somewhere, and she also knew that we couldn’t afford to let Bernam…well, to let Bernam do what he does to our kind.”
“But Marius took me by mistake.”
The buggy in front of them crested a large dune and its wheels left the ground. Marius whooped loudly from the first buggy as the vehicle slammed down and regained traction. The small figure in the passenger’s seat bounced violently from the impact.
“I know Elena just loved that,” said Corva. She drove safely over the side of the dune and accelerated to catch up to the other buggy.
“How are we going to get Noah back?” said Haven. “If security is so tight, how are we going to get inside?”
Corva shook her head. “I don’t know. But we’ll figure it out. I promise.”
Ahead, the pinpoints of white and yellow light turned into street lamps and porch lights. The heart of the city of Bozeman, Montana, was still several miles away—a grid of bright lights in the middle of a wide expanse of moonlit desert. Outlying suburbs stretched away from the main hub to form a massive field of varied construction projects.
An unfinished road reached out from a new housing development and stopped at a lone street lamp. The steady, churning crunch of wheels on sand turned to a low-pitched drone as the buggies left the desert and drove onto pavement.
The housing development was laid out on a network of wide streets. The buggies passed several houses in different states of construction—from hollow skeletons with flapping insulation to unpainted shells with all of the doors and windows installed. More and more houses were placed closer and closer together until the buggies eventually drove past occupied homes. Dusty cars sat parked on dirty driveways next to unmowed lawns. Bikes rested on their sides in front of dark, open garages.
A large, two-story home sat on the corner of two intersecting streets. A police car had cut a black line of soil into the grass of the yard and flipped over. It lay upside-down, abandoned, the red and blue lights flashing across the yard onto the face of the large home.
Corva followed Marius closely as he took sharp corners and steadily approached the red fire.
“Keep eyes peeled,” he said over the walkie-talkie.
The dune buggies pulled to a slow stop in front of the first burning house. It had been a flat, one-story home with a tall wooden door which had blown outward during the fire. Huge chunks of roofing lay in smoldering piles in the yard. Haven sat mesmerized as brilliant red flames danced over the collapsed walls of the house. A few streets away, more fires lit the night sky.
“Where is everyone?” said Corva.
Haven finally looked away from the burning house. All of the houses that lined the street were dark and silent. “Maybe they left because of the fire,” she said.
Farther down the road, a fire truck had run into a concrete lamp post and sat empty, the front of the vehicle caved in from the impact. Behind it, two more police cars were parked with their doors open wide, the lights on top of their roofs flicking red, blue, red, blue.
Marius got out of his dune buggy and slowly approached the house. Elena stood up in her seat and leaned against the roll cage as she watched the flames.
“There’s no one here,” said Corva. “Marius, we should go.”
He looked at the red fire, studying it with a furrowed brow. “Yes,” he said. “This is not good.”
Haven got out of the buggy and stepped closer to the house, once more drawn in by the repulsive beauty of the flames.
“Let’s go, Haven!” said Corva.
“It’s the same color,” said Haven, talking to herself.
A supporting beam within the house popped loudly and the last remaining section of the roof collapsed. Half-burned, half-charred, the house looked exactly like her own home as it burned to the ground.
The red flames shone brightly in her falling tears.
“It’s the same color,” she whispered.
A distant scream tore through the night air.
“Over there,” said Elena. She pointed a bony finger at the glow of the next fire a few streets away.
“Haven, come on!” shouted Corva. “Marius!”
“Okay,” he said.
He turned from the house and walked over to Haven. As he reached for her, an electric streak of red energy shot through the air and hit the ground at his feet. Soil and burning grass erupted upward as if Marius had stepped on a landmine. The impact launched Haven into the air, spinning her away from Marius. She slammed into the ground and rolled to a stop in the yard, groaning.
Corva screamed, “Marius!” as Haven turned on her side. A smoking crater took up what used to be most of the front yard. Marius lay on the far side of the pit, face down and unmoving.
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Elena got out of the buggy and hurried over to Haven. She knelt down and pulled her up by her shoulders.
“Come quickly,” she said.
Someone started whistling.
It was quiet at first—a melodic song that Haven found disturbingly peaceful—then became louder and was joined by another whistle playing harmony to the first.
The whistling stopped.
A pair of identical twins with spiky blond hair stepped out of the shadows next to the burning house, wild grins on their flame-lit faces.
Elena supported Haven as they hurried back to the buggies. Haven closed her eyes and tried to imagine the blue star in the vast nothingness that she had seen in the training room with Marius. In her mind, the light was a small spark that fluttered and died. She squeezed her eyes closed even harder and tried to force the light to appear—to grow into a powerful energy that she could harness and expel.
There was nothing.
She opened her eyes. On the other side of the pit, Corva hoisted Marius to his feet. He groaned in pain as he stared over at the twins menacingly.
They were young men, perhaps in their early twenties. One of them clapped his hands together and started rubbing them as if he were cold. He put them to his mouth and blew between his palms.
A beam of thin red light shot out from his hands and hit Corva in the shoulder. She yelled in pain as the impact spun her around and pushed her to the ground.
Marius bellowed and puffed out his chest. Orange spheres of light snapped out from each of his clenched fists and grew to the size of bowling balls. He slammed his fists together and the spheres merged and exploded toward the twins. They jumped apart as the ball of light tore between them and ripped off the back corner of the next house, sending splinters of wood and side paneling spinning into the air.
Elena leaned Haven against the side of the nearest dune buggy. Next to the crater, Marius knelt down to help Corva to her feet. She held one of her arms close to her body and a thick sheen of blood covered her shoulder.
There was movement in the shadows on the other side of the crater.
“Get inside,” said Elena, pushing Haven to climb into the dune buggy.
“Look!” said Haven after she sat in the passenger seat. She pointed over at the twins, who were back on their feet and standing side-by-side in front of the burning house. “Marius!” she shouted.
Marius looked up and saw the twins. With a single motion he scooped up Corva and carried her toward the dune buggies, his thick legs stomping heavily as he ran.
One of the twins—the Source—rested his hand on the other’s shoulder and closed his eyes. Red light covered his entire body and disappeared into the skin of the Conduit, his brother. The Conduit stood there without urgency and watched Marius run. His skin glowed with a shifting radiance that looked like sunlight reflecting into the surface of a red pond.
The Con held out one of his arms and opened his palm toward Marius, who had just made it back to the empty dune buggy and lowered Corva so she could stand up.
Red light formed around the Conduit’s hand and pooled over his palm. The energy seemed on the verge of releasing when a blue spear of light cut through his body and ripped him off his feet. He spun backward into the darkness behind the house and disappeared.
Elena lowered her arm and breathed out heavily. A thin layer of blue light shimmered across her skin.
“Lee!” shouted the remaining twin. His face twisted in rage and he raised his fists toward Elena. Red light sputtered weakly from his hands and he screamed in anger. He turned and ran behind the house.
“Time to go!” shouted Marius.
He hopped into the driver’s seat of his buggy and Corva lowered herself down next to him with a grimace. Marius cranked the wheel and sped out onto the road, back in the direction of The Dome.
Elena moved faster than Haven was expecting as she nimbly climbed into the second buggy and sat behind the wheel. She twisted the key in the ignition and slammed her foot down on the gas pedal, the back tires squealing as the buggy tore down the street.
Haven turned back to look at the burning house. The twins stepped out of the shadows next to the flames, one of them leaning heavily against the other. They watched the dune buggies drive away and Haven was certain that they were smiling.
She turned to face forward just as all of the street lamps on both sides of the long street dimmed and went out.
Marius’s buggy on the road ahead turned into a dim silhouette in the moonlight.
“Oh no,” said Elena.
There came the sound of a chest-compressing WHUMP and the first buggy launched sideways into the air, spinning side over side until it slammed upside-down onto the grass just off the street.
Elena stomped down on the brake pedal and the buggy screeched to a halt in the middle of the road.
“Get out get out get out!” she said quickly, scrambling to get over her door.
Haven grabbed onto the roll cage and pulled herself up, then jumped out of the buggy as another deep, muted noise blasted the street. The air around her was sucked away, pulling the breath from her chest. A pressure blast smacked her body as if she were a swatted fly and she was thrown into the air.
She had a split-second to see her dune buggy drop from the sky and disappear behind a house before she slammed into the grass next to the road. She crawled onto her hands and knees as she fought to breathe—it felt like her chest was in a vise and a plastic bag covered her mouth. Hair clung to the sides of her face and her vision was blurred. Across the dark street, a silhouetted figure stepped away from a lamp post and walked toward her. Behind the silhouette, two other figures appeared, shorter than the first.
Haven felt something lurch inside her when she looked at the two figures in the background. The sensation that consumed her body as she trembled on the grass and struggled to breathe was something much more intense than anything she had experienced. The sensation was complete in every way—symmetrical gravitation that pulled every thread of her soul in one direction.
The tall figure stood next to her, looking down. Haven looked up blearily. She was unable to see a face in the silhouette, but could tell it was a man. He turned his head to one side, then the other, as if inspecting her like a lab specimen. He walked over to Elena, who lay on her back on a small embankment next to the road, bleeding from deep cuts all over her body.
The figure knelt down in the grass next to her.
Elena breathed raggedly and a small line of blood trickled out from the corner of her mouth. She looked up into the face of the figure with unblinking eyes, totally unafraid.
“Hello, Elena,” said the figure. The dark corners of his mouth raised in a grin. “And goodbye.”
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Colton waited in the shadows next to one of the houses on the long street. Shelly stood beside him, the sleeve of her jacket brushing his arm as she nervously shifted her weight from one foot to the other.
Reece leaned against the house a few feet away, hands in his pockets, watching with a small smile on his face as Bernam and Alistair flipped over the first dune buggy. It twisted through the air and smashed down into the grass alongside the road.
Reece whistled appreciatively. “Those boys sure know how to get things done,” he said.
The second buggy launched into the air just as the old woman and a young girl jumped to the ground. Both of them were caught in Alistair’s blast and were sent flying. The girl hit the grass and rolled to a stop. The old woman landed on her back with a loud crack of broken bones. Shelly squeezed her eyes shut and grabbed Colton’s arm.
Bernam’s dark silhouette knelt down next to the old woman and he said something to her. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth.
Alistair appeared between two houses on the other side of the street and walked over to the first buggy. Within the overturned vehicle, a stocky man and a woman with white hair lay next to each other against the top of the roll cage.
Bernam stood and turned around. His eyes were not visible in the shadows that covered his face, yet Colton felt his piercing glare. “Shelly,” he said. “Go back and collect the twins. Prep the plane for departure.”
She looked at him, then at Colton.
“Now,” said Bernam.
She squeezed Colton’s arm and ran down the street, away from the wrecked buggies.
“Colton,” said Bernam. He raised his arm and beckoned Colton to him.
“That’s you,” whispered Reece.
He grabbed Colton’s sleeve and pulled him toward the street. Colton shrugged him off and walked slowly, unable to take his eyes from the girl on the grass. The street was dark and he couldn’t really see what she looked like, but something about her drew him in—it felt as if his vision had collapsed into a narrow tunnel between them both. A kaleidoscope blur surrounded everything but the small area around this girl he had never met before.
The stocky man in the overturned dune buggy groaned loudly and tried to stand.
“Alistair,” said Bernam quietly.
Alistair knelt down and smiled into the buggy.
“Now, now, Marius. You know better than that.”
Marius’s face twisted in rage and he spat a string of Russian words that Colton assumed were the darkest curses imaginable.
Alistair’s smile broadened as he stood and took a step back from the buggy. He rested his palms on the edge of the chassis and closed his eyes. The vehicle rattled slowly at first, and then faster until, from bumper to bumper, it vibrated like a plucked guitar string. Alistair walked away and the dune buggy exploded.
Chunks of debris shot in every direction. The roll cage flipped up into the air. The two people trapped inside bounced violently against the bars of the cage as it crashed through the roof of a nearby home. It landed with a loud crunch and a plume of dust clouded up from the hole in the roof.
Alistair brushed off his hands. “I’m done,” he said. “Need to charge.”
Bernam nodded and Alistair walked away, following after Shelly.
“Colton,” said Bernam. “It’s time.”
Colton stood in the middle of the street. He looked at the girl in the grass, who stared back at him in anger. The old woman lay before Bernam, broken and shaking.
“This doesn’t feel right,” said Colton.
Bernam tilted his head to the side as if to say how dare you?, then his shoulders relaxed with a sigh and he walked over to Colton. He nodded sympathetically and rested a hand on Colton’s shoulder.
“This is what we’ve been talking about ever since we first met,” said Bernam. “This is how you get to help countless others who are just like you. This woman holds the key to the future, Colton, and we need that key!”
His conviction was moving, but as Colton looked at the old woman lying helpless on the ground, he knew he could do nothing to harm her. “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself,” he said at last. “I mean, look at her—”
“I’ll do it,” interrupted Reece. He looked at the woman and swallowed hard, as if he was struggling to convince himself. “Yeah, sure. I’ll do it. Just like you said, Bernam. Give me the power.”
“What are you talking about?” asked Colton. “What power?”
Bernam shook his head. “This is Colton’s decision.”
“Why do I have to be the one?”
“Because you are the only one strong enough to contain her energy,” said Bernam. “Even I would only be able to hold it a few minutes, after which it would burn me from the inside-out. It must be you.”
Bernam’s hand slipped off his shoulder as Colton walked over and stood above the old woman. She looked up at him without anger or resentment; it almost seemed as if she was already forgiving Colton for what he was supposed to do.
“I won’t do it,” said Colton, shaking his head.
Bernam sighed. His head dropped and he nodded deeply. “Very well,” he said.
He moved so quickly that Colton was staring at empty space when something hit the middle of his ribcage. He looked down to see Bernam’s right hand on his chest. His fingers disappeared into five black holes in Colton’s ribcage. The edges of the holes flowed around Bernam’s fingers like liquid.
Colton tried to speak but he could not. He tried to breathe but his throat was clenched shut.
“Reece, if you would…” said Bernam calmly. He beckoned him over and Reece obeyed, a look of confused horror on his face.
“Don’t hurt him, man,” said Reece.
“It’s a little late for that.”
Bernam reached out and grabbed Reece’s shirt. He pulled him close and gripped him firmly by the throat. Reece struggled to take a breath but his flailing arms bounced harmlessly off Bernam’s skin. He was lifted into the air, his legs kicking uselessly against Bernam’s shins.
Colton felt warmth drain from his limbs. It gathered in his chest and flowed out through the holes made by Bernam’s fingers. His vision dimmed as if it were light fueled by a dying generator.
Bernam stared at Colton. His eyes were solid black, ringed with sparking black fire.
“Your power is wasted on you,” he said.
Colton grit his teeth, certain that they would shatter long before the pain ended. It felt like a hundred clawed fingers were scraping against the inside of his body, peeling away his insides and pulling them out through his chest.
Bernam looked at him with those black eyes, and Colton was more scared in that moment than he had ever been in his entire life. There was no reasoning with the person who had those eyes. They regarded everything with a cold distance, completely devoid of emotion. No amount of pleading and no logical argument could be made to save a person trapped in the stare of eyes so dead.
The last ounce of warmth left Colton’s body and Bernam threw him aside. He fell to the street and he heard his skull crack loudly against the asphalt, but there was no pain. Colton’s entire body was numb.
Paralyzed, he watched Bernam lower Reece to the ground and release his neck. Reece stood there, mouth slack, staring into the distance.
Bernam slapped his shoulder and Reece blinked.
“How do you feel?”
Reece looked down at his hands. “Weird,” he said.
Bernam guided him over to the old woman, who watched everything with wide eyes. She tried to speak but little more than a soft gurgle escaped her lips.
The young girl lying in the grass coughed. “Stop,” she said weakly. Her eyelids fluttered to stay open as she pulled herself toward the old woman. “Stop.”
Bernam held up his hand and flicked the air. The girl tumbled across the grass and rolled to a stop on her stomach twenty feet away. She remained there, unmoving.
“I will start,” said Bernam. “And you will finish.”
Reece looked at Colton as he lay on the ground. “I thought you said that Colton was the only one who could hold her power.”
“Don’t be afraid,” said Bernam, growling with impatience.
Reece opened his mouth to say something else but Bernam pulled him down to kneel in front of the old woman.
“Put your hand here,” said Bernam. He placed Reece’s open palm at the top of the woman’s ribcage. He rested his own hand on top of Reece’s. “You will feel it moving into your hand and into your body. Don’t fight it. As soon as you sense the movement, you will be able to control the flow.”
Blue light shimmered over the woman’s skin and her back arched up violently.
“Don’t let go,” said Bernam loudly.
The old woman twisted under their combined grip. The blue light pooled on her chest and flowed visibly over Reece’s skin. Bernam pulled his hand away and shook it as if he had just touched a hot stove.
“Good,” he said. The blue light flowed faster up Reece’s arm and sank down into his skin. “Very good.”
The woman screamed loudly and her body went limp. Her head rested back against the grass and she lay still.
Reece pulled his hand away and looked at it, rubbing his fingers together thoughtfully. “Wow,” he said.
Bernam smiled and stood. “Well done, Reece. You have secured your rightful place among us. We need to get you back to the center right away.”
A thin trail of blue light ran up Reece’s body from his feet to the top of his head, then exploded like a small firecracker in the air.
“What was that?!” he said.
Bernam put his hand on Reece’s back and guided him away from the old woman. “We’ll talk about it on the way,” he said.
Colton turned his head as they walked away. At an intersection two streets away, the plane idled to a stop and the door opened downward to become a set of stairs.
Reece turned back to look at Colton as he stepped into the plane, but Bernam firmly turned him around and ushered him inside.
Shelly appeared in the doorway. She hugged herself as she looked at Colton lying in the middle of the street. Even at that distance, Colton thought he saw tears on her cheeks. Alistair reached down and grabbed the railing on the stairs. With a smug grin in Colton’s direction, he pulled the door closed.
The plane rolled down the street and the engines whined loudly until the wheels lifted off the ground. Colton watched, still unable to move, as the plane banked in the air and flew back in the direction of the black building.
The deep emptiness inside of him was a constant pressure; a weight on every one of his bones that pressed down and stopped just short of snapping them in half. He was reminded of the weeks after his mother abandoned him and his father; it was a pain he had hoped to never feel again.
He reached out with his mind for the energy in the world around him. Shelly had taught him how to absorb ambient energy and he had gotten so proficient at it that he did it without thinking. He groped for anything—starlight or even the faint heat in the asphalt on which he lay—but he was powerless.
There was nothing.
Colton rolled onto his side, fighting to keep his eyes open as a wave of darkness covered his vision.
The old woman lay at the edge of the road, eyes closed. Her chest rose ever-so-slightly with the shallow breaths of one who was nearly dead. The young girl in the grass had not moved once since Bernam had pushed her there.
A loud crash came from the house with the hole in its roof. A man yelled from within as something heavy scraped against the floor. Wood creaked slowly just before another loud crash.
The front door exploded outward and chunks of wood peppered the grass in front of the house. The man Alistair had called Marius stood in the doorway supporting the white-haired woman. She was awake, but barely. Blood from a deep cut on her head ran down one side of her face and covered her shirt.
Colton rested his head against the street as his vision dimmed to black and he lost consciousness.
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The biggest hill in the Grove was on the far side of the grid of trees. Haven hadn’t walked past the last line of trees when she first visited the large, grassy field and so she hadn’t noticed that the other side of the hill sloped down to a small pond.
The pond was shaped like a teardrop, with one end large and bulbous and the other tapering at an angle to a rounded point.
At the bottom of the teardrop, at the edge of the still water, rested a lone willow tree.
Its knurled roots twisted out from the base of its crooked trunk and dipped into the water. Whip-like branches sprouted from the top of the trunk like a sad crown, cascading outward and down to brush the ground like a hundred gentle fingertips. Light green leaves covered the branches and stood in pleasing contrast to the light brown of the bark.
The trunk angled out over the pond so that one-half of the branches lightly brushed the surface of the water. Small blue lights floated over the pond, perfectly reflected in its mirrored surface like brilliant fireflies.
Haven stood atop the hill, looking down at the tree.
Elena rested against its trunk, propped up by Marius after he carried her in from the dome. He sat next to her, head cast down, eyes closed, a heavy frown on his sooty face.
Behind Haven, in the grid of trees, Dormer took his hand from Corva’s shoulder and helped her to sit up. The tree from which he had been drawing energy shed a third of its leaves and a small dark spot spread over its bark.
Part of Corva’s face was still covered in blood. She rotated her arm and pressed down on her shoulder, grimacing as she moved. She nodded at Dormer and he helped her to stand. He looked over at Haven.
Marius had nearly killed Dormer when everyone had returned to The Dome. They had been standing down by the small pond and Dormer had said something—Haven couldn’t hear him because she had just walked to the top of the hill—and Marius had turned on him in a blind rage. Part of Dormer’s shirt was burned away from where Marius had lifted him from the ground and lit him on fire. Dormer had quickly reached his maximum storage limit and his body was shedding heat faster than he could absorb it after only a few seconds of contact.
If Elena’s soft voice had not stopped Marius, there would have been nothing left of Dormer but a smoking pile of ashes.
He dropped his gaze and turned to walk away, pushing through the swinging doors that led back to the dome and disappearing around the corner.
Corva walked slowly to the top of the hill and looked down at the pond.
“Are you okay?” asked Haven.
Corva nodded. “Been better. Been worse. Broke my collarbone and dislocated my shoulder. Dormer patched me up enough to get moving. What about you?”
“I’m alright,” said Haven.
Corva raised a skeptical eyebrow.
“Well, I’m a little dizzy and every other minute I feel like I have to puke.”
“How’s your head?”
Haven touched the bump behind her right ear where her head hit the ground. It stung but it would be fine. The biggest problem was the emptiness she felt inside. After the man called Bernam had dug into that one boy’s chest and then cast him aside, Haven felt numb all the way to her core. It was an alien feeling, as if her soul had been pulled out of her body.
She was still herself, but she felt distant—unattached.
“I guess Marius is really mad at Dormer,” said Haven.
“That’s an understatement.”
“Does he think Elena would be okay if Dormer had come with us?”
“Probably—but it wasn’t just any old Con out there, it was Bernam.”
“The Void.”
Corva nodded. “And Alistair is no slouch, either. Add the twins into the mix and I doubt having Dormer with us would have made any difference.”
The doors to the Grove swung open and the young boy, Micah, hurried inside. It was obvious he had been asleep—his short hair was matted on one side and his clothes were wrinkled and twisted. He pulled on a pair of reading glasses as he ran up the hill, passed Haven and Corva, and ran down the other side.
He fell to his knees at Elena’s side. She smiled at him weakly as he picked up one of her hands and held it between both of his.
“They seem very close,” said Haven.
“He’s an orphan. His adoptive parents were…” She paused as she struggled to find the right words. “They were not kind. Shortly after they remanded him back into state custody, another child in his orphanage started a fire and the building burned to the ground. Micah was the only survivor.”
“So he’s not a Source or a Con?”
“Not that we know. Elena was never able to have children of her own, so she took him in.”
“He’s very quiet,” said Haven. She watched as Micah held Elena’s hand to his cheek. He closed his eyes and his tears fell onto her skin.
“He was born mute,” said Corva.
Down by the pond, Micah gently laid Elena’s hand in her lap and walked away. He sat in the grass on the other side of the pond with his back to the tree and his shoulders shuddered as he cried. Elena closed her eyes and rested her head against the trunk of the tree.
“What did Bernam do to her?” asked Haven.
“He took her power,” said Corva.
“You can do that?”
“Voids can. They are strong enough to tap into the deepest recesses of one’s very existence, if they so desire. They can scrape out abilities and give them to others.”
“Why did he take Elena’s?”
Corva shook her head. “I don’t know. You can’t have more than one power inside you for long or else you go crazy.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean it drives you insane. Taking in another power does not make you stronger. The abilities are separate from each other—individual entities that cannot mix, like oil and water. You can store another’s essence—their ability—for a very short period of time, but you must quickly release the energy to avoid any lasting damage.”
“So, Bernam can’t become a hybrid just by taking a Source’s ability?”
“Exactly,” said Corva. “Even he must know that, which makes it harder to understand why he would drain her power in the first place.”
“But Elena will get better, right? Dormer can heal her.”
“No. We can’t live without our abilities. They are a part of us, and without them we wither. If you are young and strong, you might be able to last a short while, but if you are sick, or weak, or…”
“Or old,” said Haven.
Corva nodded. “Yes.” She gently squeezed Haven’s shoulder and smiled. “I think she would want to speak with you.”
Haven swallowed nervously and nodded. “Okay,” she whispered.
They walked down the hill to the tree. Haven pushed aside several ropey branches and sat on the grass next to Elena. Corva sat next to Marius and put her arm over his shoulders as he leaned against her and closed his eyes.
Haven looked into the pond. The smooth surface of the water reflected the distant lights on the ceiling and would have been as flat as a mirror if not for the protruding ends of several large, algae-covered stones that dotted the length of the pond. The water was uniformly shallow and crystal clear. Small, translucent fish darted between long blades of rooted grass. The green, bladed stalks stood suspended in the water as if they had been drifting back and forth in a strong current and had suddenly been frozen in mid-wave.
One of the small blue lights in the air drifted over to Haven and floated a few inches in front of her face. At first it moved in a slow circle, a thin line of wispy blue light trailing behind. The little light moved faster and faster until the trailing light became a glowing ring floating in the air. Suddenly the light stopped moving and, with a small pop, exploded like a tiny firework that shot little sparks into the middle of the fading ring.
Haven smiled and Elena opened her eyes.
“I thought you might like that,” she said weakly.
“It was beautiful,” said Haven.
“What do you think of our little pond?”
“It’s lovely.”
“This tree is over five hundred years old. It was moved here after the Old Home was destroyed. That’s where our kind lived long ago. That’s what we called it.” She closed her eyes and a faint smile crossed her lips. “Yes, I remember. There were so many of us! Hundreds and hundreds. So many…”
“What happened?”
“Most were killed.”
“Is that why there aren’t more of you—of us—here?”
Elena nodded. “They are afraid. Those we manage to find rarely agree to join. They want to live simple, happy lives, and I don’t blame them. I often wished to live such a life.” She smiled and the wrinkles on her face bunched up in the corners of her eyes. “But that was not my job. My job was to keep the others safe.” She took a quick breath and coughed sharply, her throat thick and raspy. “Haven,” she said quietly. “It’s you. You must do this after I am gone.”
“Do what?” asked Haven.
“You must find more, like us, and bring them here. Keep them safe. You and Marius and Corva—even Dormer—all of you must keep them safe.”
“But why? What’s going to happen?”
“I don’t know,” said Elena, shaking her head. “I don’t know. But if Bernam succeeds at becoming a hybrid, there is no hope for any of us.” She took a deep breath. “I understand if you want to leave. You can try to live a normal life—but I hope you will stay. You could make such a difference here.”
“I—I’ll do it.” Haven felt as if she were making a promise she didn’t know she could fulfill.
Elena smiled and leaned her head back against the trunk of the tree. She looked up through the branches and at the distant lights on the ceiling. The light filled her eyes and sparkled like tiny stars. She let out a deep sigh, her body relaxed, and she was still.
Haven reached out and gently squeezed Elena’s hand.
The blue lights floating over the pond drifted across the water and circled the trunk of the tree. They landed on Elena’s body, covering her in a shroud of light. The lights pulsed slowly, like a heartbeat, until one by one, they blinked out and disappeared.
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Colton sat on the edge of a rickety old cot in a small room with rounded corners and poor ventilation. The walls were rusted red. He felt like he was in some sort of sewage tank that had been drained and furnished just for him.
He gently rested the heels of his palms against his temples and pushed until the sharp pain in his head lessened to a dull, continuous pressure. The high-pitched scream that had echoed in his ears ever since he awoke quieted to a distant but constant drone.
White lights danced across his vision—big white blobs chased smaller blobs, absorbed them, and split into a dozen tiny dots, only to join with bigger dots and begin the process all over again.
The headache, the noise, and the white lights were bad enough that Colton wished he were dead or asleep, but the worst part was the emptiness.
In the pit of his stomach, twisting up his spine, was the distinctive feeling of nothingness. Colton felt like he was missing a part of his soul, as if a deep hollow had been carved into his very being.
Even his bones were cold.
He pinched his forearm hard enough to leave a bright red mark but felt nothing. Colton bit the inside of his cheek and tasted blood, but there was no pain.
He pushed himself up from the squeaking cot and waited until the fireworks display of a thousand new white lights slowly drifted out of his vision.
A single light bulb was screwed into the short ceiling of the room and cast down a sad, yellow glow. Colton reached up and touched it, focusing every bit of himself into the tips of his fingers so that he could draw even a fraction of the light’s heat.
Nothing.
He lowered his hand and stood in the middle of the room, lost.
The last thing he remembered was watching Bernam and Reece kneeling next to the old woman—the woman that Bernam had asked Colton to hurt. The way she looked up—the life in her eyes—had made it impossible for Colton to go through with it. Bernam promised that it was the only way to help the others that were being persecuted, but that wasn’t enough for Colton to agree to take the old woman’s ability.
Does that make me weak? he wondered. Colton knew that some people believed that hard decisions had to be made in order to prevent great atrocities—that sometimes a few must be sacrificed in order to save many—but could he be the kind of person to make those decisions?
He had turned away from Bernam’s plan, and it seemed that his punishment was to be stripped of his powers—to be like he had been before he first realized he was different.
Colton hoped the old woman was okay.
The image of a girl lying in the grass next to a house flashed across his memory and Colton suddenly remembered that someone else had been with the old woman—someone that had made him feel stronger and more confident in every way, even if it the feeling had only lasted a brief moment.
He tried to picture the person in his mind, but all he could remember was brown hair and—
A sharp pain in his stomach made him double over. He dropped to his knees and clenched his teeth as an imaginary knife blade twisted deep into his torso, all the way to his spine.
The pain slowly faded but left behind a lingering ache. Colton’s breaths came quickly, as if he had just ran a mile uphill. His chest shuddered violently with the heavy pounding of his heart.
He stood slowly and walked to the only door in the room. The door had rounded corners and had been set into the wall a foot off the ground, furthering the feeling that Colton was stuck inside some sort of metal lung. He expected the door to be locked and to find himself a prisoner, but the rusted handle turned loudly and the heavy slab of metal swung open with a soft groan. Stepping over the foot-high doorjamb was like going through a submarine portal.
There were several doors along the dark hallway that led away from his room. Each looked exactly like his, and Colton assumed they were the entrances to equally dismal lodgings. The hallway turned a corner and a room opened on his left that had no door—a kitchen.
The cluttered room was packed with short stacks of cast-iron skillets, racks of utensils, and two refrigerators. Shelves loaded with jars of spices and boxes of cleaning supplies lined the walls. An old, wide stove rested on one side of the room, lines of ancient rust running down its broad door. The window in the door was foggy with grime. A forgotten microwave had been banished to the darkest corner of the kitchen; it sat crookedly atop a pile of dirty dishrags, its plug cut off halfway down its length, exposing the wires.
A pot of stew sat bubbling gently on one of the stove’s burners, steam slowly rising from the thick concoction. Colton sniffed deeply but could only smell the slight metallic tinge that had been present since he had first awoken.
He wanted to taste the stew—to find out if all of his senses were completely muted—but he was eager for answers and instead walked on, farther down the hallway.
He wanted to find his mother.
Bernam hadn’t told him the whole truth about what they were doing in that neighborhood—hadn’t mentioned that the twins were going to set all those houses on fire—so Colton was unsure if the man was lying when he said that another group of Sources and Cons were holding his mother captive.
He had to be sure.
The hallway led to a huge, domed room. Morning light poured in around a giant fan at the top of the ceiling and bounced off mirrors bolted all around the dome, illuminating the entire floor.
Many doors lined the bottom edge of the concrete dome, some larger than others. The entire space was littered with tables, machinery, books, papers, and other odds and ends. Colton was alone; the cluttered floor was silent.
A pair of swinging double doors nearby flew open and a small boy ran into the dome. He held a pair of glasses in one hand and wiped streaming tears from his face with another. The boy pushed Colton aside and disappeared down the hallway that led past the kitchen.
The double doors from which the boy had emerged swung slowly back and forth until they came to a rest.
Colton walked toward the doors, moving slower than he would have liked. Every time he walked too fast, the knife in his belly would return, twisting painfully as it burrowed toward his spine.
He passed tables full of obsolete electronic equipment—boxy computer screens and big circuit boards. Colton wondered if he had not only been taken to a different place, but also to a different time.
There was a small window in each of the swinging doors, but the glass was so dirty that Colton could only see a vast, bright smudge of white.
He pushed open one of the doors and stood in the entrance to a long, grassy field. Rows of trees had been planted in a grid pattern on the half of the field closest to the swinging doors. Some of the trees were rich with brilliant green leaves, but others were dead, their black trunks crooked and twisted.
Walking through the rows of trees fifty feet away, her head cast downward to watch her own feet kick through the grass, was a girl with brown hair. In the bright light cast down from the ceiling, Colton saw that her hair was shot through with light streaks of red.
He recognized her immediately and waited for the strong connection to return—the feeling that he was being drawn closer to her even though he was standing still. Colton felt nothing. When he had seen the girl lying in the grass near the old woman, the world around him had dimmed so that all he could see was her eyes, looking back at him. All of that was gone.
Colton looked down at the ground and realized that he couldn’t even smell the fresh grass beneath his feet.
I’m dead inside, he thought.
As if she heard him, the girl’s head snapped up and her eyes narrowed as she glared at him with cold malice.
Colton could tell she recognized him, and the anger on her face made him wish they were only seeing each other for the first time.
Blue light ignited in her eyes and they burned like tiny stars. Without a moment’s hesitation, she ran toward Colton. He stepped back in confusion, unable to decide if he should try and defend himself or turn and run.
Thinking about it made him feel even weaker, so he just stood there, frozen, until she jumped into the air and slammed into him with her shoulder, tackling him to the ground.
She grunted as she fell on him and pinned his arms down with her legs. She straddled his chest and pressed her open palms to his temples. The light in her eyes was too bright and Colton tried to turn his head to the side, but she forced him to remain still.
She was strong.
Concentrated blue energy trailed out from the corner of her eyes and drifted up into the air in long, wispy lines, dissipating above her head.
“What did you do to my brother?!” she said between clenched teeth.
Colton screamed as she pressed against his skull. He had thought he could not feel anything but the dull ache in his skull and the knife in his belly—that the rest of his senses were numb—but he was wrong. The pain coursing through his entire body was immeasurable. Every inch of his skin burned as if he were being showered with acid.
The girl’s hands exploded with blue light and Colton screamed louder.
“Is he alive?!” she shouted.
Colton writhed under her grip but she kept him firmly pinned down. He couldn’t help but look into her eyes and was blinded by the piercing blaze.
“I don’t know!” he said between screams.
“Haven!” someone shouted.
The girl kicked Colton’s stomach as she was pulled away by two silhouettes. Colton blinked his eyes until the blurriness cleared. A stocky man with stubble on his shiny head held one of the girl’s arms and a pretty woman with shock-white hair held the other.
Colton coughed and rolled onto his side, clenching his stomach.
“This is not a good idea,” said the man. His Russian accent was thick. “You said yourself that he did not hurt Elena.”
“But she’s dead!” said the girl—Haven—finding new strength and nearly breaking free.
“She’s dead,” agreed the woman with white hair. “And this helps nothing.”
Haven glared at Colton until the blue light in her eyes faded and blinked out. She relaxed and closed her eyes. The man and the woman that were holding her slowly let go but didn’t move away.
Colton pushed himself up to a sitting position. He looked at the skin on his arms and felt the back of his neck—the girl’s energy hadn’t physically burned him at all. A slight tingling sensation still danced over his entire body, just beneath his skin, as if a million tiny needles were jabbing down just hard enough to draw blood.
“I never saw your brother,” he said to Haven. “Or anyone else besides the people that attacked you near Bozeman.”
Haven looked down at him, her expression a mix of fear, rage, and sadness. Her eyes glassed over with tears and she hurried past Colton, through the swinging doors, and into the dome.
“I—I’m sorry,” said Colton.
The man and woman looked down at him carefully, as if deciding what should be done with their prisoner.
“The old woman was Elena?” asked Colton. “Is she here? Could I see her?”
“No,” said the woman with white hair. “No, you cannot ‘see her’.” She clenched her fists and followed after Haven into the dome.
The Russian man sighed and shook his head.
“They don’t like you very much,” he said.
“I can’t say that I blame them,” said Colton. “I made a mistake when I joined Bernam. He promised me that—” Colton stopped and sighed. “It doesn’t matter. I still should have known it was wrong.”
The Russian grunted. “Did you know about us, here in dome?”
Colton shook his head.
“Then don’t blame yourself. It was like winning the lottery ticket, yes? You didn’t know there was a choice, so you went with the bad man. He makes things look very nice. All new toys and cars. Sometimes Marius wishes he had those things.”
“Your name is Marius?”
The man nodded.
“I’m Colton.”
The stocky Russian hesitated a moment longer, then offered his hand. Colton gripped it and allowed himself to be pulled up to his feet.
“Look at me,” said Marius.
Colton looked. The man was tired. Dark circles drooped under his eyes, but it wasn’t just sleep that was weighing heavily on his serious face—there was also sadness, anger, and a small amount of fear.
“We are not friends,” continued Marius. “No one here is your friend, and they probably won’t be for long time—if you stick around. Elena had rule that we allow anyone like us to stay here, no questions asked. But that doesn’t mean we are always happy about it. You have to earn our trust, understand?”
“Look,” said Colton, “not that I don’t appreciate the offer—if that’s what it is—but I don’t want to stay here. Bernam told me that you guys were keeping my mother as a hostage, which I realize now was just a lie to get me to follow him. When I wouldn’t do what he wanted, he took away my ability. I’m empty. I’m not like you anymore. I don’t belong here.” He thought about his father in Pittsburgh. “I don’t belong anywhere.”
Marius frowned. “Young people,” he said. “So serious. Always jumping to wrong conclusions.” He gestured for Colton to follow him away from the entrance. “Come.”
They walked between the trees and ascended a large hill. At the base of the hill that sloped away from the trees was a small pond and an old willow tree, its branches tickling the surface of the water.
The old woman sat against the trunk of the tree, her eyes closed peacefully and a faint smile on her face, as if she were in the middle of a pleasant dream.
“Elena,” said Marius, nodding toward the woman.
“I’m sorry,” said Colton quietly.
“She was very nice woman. Strong and stubborn, but nice.”
“Did Bernam kill her?”
“He took her power. We cannot live without it. Yes, he killed her.”
Colton looked down at his body. His skin was ashen and his knees shook with the strain to keep him upright.
Marius must have seen the look of fear on his face.
“You are strong, too,” he said. “Don’t give up hope.”
“What are you going to with…with…” Colton swallowed thickly and tried to force himself to finish the sentence, but could not.
“We will bury her next to the tree, the way she would have wanted.”
“This place is beautiful,” said Colton.
“What does your mother look like?”
Colton turned to Marius, surprised by the abrupt question.
“She left when I was nine.” He tried to remember her face, but was ashamed to realize that the memory of her appearance was blurry—she existed in his mind as a grouping of emotions and sensations, the strongest of which was happiness that he felt when he spent time with her. “In the few pictures I kept that my father didn’t burn, she had light brown hair, shoulder-length, and light brown eyes. She was thin. There was a small mole on her left temple, like a beauty mark.”
Marius’s frown deepened.
“What is it?” asked Colton.
“Bernam was right and wrong about your mother,” said Marius.
“What do you mean?”
“She is here, with us, but she is not a prisoner. She stays with us because that is what she wants—because it is too dangerous for her to be anywhere else.”
Colton stood atop the hill, speechless, his mind a torrent of different thoughts. He took a deep breath and tried to think clearly.
“Do you want to see her?” asked Marius.
Colton expected to answer immediately, but instead the word yes caught in his throat. What if she’s different? he thought. What if she doesn’t remember me?
“You don’t have to if you don’t want.”
Marius turned and walked down the hill, toward the doors.
“Yes,” said Colton suddenly.
My power is gone, and I’m going to die, he thought. His body shuddered and he tried to force himself to accept that inevitable outcome. I’m going to die.
He took a deep breath. “Yes, I want to see her.”
“Very well,” said Marius. “But it’s too dangerous to go alone.”
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Colton and Marius met a tall, thin man near a large metal box that looked like a sealed refrigerator. In the wall next to the box was a weathered steel door with heavy hinges and a chrome steering-wheel for a handle.
Marius scowled at the tall man and orange light flared briefly in his eyes, then faded. He sighed. “Okay,” he said, turning to Colton. “Dormer go inside with you. I’ll help Corva with the body—nyet!” He slapped his forehead. “I mean, I’ll help her with Elena.” He walked away, shaking his head and whispering curses at himself in Russian.
Dormer watched him go and blinked quickly. His movements were jerky and erratic, like a bird’s. He sniffed quickly and wiped his nose, and his hands shook slightly as he reached for the box. He twisted a handle on the front and the side panels slid down to reveal a compact cube of machinery. He flipped a small switch next to a thick pipe and the box shook to life like a car engine.
“What are you doing?” asked Colton.
Dormer reached into the machine and grabbed the pipe firmly with both hands. The machine’s quick, powerful chugging instantly slowed to a struggling wum…wum…wum as the motor fought to stay alive.
“Since your ability was taken,” said Dormer, “I have to go in with you.” His tense shoulders visibly relaxed as he let go of the pipe and switched off the machine.
“I want to see her alone.”
“That would be unwise.”
“I don’t care.”
Dormer smiled without humor and punched a sequence of numbers into an electronic wall panel next to the large door. With a loud, metal CLUNK, something in the wall released and the door swung inward on oversized hinges.
Dormer gestured dramatically at the doorway, offering a small bow as his hand swept through the air. “After you.”
The next room was shaped like a shoebox, its longer end stretching away from the dome. The space was empty except for an old aluminum table and chair that were pushed to one side. A dim fluorescent light in the ceiling cast a sickly green glow over the room. It buzzed loudly and flickered as Colton entered the room.
There were no windows or any other kind of decoration in the room. On the far wall was a single, ordinary wooden door with a dull brass handle.
A pneumatic PHOOMP came from behind and Colton turned quickly. Dormer spun the polished handle on the closed door and tapped another sequence of numbers on the interior wall panel.
“Why did you do that?” asked Colton.
“House rules,” said Dormer. “Hope you’re not claustrophobic.”
Colton looked at the wooden door at the far end of the room and sensed it was moving farther away from him. His stomach lurched and his legs shook.
“Do you feel it?” asked Dormer.
Colton stumbled to the wall and leaned against it heavily. “What—what’s happening?” The small amount of energy he had in his body was slowly being drained away.
“It’s your mother. She no longer has control of her abilities. She is a living black hole, pulling in everything around her, unable to stop her body’s energy accumulation.”
“She’s a Conduit?” asked Colton. His chest tightened and his breaths were quick and shallow. “Is that why you keep her locked up?”
“She is here because she asked me to help,” said Dormer. “She came to us three years ago, after she—”
He stopped.
“After she what?” said Colton.
Dormer shook his head. “She will tell you, if that is what she wants.” He walked over to Colton and rested a hand on his shoulder.
Colton immediately felt warmth flow over his skin and sink down to his bones. His legs stopped shaking and his breathing slowly returned to normal. He stood up straight as Dormer removed his hand.
“That should last you a few minutes,” said Dormer. “I’ll be out here if something happens.”
Colton looked down at his hands. “Thank you,” he said.
Dormer gave a slight nod, then pulled the aluminum chair away from the table and sat down. He crossed his arms and closed his eyes.
Colton approached the wooden door hesitantly. He reached for the handle, and just before his palm touched the brass knob, Dormer spoke.
“If it gets to the point where you can’t shout for help,” he said, “try to pound on the door. I’ll assume that means things went poorly.”
Colton swallowed thickly and grabbed the doorknob. He pulled open the door and stepped into a small room.
His mother sat on a bed to one side, reading a book. She looked up at him and smiled. Her skin glowed with soft white light that lit the room evenly—there were no lamps or flashlights; no machines in the room of any kind.
Thick pipes ran along the ceiling and hummed softly. It was a cozy room, filled with books and quilts. A wooden writing desk stood next to the bed, piled high with loose, hand-scribbled pages.
Colton’s mother closed the book she was reading and set it next to her on the bed.
She looks too old, thought Colton. His father was forty-five years old, and Colton knew that his mother was a couple of years younger. The woman sitting on the bed looked to be at least sixty. Small wrinkles lined the skin of her once-pretty face. Her hair was grey and pulled back in a tight ponytail. Her body was smaller than Colton remembered—she looked to be no more than five feet tall, but in some of her older pictures she was nearly the same height as Colton’s father, who was almost six feet tall.
“Colton,” she said quietly, her eyes glowing brighter with soft white light.
“Mom?”
He walked farther into the room and the door closed behind him. She scooted to the edge of the bed, her feet dangling a foot off the floor, and patted the mattress next to her.
Colton walked over and sat, never once taking his eyes from her. Despite the changes, she was the same woman he remembered seeing for the last time nine years ago. He reached up to touch her cheek but she leaned away.
“No,” she said.
“Mom, what happened?” asked Colton, his eyes searching her face. “Why did you leave?”
“Oh, Colton,” she said, looking away.
“I missed you. Dad missed you!” Colton felt anger building within him—the desire to unload years of blame on the woman who was supposed to have loved him and raised him for his entire childhood and not just a small portion of it. “You don’t know what he’s like now—how he treated me after you left—how he treated himself…”
Tears formed in her eyes and floated into the air as tiny bubbles. They broke apart and dissolved like powder in water.
“I had to leave,” she said. “They would have killed all of us.”
“Who?”
She sighed. “Colton, can’t we talk about something else? I want to know about you—about your life.”
“No, Mom, we can’t! Who did this to you?”
“I did it to myself.”
“What do you mean?”
“Nine years ago, a man named Bernam came to our house and asked me to join him and his group. He was trying to get as many of our kind together as he could. I told him I wanted to live a normal life and that I didn’t want to be involved with anything other than you and your father. Bernam said there was a huge battle coming and that he needed all the soldiers he could get. That was the word that made up my mind. Soldiers. He meant to start a war. When I tried to force him to leave, he said he would kill everyone in my family unless I agreed to join him.”
“Dad thinks you left because you fell in love with someone else.”
“I knew he would think so,” she said, shaking her head, “but it isn’t true. I love your father, and I love you. I left so both of you could be safe.”
“It ruined his life,” said Colton. “And mine.”
“What should I have done, let them kill all of us?”
Colton stood and turned away from her. “No, just—I don’t know.” He looked around the small room and read the titles of some of the books piled high against the wall. “So you went with Bernam.”
“For a time. He only wanted to use me—and the rest of the men and women he had threatened into joining him—to help him wipe out his enemies. He was the bad guy. At that time, I had only just started to learn the true potential of my own ability after ignoring it for so long. He helped me to become stronger. But, in the end, I wasn’t strong enough to defeat him.”
Colton felt the warmth in his body draining quickly. He turned and looked at his mother. The soft light glowing from her skin shimmered and grew brighter.
“What happened?” asked Colton.
“I joined with a few others to try and take him down. I was the strongest Conduit, so one of the others offered me their ability in addition to my own. This was before most of us knew that two abilities were not compatible in one person. They are separate entities that cannot mix.”
“So you took your friend’s power.”
She shook her head. “Only a Void can take away, as well as help another to do it. But Cons can give their power to another, even if they were born without a power of their own.”
Colton thought of Reece.
“My friend gave me his ability,” she continued, “and I went to confront Bernam. I was already starting to feel it going wrong inside me, but I mistook it for new power.” She reached out and touched a pipe that ran down along the wall from the ceiling. The light emanating from her body grew brighter. “Bernam nearly killed me.”
“Why didn’t he?” asked Colton.
“Because he thought it would be more fun to watch me suffer. He didn’t know why I was in so much pain, but he could tell that something was very wrong. He thought it was something he had done to me on his own. I was helpless. By the time Bernam left and one of my friends arrived and told me how to get rid of my extra ability, it was too late. From that point on, I had no control over my power. I can’t turn it off, Colton. That is why I came here instead of going back home to you and your father. Dormer built this room for me,” she said. “Electricity runs through those pipes constantly. The only thing I have been able to do successfully is to give off excess energy in the form of light.”
She held up one of her hands and the light surrounding it intensified.
“But that’s not all,” she said quietly. “My mind isn’t the same. There are moments when I think I’m back home in Pittsburgh. I’ll see myself standing in your bedroom, looking down at you while you sleep. Then, suddenly, I am back in this room, screaming because I can’t do anything else. It gets worse every day.” She shook her head. “Soon there will be nothing left of me.”
Colton sat down next to her. “Come home with me, Mom,” he said. “I can make a room like this for you. You don’t have to stay here anymore.” A tear rolled down his cheek.
“My darling boy,” she said, smiling. “I’m afraid it’s too late. I’m so tired, Colton. I’ve only held on this long because I hoped against hope that I would be able to see you again. And here you are. Look how strong you are.”
“I’m not strong at all,” said Colton. He didn’t want to tell her his life was slowly fading.
“You can do something to help me,” she said, sitting up straight. “Dormer told me that Bernam took away your ability.”
Colton nodded. “What do you want me to do?”
“Don’t fight,” she said.
She reached for him and pulled him close, hugging him fiercely. Colton closed his eyes as the light on her skin grew painfully bright.
“I love you, Colton,” she whispered.
Like an explosion in a vacuum, energy flared within his chest and quickly disappeared. He felt it disperse throughout his body and settle in his bones as a light vibration.
The light in the room blinked out and his mother collapsed onto the bed.
“Mom!” he shouted. Colton lifted her up and held her in his arms.
The door burst open and Dormer stood silhouetted by the green light beyond. “What happened?!”
“I don’t know!” said Colton. “Help her!”
Dormer hurried to the bed and Colton leaned his mother slowly into Dormer’s arms. Her skin no longer glowed with soft white light. Dormer rested his palm on her forehead, then checked her pulse.
“No,” he said quietly.
“How do I give it back?” demanded Colton.
“What?”
“She gave me her ability! How do I give it back?”
“I—I don’t know how to explain it,” said Dormer. “It’s something you learn on your own.”
“There has to be a way,” said Colton. “She said someone told her how to get rid of it!”
Dormer shook his head, stunned into silence.
“I just got her back,” said Colton. He reached out and pulled her back to him, cradling her body gently.
Dormer stood and walked slowly from the room, one hand covering his mouth.
Colton rested his palm against his mother’s cheek and tried to force the power she had given him back into her body. He clenched his teeth and imagined the energy flowing from his hand and onto her skin. He felt it moving within him, tracing along his bones like crawling snakes, but he could not command it to leave.
He brushed a loose strand of white hair from her face and kissed her forehead. One of his tears fell onto her cheek and followed a shallow wrinkle.
“I just got you back,” he whispered.
Colton closed his eyes and wept.
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Haven stood in the center of the training room and closed her eyes.
Her target was a crater the size of a dinner plate in the concrete wall at the other end of the long room. She pictured it in her mind and held it there, suspended in space. Slowly, the image of the blue ball of energy grew in the darkness. The plate faded as the ball of swirling plasma consumed it and continued to increase in size.
With great effort, Haven imagined herself reaching into the core of the ball, past the molten outer layers that parted around her arms as she moved closer to the smooth, spherical center. She rested her palms against the cool surface of the core and commanded the energy to flow into her body.
It swirled over her arms and around her shoulders, sinking into her skin and gathering along her spine. The energy nested there, moving up and down her body like water shifting in a moving container.
Haven opened her eyes and saw blue light.
Through the ropes of brilliant energy that crossed her vision, the crater in the far wall looked like a psychedelic spiderweb. She held both of her arms straight out in front of her, palms open toward the wall, and pushed.
A huge bubble of blue plasma swelled out from her palms and exploded with a fat BLIP. The room was temporarily illuminated as if by a high-powered camera flash. The bubble sent small glops of molten energy spinning into the air all around her. Most of it dissipated before it hit the floor but some of the pieces burned small, smoking holes into the concrete by her feet.
What good am I if I can’t control my ability? she thought. How can I save Noah? I’m useless.
Haven grit her teeth in anger and closed her eyes again.
“You’re trying too hard,” someone said behind her.
She opened her eyes and turned quickly. It was the boy they had brought back from the fight in Bozeman. His eyes were red and puffy—he’d been crying.
“How would you know, anyway?” asked Haven.
“I know it’s easier for me when I don’t try to force it.”
Haven tried hard to find something in his eyes to make her stay angry. She turned away, forcing the sympathy that suddenly rose within her back down into the dark part of her soul—the empty place where she tried to hide all of the thoughts and emotions that she believed would slow her down on the way to saving her little brother.
Regardless of what the others wanted to do, she needed to act. No matter how dangerous it would be, Haven knew she had to go after Noah.
“I have to try hard,” she said with irritation. “Otherwise I’m just a…” She paused, realizing that she had just identified something that had been bothering her since the moment she arrived at The Dome.
“Otherwise you’re just a kid playing a game for grown-ups,” said the boy.
She eyed him warily, unwilling to concede that he was right.
“Well, we’re not kids anymore,” he continued.
She shook her head. “You can say that all you want, but that doesn’t make it true. I was in high school a few weeks ago, living a normal life. I was happy.”
“And now you’re here,” said Colton.
He walked toward her slowly, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his dirty jeans. With each step, Haven felt a small tingle at the base of her spine—a much less powerful version of the sensation that she had felt while lying in the grass in Bozeman, but it carried with it the same feeling of connection that she experienced before.
“There’s no going back to the way things used to be,” he said. “Wherever you came from—school, work, wherever—this is it now.” He gestured to the room around them. “We have to fight back,” he said, more to himself than to Haven. “We have to fight back before they take everything away.”
“Corva told me about your mother,” said Haven, adopting a softer tone. “I’m very sorry.”
He stepped closer and stopped a few feet away, staring at the crater in the wall at the other end of the room.
“She gave me her ability,” he said. “It doesn’t feel the way it did before. It’s shifting inside of me, like it’s trying to find a comfortable place to settle down. Dormer says it will get better in a couple of weeks and I’ll be back to normal.” He laughed sharply, without humor. “‘Normal’,” he said. “Whatever that means.” He turned to her. “I’m Colton.”
Her hesitation faded more quickly than she wanted. “Haven,” she said.
“Look,” said Colton. “I know you don’t trust me, but there’s something you need to know. On the way to Bozeman—”
“Where your friends killed Elena,” interrupted Haven quickly.
“They’re not my friends! Well, Reece was my friend, but I just don’t know anymore. I don’t know what to think. Bernam lied to me and everyone else. He—” Colton stopped and took a quick breath. “I made a mistake. I believed in someone I shouldn’t have, and now more people are dead. I’m trying to tell you that on the way to Bozeman, I overheard Bernam and Alistair talking about a little boy they were holding at the medical center. Alistair asked Bernam what he wanted to do with the boy now that they had the machine working properly, and Bernam gave this little smile and waved his hand in the air as if he were swatting an annoying little bug. Alistair had this grin on his face like…like he had been given permission to do something terrible.”
“Noah,” Haven whispered. She looked at Colton. “What machine?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know. I never saw it. But Bernam talked a lot about becoming a hybrid, so my guess is that he figured out how to do it.”
Haven studied him carefully. “Why are you telling me this?” she asked.
“I need you to believe me when I say that I’m not like Bernam and the others. I didn’t hurt your brother. I wasn’t there when they took him.” Colton sighed. “My mother left my father and I because Bernam threatened to kill us if she didn’t join up with him. He tore my family apart. And now my mother is dead.”
“So you want revenge. You want to kill Bernam.”
His eyes flashed with anger. “I want to burn his world to the ground, like he did mine.”
Haven stared into his eyes for a long moment, and she could feel that connective pull growing stronger with each passing second.
She looked away when she heard the door to the training room close loudly behind her.
Micah stood just inside the entrance, sniffing and wiping away a tear. He looked alone and afraid. He shifted on his feet and looked at Haven with sad eyes. She didn’t realize how young he was until right then.
He walked to her with his head lowered and she wrapped her arms around him, hugging him close. He sniffed quietly into her shoulder and she rubbed his short hair.
“It will be okay,” said Haven. She couldn’t help but think of Noah and all the times she comforted him after he had a nightmare. Micah had to be at least twelve, but he looked so much younger. “He and Elena were very close,” she said to Colton.
At the mention of the old woman’s name, Micah closed his eyes and sobbed. Haven squeezed him harder. She looked at Colton and nodded. “Let’s burn it down,” she said. “All of it.”
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The fire pit in the center of the dome room was cold and dark.
Marius and Corva sat next to each other, staring into the shadows between the grey stones. Dormer was not far off; he pretended to be deeply involved with repairing a small chunk of machinery and was ineffectively hiding his melancholy.
Haven stood just outside the ring of short chairs that encircled the pit with her hand on Micah’s shoulder. Colton stood farther away from the pit as if he was uncertain whether or not he was fully welcome.
“So, that’s the deal,” said Haven. She squeezed Micah’s shoulder as he stepped away to sit in one of the chairs nearby.
Marius sniffed loudly and wiped his nose. His eyes were red from crying but he had calmed down once Haven started to explain her desire to rescue her brother along with all the other prisoners at Bernam’s medical center. Dormer had noticeably stood a little straighter when she mentioned a rescue and had been inching closer to the conversation ever since.
“It’s too sad a time for nonsense,” said Marius. He stared at the rocks.
Corva put her hand on his back and rubbed it comfortingly. “Besides that,” she said, shaking her head, “you two are in no shape to fight anyone. Haven, you can barely focus your energy more than a few feet in front of you. And you,” she said, pointing at Colton, “you just had your ability swapped out. It will be weeks before you’re able to use it properly again.”
“You have guns,” said Colton. “Haven told me.”
Marius shook his head, his heavy brow drooping low over his eyes. “It is suicide. This is why we never go to this place before. Only one chance,” he said, raising his finger. “One chance to get inside before place is overrun with big men with bigger guns.”
Haven took a step forward. “Colton says that Bernam built a machine…”
“We know all about that,” said Corva.
“…and that he made it work using my brother—” She stopped to take a breath. “—using him as some sort of lab rat. He’ll die if we don’t do something.”
“What makes him so important?” said Dormer, no longer bothering to hide his interest. “My brother has been Bernam’s ‘guest’ for months, and this group never lifted a finger.”
“Then why did you stick around?” said Colton. “Why not try to save him on your own?”
Dormer glared at him but said nothing.
“Well,” said Haven, “we’re lifting a finger now. No one gets left behind.”
Dormer squinted at her suspiciously and went back to tinkering with the machinery in his hands.
“You,” said Corva, pointing at Colton again. “Why are you still here?”
“Marius said that Elena had a rule that anyone like you—like me—could stay, if they wanted.”
“Elena may have been the one to bring you back here even though we should have left you out in the cold, but now she’s dead,” said Corva. “She had a lot more faith in human nature than I do. Why are you so adamant about helping us?”
Colton looked at Haven, then quickly away. “Bernam has to be stopped before anyone else is hurt. If there’s even a chance that he can make himself stronger than he already is, we have to stop him before it’s too late.”
“We know about your mother. Revenge can be lethal for both sides,” said Corva. “It makes you reckless and puts everyone else in danger.”
“We’re going,” said Haven, looking around the circle. “With or without you.”
“I’m going, too,” said Dormer. He set down the chunk of machinery and crossed his arms. He looked from Marius to Corva, daring them to argue.
“No more waiting,” said Haven. “No more hiding.”
“Hiding is the only thing that has kept us alive for so long,” said Corva.
Marius squeezed her hand and stood up. “I will go. Otherwise you will all die, and Marius would be sadder than he is now.” He puffed out his chest and nodded.
Corva looked up at him, shocked. She sighed, then shook her head and stood up slowly. “I still say it’s a bad idea, but if my husband is going along to keep you alive, I have to go to keep him alive.”
“You two are married?!” said Colton.
“Why look so surprised?” asked Marius, genuinely hurt. “Marius not good enough for beautiful, athletic woman?” He looked Corva up and down, then glanced at his slightly-protruding gut and ran a hand over his receding hairline. He grinned. “Point taken. Marius is very lucky man!”
Despite his body losing the constant battle with age, Haven could tell that at one point—probably long ago, when he and Corva first met—Marius could have been considered handsome.
He stepped over to lift Corva from the ground but she held her hands up and stopped him.
“Listen to me, all of you,” she said. “There’s a right way and a wrong way to go about this. One little mistake and we’re all dead.”
Micah, who had been listening intently to the whole conversation, stood up next to Haven and gave Corva a thumb’s up. He smiled broadly and pushed his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose.
“Oh, no,” said Corva. “Absolutely not. You’re staying here. We need someone to get the rooms ready for visitors in case any of us make it back from this suicide mission alive.”
His shoulders sagged and he slumped back down into his chair. He crossed his arms and pouted.
“That police cruiser we drove back from Bozeman should get us there,” said Dormer. “And I finished repairing the sedan.”
“Okay, so we have transportation,” said Corva. “But that still doesn’t get us into the medical center. The entrance will be heavily guarded.”
Colton stepped forward.
“There’s another way,” he said. “When Shelly took me—I mean, when one of them took me to the black building, they pressed a button that had been installed in their car. A ramp dropped down from the ground and led to a huge underground parking structure. There were these tunnels that led off in every direction. I bet you anything that one of them goes to the medical center.”
“That’s great,” said Dormer, “but how do we get our hands on one of those buttons?”
“We draw them outside,” said Haven.
Marius snapped his fingers. “Last time they come swarming like bees for honey when we were there. They do same thing this time, only we try not to crash all of the trucks, yes?”
Haven nodded. “We save one to get us into the parking structure.”
“It makes sense that there will be fewer guards underground,” said Dormer.
Corva looked at Colton. “How long until Bernam uses his machine?”
Colton shrugged. “I’m not sure. I just know that it’s ready.”
“And it’s in the black building?”
“They just told me that most of the place was off-limits. I was only allowed on a few levels.”
Corva sighed. “It’s either there or at Bernam’s medical facility. My bet is on the black building. I hate to even think this, but we should split up after we’re in the parking structure.”
“I’m going for Bernam,” said Colton quickly.
Corva nodded. “Marius and I will go as well. Dormer, I know you want to find your brother. Can you watch out for Haven?”
“I can handle it, yes.”
“Good,” said Corva. “After we clear out the entrance to the medical facility and grab one of their trucks, I would be surprised if you had to deal with anything more dangerous than a scalpel—but don’t get lazy.”
“All those years in the police force made you bossy,” said Dormer. He walked away from the fire pit and opened the hood of the black sedan. Haven heard the oil cap pop free.
“Right,” said Marius with a grin. “Now we get the gun.”
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Colton stood atop a small sand dune, the wind whipping grainy particles into his eyes. He blinked and rubbed at a piece of sand stuck under an eyelid for the tenth time.
“How long is this going to take?” he asked.
“Let Marius check,” said Marius. He shifted the bulky automatic rifle slung over his shoulder and looked at his wrist, pretending to read the time from a nonexistent watch. “No idea.”
Corva smiled. She stood next to Marius, anxiously watching the above-ground entrance to the medical facility. Four heavily-modified black pickup trucks with extended cabs were parked next to the small building.
Colton looked behind him. At the base of the dune, Haven sat in the parked sedan with Dormer. The empty police cruiser was a few feet away, pointed toward the faint dirt road that had led them to the facility.
“Let’s give another ‘hello’,” said Marius. He rested his open palm against the back of Corva’s neck.
“Just don’t waste it all before we get inside,” she said.
“Don’t worry. Marius has plenty.”
Orange light flamed up from his shoulder and cascaded down his arm like liquid. It flowed around Corva’s neck like a thick necklace and moved over her arms to her outstretched hands. The energy formed into a sphere the size of a softball on each hand, then rocketed away, toward the building.
Colton saw the two black streaks of charred concrete on the roof of the facility from where Corva had hit it the first time. Her second attempt hit the glass of the front door dead center, shattering the panel into thousands of tiny shards.
“Bullseye!” said Marius. He took his hand from Corva’s neck and the orange flames flickered and died. “Now they will swarm.”
A minute later, a dozen men in black military uniforms ran out of the building, each one carrying a rifle. They hurried to the trucks and climbed inside, some of them pushing the others out of the way for a chance to drive.
“It’s like watching dogs fight over the last chicken bone,” said Corva.
Marius barked laughter and Colton couldn’t help but smile.
He had been feeling sick ever since his mother had given him her ability. It still moved inside him like a foreign presence, never quite settling down into that comfortable spot he had known before Bernam had taken it from him in the first place.
His stomach growled loudly—in the excitement of leaving The Dome, he had also forgotten to eat.
Colton felt a slight pull in the direction of the police cruiser—it was like a giant, invisible hand that tugged him toward the car. He looked down at Haven and saw that she was staring up at him. She turned away quickly and the pulling sensation disappeared.
The feeling was nowhere near as strong as it had been in Bozeman, but there was no longer any denying who was causing it. Colton had first noticed its return in the training room at The Dome, then again when they were all getting into the cars to drive to the medical facility. He wanted to say something to Haven about it, but didn’t know how to begin without sounding ridiculous.
“Here we go,” said Marius.
The tires of the black trucks squealed as the vehicles shot out of the parking lot and veered onto the dirt road that led to the sand dune where Colton and the others stood.
“Back to the car,” said Corva.
Colton followed her and Marius down the side of the dune and stood next to the police cruiser—hopefully the car was out of sight of the approaching trucks.
Dormer had already pulled the sedan out from behind the dune and sped down the road, away from the medical facility.
“Get the last one,” said Marius as the first of the trucks passed the dune, chasing after the sedan. “And don’t miss.”
He put his hands on Corva’s shoulders and squeezed tightly. Orange flame—brighter than before—shot over her body from head to toe, then pooled at her hands. She held out a pointer finger and closed one eye to aim.
When the last of the four trucks sped past the dune, she tracked its movement with her arm. A thin orange laser shot from the tip of her finger and shattered the truck’s driver-side window. It burned straight through the cabin and exploded out the other side, ripping off the passenger-side door and sending it flying up into the air.
The truck veered off the road and decelerated quickly before stopping roughly against the base of a large sand dune.
“Nice shot!” said Colton.
Marius hurried to the truck and opened the driver’s door. The driver was dead—Corva’s energy beam had burned into his temple and come out the other side. Marius pulled him out of the truck and sat him against the dune. The passenger groaned and started to lift his head, but Marius knocked him out with a heavy right cross to the jaw and pulled him outside. The third security guard in the back seat of the extended cab hadn’t been wearing his seat belt and lay unconscious against one of the back doors, blood trickling down his forehead. Marius pulled him out and set him on the ground next the others.
“Would have been nice to have both doors,” said Marius as he sat in the driver’s seat. He looked at the empty space where the passenger door had been before Corva’s energy blast ripped it off the truck.
“Would it be nice to spend the rest of your life single?” said Corva.
She sat next to him as Colton climbed into the back.
“On second thought,” said Marius. “Is sort of like convertible now, only different. Marius changed his mind. He likes it.”
“I thought so,” said Corva. She winked at him.
Marius backed the truck away from the dune and drove onto the dirt road, a fog of dust pluming up from the tires.
“What about the other trucks?” asked Colton.
“Dormer can handle them,” said Corva.
“Are you sure?”
“Trust me. He’s tougher than he looks.”
Colton sat back in his seat and squinted against the air that blasted into the cabin from the missing door.
Marius gave his automatic rifle to Corva, who popped out the long ammunition clip, checked the rounds, and slapped the clip back into the gun.
“And if he can’t,” said Marius, “maybe we get to have a little more fun.”
“You know where the black building is?” shouted Colton from the back seat.
Corva nodded. “We found it last year. We knew about the medical facility long before—that’s the reason we set up camp so close.”
“Right next to the hornet’s nest,” said Colton.
“Best place to be if you need to act quickly. It makes sense that the two sites are linked. We were never able to figure out how they were moving around without being seen.”
The truck rode smoothly down the dirt road. The oversized, off-road tires had been specifically designed to absorb the heaviest bumps, and Colton barely felt anything when one of the wheels dipped down into a large pothole and bounced out the other side.
Marius skirted the base of a huge, rocky hill, and on the other side, in the distance, was the gleam of a black, glass-covered building.
“That’s it!” said Colton.
“Where’s the entrance?” asked Corva.
Colton looked around the huge, open space surrounding the building. He tried to remember a specific landmark that Shelly drove past right before the Jeep rolled down into the tunnel.
A few hundred yards to the right he saw the two large boulders that she had driven between right before she opened the ramp.
“There!” he shouted, pointing at the giant stones. “On the other side.”
Marius accelerated and drove toward the boulders. Just as he cleared the base of a mountain of jagged rocks, the black sedan careened around the other side and caught up with the truck.
Dormer sat behind the wheel of the black car, pointing back over his shoulder. He held up three fingers, then lowered two of them until only his index finger remained.
Marius nodded at Dormer and took his foot off the gas pedal.
One of the black trucks sped around the side of the mountain, kicking up rocks and dirt in its wake. It barreled toward Colton and the others.
“Don’t wait too long,” said Marius.
Corva leaned out the side of the truck and grabbed the edge of the roof. She stood up and faced backward. Marius reached over and grabbed her leather belt to keep her from falling out. She rested the stock of the rifle in the crook of her shoulder and aimed down the long barrel.
With a loud CRACK of gunfire, the hood on the pursuing truck exploded up into the air and flipped end over end until it smacked into the ground.
Two armed security guards leaned out of their truck and raised their guns.
“Corva…” said Marius, looking into the rearview mirror.
She pulled the trigger. The driver-side front tire on the pursuing truck burst like a popped balloon and the truck veered to one side. It crashed into a small boulder—its tail end rose up into the air slammed back down to the ground. Steam spouted from the exposed engine. Two spiderwebbed circles cracked the windshield where the guards’ heads hit the glass.
Marius pulled Corva back inside.
“That was fun,” she said, a faint smile on her lips.
“Lots more where that came from,” said Marius.
He sped up and drove next to Dormer in the sedan, pointing to the two boulders they were rapidly approaching.
“Find button,” he said.
Colton looked up at the ceiling of the truck but only saw an overhead light. The doors on either side of the back of the cabin only had window controls and handles.
“Here,” said Corva.
She flipped up a small plastic covering in the center console between the two front seats and pushed a round, red button. On the other side of the two boulders, a plume of sand rose into the air, shot upward by the descending ramp.
“Bingo,” said Marius.
He turned the truck slightly to align the wheels with the ramp. The vehicle dropped quickly, plunging from daylight to darkness and bouncing harshly against the bottom of the tunnel as the wheels hit concrete.
“Woo!” said Marius.
Colton turned back as the black sedan descended the ramp. The car’s headlights flicked on automatically as soon as it was out of the bright sunlight. The silhouettes of Dormer and Haven were briefly outlined by the light pouring down into the tunnel behind them.
“Where do we go?” said Marius. The constant whine from the large tread of the tires on concrete grew louder as he sped through the tunnel.
“This leads to a big parking garage,” shouted Colton. “There’s an elevator that will take us up into the black building.” He turned back again and looked at the sedan. “Are you sure they’ll be okay?”
“They’ll be fine,” said Corva.
The tunnel disappeared around the truck as they drove out into an enormous underground parking structure. The foundations of a large building were mixed with bedrock on the far end and dark tunnel entrances lined the rough concrete walls on all sides. Powerful halogen lights in the ceiling high above shined down on the parking lot, illuminating most of it but casting other parts into deep shadow.
Several more black trucks were parked by an elevator at the base of the building. There were a few other cars parked on the lot, the most impressive of which was a sleek black sports car that looked more like a spy vehicle than a practical automobile. Its windswept curves melded into the frame so that there were no sharp edges. The headlights were covered with black glass and the windows were tinted so dark that they practically blended in with the paint job, giving the impression that the entire car was shaped from a single piece of polished metal.
“That’s the elevator?” shouted Marius.
“That’s it.”
He steered toward the foundation of the building and came to a squealing halt next to the other parked trucks. Colton hopped down out of the back seat and dusted off his jeans—a thick layer of fine powder coated his clothing. The truck was also more orange than black from all the dirt and stood out conspicuously from the other vehicles, all of which had been perfectly washed and waxed.
Marius took a step back and shrugged.
“Too late to be sneaky anyway,” he said.
Corva tossed him the rifle as she walked to the elevator. Marius caught the gun easily and slipped the thick strap over one shoulder. He held it in both hands, ready to fire, while Corva inspected a small black panel in the wall.
“How do we get in?” she asked.
“There’s a key,” said Colton. His face turned red from embarrassment when he realized he had forgotten about the access cards.
“You’re just telling us now?” said Corva.
Marius looked around the parking structure with a scowl, seemingly expecting to be attacked at any moment.
Colton watched as the black sedan drove in a large loop around the edge of the parking structure. Dormer slowed down at the entrance to each tunnel, then sped up to get to the next one. When he had almost completed a full circle, he approached a tunnel close to the one they had first come from. The sedan’s headlights swept over a large red plus sign attached to the wall—he had found the way to the medical center.
Colton felt a tugging from within as the car disappeared down the shadowy corridor. The red tail lights blinked out and he felt alone once more.
“We’re going to have to force it open,” said Corva, taking a step back from the elevator.
A burst of gunfire erupted from somewhere nearby and bullets hit the rocky wall next to Colton.
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“Down!” shouted Marius.
He grabbed Colton’s shirt collar and pushed him to the ground behind a truck as chunks of rocks fell around them. Bullets sank into the opposite side of the truck with a sharp metallic TINK-TINK-TINK.
Corva crouched near the rear of the truck. She peeked out and more gunfire thunked into the tailgate near her head. She quickly reeled back around and looked over at Marius.
“Six or seven,” she said.
Marius growled. He patted the top of his rifle and spoke to it softly in Russian as if it were a favorite pet, then kissed the cold steel of the barrel.
“Okay,” he said, looking at Corva. “How many bullets can you stop?”
Corva shook her head. “A concentrated burst, maybe. After that they’ll go right through me.”
Colton remembered Alistair telling him how the most powerful Conduits could absorb the kinetic energy of a hailstorm of bullets. The shells would essentially hit an invisible wall as the impacts were negated and the energy was transferred into the Con.
He ducked as another round of bullets hit the wall behind him. Metallic PINGs echoed throughout the parking structure as the rounds ricocheted off parked cars.
Marius nodded at Corva. “Do it fast, my little sparrow. I will handle the rest.”
She inched to the rear of the truck and waited until she heard the security guards reloading. With a quick push, she was up and running, sprinting across the open ground of the parking structure toward a cluster of cars a hundred yards away.
A couple of the guards had finished reloading and tracked her movement with gunfire. The bullets tore small chunks of asphalt out of the ground near her feet as she ran. One of the guards drew a bead on her head and took his time as he aimed. He pulled the trigger and the bullet hit a wall of air next to Corva’s head. It stopped an inch from her temple and fell harmlessly to the ground.
Marius turned to Colton. “You stay down.”
Colton nodded. He had been trying to summon an iota of his former ability by concentrating on the lights in the ceiling high above, willing his body to absorb some of their faint energy, but it was useless. He felt cold inside, and every time he thought he would be able to do something, the power shifted within him and lurched just out of reach.
With all of the guards’ attention on Corva, Marius carefully and quietly moved to the front of the truck, and then off into the nearby shadows.
Colton watched as if the whole event was playing in slow motion.
One of the guards breathed out slowly and tightened his grip on his rifle. His shoulders dropped ever-so-slightly as he closed one eye to aim down the barrel of his gun. Corva’s feet pounded the ground like dull, heavy drumbeats.
With a fluid click-BOOM, the guard pulled the trigger and a round erupted from the chamber. The bullet hit Corva in the shoulder and stuck halfway into her skin. She glanced down at it in surprise and ran faster—she was losing her ability to completely stop the bullets.
The other guards stood up and opened fire.
Colton saw several more rounds stop in mid-air a fraction of an inch away from Corva’s skin. She was nearly to the first car—and to safety—when one of the bullets clipped the back of her right leg and sent her spinning. A thin line of blood twirled through the air behind her.
She hit the ground hard and kept on rolling, coming to a stop next to a green car between her and the guards. They continued shooting until one side of the car was almost completely black from bullet holes. Shattered glass tinkled lightly to the ground as they ejected magazines and reloaded.
“Comrades!” shouted Marius from the shadows behind the guards.
They turned quickly, searching the darkness for the new threat. Marius stepped into the light, his rifle raised.
He winked and said, “Hello,” then opened fire.
He swept the barrel of his gun over the guards and half of them collapsed to the ground.
“Armor piercing!” shouted Marius over the noise. “Who knew?!”
With the guards distracted, Colton crouched low to the ground and ran over to Corva. She sat against the side of the green car, tightly gripping a bleeding wound on her right thigh. Her dark pants were soaked with blood.
“How is it?” asked Colton.
“Missed the artery,” said Corva. She gasped quickly as she tried to turn and look at Marius. “How’s he doing?”
“He’s fine,” said Colton.
The room was briefly illuminated by a brilliant orange burst and one of the guards screamed. Marius laughed loudly.
“Sounds like it,” said Corva.
“Can’t you fix it?” asked Colton.
Corva shook her head. Her white hair was messy and some of it was streaked with blood. “Dormer’s the healer. Besides, there’s nothing to draw from.”
“Use me,” said Colton.
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Don’t be stupid. You can’t wait down here while Marius and I go in alone.”
She grit her teeth and groaned as she sat up straighter. Colton took her hand and pressed it between both of his.
“Do it.”
She hesitated a moment longer, then closed her eyes.
Like thin strands of long rope being pulled from his skin, Colton felt what little warmth he had flow through the tips of his fingers. The bullet hole in Corva’s thigh sealed over with fresh skin, leaving behind a raw, ragged—but closed—patch of flesh.
“You did it,” he said.
She let go of his hand and her body relaxed completely. She stuck her finger through the hole in her pants and gently touched the wound.
“Not as good as Dormer, but it will get me there.” She looked into Colton’s eyes. “Thank you.”
Marius coughed loudly and appeared around the side of the car. “What are you two doing?” he said. “Secret meetings while Marius is taking care of all the problems?”
Corva smiled. “How did you do?”
Marius bent down and helped her to her feet.
“Look around,” he said. “Marius made speed bumps.”
The ground was littered with the bodies of the security guards. Marius smiled with pride.
“Let’s get moving,” said Corva.
Marius wrapped his arm around her for support and helped her limp to the wall next to the elevator.
“Check the guards,” she said. “There will be a badge or an access card.”
Colton knelt next to the nearest security guard and unclipped a black plastic card from one of his vest pockets. He waved it in front of the panel next to the elevator and the doors slid open silently.
“Which floor is the machine on?” asked Corva. She hopped into the elevator and studied the metal panel lined with buttons next to the door.
“I don’t know,” said Colton as he stood next to her. “First floor is offices, the gym is on five, training on nine—”
“Right,” interrupted Corva. She reached out and pressed the button for the second floor. “We’ll start at the bottom and work our way up.”
“This is usually my plan,” said Marius. “Especially with peanut butter and ice cream.”
“Stop, man,” said Colton. “I haven’t had anything to eat all day.”
“We find you something,” said Marius. “After we find Marius something.”
“You two knock it off,” said Corva. “Focus.”
As the elevator doors slid shut, Colton closed his eyes and tried once again to capture anything he could from the world around him—but he failed. He would be useless if the others needed to rely on him for help.
“Corva,” he said. “I don’t know if I can—”
“You’ll be fine,” she interrupted. She fixed him with a calm, confident stare. “Trust me.”
Colton nodded and took a deep breath.
The elevator slowed to a stop and the doors opened. A long hallway extended away from the elevator, each side lined with open doors. In every doorway stood a security guard, fully dressed in thick Kevlar body armor. Each guard carried a heavy rifle and had it trained on the elevator.
“Oh, goody,” said Marius. “More toys.” He reached out for Corva. “Take Marius’ hand, my love. And cover your eyes.”
She grabbed his hand tightly.
Colton closed his eyes as the world around him turned to orange flame. He crouched in the back of the elevator as the light grew so bright through his closed eyelids that it was like staring directly into the sun.
The elevator shook on its cable and the entire building seemed to quake. The sound of gunfire quickly faded into the background as a steady roar of churning energy filled the air.
Colton covered his face with his arms and waited.
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Haven rode in silence as Dormer sped down the dark tunnel.
The black sedan’s headlights cast two bright circles of white light on the concrete walls. Every few hundred feet, they passed a hand-painted sign with a number—some kind of distance marker that started at ten and steadily counted down.
When they passed a sign with the number one on it, Dormer slowed the car and stopped. He turned in his seat to face Haven.
“Tell me the truth. How much control do you have over your abilities?”
Haven shifted in her seat uncomfortably.
“Look,” said Dormer. “It’s okay. You’re young and this is all new to you. I get that. It’s just better for me to know before we walk in there and I rely on you for something that you can’t do.”
“I can’t project it more than a few feet,” Haven conceded. “Or focus it to a beam, or whatever.” She looked away.
“Don’t be ashamed,” said Dormer. “Never be ashamed of your talents.”
“But the others are so much stronger.”
“Don’t compare yourself to them. You are different, and that is not a bad thing. We all have our strengths, Haven. Do you understand me?”
She looked at him and nodded slightly.
“Good,” he said. “We’ll play to those strengths, but we have to be smart about it. Do you know how to drive?”
“What?”
“Can you drive?”
“Yeah, but I’m not very good.”
“That’s fine, you can go slow. Take the car and go on ahead. If there are any guards, I don’t think they’ll realize who you are until you walk right up to them. Light them up if you can, then find some cover.”
“What about you?”
“I’ll be right behind you,” said Dormer.
He shifted the car into park, got out of the car, and walked down the tunnel toward the medical facility. Haven climbed over the center console and sat in the driver’s seat. She shifted the car into gear and rolled slowly behind him.
He motioned for her to go on ahead, so she pressed down on the accelerator and the rumble of the engine grew louder as she drove past him.
A short while later, the tunnel ended in a small, cavernous space that had been cut out of solid rock. Lights bolted to the jagged ceiling dimly lit the area. The glowing fluorescent lights inside the entrance to the medical center shone through glass windows off to one side of the parking lot. A few cars were parked in front of the entrance next to an ambulance with the words “Bozeman Regional Hospital” printed on the side.
Clever, thought Haven. A perfect way to transport abductees without being noticed.
On either side of the main door, two uniformed security guards stood up from their chairs and warily gripped their rifles as Haven pulled the sedan to a stop in one of the empty parking spaces.
She got out of the car and wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans as she walked toward the guards. She looked behind her at the entrance to the tunnel but could not see Dormer.
“Identify yourself,” said one of the guards. He stepped forward and raised his rifle a little higher. He wasn’t fully aiming at Haven yet, but she bet he could snap it up and pull the trigger faster than she could run for cover.
She swallowed nervously.
“Bernam said that he’s all done with the boy—the patient. He wants to see him personally.”
The guards exchanged a glance.
“We weren’t told about any transfer,” said one of the guards. He reached up to touch an earpiece. He opened his mouth to speak and all of the lights on the ceiling dimmed and went out.
The guards snapped up their rifles and spun in place, searching the room.
“It’s okay,” said Haven. She stepped forward and grabbed the closest guard by the shoulders. Blue light flooded her eyes. “You can take a break.”
Blue energy erupted from her hands and burst like a bubble of lava. The guard screamed and slammed backward into his partner. Both men tumbled across the parking lot like ragdolls until they crashed into the far wall and slumped to the ground, unconscious.
The lights in the ceiling slowly flickered back on. Dormer stepped out of the shadows and walked over to Haven.
“Not bad,” he said.
“It was sloppy,” she admitted.
“It did the job. Did you use it all up?”
Haven shook her head. “There’s still some left.”
She didn’t know why she hesitated to tell him the truth—that it felt like she had barely scratched the surface of the energy that was welling up inside of her. She wasn’t sure if it was sorrow from missing her parents or anger at the fact that Bernam had taken her little brother, but the blue sphere of molten energy that she pictured in her mind’s eye was growing larger with each passing moment. It was getting so strong that it felt as if it would burn her up from the inside if she didn’t release it soon.
Dormer nodded. “Good,” he said. “I’ll go first this time.”
He strode to the facility entrance and walked inside. A woman wearing nurse’s scrubs cowered behind a desk, her face lit with the soft green glow of a computer monitor.
“Excuse me,” said Dormer. “I’m here to visit my brother.”
The woman opened her mouth to speak but Dormer moved in quickly and squeezed her forehead. There was a slight concussive whumph sound and the woman’s eyes rolled up into the back of her head as she collapsed to the ground.
“Is she dead?” asked Haven.
“No, but she should be,” said Dormer. “Everyone here knows what they are doing—the harm they have caused. There are no selfless members of the medical profession in this building. These people don’t help anyone but themselves.”
He moved quickly past the unconscious woman and down a long hallway that led away from the receptionist’s area. The ceiling lights dimmed considerably as Dormer passed below them, then glowed to full brightness in his wake.
Haven checked the side rooms of the hallway. All of them were empty—examination rooms with shiny new monitoring equipment on rolling tables that rested next to reclining leather exam chairs. The whole place smelled like lemons.
Dormer held up a warning finger and pressed it to his lips, then nodded toward the end of the hallway.
Haven stepped forward as quietly as she could and stood next to him, peeking around his arm.
A large room was lined with metal tables. On each table lay a patient—some were very young, others extremely old. Thick plastic tubes ran into the unconscious patients’ arms and legs. The tubes were attached to clear bags of white liquid that fed slow drips into their pale bodies.
Haven started forward but Dormer pulled her back. She was about to argue with him when she heard laughter from the room.
One of the twins with short, spiky blond hair walked into view and clapped his hands happily. He spoke to someone out of sight as he pulled himself up and sat down on a long table that was lined with all sorts of medical instruments, from scalpels to bone saws. He picked up a malicious-looking silver tool and admired it with an impressed grin.
The other twin walked over and picked up a bone saw. He twirled it in the air and red flame danced over its chrome blade. The first twin laughed and grabbed up the flame, then blew it out of his open palm and into the air as if he were blowing away dust. Then he walked over to the nearest patient and rattled the bed violently, screaming into the patient’s face as the table screeched across the floor. He shrugged and walked back to his brother.
“Well,” said Dormer. “I’ve seen all I need to see.” He turned to Haven. “Get ready to act, because I’ll likely be finished after this one.”
He cleared his throat and stepped out of the hallway.
The twins laughed when they saw him and clapped their hands.
“Dane,” said Dormer, nodding to the Source twin. “Lee,” he said to the other.
“What are you doing here?” said Dane. The arrogance in his tone was unmistakable. “You gotta be the dumbest person alive.”
“Are you alone?” said Lee. He hopped down off the table and peered down the hallway.
Haven ducked farther from view.
“Of course I am,” said Dormer. “I’m here for my brother.”
“Oh yeah,” said Dane. “I heard about him. Pretty high up there on the scale, according to Bernam.”
“Stronger than me,” said Dormer.
“Not anymore,” said Lee. He stood next to Dane. “Bernam drained him just enough to keep him from dying. Pathetic to watch, really.”
“Disgusting,” said Dane. His face scrunched up as if he smelled a foul odor.
Haven was growing impatient. Her skin burned with heat and sweat dripped down her back. She shook with anger as she thought about the red flames licking up the sides of her home—of her parents lying in bed together as they died.
She was about to step out of the hallway when all of the lights in the room dimmed to half-brightness and Dormer spoke again.
“Enough.”
The twins backed up warily. Dane’s eyes glowed with red flame and he quickly put his hand on Lee’s shoulder.
“Don’t even try it, old man!” he shouted.
“Oh,” said Dormer, “I think I will.”
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All of the lights went completely dark just as Lee raised his fists and a thick beam of red energy cut the air. Dormer held his arms out to the side and the beam hit him in the center of his chest. The energy swirled around him but he was untouched by the fire. Black smoke flowed out of his hands and mixed with the red flames. The smoke swirled quickly through the energy, consuming it and drawing it into Dormer’s body. His eyes flooded with black shadow; tiny sparks of red glowed like burning embers in his pupils.
The beam of energy from the twins died and they breathed out in unison, exhausted.
The last of the red flames spiraled around Dormer like a tornado and quickly disappeared into his chest. His entire body seemed to vibrate so quickly that his silhouette became a blur. He raised his arm toward Dane and opened his fist.
“No…” Lee whispered.
Black and red energy burst from Dormer’s palm—a giant tube of swirling, crackling plasma that melted everything around it in a five-foot radius.
Lee dove out of the path but Dane stood there with his mouth open as the tunnel of chaotic energy consumed him from head to toe. He didn’t have time to scream.
The energy faded and Dormer collapsed to the ground. All that remained of Dane were two black, charred marks where his feet had been.
Haven ran into the room and helped Dormer sit up.
A few feet away, Lee stared at the empty spot where his brother had been, his shock turning into rage.
He shook with anger and his face twisted into a scream as he ran at Dormer. Haven held up her hand and blue fire exploded from her palm. The bubble burst against Lee’s chest and sent him crashing backward into the table full of medical instruments. He lay on the ground, unconscious, a smoking hole in his shirt over a ring of sizzling flesh.
Dormer’s outburst had burned a tunnel straight across the room. A cylinder ringed with melted plastic and burnt wood extended down the hallway that continued away from the entrance.
“Are you okay?” asked Haven.
A thin sheen of sweat covered Dormer’s body. His eyes rolled in their sockets as he tried to focus.
“I’ll be—I’ll be fine,” he said weakly. “Need to lie down. You go on.”
Haven helped him down to the floor. She wondered how much more powerful he could be if he ever found his Source. Looking at the melted walls of the hallway, Haven found it hard to believe that he was capable of doing even more damage. She grabbed a pillow from a nearby table and placed it under his head.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
“How do I wake them up?” asked Haven.
Dormer tried to lift his arms but barely moved. “The white tubes,” he said. “Pull the tubes.”
Haven nodded and stood. She walked quickly around the room, pulling out all of the intravenous feeds that were running into the patients’ arms and legs. When she finished, she went back to Dormer.
“I’m going to find our brothers,” she said.
Dormer nodded weakly. “Don’t be alarmed,” he said, “but mine can be a royal pain.”
Haven smiled. “Why am I not surprised?”
She rested her palm on his forehead and he closed his eyes.
All of the rooms that lined the burnt hallway were empty. Haven jogged down the corridor, looking ahead to a set of large, steel doors that blocked her path. She pushed against them but they were firmly locked. A small black panel on the wall blinked with red numbers. Haven put her palm to the panel and melted it with blue plasma, but the doors did not open.
She had just turned to try and find another way deeper into the complex when the doors swung open with a pneumatic hiss and a security guard in a black uniform stepped through the doorway. He was just finishing a yawn when he saw Haven.
He stopped, looked behind him, then back at her.
“Hi,” said Haven.
“Umm, hello?” said the guard.
He reacted too slowly. Haven grabbed both sides of his head as he reached for a pistol holstered to his belt. Blue light sparked from her fingertips and scorched black lines over his face. His hair stood up on end as if he had been struck by lightning and he fell to the floor.
Haven kicked him to make sure he was unconscious. She ran past him, through the doorway, and immediately stopped.
The large room before her was empty except for a tall metal chair in the center. Strapped to the chair, every inch of his skin lined with small plastic tubes that fed down into the floor, was Noah. His head had been shaved and his scalp was punctured with a hundred thin wires that led into the floor at the base of the chair.
The walls of the rooms were lined with giant monitors, each displaying a different piece of information. Noah’s vital signs were on one, his brain functions on another—multicolored wire-thin lines traced paths on a scale, recording every impulse in his brain.
Haven ran to him and looked down at his small, frail body. He wore light blue scrubs; his hands and bare feet were filthy. She pulled aside a loose flap of fabric over his chest and recoiled in horror. Her eyes filled with tears when she saw the fresh, jagged scar that ran from the base of Noah’s throat down to the bottom of his ribcage.
He shifted in the chair and groaned softly.
“I’m going to get you out of here,” whispered Haven.
Her hands shook as she gently pulled the tubes from his skin. Small drops of blood beaded up from the tiny holes.
“I’m sorry, Noah,” she sobbed. “I’m so sorry.”
She pulled out the last of the tubes and lifted him from the chair. He moaned as she held him in her arms like she used to when he was a toddler, allowing his head to rest on her shoulder and draping his arms around her neck.
Haven hurried across the room and down the hallway.
Dormer was still lying in the spot where she left him. His eyes were open and he was staring at the ceiling.
He smiled when he saw Noah. “You found him.”
Haven looked around the room. All of the patients were still unconscious in their beds.
“Why aren’t they awake?” she asked. The sudden urge to get out after she found Noah was growing too strong to ignore.
“It will take time,” said Dormer.
“I didn’t see anyone else,” said Haven. “I’m sorry.”
Dormer smiled again. “He’s here. I can feel it. Leave him with me,” he said, gesturing to Noah. “You go and help the others. They will need it.”
“I can’t lose him again,” she said, hugging Noah close.
“You won’t. I promise.”
Dormer pushed himself to his feet and stood up straight. Haven reluctantly passed Noah into his arms.
“Better hurry,” said Dormer. “I think the black sports car would be a good choice.”
Haven rubbed her hand over Noah’s shaved scalp and shuddered when she felt the tiny bumps left behind by the wires that had dug into his skin.
The ball of light that had been slowly shrinking inside of her since she found Noah found new life and grew stronger. She allowed it to fill her body and her mind as she turned and ran down the hallway, toward the facility entrance.
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Colton stood up slowly in the elevator.
Corva leaned against the wall as the last of the orange light faded from her skin. The air in the hallway was thick with smoke. Lights flickered in the ceiling and from the open doorways on either side of the hall. The security guards had been pushed back into the rooms from the initial blast; their black-booted feet stuck out into the hallway.
“A little overkill,” said Corva, “but effective.”
Someone down the hall coughed.
Marius frowned. “Missed one,” he said.
He walked out of the elevator and into the dark cloud of smoke. It parted for him and curled around behind his back as he disappeared down the hall.
A moment later, Colton heard him speaking. A voice answered him, then coughed. Marius said something in Russian and there was a crack of knuckles against bone, followed by a heavy thud. Marius appeared out of the smoke in front of the elevator, brushing off the sleeves of his thick jacket.
“Sixth floor,” he said. “A little farther.”
“Nice work,” said Corva. “Faster than going level by level.” She pushed the button for the sixth floor and the doors closed silently.
“Sometimes Marius has good ideas,” he said.
The elevator ascended smoothly. Colton tried to keep his anger fresh in his mind—his rage toward Bernam for what he allowed to happen to his mother—but felt it wane in the presence of fear. Marius and Corva both looked so sure of themselves—so confident. Colton was sure he would feel a lot more so if only he could access part of his ability.
He tried again, reaching out with his mind into the space around him.
Nothing.
Colton didn’t stand a chance against Bernam nor anyone else that had even the slightest bit of power.
He was opening his mouth to tell the others that he should wait downstairs or go and help Haven and Dormer when the elevator stopped and the doors slid open amidst a hail of gunfire.
Marius shoved Corva to the side of the elevator as bullets sparked off the metal walls. She hit Colton and pulled him with her to the small area of safety at the front of the elevator next to the open door.
A bullet shot clean through Marius’s chest and he made a small noise, as if someone had just pinched him a little too hard. Another bullet hit his right leg and he dropped to the floor of the elevator.
Corva reached out and pulled him to the side as more bullets thunked into the back of the elevator.
“No…” she said. She moved her shaking hands over his body, afraid to touch his wounds.
“I’ll take him,” said Colton.
Corva gently leaned Marius against Colton’s shoulder. He was breathing slowly and his eyes were closed. Blood soaked through his shirt and spread from a dark hole below his collarbone.
She stood up and hugged the wall. Bullets continued to spray into the elevator.
“What are you doing?” shouted Colton.
Corva didn’t answer. She clenched her fists and stepped out into the open doorway.
The bullets stopped for a fraction of a second, as if the gunmen were surprised that one of their targets had so easily presented herself. Corva took a step forward and the gunfire resumed.
Colton risked peeking out of the doorway and saw orange light flooding the room—Corva must have saved some energy from Marius. It quickly faded and the sound of the gunfire grew louder.
Colton knew he had to do something.
He leaned Marius against the side of the elevator and hit the button for it to descend to the parking structure. Hopefully somebody would find him before it was too late.
Colton stepped out of the elevator as the doors closed and ran for cover.
The sixth floor was a single, open room with no windows. Dim lights lined the ceiling, casting a dull, bluish glow on the polished black floor. Tall structural pillars were spaced out evenly from wall to wall, and Colton dove behind one as bullets sank into the floor at his feet.
Corva was standing behind another pillar, pressing hard on a fresh gunshot wound in her left shoulder. Colton looked around the side of his pillar and saw three gunmen crouching near a huge machine on the far side of the room. Each of the men wore the same heavy armor and carried the same black automatic rifles as the guards Colton had seen on the second floor.
The machine was attached to the floor and the ceiling. Bulbous tubes connected to blocky metal containers, all of which led to a small, raised platform in the middle of the machine.
Standing on the platform, suspended in mid-air by massive restraints that engulfed his hands and feet, was Reece. He was either dead or unconscious, hanging lifelessly from his bindings. A pulse of light flowed over the tubes in the machine and fed down through the restraints. The light coursed over Reece’s skin and for a brief moment his eyes opened and he screamed. His body went rigid as the light passed over his legs and dissipated into the platform below his feet.
A quick burst of gunfire sprayed against the other side of Colton’s pillar and he pulled his head back.
After that, silence.
Someone started clapping, slowly and steadily.
“Well done,” said a voice.
It was Bernam.
Reece screamed again and Colton looked at the machine. Blue light slowly brightened within his ribcage and grew strong enough to outline the bones in his chest. Colton saw a dark, pulsing spot in Reece’s ribcage—his heart.
The light was pulled out from his torso, down his arms and legs, and into the restraints that bound him. The machine hummed loudly as lights flashed across every tube and metal container.
Bernam stood next to the machine, surrounded by the three guards. He admired it with the glossy eyes of a man who was watching his child use a fork to eat food for the first time. He clasped his hands in front of his mouth and smiled.
Shelly stood next to one of the nearby pillars. She looked frightened when she glanced over her shoulder at Alistair, who was standing in the shadows next to the machine. His face was shrouded in darkness, but Colton could tell that he was staring directly at him.
“Well done indeed,” said Bernam. He smoothed down the front of his slim, black suit and turned to face the elevator. “You can come out now. I won’t hurt you.”
Corva shook her head when Colton looked over.
“Okay, fine,” said Bernam, sounding bored. “I will hurt you. No reason to lie about it.” He waved at the guards. “Go and get them.” He turned his back and approached the machine.
The guards fanned out and moved quickly across the room, the barrels of their rifles trained on the pillars near the elevator.
One guard hugged the wall on either side of the room and the third walked right down the middle, sweeping his gun barrel back and forth around each pillar he passed.
The one walking toward Corva stepped around her pillar just as she shoved the heel of her palm into his throat. He coughed out all of his air and dropped his rifle, stumbling backward as he choked to take a breath. She moved forward to finish him off.
The guard in the middle raised his gun.
“Look out!” shouted Colton.
Corva turned around just as the guard fired two rounds. The first bullet hit the pillar next to Corva’s arm and tore off a chunk of material that went flying up into the air. The second bullet hit her in the shoulder and spun her down to the ground. The guard she hit in the throat stood over her and smacked her across the cheek with the back of his hand.
“Alive, if you please,” Bernam called loudly from across the room.
Colton stepped out from behind his pillar just as the last guard approached. The guard had let his rifle hang around its strap and instead held up his fists in a defensive stance. Brass knuckles glinted over the fingers of his dark gloves.
Colton kicked out, aiming for the guard’s knee, but a brass-knuckled fist shot down and knocked the leg aside. The guard took a step back, waiting. Colton lunged again—sloppy, he could feel it—and the guard deftly moved to the side as Colton’s momentum carried him forward.
The guard grabbed Colton’s outstretched arm and punched him twice in the side of his ribcage. He kicked the back of Colton’s knees to send him to the ground, then grabbed him by the hair and dragged him toward the machine. Colton tried to twist the guard’s wrist as he slid across the floor but the man was too strong.
The guard pulled Colton to his feet by his hair and shoved him forward, then pushed him down to his knees.
The other two guards dragged Corva’s body next to Colton and dropped her on the ground.
Bernam looked down at her for a long moment.
“I said alive.”
“She’s still breathing,” said one of the guards.
Bernam’s gaze moved to Colton. He frowned.
“I thought you would be dead by now,” he said. “You must be remarkably strong to survive so long without your ability.” Realization dawned on his face and he smiled. “Unless someone else gave you theirs.” He stood looking down at Colton. “Pity it takes so long to get used to a transfusion, or else you may have been able to help your friends.”
He walked over to Corva and used the tip of his shoe to tilt her face to the side.
“Pretty,” he said. “Am I to understand that she has actually found her counterpart?” He looked over at Alistair, who nodded. “The Russian, correct?”
Colton clenched his teeth and looked over at Reece, who still hung suspended from the machine.
“Oh!” said Bernam, following Colton’s gaze. “I almost forgot. Alistair, help him down, would you?”
Alistair stepped up to the platform and unstrapped the heavy bindings. Reece slumped down to the ground and groaned softly as Alistair dragged him to the floor.
Shelly ran over and knelt next to Reece, resting his head in her lap. She looked at Colton helplessly.
“Some friend,” said Bernam thoughtfully. “It took hardly any convincing to betray you, Colton. Ask him about it if he ever wakes up. He still hates your guts. Jealousy is an ugly, ugly thing. I tried to warn you.”
“What did you do to him?” asked Colton.
“I did what I always do with fools,” said Bernam. “I let him take the risk so that I can take the reward. You were supposed to transport the Phoenix energy back to the machine, and I daresay you would have been able to do it without any of the long-term effects from which your friend Reece here will suffer. Yet you denied your ability and chose instead to side with the weak. That reminds me—did you get a chance to say hello to your dear mother during your time with the outcasts?”
Colton lunged forward but the guard standing behind him cracked him in the skull with the butt of his rifle. Colton fell to the floor on his stomach, his jaw bouncing off the hard tile. He sat up and spat blood at Bernam’s feet.
“Why did you take her away from me? Why couldn’t you just leave her alone?”
Bernam laughed. “The mouse does not ask the lion ‘why’—he either runs away or he is eaten. Stupid boy,” he said. “I’d like to kill you right now, but I need some guinea pigs on which to test my new abilities. Still, there’s no reason to deny others a little enjoyment. Shelly?”
He turned to Shelly and beckoned her forward.
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She rested Reece’s head on the floor and stood up, wiping her palms nervously on the pockets of her jeans.
“Come now, girl,” said Bernam. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”
Shelly looked at Colton, then at Bernam, and shook her head, no.
Bernam sighed. “Young love,” he said. “You just can’t compete with it. Alistair…”
Alistair pushed Shelly to the floor next to Corva. Her hands slipped in a small pool of blood by Corva’s shoulder and she pushed herself back into one of the guards, who kicked her forward and pressed the barrel of his rifle to the back of her head.
“You—you promised,” she said.
“I did, promise, yes,” said Bernam. “And you believed me. You think I would let anyone else have this power? The strength of both a Source and a Conduit, without the need to rely on another to achieve it! Let it be a lesson to you, young lady. You can’t rely on anyone but yourself in this world.”
Bernam unbuttoned his suit jacket and slid it off, draping it neatly over a chrome rail next to the machine. He walked up onto the platform and turned back to face Colton. He smiled as he reached up and grabbed the outsides of the hanging restraints.
Alistair opened a small control panel on the side of the machine and flipped three small switches.
At first, nothing happened. Bernam stood with his eyes closed, waiting. A moment later, his body jerked forward as if he been kicked in the back.
Alistair stepped back from the machine as it pulled black energy out of Bernam’s body. Thin wisps of black smoke slithered out of his chest and spiraled up his arms and down his legs, into the platform. The machine chugged harder as the black matter moved across the tubes and disappeared into the metal boxes.
“What’s happening to him?” shouted Colton over the noise.
Alistair ignored him and watched Bernam intently. When the last of the black energy had been pulled from Bernam’s body, he sank down onto the small platform and breathed out heavily.
Alistair moved quickly to his side and helped him to his feet.
“It worked,” said Bernam weakly. “My ability is mixing with the Phoenix power in the machine.” His skin sagged loosely on his bones and for the first time Colton got an impression of how old he truly was. “Quickly,” he said. “Help me into the bindings so I may finish the process.”
Alistair put his hands on Bernam’s shoulders and smiled.
“Alistair, what are you doing?” said Bernam. He groaned in pain as Alistair squeezed his shoulders. “Guards!” he croaked. “Shoot him!”
The guards didn’t move.
Alistair sighed.
“I paid them off, Bernam. You should have watched the world around you, but instead all you could see was the machine. Tunnel vision,” he said, shaking his head. “Sad to watch. It’s time to step down, my old friend. You were right. You can’t rely on anyone but yourself.”
Bernam dropped to his knees and screamed. The skin on his face shriveled and clung tightly to his skull. Dark pockets sank into his cheeks and his hair fell out in chunks.
“What was that you said about the mouse and the lion?” asked Alistair. His eyes flashed brighter as Bernam withered in his grip.
“Alistair,” hissed Bernam softly as his entire body shook. His eyes rolled back into their sockets and he stopped breathing.
Alistair released Bernam and his wasted husk hit the floor like a light plank of wood.
“Now then,” said Alistair, brushing his hands together. “Same plan as before. Don’t you three go anywhere.” He pointed at Colton, Shelly, and Corva. “I want to have some fun once this is all over. You there,” he said to the nearest guard. “Come here.”
The guard lowered his rifle and obeyed.
“What’s your name? Never mind,” said Alistair holding up his hand to stop the guard from talking. “I don’t care. Just…stand still, would you?”
Alistair grabbed the guard by the throat and lifted him off his feet. The guard’s rifle clattered to the floor and his legs kicked helplessly in the air as he strained to breathe. The other two guards stepped back warily but still kept their rifles trained on Colton and the others.
Black smoke flowed over Alistair’s hand and into the guard’s neck. When the last bit of smoke disappeared, Alistair released the guard and collapsed to the ground, breathing heavily.
“Shoot him,” he said quietly.
The other two guards exchanged glances. The one who had just been given Alistair’s Conduit power took a step back and turned to run.
“I said shoot him!”
Colton closed his eyes as two shots rang out. Behind him, he heard a body hit the hard floor.
Alistair straightened his back and grinned at Colton when he opened his eyes. “If I can’t have it, no one can.” His skin was pale but he still looked a lot stronger than Bernam did after he gave up his ability.
He whistled softly as he walked to the machine, then stopped when he saw Bernam’s suit jacket hanging over the railing. Alistair picked it up as if it were a dead rat, inspected it, then tossed it on top of Bernam’s corpse and brushed off his hands once again as he stepped onto the platform.
He reached up and grabbed the restraints.
“To a new era,” he said, and waited. “Oh, right.” He snapped his fingers and hopped off the platform. He went to the small control panel and flipped three more switches, then pressed a series of buttons. “So hard to remember all of these things on your own,” he said. “There we are.” He closed the lid on the panel and walked back to the platform. “Right, then. Where were we?”
He grabbed the restraints as the machine’s hum grew louder. Blinding white light flowed along the tubes, into metal boxes, and then up to the top of the machine.
Alistair closed his eyes as the energy crawled down the bindings and glided over his skin.
On the floor next to Shelly, Reece coughed and opened his eyes. She bent down over him and brushed his hair back from his eyes.
“Reece?” said Colton.
Reece saw Colton and his jaw tightened. He closed his eyes and turned away.
Colton slowly looked at the remaining two security guards. They stood watching the machine as it fed energy into Alistair’s body. Colton shifted a little closer to the guard behind him, hoping he could grab the rifle while he was distracted.
The guard saw him and brought his fist down hard on Colton’s cheek.
“Don’t try it,” said the guard.
Colton spit blood onto the floor.
“How about this?” someone said from behind.
A bright blue ball of light exploded next to the guard’s head. His neck snapped back and he collapsed. The other guard turned and raised his rifle.
Colton jumped forward and shoved his shoulder into the guard’s stomach. He picked him up off the floor and slammed him onto his back. The rifle clattered out of reach and Colton brought his fists down on the guard’s face, over and over again. The guard grabbed a handful of Colton’s shirt and pulled him to the side, then stood and kicked him in the stomach.
Colton gasped for air and tried to crawl away.
The guard grabbed his ankle and pulled him back.
There was a flash of blue light and the guard screamed as he flew through the air. He smashed into the middle of a pillar, cracking it in half. His body stuck into the crooked pillar and hung there, suspended ten feet off the ground.
Haven appeared next to Colton and helped him to his feet.
“Was wondering where you were,” he said, coughing to catch his breath.
“We have to get out of here,” said Haven. “Right now.”
The white light in the machine intensified and Alistair screamed as if he were being burned alive. His body ignited with white flame and his skeleton was visible inside his skin.
Colton bent down and picked up Corva, draping her arm over his shoulder and holding her up by her belt. He started the long walk to the elevator at the far end of the room.
Behind him, Haven knelt down to help the others.
“Don’t touch me,” said Shelly.
Haven stepped back as Shelly helped Reece to his feet. He groaned in pain and clenched his chest. His breaths were wet and shallow. Shelly supported him as they hurried away from the machine, toward the elevator.
With a quick flash of light, the machine powered down.
Alistair fell forward onto his hands and knees. His black hair hung loosely over his face as he lifted his hands from the floor and looked at his palms.
“Let’s go!” shouted Colton.
Shelly and Reece were closest to the machine; Haven ran past them, moving quickly toward the elevator.
Alistair stood up and brushed his hair back. He held his right arm in front of him and turned his palm outward, studying it as if it were an unknown weapon.
A beam of white-hot light shot out of his hand and hit the elevator. The metal doors turned to molten liquid that sloshed out into the room and burned through the floor.
“Get down!” shouted Haven.
Colton turned around just as the elevator exploded.
Chunks of metal burst out in all directions amidst a huge fireball that consumed half the room. The impact from the explosion picked Colton off his feet and slammed him onto his back. He did his best to keep Corva close but she was ripped from his arms. A piece of burning metal smacked against his ankle and he kicked it away.
Fire licked over the ceiling, crawling like lava pouring from a volcano.
Behind him, Alistair was laughing.
“Children,” he said loudly. “Idiots. Do you know how easy it’s going to be to kill all of you? You’ll find out soon enough.”
Colton flipped onto his stomach.
Haven was crouched behind a nearby pillar, staring at him. She pointed to a section of wall on one side of the room and made an exploding motion with her hands.
Colton didn’t understand until she pointed to herself, then to Alistair.
He shook his head, no.
She nodded calmly, as if it was something she had been planning to do all along. Haven pointed to Corva, Reece, and Shelly, then firmly back at the wall.
Colton fought to find a way that they could all escape without someone staying behind. He sighed and looked back at Haven.
As soon as he nodded, she stood up and stepped away from the pillar.
“Over here,” she said.
Instantly, a ball of white light tore through the pillar, splitting it in half and ripping it out of the floor and the ceiling. Haven ran away from the falling pillar, toward the machine.
Alistair tracked her, firing thin beams of white energy as she moved. The beams cut black canyons in the walls. She paused in front of the section of wall that she had pointed out to Colton. She ducked as a thick tube of energy slammed into the wall above her head and shattered the black tile. Sunlight poured in from the cracks.
Haven quickly stood and placed her palms on the wall. Blue light burst from her hands and a large section of the wall crumbled down the outside of the building.
She turned and ran toward the machine.
Colton picked up Corva and looked over at Shelly. “Come on!” he said.
Reece leaned against her as they hurried to the hole in the side of the building.
Colton peered down over the edge—six stories straight down to the asphalt parking lot.
“This isn’t a good idea,” said Shelly.
“It’s all we have.”
“Just like jumping from the plane?” she asked. “I thought you were broken.”
“Maybe this will fix me,” said Colton.
He hugged Corva close and jumped.
Fear seized him as he fell through the air—the same fear that threatened to paralyze him when Alistair had thrown him from the plane over the desert. It was different, though, because the first time he truly believed he could rely on his ability.
He pressed Corva close to his body and turned slowly in the air so that his back was toward the rapidly-approaching ground—it was the only chance Corva had of surviving if he failed.
Colton focused on the air flowing around his body. He imagined the battery in his chest. He tried to imagine it filling up, even though he barely felt anything.
He screamed within his mind and reached out for energy—a light tingle at the small of his back; a brief flash of heat in his hands.
Colton closed his eyes and let it out.
He slammed into the concrete on a thin cushion of air that barely managed to keep his bones from shattering. The back of his head bounced off the ground and his vision went black.
Corva fell on top of him and one of his ribs snapped. He yelled in pain as he guided her onto the ground next to him.
Colton lay there panting, feeling the sun’s heat on his face but unable to see anything but a soft glow. He heard footsteps approaching and two figures dissolved out of the blackness, silhouetted by the faint light of the sun.
“Haven?” he said.
The closest figure stopped. Colton’s vision changed from dark to blurry and he could tell that it was Shelly who stood over him. She reached up and wiped a tear from her eye.
Reece stood next to her and guided her away.
“Let’s go,” he said. He cried out in pain and clutched at his chest. His breath came out in quick, ragged gasps as Shelly helped him to stay on his feet. “We don’t belong with them.”
“Wait,” said Colton weakly. “Don’t go.” He reached out but their blurry figures faded away into the brightening sunlight.
Colton closed his eyes and tried not to think about the pain that covered his entire body. Far above, through the hole in the side of the building, Haven screamed.
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A section of the floor fell away beneath Haven’s feet as she jumped to the side. The edges of the hole glowed with white plasma.
Alistair cackled from across the room.
Haven was trying to keep the pillars between them as she moved closer to the machine. Her only hope was that Alistair would bring the whole place to the ground before he realized what was happening.
“You’re alone!” he shouted. “What a noble sacrifice you’ve made! Pointless, but noble. Even if your friends survived the fall, I’ll find them.”
Haven ran from one pillar to the next and caught a quick glimpse of Alistair. His eyes glowed solid white. Wavy, ghost-like strands of energy floated up from his body like the tentacles of an upside-down jellyfish.
“Your little brother was the key,” he said. “Did you know that?”
Haven pictured Noah in the chair at the medical center. She remembered the scar on his small chest.
“Very strong, your brother,” continued Alistair. “At least he will be some day. Normally Bernam couldn’t find anyone until they were at least your age, but little Noah was different. If only Bernam could have sensed you as well, we could’ve gotten two for one!”
He laughed and shot a beam of energy through the pillar behind Haven. It crumbled to the floor as she ran to the next one.
The ceiling above her head groaned and cracked. A small piece of black tile fell to the floor and shattered.
“Ah, I see,” said Alistair. “Very clever. It was Bernam’s stupid idea to leave these floors open like this. I much prefer a smaller, cozier place.”
Haven looked at the machine.
Most of the metal boxes that fed the tubes were similar—polished chrome with no decoration. There was one piece of equipment in the back that was different. Small wires ran out of the wall and connected to the outside of that particular piece. It was a lot less polished than the rest of the machine—more utilitarian in nature.
Haven made that her target and hoped she could project her energy more than a few feet.
She forced herself to picture the blue sphere of plasma in the vast field of nothing. She channeled the energy to her core and down to her hands. Warmth flowed over her entire body and silent blue flames skittered across her arms. Floating in the air on either side of her were the tips of her energy wings—they fanned out from her back and lit up the entire room.
Haven stepped out from behind the pillar and held up her hand toward the piece of machinery near the wall. Blue plasma spiraled from her hand and smacked into the wall, above her mark. She dropped her aim and hit the target, moving the stream of energy over the machine until the blue light faded from her vision and she breathed out, exhausted. Her energy wings slowly receded into her back and disappeared.
The machine groaned and one of the tubes burst, sending a steady stream of gas into the air.
Alistair looked at Haven and whistled in appreciation.
“Now that was impressive,” he said. “You don’t see wings like that every day.” He walked to the middle of the room and inspected the machine thoughtfully. Then he shrugged. “Well, you tried. Mind if I help?” Thick streams of white plasma shot from his palms and melted a piece machinery next to the one Haven had targeted. The tubes connecting that piece to the rest of the machine exploded in a chain reaction that consumed half the room. Fire licked up the walls and crawled across the ceiling. “There we are,” said Alistair. “Can’t have just anybody popping in to use it, now can we?” He walked forward slowly, with his hands slightly raised to show that he meant no harm. “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in joining me?” he asked. “I’m really going places.”
The blue energy flared up around her.
He cocked his head to the side and the ghost-like tendrils floating up from his body shot across the room and burrowed into Haven’s skin.
“No,” he said. “I thought not. Pity.”
The tendrils lifted her from the ground and spun her in the air slowly. She screamed as the burning strands moved over her skin.
Alistair walked in a wide circle around her, tapping on his chin thoughtfully. More strands of energy grew from his skin and extended toward Haven and burrowed into her body.
“You know,” he said, “I might be able to make you obey me. There’s really no way to know my limits until I test them. The brain is controlled by electrical impulses, after all. That’s what makes it so easy to shut off. Who knows? Maybe mind control isn’t so far-fetched. You can be my first test subject.” He grinned. “What do you say?”
The piece of equipment at the back of the machine squealed and split down the side. Blue and white light flowed over the tubes and crackled against the outsides of the metal boxes. One of the boxes exploded, sending jagged pieces of thin metal in all directions.
The explosion rocked the entire building and the tendrils of white energy coming out of Alistair quickly pulled back into his skin. Haven smacked into the floor and rolled behind a fallen pillar just as another box exploded.
A piece of metal shaped like a saw blade spun through the air and slammed into Alistair’s chest.
He looked down at the protruding blade in confusion and stumbled backward on his feet.
Haven ran for the big hole in the wall, and for the sunlight beyond.
Alistair screamed.
His body was consumed in white energy. It exploded outward like a series of pulsing underwater detonations—spheres of burning light shot out from his core and stopped, only to be overtaken by a larger, more powerful barrier of white plasma.
The roof collapsed behind Haven as she ran toward the wall. Chunks of concrete crashed all around her as she passed crumbling pillars.
She felt the heat on her back—felt it burning into her skin.
She looked behind her as she ran. Alistair stood in front of the machine, arms outstretched, head cast upward in a perpetual scream. His body was a black silhouette in a piercing center of white light.
The machine exploded.
Fire blossomed out from the base of the platform and swallowed Alistair’s body. Before he disappeared into the flames, he lowered his head and looked directly at Haven, his eyes burning pools of white light.
Haven reached the hole in the wall and jumped.
The barrier of white plasma slammed into her back and pushed her far out over the parking lot. She spun head over heels, catching glimpses of the orange sky, the black asphalt, and the collapsing building.
Soon all she saw was the desert rushing up to her face.
At the last second, someone dove to the ground beneath her.
It was Dormer.
She stopped falling an inch away from his body and hung in the air. He moved to the side and she fell lightly into his outstretched arms.
Dormer helped her up and dusted off her shoulders. He smiled.
“We were just coming up to get you,” he said. “You made it.”
“So did you.” She coughed again. Her throat was bone dry—it felt like she could drink a gallon of water.
An explosion of flame belched out of the building through the hole in the sixth floor. The fire crawled up toward the roof, shattering every window along its path.
“You found your brother?” asked Haven.
Dormer nodded. “He’ll be fine after a while. He’s with the other patients at the medical facility. Most of them are still asleep.”
“What will happen to them?”
“Hopefully Micah cleared some space at The Dome. They can stay with us as long as they’d like, but I expect most will want to get back to their lives. We can talk more about that later. Right now someone wants to see you.”
He led Haven to the parking lot, where a group of people were gathered. Colton stood a few feet away, watching the black building collapse on itself. He winced in pain and touched the side of his ribcage. Marius and Corva sat on the ground next to each other, smiling up at the setting sun. Their wounds were healed over but dark bruises still covered much of their arms and faces.
“I’ll get them fixed up properly back at the Grove,” said Dormer. “Ah, here we are.”
Haven turned as her little brother jumped into her arms.
“Noah!” she said. She closed her eyes and hugged him harder than she ever had before.
He leaned back and kissed her on the nose, then rested his head on her shoulder. Haven smiled as tears rolled down her cheeks.
“He’s strong,” said Dormer. “But it will take a while to fully heal.”
“Thank you,” whispered Haven. “Thank you for keeping him safe.”
Dormer smiled and walked away. He knelt down next to Marius and tried to inspect his healed wounds, but Marius half-heartedly swatted him away.
Haven stood next to Colton as a big piece of the roof collapsed down through the top few floors of the building. It slipped over the wall and fell onto the parking lot with a loud crunch. The ground shook as a huge explosion blew out every remaining window, sending a million shards of glass spinning into the air. Bright rays from the setting sun glinted off the glass, turning it into a falling sheet of glimmering light.
A bigger burst of orange flames erupted through the hole in the sixth floor and consumed the top half of the building.
“What happened to your friend?” asked Haven. She rubbed Noah’s back as the building burned.
“He’s gone,” said Colton.
“With the girl?”
He nodded. “He never really had a chance. He just…he just grabbed at the first thing that he thought would make him special.”
“We all do that in our own way.”
Colton shook his head. “We lost so much.”
Haven looked into his eyes and smiled. “We’ll get it back.”
She kissed Noah’s forehead and turned away from the building to join the others.



EPILOGUE
Night fell on the desert, bringing with it a sudden chill that cooled the hissing ruins of the black building. The structure had completely collapsed into itself and sunk partially into the ground. Smoke rose from a shallow crater lined with the protruding edges of blackened steel crossbeams.
The parking lot surrounding the building was charred all the way to its edges. The fire had burned so hot that the sand near the asphalt turned to glass.
With a loud scrape of steel on steel, one of the crossbeams jutting up from the ruins shifted to the side. The chunk of roofing it had been supporting fell deeper into the crater and cracked in half over a giant chrome sphere—one of many from the training room that dotted the remains of the building.
From a shadowed spot next to the base of the shifting crossbeam, a burnt hand reached up toward the sky. Cloth had melted into the skin of the arm and fused with crisp, red-black flesh.
Alistair’s hand gripped the crossbeam and he pulled himself up from the ruins.
He screamed to the night sky, his breath fogging out in a slow cloud. He reached up to touch his face—the skin over his cheeks felt like thin paper and sizzled under his fingertips.
His hair was gone—his scalp peeled away to reveal his blackened skull. He let out a small whimper as he stood next to the fallen building and looked down at his charred body.
Alistair’s whimper turned to quiet sobbing as he nurtured the violent thoughts in his mind—he turned them over and over again until they gave him strength. White light flickered in the cracks of his burnt skin and his eyes glowed brighter until they became two brilliant white stars in a sea of night.
His sobbing made the slow turn to insane laughter—it started as a weak cough, then became a mischievous chuckle that shook his body with every sound, and at last built to a deep, cackling rumble of laughter that echoed across the desert.
Alistair moved away into the night to become one more shadow in a world filled with darkness. His mind was consumed by a single desire.
Revenge.
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CHAPTER ONE: MALCOLM
FOR AS LONG AS I can remember I’ve brought nothing but misery to those around me. Pain. Sadness. A loneliness so bone-deep it smothers any thoughts of joy or hope that might try to seep in from reality.
I don’t do this on purpose. In fact, I’d do anything to change it, this effect I have on people. Some kids might think they want to be an agent of darkness, so they dress up in black clothes and dye their hair and do drastic things to their wardrobes, shocking people with their angry, outlandish attitudes. But if they were to walk a day in my shoes, they’d change their minds in a second. They’d join the Latin club and study hard and do everything they could to make their parents proud. No one truly wants to be me; they just think they do.
I call myself that - the agent of darkness - but I don’t really know what I am or what my problem is. What I do know is that it’s real and it’s nothing I can control. Believe me, I’ve tried. I’ve done everything from smiling entire weeks on end until my face ached with it, to hiding out in my house and cutting off contact with the outside world. But nothing works.
My own happiness and attitude have nothing to do with how others feel in my presence; I can be smiling like a Girl Scout who just offloaded a thousand boxes of Thin Mints for cold hard cash, and the Miserables would still dive into the depths of despair without a second thought after being around me for a while. That’s what I call them - the Miserables - those people who want to be sad for some strange and entirely effed-up reason.
I’m not a Miserable. I’m immune to the sadness that I deliver in spades to the innocents around me. It’s kind of a sick joke on me, how I can be working so hard at being happy while I make everyone around me want to jump off a cliff.
Hiding doesn’t work. No matter how invisible I try to be and no matter how hard I try to stay away, the Miserables come and find me anyway. They seek me out and haunt me, refusing to leave without a fight. I’m rarely alone. Sometimes there are whole groups of them flitting around me like angry black butterflies, and other times it’s just one person.
Case in point: my latest unwelcome acquisition, Caden Kucharski. His friends call him Kootch for short. I don’t call him anything because I’m trying to get rid of him, but the kid is miserable with a capital M, and he wants nothing to do with happiness. He’s been all over me like a fly on shit since last month.
“Yo, Malcolm. What’s up, man?” He stood waiting for me at my locker. Again.
I just stared at him hard for a few seconds, wishing he’d take the hint and get lost. I spun the combination of my lock, focusing all my attention on it, hoping he’d see I was blowing him off. It was a wasted effort, though. It always is.
The problem with Miserables like him is they never get the hint. Sometimes it even seems to make them happy when I’m mean like this, which is really sick and twisted. Lots of times I have to force myself to be nice, when all I really want to do is scream at them to fuck off and leave me the hell alone. I mean that in the nicest way, though. I’m just trying to protect them from me, from the effect I have on them. I wish I could have friends. I just … can’t.
My hard look had zero effect. Caden smiled. “That good, eh? Yeah, me too. Just got out of Chem class. That asshole Pritchard is a real prickard. Get it? Prickard? Guy’s a prick?”
“Yeah, I get it.” I shut my locker and spun the dial on the lock. I sighed heavily, knowing I was going to be peppered with Kootchisms all the way to my next class.
“So what’s up after school? Going anywhere? Wanna hang out?”
“Busy.”
“Oh, you’re busy again, huh? That’s cool. Seems like whenever I ask you to do something you’re busy, but hey, you can’t blame a dude for trying. I downloaded some new music to my nano, you should check it. Hardcore metal, man.” He held out his mp3 player towards me.
I didn’t even look down. “No, thanks. I don’t like metal.”
“Really? That’s surprising. I figured … well, who cares. I don’t like it that much either. I’ll probably delete it off today anyway. What music do you like? What’s your favorite band?”
“Are you asking me on a date?” Sometimes if I play the homo card with guys it makes a difference and scares them off. I should probably feel bad about playing on people’s phobias to save myself, but I don’t. I know it saves them too.
“Ha! That’s funny. No, man. I’m straight. I like the ladies and believe me, the ladies like the Kootch. Check this.” He lifted up his hand and held it out towards a girl coming our way down the hallway. “Yo! Melissa! Give me some-a that sugar.”
She scowled at him and walked by, making sure to stay far away from his outstretched hand.
I tried not to react, but I couldn’t help it. I laughed.
“Bitch,” he mumbled, letting his hand drop. “Chicks in this school are so friggin stuck up.” He cheered up instantly. “But the chicks over at Eastman? They’re hot and willing for the Kootch. All up on me and shit when I’m at the games.”
“Whatever you say, Caden. Listen, I have to go to the bathroom. See you around.” I made a sharp left turn into the guys’ room and quickly locked the main door behind me. Luckily, no one else was in there.
The sound of Caden hitting his forehead on the door echoed out into the wall-to-wall tiled room. “Hey, man, did you lock the door? What’d you do that for? I need to take a shit.” He laughed. “Nah serious, I don’t need to do that, but I could take a piss. I got the urge to purge. Open up. And hey, you can call me Kootch, by the way. All my buds call me Kootch.”
I dropped my bag on the floor and sat down, resting my head on my forearms crossed over my knees. This was the only thing that worked - waiting them out. Even the Miserables had to heed the call of the school bell. I’ve racked up a record amount of tardies in my high school career, but it’s better than being molested in the bathroom by a million questions and one-sided conversations that made me want to drown myself in the toilet.
The bell rang, interrupting Kootch’s inane chatter. He was quiet for all of two seconds. “Oh, dude, you’re going to be late. Don’t worry, I’ll cover for ya. I’ll tell Adams that you’re constipated or something. Talk to you after class! Or you could text me in class. I’ll risk it for friends like that. Later!”
And then he was gone.
I sighed and stood in front of the mirror, taking a few seconds to look at myself. I try to be unnoticeable. I dress average - not in fashion and not out. I don’t wear black or paint my nails. I wear my hair in a boring cut, not too long or too short, and keep it the natural brown I was born with. I tried the emo thing for a while, dressed all in black and tried to look forbidding and dangerous so people would leave me alone, but the Miserables loved it. They ate it up. It attracted them to me in droves, so I had to stop. Now the name of the game for me is to be plain. Unremarkable. Invisible.
Grabbing my backpack off the ground, I sighed at what my life had become. Hiding out in the bathroom again, fending off the friendly advances of another Miserable soul. So lame.
I walked over to the bathroom door, counting to ten slowly once I reached it. I had to make sure I couldn’t hear Kootch anymore before turning the lock. Miserables can be really persistent and tricky when they want to be. I’ve been hijacked by a few who held their breath so I wouldn’t hear them. They can be freaky intense in their need to be unhappy sometimes.
When I was sure he was gone and the nearby hallway empty, I unlocked the door and walked out. I turned left to go to English Lit class, the wide corridor stretching out in front of me and beckoning me forward. It’s a sick joke. The hallway calls me to something I can never have - a normal day in high school, filled with gossip, friends, jokes, and maybe even a crush on a cute girl. There will be none of that for the agent of darkness. None of it. I’ve given up on being sad about it. It’s just my reality, nothing more, nothing less.
The second bell rang right next to my head. To me it’s not just the sound of being late. It’s the sound that reminds me I’ll never fit in here or anywhere people are. I’ll never have any friends. I’ll never be able to live a peaceful life until I go so far, far away that no one will ever find me. I have three months left before my eighteenth birthday. Three more months before I can cut out of this place and disappear forever. I’m counting the days.



CHAPTER TWO: RAE
I SMILED AT THE PLUMP lady standing behind the front desk. But not too much. I have to be careful not to smile too much. People get very attached sometimes, and then it’s not good for anyone.
“We’re thrilled to have Rae here with us at Preston High,” said the principal, Mr. Tweeds. He was trembling, he was so excited. “Just thrilled. I’ve received nothing but glowing recommendations from everyone I’ve talked to about her.” His smile revealed capped teeth and funky-colored gums.
The receptionist’s constant, unwavering grin was putting me on edge. I had to turn my back to her.
Facing my parents now, I watched their heads bob up and down in response to the principal’s glowing accolades.
“She’s top of her class here just like she was at her previous school, and on track to be valedictorian,” the principal continued. “We’ve already done the conversion of her transcripts. We’re just pleased as punch to take her on. She’ll be a credit to the school.”
“Oh, she will,” said my mother, so absolutely sure of her words, they practically sparkled as they came out of her mouth. “She’s been number one in her class since her very first day of kindergarten. We’ve never had to worry a single moment about her grades.”
I gritted my teeth in frustration. My parents. Ugh. They meant well, but ugh anyway. They refused to accept the fact that my perfect grades weren’t the result of a brilliant mind but rather a side effect of something else entirely.
“It’s other things that are a problem,” said my father. He was being stern, like he always is when he talks about this part of my life. “We have to be absolutely sure she’ll be safe here at this school. As I mentioned in my email and over the phone, she’s had some … issues before. And I don’t want to see those issues repeated here.” My father frowned at the principal as if the poor rotund man was personally responsible for the incidents at my last school.
Mr. Tweeds was shaking his head vehemently and holding out his hands like two stop signs. “You have absolutely nothing to worry about, nothing at all, I can assure you. We have a zero tolerance policy towards stalking of any kind, and that includes social media and other types of cyber activity.”
“Good. But you have to remain vigilant.” My father had his finger up and was pointing it in the man’s face.
I nearly laughed at how comical he looked, all serious like that. I knew it was a big deal, but sometimes he took it too far. I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t stand it anymore. Reaching out and taking his finger, I gently pushed his hand down to his side. “Okay, Dad, he knows. He heard you the first twenty times you said it.”
My dad turned his concern on me, all his anger gone and replaced with fear - fear for my future. He always worries about my future - my next year, my next week, my next five minutes. It was suffocating at best and more like insanity in my darker hours.
“Rae, you know we have to be careful. People get … crazy sometimes where you’re concerned.”
Anyone listening in on this conversation from a remote location would think we were all members of a looney bin, having a deluded discussion over a celebrity or something. But I’m no celebrity. I’m just Rae. And for as long as I can remember, I’ve had this problem. It follows me everywhere like a faithful dog at my heels. People who get near me become happy, too happy. They become so full of joy, they eventually get to the point that they can’t not be around me. And in their need to be close, they get too close. They smother me. They scare me. They become a danger to everyone.
Or at least, that’s what my dad thinks. The problem is, he suffers as much as the strangers do from the effects of being in my presence. He thinks he’s just being a protective, loving father, but I know the truth. He’s under my thrall. He can’t be without me, just like my mom can’t. Just like the kids at my last school and the one before it and the one before that one...
The only thing keeping my parents from homeschooling me on an island in the middle of nowhere is my threat that I’ll leave them. It’s a threat I have to reissue every time they pull me from another school. Eight times in the last three years, I’ve stared my parents in the face and warned, “If you don’t enroll me in a public school somewhere, I’m going to disappear and you’ll never see me again. Ever.”
And so they enroll me, because they have no choice.
Neither of them wants me to leave. In fact, they both believe they’d die if I ever did. It’s been a burden of mine that I’ve been unable to shake, try as I might, since I was old enough to understand what was going on. I hate to say this even just to myself, but one of these days, I am going to leave. I’m going to disappear forever and never look back. I’ll go where no one can find me, where I’ll be completely alone. Then I’ll never have to worry about people gluing themselves to me and not wanting to let go. I’ll finally be able to think and just breathe for a change. Maybe I’ll get a dog to keep from being completely lonely.
“Here’s your list of classes and a map,” said the receptionist behind me.
“You don’t need to give her a map,” said the student helper standing next to her. She snatched the paper out of the older lady’s hand. “I’ll be happy to show her where to go.”
The girl grinned at me with a thousand-watt smile. The orange and yellow of her cheerleader uniform went perfectly with her bouncy ponytail and miniature megaphone earrings.
Uh-oh. A Rainbow. That’s what I call the people who can’t get enough of me - people who want to overdose on happiness until they drown in its sweet depths. But no one can handle that much of it at once. It always manages to short circuit something in their brains. Want changes to need, and then I become the drug they’re addicted to and can’t live without. It’s not a good thing to be someone’s personal happy-crack.
I have to stay very far away from Rainbows whenever I can help it. It was a Rainbow at my last school who I now have a restraining order against. Jerry the Rainbow. Captain of the basketball team with hands as big as dinner plates. His joy was a scary thing to behold in the end.
“No, that’s okay,” I said, taking the map from her hands. “I like to find my own way.”
“Nonsense, this is the first thing we always do,” said the principal. “We give a tour and hands-on service for every new student or student in need.” He grinned big at me. His front teeth looked like they were just balanced there, like they’d fall out at any moment. I tried not to stare.
A small snort came from across the room.
I leaned to the side so I could see around the fat principal. A girl with hacked up and dyed green hair sat there in a chair, waiting for someone. She was examining her fingernails, which I noticed were painted moss green to match her hair. Her torn stockings went perfectly with her scratched-up combat boots, ratty shorts, and loose shirt that hung off her right shoulder. Her bright red bra strap stood out in stark relief to her pale skin.
I smiled briefly. It was possible I was looking at a Neutral, which thrilled me to the bone. I’d only met a couple in my life, but they were like golden people to me - the few who weren’t affected by me in any way. They either liked me or hated me on my own merits. Usually, it ended up in hate because being around someone like me can be very annoying, with the Rainbows there all the time. But still, for a few short moments in my life, I’ve had interactions with Neutrals, and I could recount their looks and mannerisms all in detail by detail even now. Years later. Being me is a lonely business. I hang on to what I can and try to forget the rest.
“I’ll get to you in a moment, Miss Butts. You can just wait your turn.”
I lifted an eyebrow. Her name is Butts? Holy bad luck.
“Can’t wait,” she said, not looking up.
“How about if she shows me to my first class?” I asked. I’m not ashamed to admit I turned on the sweetness just a little. It doesn’t take much for me to get my way.
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” asked my mom, frowning at Miss Butts. She leaned in closer to me and whispered really loudly. “I think maybe you’d be better off with the cheerleader, don’t you?”
I whispered back at her, putting as much admonishment into my voice as possible. “Mom, geez, give it a rest. Please.”
My mom got that expression on her face, like she was going to get all firm about it.
I looked at the principal. “Tell her it’s okay, would you? She worries too much.”
The principal was nervous. He looked from the rebel in the waiting room to the chipper cheerleader bouncing in her Keds and didn’t know what to say.
“I … um …” Sweat beaded on his forehead.
“Please?” I smiled at him. “Just this once? I’d appreciate it. I’m sure your receptionist could use her assistant’s help, and I’m anxious to get started.” Lies, lies, lies. I just wanted to get away from all these people and out into the empty hallways. I took my moments of peace when I could get them. Maybe this Neutral wouldn’t hate me all the time. Maybe we could be friends for two minutes before she got tired of the Rainbows.
“Well, if it’s all right with your parents.” He looked to my father for guidance.
I gave my dad the look. The one that said, “Don’t suffocate me.” He’d seen it thousands of times.
“Fine.” He turned his head to look at the girl in the chair. “But you mind your Ps and Qs young lady. Our daughter is very special.”
She looked up and scowled at him. “Who the hell are you to tell me what to do? You’re not my father.” She stood. “I’ll take this special snowflake where she needs to go, but only so I can go have a smoke on the way.” She grabbed the map out of my hands and the schedule from the assistant without hesitating. Looking down at it, she said, “Come on … Rae. Let’s go find your English Lit class with Mr. Adams.” She walked out the door without waiting for me.
I patted my mom on the shoulder. “Bye, Mom. Bye, Dad. See you after school.” My mom leaned in for a kiss, but I ignored it. It was better not to encourage her. She’s been known to dissolve in tears over a simple goodbye.
“We’ll pick you up!” shouted my mom.
“I’ll get a ride!” I said from out in the hallway. I took several long steps to put some distance between us.
“That was lame,” said the girl, clearly disgusted.
“Yeah. Sorry. My parents are seriously overprotective.”
“Poor you,” she said, just before blowing a big bubble with her gum. She popped it and then sucked it in, cracking the gum as she chewed it down.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Jasmine. Jasmine Butts. Go ahead and laugh. Like I give a shit what you think.”
“I like it. Jasmine Butts. Jazzy Butts.” The smile came whether I wanted it to or not.
“Call me that again, and I’ll kick you in the taco.”
I burst out laughing. “Wow. In the taco? You don’t mess around, do you?”
“No.” She blew another big bubble and sucked it back in.
“So, do you like going here?” I asked.
She looked at me briefly and frowned. “Please hold all questions until the end of the tour.”
I bit my lip and nodded, not trusting myself not to laugh again.
She gestured to the left. “This is the shitter on your left. If there’s a chick on the door, you can use it. If it’s got a man on the door, well, I don’t recommend it.”
A little farther down the hall, she gestured to the right. “That’s the water fountain. If you don’t mind drinking other people’s loogies, go for it.”
“Oh, sick.” Note to self: Bring water bottle.
A door opened in the hallway farther up ahead and a boy came out, a backpack thrown casually over his shoulder.
She spoke in a quieter tone. “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is the elusive and mysterious Malcolm McNamara. Late to class as usual.”
Something about the way he was walking caught my attention. I couldn’t see his face, but the way he slouched over and slinked a little, it was as if he was sneaking down the hall, trying not to be seen.
“Who’s he?” I asked, speeding up. I just wanted to see his face.
She put her hand on my arm to stop me from going too fast. “He’s our resident ghost. Just leave him alone.”
I shook her off. “Why?” We were stopped now, our bodies still facing down the hall, but heads turned to face each other.
She shrugged. “I don’t know.” She seemed mystified by her answer. She blew another bubble and then sucked it in. “Come on. You’re already late.” She started walking again.
“Why were you in the office just now? Were you in trouble?”
“You could say that. But then again you could say that I was in the process of actively thwarting the tyranny of the close-minded, too. It just depends on how you look at it.”
“What’d you do?”
“I let everyone in the cafeteria know that our meatballs are tainted with horse meat.”
I laughed, a little shocked to learn that about my new school. “Are they?”
“How do I know? But if it pushes a few more kids towards being vegetarians or at least thinking about what they shove in their stupid mouths, then it works for me.”
“Okaaaay,” I said, nodding while at the same time wondering what her ultimate goal was. Definitely not popularity. Friendship probably wasn’t the plan either. The concept was a luxury to me, to actively shun friendship for no other reason than not wanting it. But maybe she’d change her mind after getting to know me; maybe she’d want to be friends with me. It wouldn’t be terrible to hang out with her, even though she was obviously someone who worked pretty hard at getting people mad at her. Anything was better than being alone. Almost anything.
“So here you are,” she said, turning the corner and gesturing towards the first door on our left. “Your very first class at Butt Suck High. Here’s your map, here’s your list, and here at the bottom is your locker combo and number, written in purple pen because Ashley Dumbass doesn’t write in any other color but purple. You’ll find it around the corner, back where we just were. When you get your books, you can load them in there and never look at them again like most of the students here do, or you can use them to study. I leave that up to you.” She saluted and turned to go.
“Thanks, Jasmine. For your help and the tour.”
She said nothing. She just waved over her head and popped another really loud bubble on her way down the hall.
I went over to the door and peeked through the narrow but tall rectangular window with wire mesh embedded in it, getting a partial view of the classroom’s interior. Most of the students were looking at the teacher. The boy Malcolm was just sitting down in a seat near the back of the class on the far side, and a boy in the chair next to him was leaning over to say something to him.
I took a deep breath and grabbed the doorknob. “Might as well get it over with,” I said, turning the handle and pushing the door open.
All eyes went to me, and the teacher stopped talking in mid-sentence.



CHAPTER THREE: MALCOLM
KOOTCH WAS IN THE MIDDLE of telling me how he’d given Mr. Adams some stupid explanation for why I wasn’t in class, when she walked in. The new girl. I couldn’t tear my eyes away for a full thirty seconds.
Kootch stopped whispering when he saw I was otherwise occupied, and when Mr. Adams quit talking in mid-sentence, he turned to see what all the fuss was about. “Daaaaamn,” Kootch said quietly as his gaze took in the girl standing awkwardly in the doorway.
It wasn’t difficult to see that he was speaking the mind of pretty much every guy in the place. She was cute for sure. But what struck me most about her was her outfit. I’m not really a guy who notices stuff like that, but her clothes were so … plain. So was her hair. Most of the cute girls in this school went all out with their wardrobes, with skinny jeans and shorts so tight I could read their lips, and cleavage coming out of everywhere. They spent tons of time and money on their hair; I’d heard them talking about it. Even the girls without the means to do it found a way to be trendy and sexy. This chick looked like she’d just stepped out of a 10-year-old magazine ad for JC Penney instead of yesterday’s Abercrombie advertisement. She looked like our librarian.
My mouth quirked up in a half smile as I realized I’d been trying for the same look myself when I’d gotten dressed this morning. Fashion-challenged students unite! Maybe she did it to keep the guys from hanging all over her. She definitely had Kootch drooling.
She caught me looking at her and smiled.
I quickly changed my expression to a scowl, breaking eye contact and looking down at my desk. The last thing I needed to do was take the new girl down nightmare alley. Let her stay as far away from me as possible.
“May I help you, young lady?” asked Mr. Adams, moving from behind his desk to stand in front of her. I looked up at his tone.
She handed him a paper. “I’m in your class. Today’s my first day.”
“Oh, wonderful,” he said, looking down at it. “Rae Livingston. And where are you from?” He was grinning at her like a loon. I’d never seen him so happy before. Normally, listening to him talk was about as exciting as watching the antique road show on TV. Oooh, look! An old-as-shit lamp! But right now he sounded like he might be worth listening to for a change. He had some kind of energy in his voice that wasn’t usually there.
“I’m from South Carolina. That’s where I was last, anyway.”
“I don’t hear an accent,” he said in a singsong voice.
Is he flirting with her? Oh, man, that’s gross.
“I wasn’t there long.” She looked out over the class. “Do you have a spot for me anywhere?” It was like she was changing the subject or something. I didn’t blame her. Mr. Adams was kind of creepy when he was acting excited. I suppressed a shudder.
Six guys stood up all of a sudden, making a horrible racket scraping their chairs across the floor.
“She can sit here!”
“Take my chair!”
“I have room!”
“No, Rae, sit here!”
The other two just stood there, dumbstruck.
“Oh, man,” said Kootch, loud enough that everyone around him could hear. “Guess I’m out.”
“No, Mr. Kucharski, you’re not out,” said Mr. Adams, wryly. “Please stand and come to the front.”
The six guys who offered seats sat down, grumbling.
Kootch looked at me, his eyeballs practically dancing out of his head. “Dude!” he man-squealed. He stood and half-walked, half-skipped up to the front. “You want me to show her to her seat? You want me to carry her stuff for her?”
Never mind that she wasn’t holding anything but a purse. Kootch’s enthusiasm was embarrassing to watch.
“No.” Mr. Adams frowned at him. “I want you to go to another classroom and get her a chair. We don’t have any extra as you can see.” He gestured out into the room.
Kootch calmed down considerably. “Oh. Yeah, okay. I can do that.” He flexed his right arm for the class, earning a few giggles. “Be right back.”
He nodded at Rae on his way out, walking into the door accidentally, apparently forgetting he had to open it first. Several students laughed as it shut behind him.
“Miss Livingston, please take Mr. Kucharski’s seat. He can use the one he’s bringing in.”
My heart stopped beating for a few seconds. She’s going to sit here? Oh, shit.
She looked scared. “Oh, no, that’s okay. I don’t want to steal anyone’s spot.”
Mr. Adam’s waved her on. “It’s fine, just go take it. He needs to sit up front anyway. It’ll help him concentrate.”
More giggles came from around the room.
Dammit. Here she comes.
All the eyes in the room followed her progress. I could swear I was hearing the music from the movie Jaws playing in my head.
Duh-nuh. Duh-nuh.
I wanted to shout at her to go away. To go sit somewhere else. But that would have been rude, and I really don’t like being rude. She looked like the type that would cry, too.
Duh-nuh-duh-nuh.
She smiled at me and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. She has a dimple in her right cheek, and her two front teeth stick out just the littlest bit. It made me like her more when all I wanted to do was hate her. Hating her was better for her health.
She was only three seats away now.
Duh-nuh-duh-nuh-duhnuhduhnuhduhnuhduhnuhnaaaaaa!
She sat down at the desk next to me, and her perfume or the fabric softener in her clothes wafted over and sailed up into my nose.
I rocketed to my feet. Before I could figure out what the hell I was thinking, my legs were moving. I strode to the front of the class, tripping over backpacks and purses on my way but still not stopping.
“Mr. McNamara! Please take your seat.” Mr. Adams sounded as confused as I felt.
“I can’t,” I said, standing there in the front of the room in a panic, begging Mr. Adams with my eyes to let me leave.
“Well, sure you can. Just turn around and march your feet back in the direction they just came from.” He waved a finger at me dismissively. “Go on. Sit.”
Everyone laughed.
“I have to … help Kootch. Kucharski. Caden. With the chair.”
Mr. Adams actually rolled his eyes at me. “Mr. Kucharski can manage, I’m pretty sure.”
I took more steps towards the door. “I’ll just go check.”
“Mr. McNamara!”
His frustrated voice followed me out into the hallway, but I ignored it. I ran. I had to get away. That girl is a nice person, I can tell. She isn’t loud or showy or anything. Just nice. Smiling with that dimple. Plain but not plain. I couldn’t mess her up like I’d messed up so many others.
I tried to calm myself down as I walked, looking for solutions where there probably weren’t any. Somebody’ll take my seat next class, and I’ll sit as far away from her as possible. That’ll solve the problem. Distance. All I need to do is put some distance between us. Skipping school was not an option. I had the State on my ass all the time, and they always came knocking when I didn’t show for school. Until I was eighteen, they called the shots in my life. Three more months. Three more months is all I need.
Kootch came around a corner, lugging one of the heavy wood and metal chair-desk combo units at his side. “Dude, what’re you doing out here? Coming to help me?”
“No. Mr. Adams wanted me to run an errand.”
“Oh, okay. I’ll see ya. I’ll take notes for ya while you’re gone.”
I didn’t say anything. Even a little encouragement was a bad idea. I jogged to the end of the corridor and ran down the stairs.
Pushing open the exit door, I realized I was in the smoking section of the school, outside under the overhang that protected the smokers from inclement weather - as much as it could anyway; the school didn’t want to make smoking too convenient.
There was only one person out there. Jasmine is her name. She’s one of those rebels without a cause, making herself look ridiculous just to cause a fuss. But I like her. She doesn’t take shit from anyone, and she’s also one of the people least affected by me. It’s weird because she seems like she’d be a full-on Miserable the way she’s always scowling, but she pretty much lives in her own world, not bothering with me or anyone else.
“What’s the matter?” she asked. “Bullies after ya for your lunch money?” She blew smoke up above her head, kind of smiling. Her expressions always have a tinge of bitterness to them.
“No.” I shoved my hands in my pockets, looking around and jumping up and down a little bit to stay warm. It wasn’t yet summer and some days were still too cold for a t-shirt. I’d left my sweatshirt in my backpack, which was sitting by my desk in the classroom.
“Ass on fire?” she asked, sucking hard on her cigarette.
I looked behind me. “Not that I’m aware of.”
“Good. I hate flaming asses.” This time she blew the smoke in my face.
“Do you mind?” I scowled at her.
“What?” she asked, her face the picture of innocence.
“I don’t smoke, and I don’t particularly want to get cancer from your second-hand crap either.”
She rolled her eyes and then pointed with her cigarette at the sign affixed above her head on the overhead support. “Then why are you hanging out in the smoking section, freak?”
I stared at the red sign for a few seconds, its bright white letters glaring out at me, calling me stupid. SMOKING SECTION. PUT YOUR BUTTS IN THE PROPER RECEPTACLE.
“I have no idea what I’m doing here,” I said under my breath, turning and grabbing the door handle. I left the smoke to Jasmine’s lungs and entered the dark stairwell, climbing the steps with little enthusiasm.
I was practically in slow motion by the time I got to the landing. I could have left my backpack in the classroom and just said screw it, but my poetry journal was inside, and I didn’t want some idiot like Kootch getting his hands on it. I had to go back.
I really didn’t want to return to that classroom and have to sit by that girl, though. She was trouble, no doubt about it. Maybe she’d even be like …
No. Do not go there.
Focus on what matters now - the future. Stay away from the past. I had to keep my head up and my nose clean, stay under the radar for just a little while longer.
I can do this.
I walked out into the hallway and took slow, measured steps to the classroom, hoping to get there just before the period was over. The only problem was my watch said I had thirty more minutes before that would happen.
I took a detour around the inside of the building, passing every set of lockers twice before I got back to the classroom. I was just reaching for the handle when the bell rang.



CHAPTER FOUR: RAE
THIS WAS ALWAYS THE WORST part - walking into a classroom of a new school on the first day. Twenty-odd pairs of eyeballs stared me down and searched my face, hair, and clothing, all the while making judgments. And if that was all it ever was, I’d probably be fine with it. But always, always there was the beginning of the Rainbow connection, too - the first tendrils of energy or whatever it was flowing out of me and into them. I’d been hoping today it wouldn’t happen … that today would be the first day I could walk into a room of strangers and not feel them warming to me instantly. But I knew immediately that today was not going to be that day.
Mr. Adams lit up the room with his smile, and from the expressions on the other students’ faces and the giggling I heard, it wasn’t his normal reaction to a new student. I resisted the urge to sigh. This is my life, and I just have to deal with it. At least for now. There was no point in getting mad at any of these people or the teacher; they couldn’t help themselves.
No less than six boys stood and offered me their chairs. No girls this time. I gazed out across the room, hoping I’d see some Neutrals there. Jasmine was an awesome find, right there on my first day before I even started classes. Maybe I’d win the lottery and stumble into a whole room of them. A girl can dream.
The happy faces staring back at me said, no - no Neutrals in here. I would just have to hold out hope that in one of my other classes I might get lucky. Everyone here was giving me the Rainbow vibe. Except …
I frowned. There was a blank space in the Rainbow network, somewhere out there in the classroom. Someone who wasn’t like all the rest was sitting there amongst the others. I scanned the room, stopping when I found the spot where there wasn’t a feeling of need and want coming at me. There you are. Got ya!
It was a boy, the one who Jasmine had said was a ghost. Malcolm Mac…something. He was sitting towards the back of the room on the far side nearest the windows, looking at me. First he was smiling, but then he wasn’t. I couldn’t believe it when his expression turned sour, as if he’d smelled something nasty. And now he wasn’t checking me out at all; he was staring at his desk.
I wanted to jump up and cheer, but I had to control myself. If I got too happy about being scowled at, everyone else’s emotions would just get that much more amped up. I took a deep, even breath and let it out slowly. Just chill. You can talk to him after class and see if he’s a Neutral.
I’d gotten distracted by my thoughts, and now realized I’d missed something. A boy was skipping to the front of the class, coming towards me with a goofy grin on his face.
“Oh. Yeah, okay. I can do that,” he said, flexing his arm and pumping his bicep muscle for effect. It was pretty impressive, but I schooled my features to remain impassive.
“Be right back,” he promised. But he was so focused on staring at me, he walked right into the door. I laughed along with everyone else; it was impossible not to. He left the room with the goofy grin still on his face.
“Miss Livingston, please take Mr. Kucharski’s seat. He can have the one he’s bringing in.” Mr. Adams gestured out into the room.
I went into panic mode. I don’t know why, but suddenly the idea of being next to the boy who might be a Neutral had me freaking out. I’ve never seen a Rainbow do what he did before, but neither have I seen a Neutral do it either. People either fawned over or disregarded me … at least in the beginning. No one had ever gone from smiling to angry in such a short period of time. Usually it took Neutrals a solid couple weeks to start hating me.
“Oh, no, that’s okay,” I said. “I don’t want to steal anyone’s spot.” I scanned the room, hoping I’d see another place open somewhere else. But the room was jam-packed. I wasn’t even sure where he was going to put the desk the other student was bringing back.
“It’s fine, just go take it. He needs to sit up front anyway. It’ll help him concentrate.”
I gave him a small nod and walked over to the seat, keeping my eyes glued on the guy who seemed mad at me. It was better than encouraging the others, and not as weird as staring at the floor the whole way.
He was focusing on the surface of his desk almost the whole time I came towards him, but then when I was just a few feet away, he looked up. He didn’t smile, and he didn’t frown. He just stared at me.
I grinned, suddenly shy. I so wanted to know what he was thinking at that moment. Does he want to be my best friend like everyone else in here? Or could he just ignore me without a problem, like Jasmine? Is it possible he’s someone I could be near and not worry about my safety or his?
Before my butt was completely in the seat, he jumped out of his and stumbled to the front of the classroom. Suddenly he was in a huge hurry to get the heck out of the room, like he’d forgotten he had a very urgent appointment somewhere far away. Or like I was a disease and he didn’t want to catch it.
Mr. Adams told him to sit down, but he ignored the teacher and eventually ran out, giving up on asking permission.
I stared at the empty space where he’d been sitting, at a total loss about what had just happened. No one had ever reacted like that being around me. Maybe it should have hurt my feelings to be so completely and obviously dissed, but all it did was make me more curious about him.
No one else seemed to be concerned at all with his reaction. The kids sitting near me just smiled at me and nodded hello, acting like Malcolm hadn’t just run out of there like a bat flying out of hell. The boy in front of me turned halfway around in his seat and whispered, “Hello.”
I gave him a watery smile and looked again at the desk next to me. There was an old, battered and partially torn navy blue backpack on the floor next to the seat. It looked mostly empty, sagging almost flat. I couldn’t help but wonder what the boy who acted like a ghost kept in his school bag.
I settled into my chair, putting my purse over the back of the seat before turning to face the teacher. He had moved back behind his desk and was speaking about something, but I didn’t hear any of it. All I could think about was the boy who’d run at the first sign of being near me. Maybe Jasmine was right. Maybe he was a ghost that just wanted to be left alone.
But ghost or not, he’s one of the cutest guys I’ve ever seen. He isn’t flashy handsome like a lot of the guys in the room. He’s more understated hot - like bad boy hot. I think his eyes are brown, but I could be wrong about that. He was wearing light-colored jeans, well-worn and torn at the knee, with a dark green long-sleeved cotton shirt. His hair was just plain. Nothing about him said he was interested in anything but blending in. I smiled to myself when I thought about how he and I had that in common.
I make it a point to never be fashionable. It attracts attention that I’m already trying to avoid. My hair always just hangs straight in the most basic of styles. The only thing I ever do to it is sometimes put it in a ponytail when it’s hot or wear a hat over it when the temperature drops. It’s easier to be plain than stylish and it’s definitely cheaper for my parents. But I wish I could do things differently sometimes. I see things in the store with bright colors and wild patterns and dream about putting them on. I always walk away, though. The few times I’d stepped outside the box of plain vanilla that needs to be my life, it had been disastrous. Everyone is better off with me looking like a dork.
The door opened with a bang, and the guy whose chair I took was there, shoving a desk through the door. “Got it! Had to go two halls over, though.” He sounded like he was expecting a medal.
“Thank you, Caden. Could you please just add it to that row right there and then take a seat in it?”
He stopped his furniture moving and looked over at his old seat. “But…” He gestured at me with his chin.
“You can go get your things, but I want you up here near me.”
“Aw, Mr. Adams. Come on, man.”
“No arguments.” He looked at the class. “As I was saying…”
I blocked out the lesson, watching Caden maneuver the desk and then make his way over to where I was sitting. I looked up when he stopped next to my desk.
“Sorry,” I said, feeling bad about getting him moved to the front.
“No prob. I’ll just get my stuff.” He grinned at me and bent over to grab his backpack from the floor next to me.
I expected him to turn around and go, but he didn’t. He kept his eyes on me and sank down in the desk next to me, not fitting very well since he’d gone in on the wrong side, where the desk attached to the seat. His legs were squished together and he had to hunch into himself to fit in the small space. “So. Where’re you from?”
“Mr. Kucharski!”
My mouth fell open, but I wasn’t sure what to say, so I remained silent. I looked at the teacher and then back at Caden.
“I’ll sit here, Mr. A. Malcolm’s out running your errand for ya.” Caden didn’t even look at the teacher. He just kept grinning at me.
“Mr. Kucharski, if you don’t get up from that desk right now and take the one I’ve assigned to you, you’re going to find yourself in a week of detention. Right now! Snap to it!”
Caden rolled his eyes and then winked at me. “Catch you later,” he whispered. And then in a louder voice, he said, “I’m comin’, I’m comin’. Don’t get your Calvins in a bunch.”
“That’ll be five days detention,” said the teacher sourly, pulling a pad of paper from his desk drawer. “Would you like to double down or are you good with this?”
“Nah, man. I’m good with the five.” Caden sounded defeated, shuffling to the front of the class with his bag hanging at his side.
The whole class laughed.
“Excellent. Now we can get back to Dickinson. Let’s talk about how her isolation may have contributed to her verse…”
My mind wandered again. I’d read some of Emily Dickinson’s poetry in my last school, too. Normally, I’d find the discussion worthwhile, but now I found the idea of a boy who couldn’t stand to be near me much more interesting.



CHAPTER FIVE: MALCOLM
I RUSHED INTO THE CLASSROOM and down the first aisle of seats, ignoring the students gathering their things and standing to leave. The room was filled with talking and laughing, giving me the perfect distraction I needed.
“Mr. McNamara!”
Or so I thought.
I looked up at Mr. Adams and waved, letting him know I’d be there to talk to him once I had my things. I kept my gaze low after that, hoping that new girl would be gone by the time I got to my desk. I took it easy, giving people extra time and space to get past me so I could delay as much as possible.
I finally arrived at the end of the last aisle as the noise in the room was dying down. The dark form of my backpack was clearly visible on the ground just up ahead. Zeroing in on it, I made my way past the few stragglers who hadn’t yet left the spots next to their seats, trying not to touch any of them on my way.
Just being in my presence is enough to get people feeling the darkness, but touching me was a whole other level of awful, especially for the most sensitive ones. The Miserables usually figured that out pretty quickly and then did whatever they could to touch me as often as possible. It’s why I wear long-sleeved shirts, even in summer. I have zero hope of ever having a tan, but it’s better than the alternative.
I was almost within reach of my bag, and I was stretching over to get it from the seat behind, when it sailed up over the top of my chair and desk. My hand grasped only air near the ground.
“I got it for ya, buddy,” said Caden. He was standing in the next aisle over, blocking people from leaving in his enthusiasm for helping me out. Or in his enthusiasm for getting in the new girl’s face. It was kind of hard to tell what his goal was the way he was standing there hugging my backpack to his chest and grinning at the girl who stood immobile in front of him.
I walked farther up the aisle, keeping the row of desks between us. I avoided looking at the girl at all.
“Hand it over.” I held out my hand, trying to grab the handle on top.
Caden twisted to the side a little, keeping me from being able to reach it. “What you got in here?” He acted like he was going to unzip it.
“Don’t,” I said, reaching over farther to grab it.
My fingers accidentally brushed over his, and he let go of the bag with that hand like he’d been burned.
“Dude.” He stared at me, his other hand just barely keeping a grip on it.
“What? Just give it.” I yanked the bag away and let it fall to the chair between us.
Caden stood there, looking confused. And then he glanced down.
That’s when I saw that the new girl had her hand on his forearm.
“I was just trying to help,” Caden said. He sounded lost.
“My name’s Rae.”
I didn’t know if the girl was talking to Caden or me, but I didn’t stick around to find out. I started walking, pulling my bag out of the chair as I went. When it was free, I used the momentum to sling it over my shoulder.
“Where are you going?” asked Caden. “Wait up! I’ll go with you!”
I moved faster. I had my eyes on the door, and I was totally focused. Get the hell out. Don’t look back. Get away from both of them.
A hand closed over my shoulder and held me back.
I yanked myself sideways, ready to yell at Caden to leave me the hell alone, but found myself facing Mr. Adams. I slapped my lips shut, stopping myself from doing something really stupid.
“Malcolm?” he said, tentatively. “You okay, son?”
I blinked a few times, trying to get my head on straight. I wasn’t used to adults being that nice to me. “Uh, yeah. I’m fine.”
“Do you want to explain your disappearance, perhaps? Try and convince me I shouldn’t give you detention?”
“Uh … yeah?”
He raised an eyebrow at me. “Well? I’m all ears.”
“I … uh … had to take a smoke break?”
“Wrong answer.” He walked back to his desk and wrote out a detention slip. “See that you come on time. Oh … and plan to stay for the entire period next class. You take off like that again, and you’ll be spending some time in the principal’s office.”
I took the detention slip from him with a frown. “Sorry. I won’t do it again.”
“See that you don’t. Be in detention hall starting tomorrow.”
I looked down at the paper, my eyes bugging out of my head when I read what was printed there. “Five days of detention? Are you kidding me?”
Mr. Adams gave me a mean smile. “Consider it an early Christmas present.”
“But it’s March!”
“I could advance you an Easter gift too, if you’d like.”
I sighed in defeat. “No. Christmas is good.”
“Fine. See you Monday.” He gave me a fake smile before returning to his desk to shuffle some papers around.
Asshole.
I walked out of the room, not looking back. Other students were coming out and going in at the same time, most of them looking down at cell phones to send or receive text messages. I let them push me around and jostle me out into the hall.
What a dick. Five days of detention? That’s total bullshit. All I did was leave. What if I was sick or had to take a crap? People shouldn’t get detention for that.
“Dude, you got shit on too.” Caden was at my side and obviously feeling very happy about my situation.
“Yeah, thanks, I didn’t realize it until you pointed it out.” I sped up.
“Hey, I got five days too! That’s cool, right? You and me can hang out.” He kept pace with me, knocking into people and ignoring their cries of annoyance.
I said nothing.
“So, what about that chick, Rae? Pretty sweet, huh?”
“If you say so.”
“Don’t tell me you’re not into her. That’d be a fucking lie, man. She’s hot as shit.”
“Sounds attractive.”
“Don’t be such a downer, dude. You know she’s cute. Why don’t you just admit it?”
I looked over at him sharply. Miserables never tell me to cheer up. They like it when I get pissed.
“What’d you say?”
Caden punched me. “You heard me. Don’t be a douche. Come on, let’s go. We’re doing basketball in gym today, and you’re on my team. Yo!” He held up his hand for a high five, and I responded without even thinking about it. The crack of our hands echoed over the heads around us.
It was so strange to see him happy and all lit up like this around me, I forgot to try and ditch him. Or frown. I smiled all the way to gym class, listening to him cut up about Mr. Adams and the gnarly hairs that were always climbing out of our teacher’s nostrils and ears.



CHAPTER SIX: RAE
I WAS HOPING SINCE IT was my first day that I’d be able to skip out of phys ed, but no such luck. The husky P.E. teacher handed me a pair of sweatpants that were two sizes too big, a t-shirt with the school’s logo on it, gray socks, and a pair of used kicks in my size.
“There you go. Everyone dresses out. And don’t come here crying to me about being on your period, either. Everyone participates, every class, every week, all year long. End of story.” She looked at me with a curious expression on her face before smiling. It was pretty clear this wasn’t a normal thing for her. She seemed surprised by the fact that her teeth were showing, hurrying to cover them with her lips after a few seconds.
“Okaaaay,” I said, taking the clothes and turning slowly towards the locker room.
“I don’t mean to be rude,” she said at my back as I walked away.
I waved over my shoulder, saying nothing.
Someone laughed. “Did I just hear The Hatchet apologize to you?”
I looked to my left. Jasmine was standing there wearing her gym clothes, a modified version of the ones I had in my arms. The sleeves had been cut off her shirt, and some words were written in permanent marker on the front of her pants.
“I guess.” I said, shrugging. The teacher’s name was Hatcher, but her nickname seemed pretty appropriate. She had a pretty severe face and very short hair that could very well have been cut with an axe.
Jasmine threw an article of clothing into her locker before slamming it shut. “Somebody write that shit down. The Hatchet apologizes. Wonder what the occasion is. Maybe she got laid last night or something.”
“Isn’t she a lesbian?” asked a girl just down the bench from Jasmine.
Jasmine rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Somebody put that girl out of her misery, would you please?”
“What? What’d I say?” The girl looked around and then gave up on finding an answer. “Shut up, Butts.” She stormed off while the other girls standing nearby giggled.
I walked over and put my things down on the bench next to Jasmine, relieved she and I had this class together. I like sports, but school gym class was pretty much universally lame, no matter what district or state I’d been in. “Do we have assigned lockers?”
“Nope. Just bring a lock and use whatever’s free.”
I held out my purse that was still hooked over my shoulder, wondering what I should do. I hadn’t brought my lock, which was stupid because I knew better. Several of the schools I’d been in before had the same policy. Most of them gave me a few days’ grace period, but still. I should have known. A girl doesn’t go through eight different high schools and not learn a few basics.
“Use mine for today or until you get one.” She opened her locker again and gestured to the inside before sitting down to tie her purple high-top basketball shoes. The ragged pieces of multi-colored cloth tied on her wrists flapped around as her hands moved.
“You don’t mind?” I put my purse down on the bench and used my toes to pry off the back of my other shoe, balancing by holding onto the wall of lockers. I’d worn short black boots with black socks and jeans - nothing that would work for gym class, so I was stuck with the loaner outfit the teacher had given me. I looked at it with distaste. It was hideous, but would probably be perfect for keeping people away. At least it smelled clean.
“I offered, so I guess the answer is no, I don’t mind.” She reached in the locker and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.
I watched her, wondering if she was going to light one up in here. I couldn’t imagine the Hatcher lady just ignoring that.
Jasmine caught me staring. “What are you looking at?”
“You with that cigarette. I was just wondering if you were going to smoke it in here.”
“Are you an anti-smoking campaign on legs too?” She tucked the cigarette behind her ear.
“Um, no. I don’t smoke, but if you want to that’s your business.” The truth is I think smoking is dumb, but I wasn’t going to offend the only friend I might ever have in this place by telling her that.
“Good, because I like smoking. It calms my nerves.”
“Good.” I smiled at her. I was anxious to change the subject, so I smiled and said, “Sorry if my shoes stink.”
Jasmine looked down at my feet. “You’re putting smelly shoes in my locker?”
I grimaced. “I might be. I was nervous today. First day and stuff.”
She sighed. “Fine. But you owe me one. And if you get any of that stink on my stuff, I’m going to be pissed.”
I refrained from telling her that her smoke smell was getting all over my stuff. Beggars can’t be choosy about stink. “Deal.” I shoved my shoes in on top of hers and then put my purse in above them on a hook. I was dressed in the borrowed clothes in less than two minutes and cinching up the drawstring when I heard people laughing.
I turned around to see what they were doing and noticed a group of girls standing in the doorway, looking out into the gym.
“What’s up with them?” I asked, folding my clothes and putting them in the locker.
Jasmine shut the door and attached her lock, turning the dial to make sure it wouldn’t open. “Who knows. Probably some dumbshit acting stupid. Chicks around here dig that stuff.”
We walked over to join them. “You don’t?”
“No. I like more mature guys. College guys.”
“Do you have a boyfriend?” We walked out of the locker room and into the big basketball court area. There was one full-size court going length-wise and two smaller ones going the other direction, with a total of six basketball nets around the periphery. Bleachers were accordioned in around most of the gym, but one set was pulled halfway out, and it was there that some of the students were gathering for the start of class. The sounds of sneakers squeaking on the court and the echoing of basketballs bouncing all over came at us from every direction.
Jasmine talked louder to be heard over all of it. “Not right now. I don’t have time for guys. I’m too busy with … stuff.”
“What kind of stuff?”
“Stuff stuff.” She walked ahead of me and took big steps up to the top of the bleachers, sitting down well away from the others.
I looked at my options and decided pretty quickly to follow. Several girls were smiling at me in obvious invitation, but I didn’t want to encourage them. They’d be on me soon enough.
I got to the last row and walked over to join Jasmine. Sitting down, I gazed out across the gym. Groups of guys were standing around below us on the court, some of them busy taking turns at making baskets. A few others were walking on their hands, seeing who could go the farthest across the floor before falling down or knocking into someone else.
One of the guys was making everyone laugh.
Jasmine shook her head and breathed out a sigh of annoyance.
“He was in my last class,” I said.
“Kootch. Total dumbass goofball.”
“Kootch? I hope that’s a nickname.”
“Yeah. It’s short for Kucharski. Polish or something.”
“Do you know him?”
She looked at me with a frown. “Why, you interested in him?”
“No,” I nudged her a little with my arm, “not at all. He was just really funny in my last class too, so I was just wondering about him is all.”
“He lives next door to me, so yeah, I know him a little.”
I looked from her to him, wondering if there might be something to the way she’d said that. “Boy next door, huh?”
“Ew. No. Don’t say it like that.”
“Why not?” We watched as he walked on his hands and then fell over into a somewhat graceful cartwheel. “He’s got a nice body. He seems nice.”
“Yeah, he’s all muscle and dumbassedness and no brains.”
I laughed. “Dumbassedness? New word.”
“Don’t try to deny it makes total sense.”
“Oh, I won’t. I get it completely.” I smiled, loving this feeling of two girlfriends talking about guys. It felt so normal, and normal for me was so abnormal it was like a gift. I would cherish it as long as it lasted.
Kootch took that moment to try and do a breakdancing move that didn’t work out so well. The sound of his head hitting the floor made me flinch.
Jasmine gestured casually. “Exhibit A. Kootch face-plants into the wood floor. Total fail. Dumbassedness in action.”
All the guys jogged over to see if he was okay - all of them but one. The lone unconcerned classmate only caught my eye because he was standing off to the side by himself, stopping himself from going over to check on his friend with obvious effort. He took a half step out towards the court and then turned back around, shaking his head.
“There’s that guy again,” I said, mostly to myself.
Jasmine turned her attention away from Kootch and was staring at Malcolm now. “The ghost. You still on him?”
“I’m not on him, I’m just … curious.”
“I told you, he’s a ghost. You’re not going to get to know him so you should just let it drop.”
“That sounds like a challenge to me.” I don’t know why I said that. I shouldn’t have been trying to get to know anyone at this school, least of all a boy who’s bigger and stronger than me. A Rainbow’s want and need can be such scary things when paired with superior strength.
“Go for it. If you think you can get him to even give you the time of day, when he’s turned down pretty much every girl at this school, then he’s all yours. Trust me, no one gets through to that guy. Many have tried. All have failed. Crash and burn. Horrible to watch, really.”
I shrugged, acting like it didn’t matter to me. “No, I’m not interested in him like that. I was just wondering what his deal is.”
“His deal is that he’s a ghost.” She stood, knocking me in the arm with the back of her hand. “Come on. Let’s go shoot some hoops.”
“I’m pretty good at basketball, you know.” I made sure to put the challenge in my voice as we walked down the bleachers.
“I’m better.” She walked out onto the floor, stealing the first ball that came her way, ignoring the cries of the offended guys and walking over to the farthest net. She stopped when she was at the free-throw line, bent down, and put the ball between her legs, launching it at the net granny-style.
I laughed when it went in.
Jasmine made a gesture with her hand, imitating the ball going in. “Swish. All net, bitches. Let’s see you beat that.” She turned around and blew me a kiss.
“What are we playing?”
“I have the letter D. First one to spell the word wins. You have to make a shot from where I did or you don’t get a letter.”
“What are we spelling?” I asked, taking my spot and aiming the ball, using the technique my dad had taught me many years ago.
“You’ll see.”
I launched the ball up, putting just the right amount of backspin on it. All net. Oh, yeah. “Swish. Letter D for me too.”
Jasmine nodded. “Respect. That wasn’t half bad. But can you do this?” She did a lay up, once again managing to throw the ball up from between her knees and getting it in the basket. It was so not graceful.
I couldn’t stop laughing.
“What? Jealous?” she asked, bouncing the ball as she walked over my way. She switched from dribbling with her right to her left.
“Jealous of your granny action? I don’t think so.”
“Hey, Rae!”
Jasmine and I looked over at the same time as Kootch came jogging up to us, dribbling a ball at his side.
“Check it,” he said as he cruised by, throwing the ball up in a casual toss as he went under the net. It bounced off the rim and out into the court where someone else snatched it up.
“Nice moves, Kootch. Been practicing a long time?” Jasmine snickered.
He stopped jogging and turned, walking back in our direction. Gym class had barely started, but he was already sweating. “Don’t be jealous, JB. You know you want this.” He stroked his hands from the top of his chest down to his waist.
She feigned retching and then swallowed hard. “Oh, man. I just vomited in my mouth.”
Kootch stopped in front of me. “You’ll have to forgive little JB there. She’s had the hots for me since she was five. Poor kid. I had to let her down easy like eighteen times so far.”
Jasmine stared daggers at him. “Kootch, get your stank-ass jock off my court before I have to school your stupid dick in front of all those girls.” She jerked her head over to the gaggle of them sitting on the bleachers. They’d moved down to be closer to the court. Several of them were looking over at us.
“Oh, you wanna play, JB?” He started moving back and forth, pantomiming dribbling an invisible ball or something, staring at her no matter where his body went.
“Stop calling me that idiotic name.” She stared at him, her expression clearly saying she thought he was a complete fool.
“What? JB? But that’s your name. Come on, let’s do this. Two on two.”
Jasmine snorted. “Your math skills are blowing my mind, Kootch. I count three.” She gestured to me, her, and him.
I held up my hands. “Don’t count me in on this. I’m just watching. Do one-on-one.”
“No, you’re not, Rae-Rae. You’re in. And I got my wingman over there.” Kootch gestured to the far corner of the room.
Jasmine and I looked over.
Malcolm.
The idea of playing basketball with him got my blood going. I spoke before I could think too hard about it. “Okay, I’ll play if you can get him over here.”
Jasmine frowned. “He won’t play with us. He never plays. He takes a zero for anything but soccer.”
“Why only soccer?” I couldn’t help but wonder what made that sport different.
“I don’t know. I guess he likes to kick the shit out of things.” Jasmine grabbed a ball that was rolling by. “Go get him, and we’ll play. Otherwise, beat it, Kootch. We’re busy.” She crouched down and launched a granny shot at the basket. When it went in she did a funky dance, not caring who watched. “Swish-it. Swish-it real good.” When she was done shaking her hips a few more times, she walked over and retrieved the ball from under the net where it was still bouncing weakly.
Kootch took off towards Malcolm, waving as he went. “Come on, man! I got us a game going!”
Jasmine brought the ball over and handed it to me. “He’s not going to come. Your turn. I have letter O.”
I spared one last look for Malcolm who was busy shaking his head no, before walking over and lining myself up at Jasmine’s last point. The ball was just leaving my hands when Kootch let out a big whoop and threw me off. The ball bounced off the rim and came flying back at me.
“Bummer for you,” said Jasmine, taking the ball away from me. She turned to say something and froze with her mouth hanging open, staring at a point behind me.
I turned to see Kootch and Malcolm coming towards us. Malcolm didn’t seem at all happy about the situation.
“Well, well, well … would you look at that,” said Jasmine, her tone low so only I’d hear her. “The ghost is coming to play b-ball with us. Huh. Wonders never cease.” She nudged me in the back. “Maybe he likes you or something.”



CHAPTER SEVEN: MALCOLM
I SAW CADEN COMING FOR me, and I should have taken off. But I stood there like an idiot, and then before I could do anything about it, he was jumping up and down in front of me all hyped up about something. His voice was a couple notches higher in pitch than normal.
“Dude, come on! It’s two-on-two with the new girl and Butts.”
“No, thanks.” I tried to move around him to go sit on the bleachers. I was happy taking a zero as my grade for non-participation. Basketball tended to be a contact sport in my experience, and when people mixed physical contact with me and the natural competitiveness of sports, it usually ended up being a pretty potent combination of anger and drive. I’ve seen plenty of bloody noses in my time. Way more than I should have in basketball.
Caden blocked my progress. “Whaddya mean, no thanks? You’re not going to take another zero are you?”
“Yes, I am, actually.” I stepped to the other side, but Caden blocked me there, too.
“Dude, stop being such a lame-ass pussy all the time. Come on, I like this girl. Be my wingman. Keep Butts busy while I make my move.”
I battled with myself. Being near the new girl was a mistake. I knew it was. I wasn’t so worried about Jasmine; she didn’t seem all that bothered by me either way. But the new girl had a chance at staying happy if she could just keep the hell away from me.
The only thing I couldn’t shake was the idea that if I could get Caden to fall for her - and her to fall for him - maybe he’d finally detach himself from me. And then he could have a chance at being happy. As long as he was stuck to me like this, he was doomed to be a Miserable for life.
The risk was worth it. It was only one game. How much trouble can I cause with a single game of two-on-two? “Fine. One game and that’s it.”
Caden jumped up really high and whooped so loud it echoed all over the gym. “Whoot! Yes! Come on, dude. I already got warmed up. You need to take a few shots before we start.” He snagged a ball that was rolling by and bounce-passed it to me. “Come on, take a shot over there.”
He pointed to the basket next to where the girls were playing.
I dribbled the ball very unenthusiastically over towards the net, and when I was about ten feet away, I launched the ball up without aiming. It completely missed the backboard and banged into the closed bleachers behind. Several people turned around and laughed.
Caden just stood there staring at me, arms hanging at his sides. “Is that why you sit out every period? ‘Cause you suck balls at sports?”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Fuck you, Kootch. I’m just cold, that’s all.”
Truth is, there’s no point in me getting competitive and trying too hard because it’s too easy for me to win. When I turn up my emotions, they overwhelm people and throw off whatever concentration they might have, making it possible for me to win without even trying. I’m actually pretty good at basketball, but it’s better when I play stupid and let other people have the glory. That way no one gets hurt. I’d given up long ago on the idea of being a superstar. Superstars live in the limelight, and I have to stay in the shadows.
Caden grabbed the ball and passed it hard to me. The force of it stung my hands.
“Stop being a homo and throw the damn ball like you’re s’posed to.”
“A homo? Come on, man.” I frowned at him, bouncing the ball a couple times, my shoulders moving up and down with the rhythm.
“Yeah, you’re right. Calling you a homo is an insult to homos everywhere. Stop being a chick and throw the ball like a man.”
“Wow. I wonder how the new girl will feel about that one.”
“She’s gonna love me. Now throw the fucking ball in the goddamn net before I come over there and take your man-card away.”
I stared at him long and hard for a few seconds. And then I threw the ball up without even looking at the net. It bounced once off the backboard and went in.
Caden nodded his head in respect. “Well, all right. Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about. Come on, dude. Let’s go wipe the court with their sweet asses.” He loped over and grabbed the ball. After dribbling it in my direction a few steps, he turned and faced the girls, waiting for me to catch up.
Caden had his game face on now, and for the first time this period he had his voice low enough that only I could hear it. “Okay, now, here’s the plan. We’ll go in there and act like we suck a little. It’ll be an act for me, but you can just go ahead and suck like normal. And then when they think they have us bending over and kissing our own asses, we give it to ‘em.”
“Give it to ‘em?” I raised an eyebrow at him.
“Yeah. We cram the ball down their throats and show ‘em who’s boss.”
“Your knowledge and skill around members of the opposite sex is a wonder to behold, Caden.”
“If you don’t call me Kootch I’m gonna get pissed. Caden’s a stupid name.”
“And Kootch is …”
“Fucking cool.”
“Okay, Kootch it is. But just in case you weren’t aware, some girls call their hootch a kootch. So maybe it’s not as cool a name as you think.”
“Dude, shut the fuck up.”
“Yeah, okay.” I had to stop. Messing with him was fun, but it was too much like friendship to be safe. I was a little bummed about having to blow him off all the time, because as obnoxious as he was, he was at least amusing. Taking the zero in class always made the time go so much slower, watching students run around and have fun while my butt got numb on the bench.
“Now, let me do all the talking. I don’t want you to mess this up,” he said as we got closer to the girls.
I said nothing, instead focusing on looking at anything but the new girl.
“Okay, chicks,” announced Kootch, “the men have arrived. Get ready to lose this two-on-two in a matter of fifteen minutes, max.”
Jasmine was all about getting down to business. “What’re the rules? I don’t want you crying later when you lose that we broke some imaginary rule.”
“There will be no crying unless it’s by you two, but here are the rules: First team to five wins. No elbows, no touching the jewels, and no leaving the half-court here.”
“Jewels?” asked the new girl.
“The nads. Testicles. Man muffins. You know, jewels. Hands off the merchandise.”
“Wow, you guys play rough here,” she said.
Jasmine snorted. “He wishes. He keeps laying that rule out every week hoping to tempt someone into actually touching them, but so far no joy.”
“Shut up, Butts. What do you know about my nads? They get touched all the time.”
“I know nothing, thank the Lord. And no, before you decide to volunteer the information, we don’t want to know who’s been touching your junk other than you. Come on, are we going to play or stand around talking about your hairy bean bags all day?”
I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. Glancing up, I caught the new girl’s eye. She was laughing too. Damn. That dimple again.
I looked away and snagged the ball out of Kootch’s hands. “Come on. We got the ball.”
I dribbled it over to the half-court line and waited for Kootch to get in position.
“I’m open!” he yelled, moving over to stand to the right of the basket.
Jasmine ran over and stood between him and me, blocking his access to my pass.
“Aw, come on, Butts. Go get Malcolm. Rae’s got me covered over here.”
Rae was standing closer to me, not doing much of anything.
“Play basketball and shut up,” Jasmine said, arms flapping all over the place. The ripped pieces of cloth that served as her bracelets looked like tiny banners flying in the wind, a rainbow blur covering Kootch’s face.
Kootch tried to run around her, but she checked him with her hip and sent him flying.
“Hey! Foul, man! Butts is using her butt to block me!”
“Can’t hack it? Stay off the court,” she responded, turning around and flapping her arms in his face again.
The new girl - Rae - started coming for me. She looked so innocent and sweet jogging over in those huge baggy sweatpants and funky sneakers, it distracted me or something. It was only after she dove at me and slapped the ball away that I realized she might know more about the sport than I’d given her credit for.
“Hey!” I shouted as the ball spun out of my hands and she ran by, recovering it and turning it into a nice dribble by her side.
“Yes!” yelled Jasmine. “Go, Rae, go!”
Rae dribbled the ball towards the net, leaving me in the dust. She was totally focused on her goal of getting that first point; I could tell by the determined expression on her face. Her tongue was stuck out in concentration.
But Kootch had other ideas. He spun away from Jasmine and lunged towards Rae.
She saw him coming and screamed, launching the ball up into the air.
It sailed over his head and arched towards the basket, but the force she’d put on it wasn’t enough to get it all the way there, and it angled down a foot away from the rim.
Jasmine had already moved and was standing under the net. She caught the ball and granny-shot it up onto the backboard, earning their first point.
“Yes! Take that, Kootch!” Jasmine strutted over and high-fived Rae.
“Thanks for covering for me,” said Rae to Jasmine. She grabbed the ball off a bounce and passed it to me.
Kootch punched me in the arm. “Come on. Half-court. Time to stop fucking around.” He wasn’t laughing anymore.
I rolled my eyes, knowing we were in for a serious game now. Kootch wasn’t the losing type, especially when there were girls on the other team.
I passed him the ball and walked parallel with him to the net.
He was doing all kinds of fancy moves with the ball, passing it between his legs, spinning around, juking-out no one at all. The girls just stood back and watched him, shaking their heads.
“You want a piece-a this? You want a piece-a this? Come on now, girls. You got lucky once. You aren’t gonna get lucky twice. Unless the Kootch decides to let you get lucky.”
He accidentally bounced the ball off the top of his toe, and it went rolling straight over the court to Rae.
She picked it up, pivoted, and tossed it up into the net.
“That’s what we call a swish, bitches.” Jasmine held up her hand for a high-five and Rae slapped it without even moving her feet.
“That’s two,” said Rae, looking back at us and grinning. She caught my eye and turned to face me. Reaching up, she tucked some hair behind her ear. “Ready to surrender?” she asked.
My heart stopped beating for a second, and then it raced to catch up. Before I could answer, Kootch was there in our faces.
“Surrender? You must be outta yo’ mind, woman. Never surrender! Never say die!”
“I think I heard that in a movie once,” said Jasmine, staring at him with no expression on her face.
“Yeah, best movie ever. I wrote it. It’s called Kootch Is Going to Fucking Win This Game.” He snagged the ball out of Jasmine’s hands and ran to the half court line. “Come on, Malcolm! Get your ass in gear! You’re giving them the game!”
I jogged over, the whole time wondering if that double meaning in Rae’s question was intentional or if I was just imagining things. It had to be me just dreaming, because there’s nothing to surrender. There is no game or challenge or anything like that between us, other than this stupid basketball match. She’s just naturally sexy or something. She acts like she doesn’t even realize it about herself. She’s totally going to take Kootch down, and he’ll have no idea it’s happening until it’s all over. Hopefully, she’ll be gentle with him. He’s a dipshit a lot of the time, but underneath it all, I think he’s a good guy.
Kootch gave up on the whole idea of teamwork and took a shot after walking two steps. It wasn’t pretty, but it went in.
“Yeah! Three points!”
“One point, dumbass. You get one.” Jasmine walked over and took the ball.
“It’s just an expression, Butts. And don’t call me a dumbass.”
She was dribbling the ball and chewing her gum really obnoxiously, walking backwards to the half-court line. “I call it like I see it, dumbass.”
“Listen, Butts, I’m not the one with the word ass in my name, okay, so just put your shit away.”
“Why don’t you come over here and make me put my shit away, Kootch? Or should I call you Hootch?”
“Listen, Buttface, I’m warning you…” Kootch started walking towards her.
“Uh-oh,” I said softly to no one in particular.
“What? What’re you going to do?” Jasmine was totally taunting him now and she knew it. She was actually smiling, and she didn’t do that very often. “You gonna throw a rock at me again?”
I frowned. Rae had been walking over and she stopped next to me.
“What’s she talking about?” Rae asked.
“I have no idea.”
Kootch threw his arms up. “I told you I didn’t throw that fucking rock!” He was roaring mad now.
I took off after him without thinking too hard about it. I was just afraid he was going to do something really stupid, and I wanted to stop it before it went too far.
Rae apparently had the same thought, because she ran right next to me. We both reached Kootch, just as he was getting in Jasmine’s face. His jaw was bouncing as he held in his anger with gritted teeth.
“Yes, you did!” Jasmine yelled. “It was totally you, you prick! And I still have the scar from it, too!” She jabbed a finger towards the corner of her eye.
“Yeah, well, it’s an improvement. You should thank me.”
She shoved him in the chest.
He didn’t even budge, but he did roar. And then he squatted down and grabbed her around the waist, picking her up about a foot above his head as he squeezed her to his chest.
Jasmine screamed in either fright or surprise, beating him about the head and shoulders. “Put me down, you fucking lunatic! Ahhhh!! Get him off me!!”
Rae was on him in a second, trying to pull his arms away from her teammate. But Kootch was much stronger than her, and she looked like a little mosquito buzzing around him, having no effect whatsoever.
Kootch started spinning around in a circle, making it impossible for Rae to help her friend. “Say you’re sorry!” he yelled.
Jasmine poked him in the eyes on purpose. “Sorry for what?! Telling the truth! Never!”
I stepped over to help, worried either someone was going to get hurt or we were going to get busted by the teacher. I was trying to grab him by the shirt sleeve, and I did get a grip on it, but his movement carried me sideways when I didn’t let go. I accidentally slammed into Rae, knocking her off her feet.
I had a split second thought that I needed to help her not fall on the hard floor, but only succeeded in going down with her. We landed in a tangle, me on top of her and Kootch and Jasmine spinning just above us.
“Owww! Those’re my eyes, Butts!” he yelled.
She slapped him in the face, first one cheek and then the other. “Good! See how you like it!”
I struggled to roll away from Rae. I was freaking out that touching her was not only feeling way too good, but it was going to hurt her in ways that were too awful to think about. She was going to get attached and sad and then terrible things would happen.
“Hey! Hey! What’s going on over there?!” Mrs. Hatcher the gym teacher had finally decided to make her appearance. The slapping of her feet on the wood floor reached my ears.
Kootch took one step back and got his foot caught in my legs. “Ahhhh!! Buuuuuutts!”
He went down in slow motion, Jasmine high above him and still in his arms.
Everyone screamed, including me.



CHAPTER EIGHT: RAE
EVERYTHING WAS GOING SO WELL, and then Jasmine and Kootch had to get into it with each other. One second they were arguing, and the next thing I knew Malcolm and I were running over to break them apart. I nearly had a heart attack when Kootch grabbed Jasmine and lifted her up, spinning her around. If I hadn’t heard the angry words between them, I might have thought he was just being playful; and if I hadn’t seen her slapping and poking him, I might have thought she was his girlfriend being swung around in fun. But that was definitely not the case with them, and I had to rescue my new friend.
I was reaching up to grab Kootch’s arm and stop him from spinning anymore when Malcolm slammed into me.
I was so stunned, I didn’t realize what had happened until I was on the ground and he was on top of me. All the air had been pushed out of my lungs and I couldn’t breathe for a few seconds, but that didn’t stop me from feeling every inch of his body as it lay on mine.
He was heavy and warm. I could smell his scent - not cologne exactly but something definitely male. Some of his hair tickled my cheek as he rolled to the side. Part of me wished he had stayed right where he was, but a girl like me can’t have that kind of contact without terrible things happening later. Unfortunately, I think it made me want it that much more.
An adult’s voice shouted out across the gym. “Hey! Hey! What’s going on over there?!”
The teacher. Oh no! I scrambled to get my arms and hands under me so I could get up.
And then the mountain that was Kootch started to fall.
I screamed, and so did a bunch of other kids around us. Even Malcolm yelled, holding up his hands as if to stop it all from happening.
The full weight of Kootch holding Jasmine landed across my middle, and I grunted hard. I continued with frantic wheezing as all kinds of scrambling was happening on top of me.
“Let! Me! Go! You complete idiot assjockey!” yelled Jasmine.
“I’m trying! I’m trying! Ow, stop kicking me you nutbag!”
“All of you get up! Get up right this second! Do you hear me?!” Mrs. Hatcher had joined the fray, leaning in to try and grab bodies.
I just laid there trying to get my breath back as everyone rolled away and kicked around in their attempts to get free.
The teacher grabbed Kootch’s shirt and hauled him to his feet. “Detention! All of you have detention, do you hear me?! Physical violence is not tolerated in my class. That is bad sportsmanship! Bad sportsmanship!”
She pulled Jasmine up by the wrist next, taking her by the shoulders when she was standing finally and setting her off to the side, away from Kootch.
Jasmine glared at Kootch as she straightened her t-shirt and pants.
Everyone was on their feet now but me. I looked up at Malcolm, finally able to breathe again.
He held out his hand to help me up, staring at me with a strange expression on his face.
I took his hand and used the leverage he provided to stand. His fingers were really warm, and I didn’t want to let them go when I was up. Something about him made me want to hold on … to cling. He was like a life raft and I was lost at sea.
But he dropped my fingers like they were burning him, and turned away.
I let my arm fall to my side, staring at the floor as the teacher continued to lecture us.
“What were you thinking, Caden? You know you can’t touch girls like that. I thought you knew better. Maybe I should call your parents.”
“Aw, no, Mrs. Hatcher, please don’t do that. If you call them … just don’t. I’ll clean out the locker room. I’ll wash all the towels or whatever.”
“The janitor does that work, but believe me, it’s tempting. No. I’m giving you two weeks of detention.”
“Are you sure you can’t just make me clean some lockers or toilets or something?” he asked in a pitiful voice.
“I’m sure. Now go get dressed. You’re done for the day.”
Kootch walked off, his head hanging low and his feet shuffling on the dusty wood.
“As for you, Jasmine … how many times have I told you that your mouth is going to get you in serious trouble?”
“About eighty?”
“Don’t be a smartbutt with me. Just go get changed, and think about how wrong this could have gone for you if it hadn’t been here in this gym with all these witnesses around. A boy as big as Caden in a dark alley could mean big problems for a girl like you.”
“Kootch wouldn’t have hurt me even if it was in a dark alley. He’s not like that.” Jasmine sounded offended on his behalf. I was kind of proud of her for sticking up for him like that, even if I wasn’t sure if it was true or not.
“You don’t know that. You don’t know him at all. Everyone has secrets, and most of them things you don’t want to know about. Now go.” Mrs. Hatcher pointed to the locker rooms.
Jasmine was mumbling as she walked away, but I couldn’t hear any of the actual words.
“And you two…” Mrs. Hatcher was staring at me and Malcolm.
Neither of us said a word. We looked at each other for a couple seconds and then at the floor. My heart skipped a beat. He is so cute. And he doesn’t seem to be affected by me. Maybe he’s a Neutral! How can I get him to talk to me so I can find out? I can’t believe I could have two Neutrals in one class. That would be a first.
“Malcolm you finally decide to participate and this is what you do?”
“I told you …”
“Yes, yes, yes … you’ve told me … it’s better if you don’t participate. But I don’t agree. It’s better if you do participate and be a part of a team. You can’t be a loner your whole life.”
He looked up sharply at that, sounding angry when he responded. “Yes, I can.”
“No. You can’t.” She fixed him with a stern look. “Everyone needs people. That’s how we’re wired. I don’t care what color you are, where you’re from, or what your sexual preferences are … everyone needs someone. And you aren’t going to find that someone by sitting on the sidelines of life all the time.”
Malcolm looked like he wanted to say something, but he just clenched his teeth together, making his jaw stick out at the corners.
She turned to me. “And you, young lady. It’s your first
day, and you’re already involved in a physical altercation. I cannot imagine your parents would be very proud of this kind of behavior.”
I was almost happy she was mad at me. No one stayed mad at me, not even for a little while. Could she be a Neutral too? But she’d been so weirdly nice in the locker room…
“Um, yeah. They’ll probably be mad.” It was a lie, because even my parents couldn’t get mad at me, but it felt normal to say it. Normal is awesome.
“And here I was listening to all this talk around the teachers’ lounge about our new valedictorian.” She pointed a finger in my face. “If you mess up your gym grade, I’m not going to be responsible for you losing that honor.”
“No, ma’am.” I tried really hard to look chagrined, not sure I was pulling it off. I wanted to jump and cheer over the idea that she was mad at me, like I was a regular kid in her class who’d messed up.
“Make sure you bring your own uniform tomorrow. You can buy the shirt you need in the main office. Wear any color sweats or shorts, but not too short. I don’t want to see any butt cheeks in my gym.”
“Okay.” I couldn’t stop smiling.
“I don’t see what’s so funny here, Rae. A first impression is very hard to change. If you set yourself up here as a trouble-maker, you’ll have a hard time living that reputation down.”
“Yes, ma’am.” I should have been cowed and worried, but I was thrilled. She’s mad! She’s angry at me! She’s treating me like everyone else!
The teacher rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what to do with kids these days.” She stared us down again. “Two weeks of detention. All four of you. Starting today after school.”
We both nodded at her, saying nothing.
She gestured towards the locker rooms. “Go. I don’t want to look at you anymore. When you’re back in street clothes sit on the bleachers. Apart. I want all of you separated for the rest of this class.”
We walked around her without another word and moved towards the locker rooms in silence. It was only at the door that separated the girls’ locker room from the boys’ that Malcolm finally spoke.
“You’re on track to be valedictorian?”
I shrugged. “I guess.”
“Oh, man. That sucks for Jasmine.” He pushed the door open.
“Why?”
“Because until you showed up, that was her crown.”
He disappeared inside, leaving me with a sinking heart and a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.



CHAPTER NINE: MALCOLM
I JOINED KOOTCH AT THE lockers where our stuff was stored. He was already standing in his boxers, pulling out his clothes.
“Can you believe that shit? Totally unfair.” He slammed his locker door closed. The happy-go-lucky jokester was gone and in his place was the Miserable I’d been trying to ditch for weeks.
“Yeah.” I removed my lock and opened the locker. As I took out my clothes and dropped them on the bench, I realized I was twice as bummed now as I had been before. For a little while there I’d actually been thinking I could hang out with Kootch. Now I knew it was just a fantasy.
“That Butts … she’s the one who caused all this.” He pulled on his jeans but left them unbuttoned.
“No she didn’t, man. You did. You’re the one who picked her up and swung her around.” I frowned, keeping my eyes on my clothes and not him. I didn’t want to fight, but I couldn’t let him blame Jasmine for what happened.
“Did you hear what she said? She’s still blaming me for that bullshit with her eye. It was years ago. Years.” He yanked his t-shirt on over his head and pulled the bottom of it down.
I looked at him. “What was that all about, anyway?”
Kootch sat on the bench and pulled on one of his socks and then one of his hiking boots, letting his pant leg bunch up at the top of it. “When we were kids, she got hit with a rock that went flying over my fence into her yard. That part was true. But it wasn’t me who threw the fucking thing, so she’s blaming the wrong guy.” He banged his foot down a few times, getting the boot on all the way.
I thought about that for a few seconds as he picked up his second sock. “Who threw it?” I finally asked.
Kootch froze in the middle of pulling on his second boot. He stared at the locker doors, saying nothing.
I laughed a little. “Hello? You in there?”
He went back to pulling on his boot. “Yeah, I’m here. I don’t know who threw it.”
“But it came from your yard?”
“Yeah.” He sounded defensive.
“And you were in your yard when it happened.”
“Yeah!” Kootch stood up and opened the locker door so hard it banged back against the others. “So?” He scowled at me for a second before going back into the locker.
“So … you must know who threw the rock, right?”
“Yeah, I know.” Now he just seemed sad. He pulled out his backpack and dropped it on the ground. Then he buttoned and zipped his jeans, not looking at me.
“Hey, if it’s a big secret, no big deal. I was just curious.” I quickly got undressed and grabbed my jeans.
After a long pause, Kootch finally responded. “It was my asshole dad, okay? He threw the fucking rock.”
My pants were only halfway up, but I stopped trying to get them on as I processed that bit of information. I wasn’t sure I understood. “Your dad?” I pulled the jeans the rest of the way up, securing them as I stared at Kootch.
He shrugged. “What can I say? Guy’s a dick.”
I grabbed my shirt and fumbled around with it, trying to find the opening for my head. “He threw it on purpose? At a girl?”
“Nah, man. Not at Jasmine. At me.” Kootch looked up, a flash of pain in his eyes. It made me feel sick to my stomach for him. His status as a Miserable suddenly became a lot easier to understand, assuming I was reading his expression right.
“Your dad threw a rock at you, missed, and it flew over the fence and nailed Jasmine in the eye.”
“Next to her eye. But, yeah. That’s pretty much what happened.”
“Holy shit. Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
Kootch smiled without humor. “Yeah, tell me about it. I felt like shit. Still do, and it was like ten years ago or something.”
I pulled my shirt on over my head, not looking at him anymore on purpose. There was no need to get things heavier than they already were. But I had to say something. Kootch was obviously torturing himself over the whole thing. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“Yeah, well, it felt like it. Maybe I shouldn’t have ducked or something.”
“That’s stupid. No one takes a rock to the face if they can help it.”
Kootch stood, apparently done talking about it. “Want me to wait for you?”
“No. Hatcher wants us sitting apart on the bleachers. I’ll see you out there.”
“Later.” Kootch grabbed his backpack and left the locker room.
I sat down on the bench and pulled on my socks and shoes, thinking about what had happened. For some reason out on the basketball court, Kootch had dropped the angry Miserable act for a while and livened up. He was actually laughing and teasing the girls, which was so not like him; usually he was too angry to do anything but make sarcastic or rude remarks to people. But then when we were in the locker room again he was back to being unhappy.
He must really like that Rae girl. That was the only explanation. Maybe being around her made him forget how unhappy he was when he was around me. I guess it’s possible that love can be stronger than any power I might have over someone’s emotions, even though I don’t remember actually seeing that in action before.
I decided then and there that I had to encourage that connection between them. Kootch was one of the hardest guys to shake; he’d hung on to me no matter how much I blew him off or was rude to him. And over the weeks he’d been around me, he’d slowly gotten more and more depressed, his moods darkening to the point that I was really starting to worry, hence my hiding out in the bathroom earlier today. Maybe if I could help him fall in love with Rae, he’d lighten up and not want to be around me so much. And not be as sad and depressed. I couldn’t have another kid’s suicide on my conscience. One success and two near-misses were more than enough, thank you very much.
I jerked the laces of my shoe really hard, making the knot as tight as I could. It seems stupid, but I always made sure that nothing could slow me down, not even untied laces. When it’s time to run, I have to be ready to run. A shoe tripping me up could be the difference between getting away and having an out of control Miserable going ballistic on my ass. That was never fun.
I got up and took my backpack out of the locker. After pulling my lock off the door and dropping it into a side pocket of my bag, I left the room and went out into the gym. I walked over to the bleachers and took a spot halfway up, about six rows down from Jasmine. Before turning to face the court, I gave her a nod. I meant for it to be an apology, but I wasn’t sure she took it that way. She scowled at me and stuck out her tongue.
My plan was to sit there and zone out for the rest of the period, dreaming of the log cabin I was going to live in up in the mountains one day, when my thoughts were interrupted by a wad of paper hitting me on the side of the head.
I turned to my right. Kootch was gesturing from down the bench, pointing at the crumpled up paper at my feet.
I rolled my eyes. Apparently he was back to being Happy Kootch and now wanted to chat.
I bent over and picked up the paper, opening it up and smoothing it out over my leg.
Meet me after class. We need to plan this detention.
I just faced forward and shook my head, No. The only plan I had was to take off as soon as that bell rang so I could disappear in the crowds. I had three more classes before the end of the day, all of them without Kootch or Jasmine in them. Hopefully, I wouldn’t see that Rae girl either.
Another wad of paper hit me, this time in the chest.
I whipped my head sideways and scowled at Kootch. “Stop!” I whispered loudly.
“Mr. McNamara!” Mrs. Hatcher was yelling across the court. “Eyes front! No talking!”
I waved at her and bent over, picking up the paper casually and waiting until she was turned around before opening it.
U have to help me w/R. Do it. Don’t B a pussy.
I flipped Kootch off, not even looking at him.
A minute later another piece of paper hit me, this time in the side of my nose. I let it drop to my feet, ignoring it and Kootch.
“Dude!” he whisper-yelled. “Better pick it up!”
I sighed heavily. Reaching down, I grabbed the paper and opened it.
Wait 4 me or I’ll tell everyone u were checking out my junk in the locker room.
I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Kootch was totally mental. I looked over. “Fine. Dick.”
He smiled enthusiastically and gave me a thumbs up.
I sensed a movement out of the corner of my eye and looked over. Rae was sitting above us, several rows back. She was staring at me.
I turned away, but not before I caught her smiling.
My face burned bright red. I could feel it on my ears too, so I leaned over and put my forearms on my legs, lowering my head down so she wouldn’t see me. The last thing I needed was some Miserable hooking herself to me when Kootch was hot on her tail.
Why does life have to be so friggin complicated? I twisted my arm and stared at my watch, willing time to go slowly for a change. I really didn’t want to go to my next class with Kootch next to me, listening to him plan how he was going to get Rae to go out with him. All I could think about was how soft her body had been under mine, when I landed on her like a completely uncoordinated moron. I’d felt her soft chest push up into mine for a few seconds, and she’d smelled like flowers. The memory of it made my blood stir and my body heat up.
Oh, shit. Think un-sexy thoughts, think un-sexy thoughts! Old ladies! Mrs. Hatcher! Smelly dogs! The fat lady next door! It wasn’t working. Images of Rae beneath me assailed my mind. I had to shift in my seat to get comfortable as my jeans grew too tight in certain places.
I don’t know what made me do it. I should have just stared at the fugly gym teacher and gotten control of myself. But I was stupid and looking for trouble apparently, because I turned around again.
Rae had her hands folded under and propping up her chin, her elbows resting on her bent knees. She smiled again when she caught me looking and waved her fingers at me. The dimple caved in and she winked.
I turned around fast. Oh, shit. I’m in trouble.
I jumped up without thinking and grabbed my bag, holding it in front of my waist to hide my shame.
“Where are you going?” Kootch whispered loudly.
I didn’t respond. I just leaped down the benches in front of me, banging them loudly as I went, and took off running when I got to the gym floor.
“Malcolm!” Mrs. Hatcher was yelling.
“Gotta go, Mrs. Hatcher!” I shouted as I ran out the double doors and into the hallway. “Emergency!”
Throwing my bag over my shoulder, I pumped my legs and ran as fast as I could through the lobby area and towards the main doors leading into the school. I had to put some distance between Rae and me. She was so pretty, so innocent, so nice. And Kootch liked her. I had to make sure she stayed safe, and the only way I could do that would be to keep her the hell away from me.
I kept going until I got to the bathroom nearest my next class. I shut myself up into a stall and hung my backpack on the hook inside it. I sank down onto the toilet seat and leaned against the wall of the stall.
Reaching up to trace some graffiti there, I contemplated my current situation, trying to figure out how I was going to avoid Rae when I had two weeks of detention in the same room as her, not to mention at least two classes.
Nothing was coming to mind.



CHAPTER TEN: RAE
I WAS SO HAPPY, I had a really hard time not smiling my head off. In all the schools I’d gone to, this was the first one where I’d had such amazing luck right off the bat. I had not just one, but possibly two Neutrals in classes with me, and they were already my friends. Maybe even three Neutrals. It was kind of hard to tell with Kootch. But even so, Jasmine and Malcolm … it was too awesome to think about; if I did, I was bound to get all excited, and then the Rainbows would get crazy. Deep breath. Relax.
Malcolm took one look at me and went running out of the gym. I have no idea what I did to make that happen, and truth be told it did sting a little to be so obviously rejected; but it was good news, because it meant he wasn’t attaching himself to me.
I sighed at myself, admitting that of course the one time a guy didn’t glom onto me I suddenly felt the need to have him do exactly that. I guess I’m destined to be miserable, no matter what happens. People attach, I hate it. People run, and suddenly I want to date them.
Date them? Do I really want to go out with Malcolm? My face burned at the idea. Having him touch me had been just a little amazing. And seeing him close up and unguarded like that had shown me that he’s actually really, really cute. There was something about him that was so attractive to me, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. Probably it was the fact that he was the one guy in the whole school who wanted nothing to do with me.
Mrs. Hatcher blew three short blasts on her whistle. “That’s it! Bring it in! Put your balls away and get dressed.”
Several students laughed when a guy yelled, “You heard her … put your balls away!”
I got up and walked down the bleachers, catching up to Jasmine as she strolled towards the doors leading into the lobby area.
“So where do we go for detention?” I asked. I was secretly thrilled to be punished like this. I’d never received detention before, no matter what I’d done.
“There’s a big classroom for all detention given to people in our grade, right next to the library. You have your schedule?”
I dug into my purse and handed it to her.
“You have Fine Arts as your last class. I’m just down the hall from you. Meet me outside the door, and I’ll walk you there.”
I took my schedule back and slipped it into the outside pocket of my purse. “Thanks. I was a little worried I’d get lost.”
“Don’t thank me now. You’ll probably wish you were wandering the halls instead of being in detention later.”
“That bad, huh?”
“Boring. Mind-blowingly dull. You can actually feel yourself aging as you sit there. There’s no talking, no breaks, no eating. Nothing but sitting there and studying.”
“Sounds like you’ve been there before.”
“I like to speak my mind. Some people don’t appreciate it like they should. Doesn’t affect my grades, though, so I can’t complain too much.”
Her comment reminded me that I wanted to ask her about the valedictorian thing, but I lost my nerve. This friendship was so new and fragile, I didn’t want to do anything to mess it up. Besides, if I worked really hard at it, it’s possible I could screw up my grades enough that she’d be back on top where she belonged. That was the only fair thing to do. I didn’t deserve to be number one when most of my grades had just been handed to me.
I resolved then to do whatever I could to bomb a few of my classes. Starting with Phys Ed. I’d take a page out of Malcolm’s book and go for the zero. No more basketball for me.
“What are you so happy about?” Jasmine asked, glancing at me before she grabbed the handle leading into the main area of the school. As she pulled the door open, the bell rang signaling the end of class. “We have two whole weeks in detention, thanks to Kootch and Malcolm. Trust me, that’s nothing to smile about.”
“Malcolm didn’t do anything wrong.”
Jasmine looked at me sideways as she joined me in the hallway. “Hmmm, feeling a little defensive for Malcolm, are we?”
Doors opened and kids filled the halls. We had to talk louder to be heard.
“No. I’m just saying … it was all Kootch pretty much. He’s the dope who picked you up and swung you around.”
“Yeah, well, I knew it would get him all riled up to mention the eye thing. That always pisses him off.” She smiled.
“Why? Why is he so sensitive about it?” A guy running down the hall bumped into me, sending me crashing into Jasmine. She just ignored it and kept walking. She gave no indication that she felt the energy that flows through me.
“I have no idea. But it cracks me up to see him get his shit in a wad, so I mention it a couple times a year just for fun.”
“What happened?”
Jasmine shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s stupid really. A few years ago … maybe five or six … I was standing out in my back yard, and all of a sudden this big-ass rock comes flying over the bushes and smacks me in the face.” She turned and pointed to the corner of her eye. “Just barely missed hitting me in the eye and blinding me. I’m scarred for life.”
“It’s really small. I can hardly see it.” I said, squinting for effect.
“Don’t tell Kootch that. Next time we’re around him, make sure you mention how big and hideous it is.”
“You really like messing with his head, don’t you?”
“He’s been my next door neighbor for most of my life. We used to play all the time when we were little, and then one day he just decided he didn’t want to anymore and that was the last time we hung out.” She shrugged. “He deserves it.”
“Oh, he totally does,” I said, nodding. I was getting the sneaking suspicion there was more to the story, but I wasn’t going to push. At least not today.
We were inside the main building now, in the area where several halls converged. It was like the Grand Central Station of the school, and the crowds were flowing around us, pushing us down the middle hall and jostling us around.
“That’s my room just over there. You’re down there and to the left,” said Jasmine, pointing down a perpendicular hall.
“So I’ll see you after Fine Arts?” I asked.
“Yup. See ya.” She left me standing there and disappeared into the crowd.
I followed her instructions and found my next class. I spent the next couple hours avoiding looking people in the eye and changing the subject when teachers tried to engage me in conversation. All I could think about was getting through my last class, Fine Arts, and then over to detention. This was the best day I’d ever had in high school, and I didn’t want anything to ruin it.
The bell rang, and I stood, putting my purse strap over my shoulder.
“Do you need help getting to your next class?” asked a girl who’d been sitting next to me.
“No thanks,” I said over my shoulder. “I have a map.” I left her standing there, blocked in by students gathering their things. I could tell she wanted to walk with me, but she was stuck. I shoved past a couple kids to make sure I could get away before she was free.
In my hurry to escape, I carelessly allowed my forearm to rub up against a large guy’s arm. He stopped in mid-sentence and looked down at me. “Hi.” He smiled, revealing perfectly straight, toothpaste-commercial-worthy teeth.
“Hi,” I said, dropping my gaze to the floor. “Excuse me, I’m just trying to get by.”
“What’s your hurry? Rae, right?”
“Yes, it’s Rae. I’m meeting someone.” It was a lie, but he didn’t know that.
“Who are you meeting?” He shifted to be even more in my way.
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.
“Or is it a big secret?” His tone had gotten softer, and he’d leaned down to say it closer to my ear.
I leaned back away from him, trying to keep him from touching me again. “No, no secret. I just … can’t remember his name.”
“Well, I don’t want to get in the way of you and your meeting.” He stood straight and turned to the side. Stepping over his chair, he put himself in the next aisle over and gestured for me to go. “See you later, Rae.”
I nodded and walked by, not making eye contact.
“Hey, Brody, what’s up?” asked a girl in a breathless voice. She bumped into me from behind. “Oh, sorry, Rae. Didn’t realize you were still here.”
The girl who’d tried to walk with me earlier was there, pulling a chunk of hair out of her mouth. She was smiling excitedly and breathing fast.
“Hey, Courtney, what’s up with you?” asked the guy - Brody, I guess. “You got a secret meeting too?”
“What?” She frowned at him.
“Never mind. Ignore me. I’ll see you later. After school, right?”
“Yes, sure. After school.” She waved him off and then grinned at me again. “Sure you don’t need some help getting to class?”
“She’s meeting someone, Courtney,” Brody offered.
“Oh. Who is it?”
Uh-oh. Rainbow alert. I could already sense the desperation settling in. I had two choices here: I could either totally cut her off and be over-the-top rude or I could just shine her on a little and then play the avoidance game. That was definitely the nicer way to go, even though it involved a lot of ducking into bathrooms and closets.
“I just need to get to Fine Arts. It’s not a big deal.”
She grabbed my arm. “You have Blakenship? I have Blankenship!” She looked like she was about to do a cheer, with pom-poms and everything.
“Oh. Goody.”
“Come on, I’ll show you! It’s so lucky we were in this class together, isn’t it?” She was practically squealing she was so excited.
I didn’t bother answering because she’d just ignore the No I was going to respond with.
“Bye, Court. See ya, Rae.” Brody climbed back over his desk as we cleared the aisle.
“Bye,” I said, not nearly as enthusiastic as everyone else in our little party.
“Later, Brody!” said Courtney, pushing me forward. “Come on, let’s go. I want to get there early and help you find a seat.”
I rolled my eyes. No way was I going to sit near her.
We made our way through the crowded hall and went into the classroom she pointed out. “That’s it right there. Two-oh-nine. Blankenship and the wonderful world of Fine Arts. You’ll like him. He’s an easy grader and hardly ever gives homework.”
We walked into the room, and Courtney stood with me next to the teacher’s desk as I waited to get his attention.
“May I help you?” he finally asked, looking up from a stack of papers. Some of them were being held down with lumps of fired clay, most of them in the shapes of animals. I quickly counted two ladybugs, one turtle, and something that might be a warped koala bear.
I handed him my schedule. “I’m new today. I’m in your class this period.”
He took the paper from me in a paint-stained hand and frowned as he read it through some reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. “Hmmm… Rae Livingston.” He looked up. “Our new valedictorian, yes?”
I shrugged.
“Oh em gee! You are not,” gasped Courtney. “Wow, that’s amazing. Ha! Jasmine thought she had that one in the bag. I can’t wait to see her face when she finds out.” She sounded way too happy about bursting Jasmine’s bubble.
“It’s probably not right,” I rushed to assure her. “They haven’t transferred all my grades yet. There are some low ones in there.”
Mr. Blankenship interrupted Courtney’s next words. “Hmmm … okay, go sit down in the first roowwww …” He checked a page in a thin book on his desk. “… Seat number eight.”
I raised an eyebrow at his organization. This was the first class that I’d been in at this school with assigned seats. Everything else on his desk was a complete mess, papers stacked haphazardly with some of them even on the floor in various piles. His table at the front of the room didn’t look any better. It was covered in lots of different paint bottles and water cans with brushes sticking out of them.
“I was kind of hoping you’d put her by me,” said Courtney, pouting.
“I’m sure you were,” he said, looking at her over his glasses. “Find your seat, Courtney.”
She looked like she was going to argue, but then Malcolm walked in and I stopped paying any attention to what she was doing.
As he moved into the room, I stared. I couldn’t help it. His jeans fit him so well, and he somehow managed to make that green long-sleeved shirt sexy. He was one of those guys who didn’t try at all to be hot, but just managed to be amazing anyway. He wasn’t overly muscled, but he wasn’t a wimp either. And his hair was messed up from either the wind or the stress of our awful gym class, completely unlike the artfully arranged and gelled hairdos of the guys around us. He was cute and genuine and mysterious … maybe even a little dangerous; everything I should avoid in a guy. And that just made me want to be near him more. This is not good.
“Take your schedule, Rae. And please find your seat.”
Courtney had already left and was happily conversing with a group of girls near her table. She’d gone from wanting to be my best friend to acting like a complete stranger in a matter of seconds.
Weird. Normally it took a lot more than a seat assignment to shake a Rainbow.
“Is this the first row?” I asked, pointing to the one to the right of his desk.
“Yes. Seat number eight is at the fourth table down. Next to Malcolm McNamara.”
I couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across my face.
The teacher raised an eyebrow. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” He sounded a tad annoyed.
“Uh, no. Thank you.” I took the paper with my schedule on it from the top of his messy desk and turned to go down the aisle between the large, black art tables.
Malcolm was standing behind his chair, the one nearest the wall, and had dropped his backpack in front of him on the tabletop. He was reaching into one of the pockets and pulling out a notebook when I walked over.
He looked up and stopped in mid-unpacking. “What are you doing here?” he asked. His tone was flat.
“This is my new seat.” I pointed to the chair next to him.
“No it’s not.” His expression went from bland to slightly panicked.
“Yes, it is. Mr. Blankenship just assigned it to me.”
He glanced up at the teacher. I followed his gaze over to the man who was standing at the front of the class looking out over the students distractedly.
“You can’t sit here.” Malcolm pushed his bag over to rest in front of the aisle seat I was just about to claim.
I frowned, a little hurt that he was being kind of rude. “Well, the teacher told me to, so I think I can.”
He sighed, almost angrily, before leaving the table and going to the front of the room. When he walked by me, he seemed to be taking great pains to not touch me.
It made me want to smell my armpits, but I refrained. I did blow my breath up into my nose, wondering if maybe I was all garlicky or something, but I didn’t notice anything wrong there either.
I stood there confused as Malcolm had an animated conversation with the teacher. His arms were flapping up and down, making it clear he was upset.
The longer I watched, the more awful I felt. He really, really didn’t like me. He was like a Neutral who’d finally gotten sick of all the Rainbows smothering me and treating me like a princess. But it so wasn’t fair. He hadn’t even had a chance to see any Rainbows acting nutty, so why was he so angry at the idea of being near me?
The teacher shook his head no, so I took the liberty of pushing Malcolm’s backpack over to the seat where he had been standing, and put my purse down in the spot in front of my place.
I tried to catch Malcolm’s eye as he walked down the aisle, but he refused to look at me. He walked around behind my seat and sat down in the one next to me, staring straight ahead. I could practically feel the coldness coming off his body. He really, really didn’t want to be near me.
The thought of it made me want to cry. My happy bubble burst, and now all I could think about was how embarrassing it was going to be having to be with him in detention for two whole weeks, plus sitting next to him here.
Maybe his behavior should have made him become ugly to me, but I wasn’t having any luck there either. I looked at him out of the corner of my eye, and my heart spasmed over how handsome his profile is. There was some stubble growing on his face, but not enough that he could ever grow into a beard. His lips were a dark red and just begged to be kissed.
My last experience with kissing a boy had been a disaster from the word go, so the idea of being able to do that with Malcolm was making me crazy.
I tried to stop looking and thinking about it, but it was very difficult. Only the teacher launching our next art project saved me from making a fool of myself and saying something stupid. It had been on the tip of my tongue to ask Malcolm why he hated me so much when he hadn’t even taken the time to get to know me.
“Take one of these and pass the rest back,” said Mr. Blankenship.
When the stack got to me, I took two watercolor papers off the top for both me and Malcolm and passed the rest to the guy at the next table. My fingers brushed against his during the exchange, but he didn’t even flinch or look at me. He acted like nothing had happened.
I slid Malcolm’s paper over to him without looking in his direction. What the heck is going on in this place? Did I step into an alternate dimension or something?
I stared at my blank paper, considering everything that had happened over the last few hours. Suddenly everyone was acting all weird, and after almost eighteen years of people acting exactly the same, no matter where I went or what I did, it was freaking me out. I pretty much hated my life and couldn’t wait to change it, but that didn’t necessarily mean I wanted to be thrown in the deep end of a completely different one either; mainly because with my luck, it would turn out to be even worse then the one I was already stuck in.
I chewed my lip as I considered the possible outcomes of a different life. None of them were coming up good in my imagination. I’d found a Neutral for a friend, but with the way things were going now, this could be the shortest stint I’d ever had at a school, and then I’d lose her. Back to the drawing board. Another move, another town, another group of kids to fend off. No more friends for me.
Luckily, the teacher announcing the instructions for our project today pulled me out of that murky place and set me on a happier course. Today I would be painting an impressionistic watercolor that represented my life, while I sat next to a boy who wanted absolutely nothing to do with me - a boy who caused me to have more than just a slight ache of yearning in my heart.



CHAPTER ELEVEN: MALCOLM
I COULDN’T BELIEVE MY TERRIBLE luck. There were thirty or more classes going on right now in senior year, and Rae had to end up in my Fine Arts class and be seated in the spot right next to me. The Fates were out to get me. That’s the only explanation. Or maybe they were out to get her.
Glancing at Rae out of the corner of my eye, I could see my darkness already working its magic on her. She’d gone from happy to sad in the space of seconds, and now looked like all the other Miserables who came calling.
She left the table and came back less than a minute later with a watercolor paint box. We were supposed to share, so she put it in between us along with the can of water and a pile of paper towels she held in her other hand.
“Start with your background,” said the teacher, speaking to the whole class as he wandered down the aisles. “Use a lot of water and just wash the color over the paper. Think about what you want to paint and get the colors behind your main content right.”
Rae was taking great pains to not look at me. Her chin was tilted slightly up in defiance. She was probably mad at me for trying to get rid of her, but it was for her own good, so I wasn’t going to feel bad about it. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself. The guilt snuck in anyway.
I dipped my brush in the water and wiped my paper down with it, getting it good and wet before I started.
Rae was being more precise. She’d started with a big orange circle right in the middle of her paper.
I dipped my wet brush in the blue and then the black, making a big puddle of color in the plastic lid of the paint box. Filling my brush, I brought it over to the bottom edge of my paper and started swiping it back and forth, covering the bottom with the darkest blue that I could get. I added more black when it wasn’t quite dark enough.
Rae dipped her brush into the yellow and then red, using this bright color to draw circles around the one she already had. Her paper looked like what someone having an acid trip would see.
I added more blue to my next stripe, just above the really black one. I brought the end of the line up and turned it into a big wave that went to the top of the paper and then crashed back down to the bottom. Turmoil. Drowning in darkness. This is my life.
Rae used purple next, putting splotches of it all over the place. It looked like she was having a butterfly parade in the sun.
I knew it was ridiculous, but something about her color choices made me angry. We were supposed to be doing an impressionistic painting of how we saw our lives. Looking at her work was like looking at a lie. Here she was, a nice girl coming near me, smiling and acting like she wanted to be next to me - a Miserable of the worst kind - and yet she was pretending like her life was a big, giant confetti explosion in the middle of a tripped-out sun.
“You hate it that much, huh?” she asked. Her paintbrush was tinking around in the water can as she cleaned it off.
I looked back at my own paper, embarrassed that she’d caught me staring angrily at her painting.
“Yours sure looks cheery,” she said.
I shouldn’t have looked at her, but I did. She was smiling.
I said nothing. I just loaded my brush up with red paint and put a big red X in the middle of the wave.
“Two more of those and maybe you’ll get a buzzer to go off somewhere.”
I frowned at my paper and then at her. “What?” She was making no sense. I got the impression she was having a good laugh about something.
She pointed at my X. “That looks like those talent shows where the judges can X a person off the stage. Just two more and you’re done. You’re off the show.”
My nostrils flared. This was no stupid gameshow. This was my messed up piece of shit life. I dipped my brush in the red paint and put two more Xs down.
“Eeerrrr,” she buzzed. “Game over. Time to go home.”
“What a great idea,” I said, dropping my brush into the water can and bending over to get my backpack.
“Where are you going?” she asked, sounding mystified.
“Game over, remember?” I walked around her chair and moved out into the aisle.
My grand plan to exit using the steam of my anger as momentum ended the second she put her hand on my arm.
Stupid, stupid, stupid! Why didn’t you put your sleeves down before you left?!
Her skin was touching mine, and the feeling that came up my arm and into my chest through her fingers was nothing less than mind-blowing.
I yanked my arm away, breathing fast in panic.
“Did you feel that?” she whispered, her face a mask of excitement and confusion all muddled together.
“No.” I stepped back, my butt banging into the table next to ours.
“Yes, you did,” she whispered in a more subdued tone. “I know you did, don’t deny it.”
“Static electricity. The air’s dry.”
“Bullshit. Don’t leave.”
I hesitated, one foot poised in front of the other, my heart beating like mad. I was literally stuck in place as my brain warred with my heart.
Go! Don’t stick around here and damage this girl any more than you already have!
Stay! She’s drawing pictures of rainbows and butterflies for shit’s sake! Maybe you won’t kill her!
But my heart was an idiot and had gotten people seriously hurt before, so I ignored it in favor of my brain. “I have to go.”
I left her there at the table, and cruised to the front of the room. Mr. Blankenship was so busy with his own artwork, he didn’t even notice me walking in front of him and out the door. The other students were laughing and having a good old time with their projects, so they paid me no attention either.
Once out in the hallway, I put my backpack over my shoulder and contemplated my options. I could skip the rest of school and detention altogether and go home, or I could go wait out the rest of this period and show up in detention right before the bell sounded. That way I’d be able to pick a seat far away from everyone else.
I got to the bathroom nearest the detention hall and went inside. Skipping the punishment would get me in deeper shit than I was already in, and I didn’t want to expose myself to students any more than possible. Three weeks of forced studying at a table with three other students was bad enough, but missing it meant adding more time to my sentence. I had to just get it over with and hope it went smoothly.
I was sitting in the far stall when the bathroom door opened about fifteen minutes later. I quietly stepped up, putting my feet on the seat so whoever it was wouldn’t catch me skipping class and possibly tattle on me. Mr. Blankenship was such a space cadet he probably wasn’t going to notice I was gone at all.
At first all I heard were footsteps, but then there were voices. It immediately struck me as strange because at least one of them sounded too adult to be in the student bathroom.
I kept my breathing as even as possible, hoping they wouldn’t notice me in here before they left.
“Did you see her?” This guy was a student, but I didn’t know if he was someone I knew or not. He didn’t sound like anyone I’d been in class with before. I knew he wasn’t a Miserable; I heard their voices enough to recognize them easily.
“Yeah, I saw her.” The second voice sounded familiar. A teacher, maybe. Or possibly someone who worked in the Main Office.
It was weird that a teacher and student were discussing a girl or a lady together in the bathroom in the middle of class. It made me want to stay hidden so I could hear more.
“Is she the one?” asked the student. He sounded excited and serious at the same time.
“All signs point to yes. But I can’t be sure until we get her alone.”
Oh, shit. This teacher wants to get a girl alone? That’s messed up. That can’t be good, right? Why would he want to do that?
“How are we going to get her alone?”
This voice definitely belonged to a student - a guy and someone who’d already gone way past puberty. His voice was deep but still youthful.
I wanted to get a look at him to see if I recognized him. I shifted ever-so slightly so I could try and look through the crack of the door, but they were both too far to the right of me to see them. All I could catch from where I was sitting were a couple of sinks and a mirror.
“I leave that up to you. Make friends. Play nice. Do what you have to do, but keep it clean. We don’t need anything scaring her away before we can get the program online.” Whatever they were talking about was seriously important to this guy, that much was clear from his tone.
I figured they must be talking about a student, since the teacher was telling the other guy to get to know her instead of doing it himself. At least this guy seemed to be advocating no violence, or a temporary no-violence period. Whoever this girl was, she needed to be warned. And this teacher should probably be reported. But who would I report him to? And what would I tell them? That a chemistry teacher was talking in the bathroom with a student about getting a mystery girl alone? I’d sound like a lunatic if I said anything like that.
“Got it,” said the student. “I’ll start today. She has detention.”
“I’ll get you in there. How long?”
“Two weeks.”
“Whoa, two weeks. How in the hell did she get detention? She never gets detention.” It was weird hearing Mr. Holder swear like that. He always seemed to uptight and by the book, and now he just sounded stressed. Not like himself at all.
The pool of potential candidates was shrinking. They were talking about a student who had two weeks of detention who didn’t normally get in trouble.
Jasmine and Rae were the first candidates who leapt to mind because I knew they had just gotten two weeks; but that was stupid. There would probably be fifteen girls in there today. The chance that it would be someone I kind of know wasn’t that great. Besides, I was pretty sure Jasmine is a regular in the detention hall, and the guy just said that whoever it is never gets detention. Today is Rae’s first day, so it couldn’t be her either.
“Not sure how it happened,” answered the student. “I didn’t see what went down, I just heard about it.”
This guy sure seemed to know a lot about this girl. She must be in one of his classes. A goody-goody from the sounds of it, since she never got detention. It wasn’t that difficult to get in my experience. I’d probably know her as one of the girls who wanted nothing to do with me. A truly happy person. That made me mad, to think they were going to take some happy girl and mess with her somehow.
“Well, find that out, too. I don’t want any surprises.”
“I got it handled. Just relax, all right?” The student sounded annoyed.
“Impossible,” said the teacher, angry now. “Do you have any idea the pressure I’m under?”
“Yeah. The same pressure I am.”
“It’s not the same for you. You can make mistakes. I can’t.”
“No one can make mistakes. Don’t fool yourself, old man.”
Old man? What teacher lets a student get away with that?
“Just see that you get her alone and to me. I’ll take it from there.”
“I can check her out without your help, you know.” The student sounded offended.
“Are you sure you want to be the one to submit the report?” The teacher paused before delivering his condescending response. “No, I didn’t think so. Just get her to me, and we’ll work on her together. I supervise, though. Deal?”
“Deal.”
My legs were seriously cramped, and I really wanted to stand up a little and get a look at them. I shifted to the right, thinking I’d lift my eyes up over the top of the stall, but I accidentally banged my knee into the toilet paper dispenser. I froze in a squatting position.
“What was that?” asked the teacher. His voice shifted into an angry whisper. “Didn’t you check in here before we came in?”
Footsteps moved closer to my stall. They hesitated once, twice, and then a third time. Now one of the guys was standing outside the door of the stall I was in. I could see his Vans, the toes just peeking under the edge. One of them slid back and came off the floor a little as he leaned over and looked under the door.
“There’s nobody in there. I checked under all of them.” The Vans disappeared.
If he’d just put his head a little closer to the bottom of the door, he would have seen me in here. I wondered what they would have done if he had, shuddering at the idea. I had a strong feeling it wouldn’t have been anything good.
When the student returned to his meeting, the teacher said, “You can’t just check under them, idiot. You have to open them.”
“Jesus. Paranoid aren’t you?” The student was obviously annoyed at being ordered around.
The first door banged open.
My blood pressure sky-rocketed.
Then the second door banged open. It rattled the dividing wall between my stall and the next.
The third door banged open. It sounded like he was using his fist to punch them back.
The bell rang.
Shoes hesitated in front of the stall next to mine.
The sounds of students filling the hallway reached my ears and my blood pressure evened out. I caught myself about to exhale loudly in relief.
“Dammit, I have to go,” said the teacher. “I can’t be caught in here with you.”
“Go ahead. I’ll stay. I have to take a piss anyway.”
The main door opened and the squawking of students got louder for a few seconds before the door swung shut again.
Splashes inside a urinal came next. And then the main door opened again and a group of guys came in, bringing a bunch of noise with them.
“Yo, what up, man?” asked someone from the group.
“Nothing much. Takin’ a piss. Going anywhere after school?” This came from the student who’d been planning with the teacher.
“Mickey D’s,” answered someone. “You in?”
“Nah. I have detention. Two weeks.”
“Two weeks? Holy shit, that fuckin’ sucks.”
“Yeah, tell me about it.”
“Who’s the bitch?”
“Not a bitch. Try dick. Holder gave it to me.”
“Holder is a dick. I don’t trust that guy. Creepy.”
“Yeah, you said it.”
Someone banged the door shut next to me. My face burned with the fear of being discovered. I slowly lowered my feet to the floor and sat on the toilet seat. I was afraid to take off while the guy was still in there, sure he’d see me and know I’d heard everything.
“You see that new chick? Rae?” said a different voice.
“Yeah, I saw her,” said the guy who’d been talking to Holder. It was killing me that no one was saying his name, and he was still over by the urinals nowhere near my door. There was no way I could see who he is unless I stood on the toilet.
The voices were moving towards the exit. The person in the stall next to me started grunting.
Someone shouted out some encouragement. “Just relax, man. Let it flow.”
“Fuck you,” said the guy in the stall. He was very unhappy.
The main door opened and the sounds of the hallway came into the bathroom again. I waited until they went silent and the room emptied of all sounds except the ones of pain coming from the stall next to me, before moving from my hiding spot.
“Jesus, God, remind me never to eat the burritos from the cafeteria again,” said the guy next to me.
I pushed out of the stall and walked quickly to the door.
“Hey! Who’s in here?”
I ignored the guy and went out into the hallway, looking left and right, trying to figure out who’d been talking about getting a girl alone and also who’d been talking about Rae.
There was no way for me to know, though; it could have been anyone. There were groups of guys all over the place, and none of them looked guilty of anything more serious than checking out girls’ asses as they walked by wearing short skirts.
I gave up on my hunt and turned right, following the hall that would lead me to the detention room, totally lost in thought. Who are they trying to get alone? And what are they going to do when they get her there? Whoever it is, she has detention and I’m going to see her in a matter of minutes. I wonder if I should bother saying anything to anyone.
I laughed bitterly at the idea of telling someone in the Main Office what I knew. I hadn’t exactly set myself up as a credible source of anything at this school, the way I was always disappearing into the bathrooms and running out of class. They’d probably send me to another psychologist or something if I announced there was a grand conspiracy to attack a girl being put together by a teacher and student in the bathrooms during class. That the teacher was Mr. Holder, one of the chemistry teachers, was pretty clear - at least from what the student had said about his detention. But who was the student?
I decided my best plan was to just keep my eyes and ears open. If I saw anything bad happening, I’d tell someone. Otherwise, I was just going to mind my own business and hope it was my overactive imagination turning a totally innocent thing into something sinister.



CHAPTER TWELVE: RAE
I WAS PUTTING AWAY THE paint set and water can when the bell rang. Quickly rinsing out the container and brushes, I stacked them up next to the sink with all the others and went back to my desk to retrieve my picture. We were supposed to hang them up to dry on lines the teacher had set up along the sides of the classroom. Each of us had assigned spaces on the line, and they went in order of our table layouts around the room.
Malcolm’s picture was still sitting on the desk. I grabbed it along with mine and hung it next to our table in a hurry. I had to get outside soon or Jasmine would probably leave without me. Most of the class was already gone.
I clipped his painting up first and then mine. As I was stepping back to pick up my backpack, I sensed someone behind me.
I turned around and found the teacher there. He wasn’t preoccupied or grouchy anymore; he was smiling brightly. I caught a glimpse of the last student leaving the room.
“Excellent work, Rae.” His teeth were those of an older man - slightly stained from the coffee he drank and worn on the edges. His mostly bald head was shiny, little wisps of white hair hovering over the top of it.
“Thank you,” I said, measuring the space between him and the table behind me, wondering if I’d be able to slip by without touching him. It was doubtful. I waited to see if maybe he’d leave soon.
“Whose is that next to yours?” He pointed at the dark landscape with the Xs in it.
“That’s Malcolm’s.”
The teacher stared at our paintings for a few long seconds. I could hear the ticking of the clock on the wall at the front of the class. I wondered if I was about to have a Rainbow event with him. My heartbeat picked up its pace. It really sucked when it was an adult who was the Rainbow. They could be much more intimidating.
“Interesting, isn’t it? How you sit at the same table and yet your work is the polar opposite of one another’s.”
I shrugged. “I guess. It’s just what we see about our lives, and our lives are different probably.”
“Yes, but look around you. Sitting next to someone influences students and what they draw. I see it all the time.”
I looked up on the drying line, and as my eyes roamed down the line of drying watercolors, I could definitely see what he meant. I could almost tell who was at a table with someone else. It helped that everyone had hung his painting next to his tablemate’s, though. Maybe I was just imagining things.
But then I looked at mine and Malcolm’s, and it was almost shocking how different they were. Malcolm’s wasn’t the only dark one in the room; in fact, it was weird how the paintings started out dark at our end of the room and got lighter and lighter as they went down the line. By the time they were the work of students sitting near the door, they were more like mine - full of color and life.
My heart sank a little. If I hadn’t figured it out before by Malcolm’s behavior, it was really being made clear to me now. I didn’t belong here. I didn’t fit in. Not with Malcolm anyway. I should be sitting across the room from him.
So why did that make me want to be with him more? I shook my head at my ridiculousness. Rejection was apparently a very powerful aphrodisiac in my screwed-up life. Maybe I should have used darker colors on my painting myself, but the thought of it was too depressing. I had enough of that in my life that I didn’t want to focus on it.
“Good work, today, Rae. Just wanted to let you know I’m happy to have you in class.” He had his hands behind his back and was rocking up on his heels.
“It’s nice to be here. I have to go, now, though. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“No, actually, you won’t. We don’t hold Saturday sessions in this district.”
I face palmed myself. “Oh, yeah. Friday. Forgot.” I gave him a weak smile, not wanting to encourage him too much.
“Hey!” came a voice from the doorway. “Are you coming or what? We’re going to be late.”
Mr. Blankenship turned around, and I used the space he created to squeeze by and run around the back of the room. “See you next week, Mr. B!” I said, skipping up the aisle on the far side of the room.
I reached the doorway and pushed Jasmine out.
“Hey, watch the grabby hands,” Jasmine protested, slapping me away half-heartedly.
“Thanks for the rescue,” I said, breathless with the excitement of gaining my freedom. Mr. Blankenship hadn’t done anything threatening, but being too close to people like that made me nervous. They reminded me of Jerry.
“What was that all about?” Jasmine asked, staring at me with a funny look on her face.
“He was just welcoming me to the school and being nice.”
“Man, what is up with people today? Is it April Fools and someone forgot to tell me?”
Fear seized my chest as I wondered if I was going to lose my friend on the first day. I tried to blow it off. “I don’t know, maybe. It’s Friday, so that always makes people crazy, right?”
“I guess.” Jasmine didn’t sound all that convinced.
“So… detention!” I said with all the cheer I could muster.
“Yeah. Wow. Detention. Hold me back.”
I nudged her with my elbow. “It won’t be bad. We can sit together and pass notes.”
“Be still my heart. I’d rather text.”
“I’m cool with texting. I need your number, though.” I pulled my phone out of my purse and unlocked it.
Jasmine snatched it out of my hand before I could say anything. She punched in her number while she talked. “Phones are confiscated at the start. Some smart asses bring old phones and hand those over so they can use their real phones to text. But that’s just asking for more jail time as far as I’m concerned. They don’t pay much attention to paper notes, so we can do that.” She handed my phone back to me.
I pressed the green button and called her. “Now you’ll have my number in your caller ID.”
Jasmine ignored the ringing in her bag. “Good.”
We reached a door that a few kids were going into ahead of us. I recognized one of them.
“Oh, hey, Rae.” He smiled big and held the door open for us.
“Hi. Brody?”
“Yeah, Brody. Good, you remembered me.” Another smile came beaming out at me.
“Hello, Brody,” said Jasmine with a saccharine sweet voice. “How’s the weight room treating you?”
“You tell me, Butts.” He lost some of his smile.
“Looks like you need to lay off the juice,” she said, walking past him and into the room.
“Says you.” He scowled at her but then smiled at me again as I walked by.
“What’d you do to get in here?” he asked.
“I’m not exactly sure,” I said. I wasn’t all that excited about telling people I got into a wrestling match on the floor of the basketball courts. That was just a little too embarrassing.
“Doing anything after?” He walked with me to the back of the room where a group of tables were set up in rows. This was the largest classroom I’d been in so far here, and there was nothing on the walls. It was very institutional and cold.
“Going home, doing homework.” I walked faster, trying to keep up with Jasmine and leave him behind.
“Maybe I’ll catch you after,” he said, no longer walking.
“Maybe,” I responded, getting to Jasmine’s side.
“Brody Carstairs? Ugh,” said Jasmine.
“What? He’s nice. I think.”
“Yeah, he’s nice as long as he wants to get in your pants. Then, not so much.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I didn’t respond. Besides, Kootch was sitting at a table next to Malcolm and was waving his hand at us like a goofball. He had a backpack and a book in front of the two empty seats across from him and Malcolm.
“Are we sitting with them?” asked Jasmine, slowing down as she stared at the table.
“I don’t know. What do you think?” Part of me wanted to go there and sit by Malcolm. The other just wanted to never see him again, so I wouldn’t have to deal with him being rude. I was playing tug-of-war with myself and both sides were equally matched.
“Might as well. Kootch is a pain in the ass, but at least he’s entertaining. Plus, maybe I can grab a ride from him when we’re done.”
“You don’t have a car?”
“Let’s just say I’m transportationally challenged at the moment.”
“Me too. Meaning I don’t have a car at all.”
“Good. Let’s go suck up to the guy with the wheels, then.” She picked up the pace and made a beeline for Kootch’s table.
I followed along behind, ignoring the stares that bore into me as I went. I was really looking forward to losing the new girl label that was taped across my forehead. It was pretty tough to be invisible and avoid Rainbows when my presence was this obvious.
“Here you go, Rae,” said Kootch, moving the book that was in front of him. “Sit here.”
Jasmine took the seat he’d been apparently holding for me. “Hey, Kootch. How’s your ass?” she asked.
He frowned at her. “Hey, that seat was for Rae.”
“Oh really?” She looked behind her and ran her hand along the wood of the chair. “I don’t see her name on it.” She turned back around and smiled sweetly at him.
I took the other seat across from Malcolm, secretly pleased that she’d taken the one in front of Kootch. I hadn’t realized it before, but now I was starting to think Kootch might be crushing on me, and that could be dangerous for both of us. He has muscles. Maybe not as big as Brody’s, but big enough.
“You guys got fake phones?” asked Kootch.
“No. We have paper,” I said.
“I have homework to do,” said Malcolm, pulling a notebook out of his backpack.
Kootch punched Malcolm lightly on the arm. “Dude, don’t be lame, okay? You’re at my table, and my table’s for passing notes. Homework is for pussies.”
“Spoken like a true honors student,” said Jasmine.
Kootch didn’t even glance at her. “Blow it out your tits, Butts.” He was looking at me. “Tell him, Rae. Tell him not to be a lame-ass pussy.”
My mouth dropped open, and I looked from Kootch to Malcolm. I wasn’t sure how to react.
Malcolm was staring back at me, a very slight grin turning up one corner of his mouth. “Well?” he asked.
I knew then what I had to do. I smiled, taking him up on his challenge. “Don’t be a lame-ass pussy, Malcolm. Do your homework at home.”
“Ha-haaaaa!” Kootch held his hand out across the table. “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about. Give me some skin on that.”
I leaned over and tapped his palm lightly.
“Okay, people!” came the teacher’s voice. “Detention has officially started! When the paper comes around, please print and sign your name. Do not sign any name other than your own, do not write so messy I can’t read it, and do not put a cartoon character’s name in any of the blanks, or I will find you and I will give you more detention. For any repeat offenders, you will find yourself with in-school suspension. Do I make myself clear?”
Someone called out in a whiney voice, “Yes, Mrs. Hannigan.” Several students giggled. I wasn’t sure if that was really her name or they were just quoting the movie line.
She made her way to the front of the room and was staring at our table, a very unhappy expression on her face.
I grinned hugely, feeling like I was personally being threatened with being kicked out of school. It was a first for me.
“Don’t be so happy about it,” whispered Kootch. “She’s not kidding.”
“Care for another week, Mr. Kucharski?” the teacher yelled at the back of his head.
He ducked down but answered loudly. “No, I do not care for another week, Mrs. Dickcheeser!”
“That’s Deckchester, Caden. Deckchester.”
“Yeah, sorry.”
Several students giggled again.
“No talking, no texting, no doing anything but homework. Put your phones out on the table so I can collect them.”
We all put our phones together at the edge of the table nearest Malcolm.
“Dude, you told me you didn’t have a phone,” whispered Kootch, sounding offended.
“No talking!” yelled the teacher right behind Kootch, making him jump.
Malcolm ignored Kootch’s tantrum as he dug through his backpack, acting like he didn’t even hear him. He took out a pen and opened up his notebook, dropping his backpack to the floor at the same time.
The teacher came by and took our phones, putting them in a shoebox.
Jasmine slid a piece of paper over to me, hiding it behind a pile of books she’d set out on the table. Her handwriting was very jagged and artistic, almost like a fancy font from a computer.
Where do u live? Maybe K can give u a ride 2.
I took a pen out of my purse and wrote my answer.
In the Highlands. Do u know it?
She raised an eyebrow before writing: How could I not? Ritzy shitzy.
I smiled as I wrote back. Not as shitzy as u think. My parents always chose a community with gates and alarms. We’d learned the hard way that being without them was too risky.
Kootch pushed a paper over to me.
Want a ride home?
I wrote out my answer, Me and Jasmine, yes, and slid it back to him. He frowned at Jasmine but nodded eventually. He slid the paper over to Malcolm.
Malcolm acted like he was going to blow him off, refusing to look at it at first. But Kootch jabbed him several times with his elbow and forced him into it.
Malcolm looked down and shook his head, No.
I kicked him in the shins.
He looked up at me sharply and frowned.
I grinned, taking the paper from in front of him and writing out a message. I told u already … stop being a lame-A, P-word.
I pushed the paper over until it hit his notebook.
He stared at me for a few seconds and then finally dropped his gaze to read it. A smile quirked up the corners of his mouth. He took his pen and scratched out a response and pushed it over to me.
Jasmine leaned in and read it with me.
Careful. You could get yourself in big trouble calling a guy like me a lame-A, P-word.
I felt a flush in my cheeks start. A challenge for sure. His handwriting was so cool. So much like a guy. Messy, careless. I wanted to fold the note away and put it in my purse and keep it so I could stare at it in my bedroom later, re-reading it about a thousand times, maybe more. Geez, what is wrong with me? I’m acting like a lovesick fifth grader.
I was going to write a response, but Jasmine took the paper from me before I could. She wrote something out and passed it back to Malcolm.
He read it and smiled, pointing to it and looking at me with a big question mark on his face.
I took the paper and read what she wrote.
Trouble is her middle name. Bring it.
I snorted. I couldn’t help it.
“No talking! Did you hear me over there! Table Kucharski!”
“Hey, it wasn’t me!” yelled Kootch. “I’m just sitting here all innocent, studying and shit.”
“Add a day to your detention for that language, Caden!”
Kootch got a mutinous expression on his face. He was opening his mouth to say something back when suddenly he jumped and a look of pain crossed his features. He glared at Jasmine for a few seconds before grabbing the paper from us and writing on it furiously. He shoved it over to her.
I leaned over and read it with her.
That’s physical abuse! Now we’re even! Keep ur pointy boots to urself!
She smiled all evil-like and wrote a response. I caught most of it before she slid it over. She followed it up by pointing to the corner of her eye.
U almost blinded me. Not even….
Kootch read it and rolled his eyes, dropping his head in his arms in surrender.
Jasmine opened up a book and acted like she was studying.
I looked at Malcolm again, expecting him to be reading or writing in his notebook, but he wasn’t. He was just looking at me with those deep brown eyes of his.
A shiver went down my spine. I could feel my pulse in my neck. All he had to do was look at me to get me feeling all hot and bothered. It was sad, but oh so very exciting. I hadn’t felt this alive in a long, long time. So much of my life was about keeping my head down and not connecting with people. And here he was, getting under my skin, making me think a lot of things I shouldn’t.
He pushed a paper over to me.
Ride with Kootch.
I answered him back. I will if you will.
He read it and frowned.
His next note made me want to scream. It’s better if I don’t.
I shrugged, keeping it cool. Then I won’t either.
His nostrils flared. You’re stubborn and frustrating.
I gritted my teeth. You’re the master of that, I’m pretty sure.
He shook his head, smiling again like he’d given up on being mad at me. He wrote a message and slid it over. I’ll go. Just one time.
I felt like I’d triumphed in a serious business negotiation or something. I couldn’t keep the grin off my face as I took one of Jasmine’s books and pretended to read it.
The rest of the hour flew by. I got nothing done other than looking around the room and passing a few notes with my new friends. Malcolm had been really fun at first, but after he agreed to ride with us, he stared at the people sitting at other tables as if he were measuring them up. I tried not to be jealous whenever his gaze landed on another girl, and it made me feel better that he never smiled at any of them. But still, I wondered why he kept doing that and why he seemed so intense. His eyes would narrow as they landed on someone, and I could see his mind racing with something. What I wouldn’t give to know what he was thinking…
I was really looking forward to the ride home, especially now that I knew Malcolm would be going with us. He was trying to keep me away, but for now, I wasn’t going to let him. As long as he wasn’t acting like a crazy Rainbow, I wanted to get to know him better and find out why he’d drawn such a dark picture of his life. The danger of it was luring me in, and I ignored the alarm bells going off in my brain telling me to just walk away.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN: MALCOLM
I DON’T KNOW WHAT POSSESSED me to say I’d ride home with Rae. She’s trouble with a capital T. Jasmine hadn’t been joking when she called her that, even if she’d thought she was.
What kept messing me up is the fact that Rae isn’t like any other Miserable I’ve been around. She’s always smiling, she has nothing negative to say about anything, and that picture she painted with all those colors and brightness … none of it made sense. She was like a Miserable in the way she was wanting to be near me, but the opposite in the way she was inside.
I scrubbed my hands against my hair in frustration. She was looking at me again, but I didn’t want to make eye contact. Every time our gazes met, I felt like I was going to have a heart attack and my body got all hot and sweaty. Somehow she managed to turn up the temperature in any room she was standing in.
“Okay, time’s up,” said the teacher. “Collect your phones before you go. Don’t leave anything behind. I’m not responsible for lost items.” She put the shoebox of phones down on a table near the door and wandered over to her desk were she sat down and began typing something out on her own cell. Apparently her job was over and she had no more interest in what we did.
“Finally,” said Kootch, dropping a pen into his backpack. “That was the longest hour of my life. You ready to go?” He might have been talking to all of us, but he was looking at Rae.
“Show us the way to the beast,” said Jasmine.
Kootch glowered at her. “Don’t make fun of my car, Butts. She’s sensitive.”
“Dude. It’s a car.” Jasmine stood in the aisle next to the table waiting for Rae.
“If you can’t respect her feelings, you can’t ride in her.” Kootch went around the chairs to stand next to Rae.
“Does that sound really wrong to anyone but me?” asked Jasmine, leading the way to the exit.
“It does sound a little off,” agreed Rae. “But I appreciate the ride, so I’ll give her the respect.”
“Thank you,” said Kootch, sounding mollified. “Finally. Someone who appreciates a fine piece of machinery.”
I snorted, knowing exactly what his machinery looked like. I’ve never been in it, but it managed to announce its presence to the whole school easily enough.
Kootch turned around and walked backwards so he could face me but not leave Rae’s side. “Dude, you’ve turned me down every single time I’ve offered you a ride. I’m glad you finally agreed to come, but if you mock her, I’m going to leave your sorry ass in the dust and you can just walk home.”
“That’s fine with me,” I said, not really sure if I meant it. Walking through the halls and then out to the parking lot with three people who weren’t acting like they wanted to slit their wrists any second was really nice for a change. Even Kootch seemed to be in a good mood. He hadn’t acted angry about anything since early this morning. Just before Rae walked into our classroom for the first time.
“Okay, now remember,” said Kootch, taking his keys out of his pocket. “She’s sensitive. So just compliment her when we get close, okay?”
Jasmine laughed quietly.
“Butts, I’m not kidding. One word against Geneva and you’re done.”
“Geneva. You named the car Geneva. I don’t know which is sadder, the car or you.”
“Neither of us is. You’ll see, Rae. It suits her perfectly.” He lifted up his key and pressed on the key chain, but no sound came out.
“What are you doing, fool?” asked Jasmine. “Your POS doesn’t have enough juice in her shoe-sized battery to power an alarm.”
“We like to pretend that she has auto locks, not an alarm.” He stepped up to the back of the smallest, ugliest car on the lot, a satisfied smile spreading across his face.
“We? Kootch, you are a seriously lonely guy, you know that? Please tell me you don’t take her out on dates.” Jasmine was giving him a feigned frightened look.
“Sometimes we go for a shake at MickyD’s. Now shut up or you’ll be sitting on the curb all afternoon.”
He walked around to the side of the vintage Gremlin and opened up the driver’s door. “Chicks in the back. Malcolm, get in front with me.” He stroked the top of the car, using the side of his fist and some spit to remove something from the paint.
I held the seat forward so Jasmine could climb in. Rae got in on Kootch’s side. Once the seats were back in place, Kootch and I took the front seats. The door on my side made a hellaciously loud squeak as I tried to shut it. I had to pull on it a few times to build up enough momentum to get past whatever was making it stick. It slammed shut on the last attempt.
“Damn, I feel like I just got shut into a can,” said Jasmine in a low voice.
Rae giggled.
“Last warning, Butts. Last warning.” Kootch adjusted his rearview mirror so he could smile at Rae before putting it back. “Okay, who’s up for a shake?”
“Me!” Rae said without hesitation.
“I gotta get home,” I said. It wasn’t true, really. At least not from a parental supervision perspective.
“Bullshit. You can go for a shake.” Kootch reached over and tried to pound me on the leg, but I was too fast for him.
I moved to the side and knocked his fist away. “Hands off,” I said, mostly unfazed. “I’ve got homework. Just take me home, it’s not far.” I did have homework but it wouldn’t take more than thirty minutes to do.
“Nope. Mickey D’s first, then home. If you don’t like it, you can walk.”
“If he doesn’t want to go, you can’t force him,” said Jasmine.
“Watch me,” said Kootch, looking up into the mirror and grinning like a mad man at the girls.
“Stay with us, Malcolm,” said Rae. “It’ll be more fun if you’re there.”
Her voice slid over me like ribbons of silk. Tickling. A little scary, especially since I wasn’t in the habit of letting anyone get close enough to me that their words could affect me.
Kootch changed the pitch of his voice to match Rae’s. “Yeah, Malcolm. Stay. We’ll just die of broken hearts if your handsome face isn’t there to drooool over.” He sighed in an exaggerated style and batted his eyelashes a bunch.
I punched him in the leg. “Dick.” I looked out the window, trying to think of one good reason to say yes. Rae. “Fine. I’ll go. A shake and that’s it. If you don’t take me home after I’ll walk.”
“Jesus, you are such a chick sometimes,” said Kootch, back to smiling and using his regular voice.
“I take exception to that comment, Kootch,” said Jasmine.
“You would,” he responded, snorting laughter at his own come-back.
“Where’s MickeyD’s?” asked Rae. She leaned her head in between the seats and looked at me.
I could smell her hair. It reminded me of flowers and sunshine.
“Just a few blocks up,” answered Kootch. “They like to take advantage of all the student wallets around here.”
He tried to shift gears, and the car bucked a bunch of times, throwing Rae forward more. Her hair swung up and hit me in the face.
Flowers. Sunshine. Heat. Girl. Sexy.
I turned my head and looked out the side window, moving away from her to the far edge of the seat as inconspicuously as possible.
“Whoa, bucking bronco,” Rae said, sliding back into her seat.
“Geneva gets a little sensitive in her gears sometimes. Just like all girls.”
He jammed the stick shift a few times and some horrible clanking sounds came from the car’s engine somewhere.
“Yo, grind some for me while you’re down there,” said Jasmine. “And since when did you become such an expert on women?”
Kootch was growling at the car and trying to coax the shifter into position. “Shut up … Butts! I just … gotta … get it … there we go.”
The car took off, surging forward a few yards before Kootch got it under control again. He turned to grin at us. “See? Runs like a dream, purrs like a kitten.”
I waited for Jasmine’s response, but none came. She probably had too much whiplash to speak, or maybe she knew she’d reached the limit where Kootch would go from good natured to angry at her.
I frowned as I thought about how happy he’d been recently. It was so unlike a Miserable to go from wanting to wallow in darkness to being like Kootch had been all day today. Maybe his crush on Rae was temporarily cheering him up. I’d never seen that happen before, but that didn’t mean it was impossible. Maybe love does conquer all.
The idea of Kootch actually loving Rae someday made me a little sick to my stomach. My reaction made me mad at myself. Kootch had every right to feel that way about her, and I didn’t. But that wasn’t making it any easier; I still didn’t like it for some reason.
We drove along listening to the music coming out of Kootch’s pretty decent stereo, and Jasmine and Rae sang along to a Rhianna song. Kootch tried to join in, but it didn’t work out so well. Jasmine reached up to the front and patted him on the shoulder. “That’s cute. But better stop before you attract a female turkey vulture.”
Kootch was about to turn around and let her have it, but the entrance to the restaurant was coming up and he had to wrestle the gears again to pull into the parking lot.
Just as we were slowing down to go in, a bright yellow sportscar zoomed past the Gremlin and cut us off. Kootch had to slam on his brakes to avoid hitting the other car, and the girls screamed. My hand flew to the dashboard and a weird non-word came flying out of my mouth. “Gaaaarbdah!”
The car lurched to a stop in the street and for about two seconds it was dead silent in the car. Then Kootch spoke.
“Garbdah? We’re about to die, and the best you can come up with is Garbdah? What does that even mean?”
The girls giggled.
My face heated up. “I think it means I’m about to piss my pants, but I’m not sure.”
Kootch laughed along with the girls, and I couldn’t help but smile too.
“That asshole’s gonna pay,” said Kootch, sounding very determined as he shoved the stick into first. “Fucking Brody buttdart.” He drove into the parking lot and purposely took the space next to the canary yellow Porche whose doors were opening. He barely missed hitting the driver’s side door, forcing Brody to yank it back just in time. I stared through the window at Brody’s angry expression.
Kootch laid on the horn, yelling, “Geneva’s in da houuussse!” The horn wasn’t any better than the rest of the car. It sounded like a dying duck or something.
“Hey, dick!” yelled Brody through the crack in his door, over the sound of the weak-ass horn. “Do you mind? I’m trying to get out here!”
Kootch yanked up the parking brake, turned off the engine, and scrambled out of the car to stand just at his door and look over the hood at Brody. “Yeah, I mind, you crazy fuck! You almost hit my car back there! What’s your friggin’ hurry? Steriods got you in a munchie mood or what?”
I looked through the passenger door window at Brody pointing his finger over at Kootch. “Better watch your mouth before I come over there and teach you some manners.”
I opened my door and got out, hoping to get between them if Kootch decided to get stupid. Brody had to close his door again to keep from hitting my door. I pretended not to notice I’d blocked him in.
I looked down at the girls, worried they were going to get involved. Rae reached through the space next to the front seat and put her hand on Kootch’s arm.
“Don’t,” she said simply.
Kootch had just opened his mouth and was about to shout something back at Brody, but then he just stopped. A range of emotions traveled across his expression; anger changed to confusion and then resignation.
“Yeah, whatever,” he said in a defeated voice. “Come on Rae. Butts. Let’s go get a shake.”
Rae withdrew her hand and grabbed onto the seat in front of her to gain the leverage needed to get out of the car.
“Oh, hey, Rae,” said Brody, squeezing out of his half-open door. “Didn’t see you in there. Can I buy you a burger?” He walked around to join the rest of us at the back of the Gremlin.
“No, thanks,” she said, sounding none too happy to see him. “I’m just going to get a shake.”
My heart swelled with pride for her. She wasn’t fooled by his good-looking face and football player reputation. She was sticking by her new friends, which said a lot about her. She was looking less and less like a Miserable with every hour that went by.
“My treat, then,” he said, standing right in front of her. His buddy Derek was coming up to join him at his left.
Kootch stood off to the side. He seemed to be wrestling with something, as if forcing himself to stay quiet. I decided to keep away; my presence would only heat the situation up, not help it.
“No, thanks. Really,” said Rae, “I like to pay my own way.”
“Yeah, she pays her own way, Brody. Do you mind?” Kootch lifted his chin at Jasmine. “Come on, Jasmine … Rae. Let’s get that shake.”
Jasmine didn’t say a word. She just rolled her eyes at Brody as she walked by.
“Yo, Butts,” said Derek.
“Yo yourself, Derek. Jerk move in the parking lot.” Jasmine looked over her shoulder and frowned at him.
He shrugged. “I wasn’t driving. Blame the driver, not me.”
“That POS you’re driving shouldn’t even be allowed on the road,” said Brody, walking into the restaurant behind Kootch.
I followed all of them, keeping some distance between us.
“Brody, why don’t you just shut it?” Jasmine had turned around and was facing off against him.
He laughed in surprise. “What are you gonna do, Butts? Fight for your man?” He puffed out his chest a little, emphasizing the difference in size between them.
Her face turned beet red. “No. I’m just going to kick you in the beanbags because you’re such a hose and walk away.”
“Wow, you play dirty.” He didn’t sound all that unhappy about the idea.
“Yes, I do. Don’t forget it.” She turned around and pushed through the doors, two steps behind Rae and Kootch.
I waited until they were all in before I entered, just behind Derek. “Grab me a shake,” I said to Kootch as he walked up to join the end of the long line, handing him a five dollar bill. “Get whatever you want.”
Kootch looked down at the five. “I guess we’re talking Happy Meal here.”
I grabbed the five and slapped a ten in his palm. “Here.”
Kootch smiled. “Sweet. Gas money, get in my belly.” He turned around to look up at the menu above the workers’ heads.
I left him to go to the bathroom. I felt partially responsible for the mood that had darkened the parking lot and wanted to put some space between them and me. Part of me wanted to just walk out and go home on foot, but a bigger part of me wanted to stay and sit at a table with Rae and watch her laugh with Kootch and Jasmine. This was like a dream moment, and I wanted to capture it and enjoy it before it disappeared. Because it would for sure disappear as our time together slowly pushed the misery into their hearts and made them want to leave this world.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN: RAE
BRODY HAD SEEMED SO NICE before, but he was quickly becoming more obnoxious than anything else. I didn’t want to be rude to him, but neither did I want to encourage him. He’s big, and I could only imagine what it would be like trying to get away from him if he decided to get persistent.
His friend Derek seemed much more relaxed. He looked uncomfortable sometimes and rolled his eyes when Brody was puffing out his chest like a rooster. I took that as a good sign but wondered why he’d hang out with someone who annoyed him.
Malcolm disappeared into the bathroom without saying anything. I was standing in line next to Jasmine considering the milkshake flavor choices when Kootch started joking about it, distracting me from my evaluation of Brody and Derek’s friendship.
“I think he has a bladder problem or something. I swear he spends half his life in the bathrooms at school.”
“You counting how many times Malcolm uses the bathroom?” I asked, teasing him a little. Kootch did seem particularly desperate to be Malcolm’s friend, but I guess I couldn’t fault him for that. I was feeling a little that way myself, but I was pretty sure it was for different reasons. Flashes of Malcolm’s almost tortured brown eyes staring me down in detention flitted across my memory and made me blush.
“I don’t have to count. There’s a normal amount and a not normal amount, and he goes a not normal amount.” He looked up at the menu. “Should I Super Size my shit or what?”
“Please don’t,” said Jasmine, not even looking at him.
I laughed. They were so funny together. I swear Jasmine knew exactly what buttons to push with him to make him crazy, and she definitely liked watching him go crazy. I couldn’t blame her for pushing them though; I kind of enjoyed it too.
“Listen up, Butts. You could find yourself riding home with Brody if you’re not careful.”
“Still talking about me?” asked Brody from behind us.
“Please. I wouldn’t waste my breath,” said Kootch, not even looking at him.
I turned around to diffuse the situation. Derek nudged Brody in the arm and Brody smiled at me. “Want a lift home?”
“No, thanks. I’m getting a ride with Kootch.”
“Ever been in a Porsche before? I’ll let you drive.”
Kootch turned around. “You’d let her drive? Man, you’re brave.”
“He’s not brave. He’s just deluded about how much girls care about cars,” said Jasmine, facing the menu again.
“I’ll bet Rae likes fast cars.”
I was about to answer that I really couldn’t care less about fast cars when someone bumped into me from behind. I looked around and found myself staring at Malcolm. He was watching me closely
“Sorry,” he said after a few seconds. “You order yet?”
“No, we were just getting ready to.”
I looked back at Brody. “Thanks for the offer. Maybe another time.”
“What kinda shake you want?” asked Kootch, looking at Malcolm.
“Chocolate. I’ll go get a booth. Unless we’re not staying.”
“No food in Geneva. We eat here,” answered Kootch, still under the delusion that his car wasn’t a Gremlin.
“You wouldn’t want to spoil her upholstery,” said Jasmine, trying not to laugh.
“No, I wouldn’t. Thank you for understanding that, Butts.” Kootch didn’t look at her, he just walked up to the counter and placed his and Malcolm’s order.
Jasmine stepped over to the register that came open next to Kootch’s and ordered us both a shake.
I handed a five to the cashier. “My treat,” I said as Jasmine reached into her purse.
“I’ll get you next time,” she said, giving me a flash of a smile before dropping back into her regular morose look. She pulled out a white and red box from her purse. “I’m going to go have a smoke before we eat. Be right back.” She left the line and went outside, lighting her cigarette when she was standing next to the butt can by the door. I watched her take a drag and let out a big stream of smoke.
I moved away from the cash register after I had my change in hand.
“You don’t smoke, do you, Rae?” asked Kootch, standing off to the side with me as we waited for our orders.
“No. It makes me sick to my stomach.”
“I don’t like it either. Nasty habit. Butts needs to stop.”
“Better not tell her that.” I could just picture her reaction to Kootch bossing her around. A rock would probably fly over the fence between their houses in the other direction.
“Oh, believe me, I do. Every chance I get. Last week I emailed her a picture of a black lung. At this point I think she might be smoking just to spite me.”
I laughed at how put-out he sounded. “I doubt that.”
“No, seriously. I know this for a fact. She wakes up every day, stands in front of the mirror, and says to herself: Hello, Jasmine. What are we going to do today to piss Kootch off?”
“I really don’t think she’s that focused on it,” I said. It was entirely too easy to get Kootch all freaked out. I really didn’t think Jasmine had to consciously think about it. It came natural for her.
“Well, for someone not focused she sure is good at it.”
“Maybe she likes you,” I said, pretty sure it was a distinct possibility. Jasmine tried to act mad at Kootch or like she was mocking him, but her defense of him in front of Brody said a lot.
“What? You’re nuts. She’s hated me since we were like five. Kindergarten. One day we’re best buds playing in the mud and shit and the next … bam. I’m out and I suck. No explanation. I had to play with Richie, the retarded kid down the street, for a whole year.”
I had to laugh. He sounded so offended. “She told me you stopped playing with her. And that’s not very nice, you know.”
“Ha. That’s bullshit. Don’t fall under her spell, Rae. She’s a liar. And Richie’s cool. He was fun. But he knows he’s retarded. It’s not like that’s news to anyone.”
I play-frowned at him. “You don’t really mean that, do you? About Jasmine being a liar?” I wasn’t even going to get into it about his complete lack of political correctness. I had a feeling I’d be wasting my breath.
He looked uncomfortable. “Maybe not the liar part, but the spell part? Yeah. She’s a witch. Or a voodoo guru. I’ll bet she probably has about five Kootch dolls at her house, and all of them have pins in the ass.”
“Number thirty-eight!” yelled out an employee standing at the counter with a tray in front of him.
I held up my receipt. “That’s me. See you at the table.” I took the tray with two shakes on it and left Kootch standing at the counter with his conspiracy theories.
Jasmine a witch? Ha. Something told me if that were true, Kootch would have already been turned into a toad.
I glanced back to make sure I hadn’t offended Kootch by just walking away, and noticed Brody and Derek were walking over to join him. I hesitated halfway to the booth, wondering if I should go back and keep the mood happy between Kootch and Brody, but when I saw Malcolm sitting all by himself over in the corner, I couldn’t not go. Whenever we were alone he ran, so this was my chance to try and talk to him without Kootch constantly interrupting.
I put my tray down on the table and stood at the end of it. I was going to take the seat across from him, but I had a flash of boldness and sat down next to him instead, forcing him to slide over. Now he was trapped into a conversation with me. Perfect. I smiled, pleased with myself and my slick move.
As our bodies touched on the sides, I instantly felt the warmth from his leg and arm move into me and spread towards my core. And then I smelled his cologne or maybe it was his deodorant, and it reminded me that he is all-guy. I breathed in the scent of him and smiled at how all these sensations added up to an absolute thrill, just being able to sit by him. It struck me for a split second that maybe this was what other people felt when they came near me. Before my mind could go any farther down that path, Malcolm spoke.
“You can sit over there if you want,” he said, looking across the table.
“You’d rather sit next to Kootch?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Uh, no. Good point.” He gave me a half smile.
I put my straw to my lips, hesitating for a moment before I took a sip. I swallowed the little bit of ice cream I’d managed to work up the fat straw and said, “So what’s the deal? Why are you always so anxious to get away from me?” There. I said it. I clamped down on the straw again and sucked for all I was worth, trying to distract myself from my boldness with the job of making thick ice cream move.
I had no idea where my sudden bravery or this recklessness were coming from. Things were somehow making me forget that getting close to people is and always had been dangerous. I should run. I should leave this place and my shake behind. But I wasn’t going to. Just for now, I was going to go with the flow. Some weird vibe was telling me to engage, to fight the fear and ignore the feeling that told me this was going to be a bad, bad decision with terrible consequences. I must be losing my mind.
He scoffed at me. “Right. What? Afraid of you? You’re nuts.” He grabbed Jasmine’s straw off the tray and banged the end on the table, forcing the wrapper off. He put the end of the straw in his mouth and chewed on it, not looking at me.
“No, I’m not. See? … Even now you won’t look at me.”
He huffed out a breath and turned to face me. “I’m looking at you. See? No big deal.” His face turned pink, and he turned away.
“Do it for fifteen seconds,” I dared him, my breath coming faster. I didn’t know why this felt so risky. I was just asking him to look at me. What’s the harm in staring into each other’s eyes, dreaming of a life where things could be different and I could actually…?
“That’s dumb,” he said, looking down at the table, chewing on the straw like he was planning to ingest it at any second.
“Then do it.” I lowered my voice. “Unless you’re afraid.” Challenge proposed.
He slowly turned his head to look at me. “Maybe I am.” But he held my gaze and drew the straw out of his mouth.
Challenge accepted.
The white and yellow striped plastic slid out of his mouth through his dark red lips. His tongue came out to lick the tiny droplet of spit that the straw had left behind.
I don’t know what made me do it, but I started to lean in towards him, not even knowing what the heck I was going to do once I got close. It was like something else was in control of me, making me forget every risk that ever followed on my heels, every dangerous thing that could happen as a result of letting someone fall under my spell.
Malcolm didn’t move back like I expected him to. He just stared first into my eyes and then at my mouth. His tongue came out to lick his bottom lip nervously when I was just inches away.
“I haven’t played the death stare game since third grade,” said Jasmine, dropping into the booth across from us. “Kootch never could win at it. Too freaked out about people being close to his face.”
I jerked back away from Malcolm, smiling and fake-laughing past the awkward moment. It is very possible that I might have actually kept going and kissed Malcolm if Jasmine hadn’t come along when she did. Right in the middle of the McDonald’s. What was I thinking? I’d have to move from this town in less than a week! A new record of awfulness!
I shook my head, trying to get the mist out of it. What in the heck is wrong with me? Do I have a death wish or something? I could turn him into a Rainbow with one touch and screw everything up with everyone. No more hanging out in gym. No more trips for milkshakes. No more anything. I scooted towards the edge of the seat, trying to be as casual about it as possible. He’s trouble. He’s a death wish. Stay away from him.
Kootch arrived at the table and took the spot next to Jasmine, dropping the tray down with a clatter, totally oblivious to the tension and fear that was pulsing out of me in waves. He pushed Jasmine over with his hip, not even looking at her while he did it.
“Here you go,” he said, taking a shake off the tray and putting it in front of Malcolm. “Chocolate shake for you and Meal Deal for me.” He hurried to open up his hamburger box. Lifting out the monstrosity inside, Kootch stared at it for a few seconds, an expression of great anticipation lighting up his face. “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about.” He dove in and took a huge bite. A combination of ketchup and mustard oozed out around the sides of his mouth, some of it dripping to the white box below.
“Oh, geez, Kootch! Hello, table manners? Ever heard of them?” Jasmine threw a few napkins in his general direction, clearly disgusted.
“Wha? Whaff’s da probwom?” A piece of lettuce fell out of his mouth and landed on the edge of the tray.
I giggled at Jasmine’s horror.
“I can see in your mouth, Kootch,” she nearly growled. “And trust me … it isn’t pretty.”
He turned to face her and opened his mouth wide, talking and flapping his jaw way more than necessary. “What? No, you can’t. I dunno what you’re talkin’ about.”
She punched him in the leg, and he feigned being in great pain, leaning over and fake-choking.
“Owwww, d’you see that?” he cried, trying to force tears but failing. “More physical abuse. Someone call the cops. That’s assault with a deadly weapon.”
She snorted, going back to her shake. “What weapon?”
He grabbed her hand from under the table and held it up for our benefit. “This! Boney knuckles and a pirate ring! I’m bruised for life!” He dropped her hand and rubbed his leg. “Seriously, keep your kung fu chop suey to yourself.”
“Learn some manners and I will,” she said, smiling at me. It was the happiest I’ve seen her look since I’d met her this morning.
Kootch frowned but went back to his burger and fries, grumbling under his breath but not loud enough that I could tell what he was saying.
I tried really hard not to laugh, but in the process of doing that I mangled my straw by biting it so hard that I could barely get the shake through until it melted most of the way down.
We all watched Kootch as we finished our shakes. It was a weird form of entertainment, slightly gross and entirely fascinating. It’s possible he broke a few records sitting at the table with us that day: one for fastest eater and one for biggest bites taken without choking to death.
He let out a gnarly burp when he was done. “Buuuurrrrappp! Oh, man. That hit the spot.” He patted his stomach and grinned at all of us.
“Can we go now?” asked Malcolm, clearly not impressed.
I’d been avoiding looking at him since getting caught staring him down and almost kissing him, but I turned my head in his direction, feeling the need to challenge him again. “Anxious to leave?”
“I have homework to do.” He didn’t meet my eyes.
Kootch stood, stacking all the cups on his tray. “Come on, then. Geneva’s leaving the lot. Better take your potty break now Malcolm or you’ll miss your ride.”
I got out and stood off to the side, waiting for Malcolm to exit the booth. He slid to the edge and looked up at Kootch. “What? Are you my mother now?”
“No. But I know you have that bladder problem or whatever, so better hurry up.”
Malcolm frowned as he stood. “I don’t have a bladder problem. Who told you that?”
“No one told me, man. But you spend half your life in there, so I just figured it was something medical. Ain’t no thang to me.” He walked away with the tray, headed toward the garbage bin.
“I don’t have a damn bladder problem,” grumbled Malcolm, mostly to himself.
“Just ignore him,” said Jasmine. “He doesn’t understand that some people might choose to hide from him in a bathroom. He’d rather blame it on your bladder.” She walked away to join Kootch at the garbage can. She must have immediately given him some crap because he started flapping his arms around and making her laugh.
“How does she know that?” asked Malcolm, staring after Jasmine.
“Know what?” I asked.
Malcolm jerked in fright, staring at me like he’d forgotten I was standing there.
“Nothing.”
“That you hide in the bathroom to avoid people?”
He didn’t respond.
My heart started beating furiously. I couldn’t believe he was doing that - hiding from people. Like me. Maybe he’s incredibly shy. Maybe he has a phobia about being around other people too much. Maybe he can’t stand Kootch and doesn’t want to be mean. Or maybe …
“I do that too.” I said it really fast and in a low voice so only he’d hear me.
He stared at me hard, searching my face and eyes. “Do what?” he finally asked, waiting for my answer, not moving and not looking away.
“Hide in the bathroom. Away from people.”
“What people?” he asked, almost whispering.
“People who want to get too close,” I whispered back. My face was flaming red, and my pulse was pounding hard. I’d never told anyone that before. The bathroom was my one sanctuary; the only place I could go and hide while also seeming normal to other people. No matter how badly someone wanted to be with me, they always stopped at the toilet stall door.
Now someone knew my secret. Malcolm. Would he follow me in one day, knowing it was a place he’d find me alone? Did I just sign my own death warrant? No. I can’t believe that about him. Not Malcolm. Please don’t let Malcolm be a Rainbow.
“Why would anyone want to do that? Get too close?” he whispered.
I could tell the answer meant a lot to him, knowing he had no idea how much it meant to me. I glanced down and noticed that his hand was shaking a little. My imagination was going a million miles an hour. Maybe he’s met someone like me before. Maybe he knows what my problem is. Could there be someone else out there like me? Would it be dangerous for us to be near each other? Could he be like me? If he is, why would he ask a question he already knows the answer to?
I opened my mouth to answer, but I never got the chance to say anything.
“Come on,” said Kootch, coming up behind Malcolm and grabbing his arm, pulling him back. “We’re leaving. You can chat in the car.”
Malcolm stumble-walked backwards, staring at me the whole time. I followed slowly in his tracks, never breaking eye contact. When he got near the front of the restaurant he finally snapped out of his trance or whatever had him so captivated and he turned around, speeding up to pass Kootch out the front door.
I felt empty at the loss of our locked gaze. It was so rare for me to have a connection like that, to allow one. Normally they were dangerous. With Malcolm, it just felt right.
I walked fast to catch up to the others. Jasmine was already outside, standing on the sidewalk, about to walk out into the parking lot. She was stubbing out a cigarette in the can next to her.
My phone beeped. I pulled it out of my purse while pushing through the doors. A text from my father flashed on the screen.
Where are you? You should have been home by now.
I sighed, knowing what this meant. If I didn’t get home right away, my dad was going to call the police. It was beyond humiliating when he did that. I could feel myself getting angry at the thought of him messing up my first day of a new school like that. He had a tracker on my phone, and he could find me with it using the internet. I’d left my cell behind once to thwart his efforts and he’d nearly had a coronary. I decided that it wasn’t worth the moment of freedom I’d enjoyed, and had never done that again. The last thing I needed to do was give him an excuse to cut me off from the world. I know it’s what he really wanted to do.
I texted him back, copying my mom on the message. They didn’t always talk to each other about what they were doing with me and sometimes they got jealous of each other if I paid more attention to one of them.
On my way. See you in fifteen.
He responded immediately.
Fifteen minutes. No later.
I looked at the time on my phone. It was almost five o’clock. I rushed from the sidewalk over to Kootch’s car, waiting for him to open the door so I could get inside. I was just about to tell everyone that I needed to go home right away when Jasmine spoke up from outside the door.
“Uh-oh. Kootch. Did you see this?”
I walked around the vehicle to stand near her, just as Kootch started swearing.
“Goddamn it! What the hell?! A flat? Are you kidding me?”
I stared at the tiny tire whose rim was resting on the surface of the asphalt. “Oh, geez. That sucks.” My heart skipped a beat as I realized how much it really sucked. I was going to be late. My dad would call the cops. He always managed to get them immediately mobilized, too. There was never any of that ‘she has to be gone for twenty-four hours before we do anything’ nonsense when my dad was in charge of the search party.
“Oh, no,” I said, staring at the tire and then my phone, imagining the humiliation and awfulness of police cars zooming into the McDonald’s parking lot. Maybe they’d even mess with my friends; it wouldn’t be the first time.
“Sucks,” said Jasmine, looking at it with me. “You going to get in trouble?”
“Uh, yeah. Like major trouble. My dad says I have to be home in fifteen minutes.”
Kootch was at the trunk, banging around inside. “What the hell? How can I get a flat tire parked in the lot, huh? Someone tell me that? That’s bullshit. I’ll bet someone did this to me.”
“What’s wrong? Got a problem?” asked Brody, coming up behind Kootch and standing near the back of the Gremlin.
“Yeah, I got a fucking problem. Someone flattened my tire.”
Brody frowned and walked around the car until he found the issue. “Oh, man.” He bent down and touched the edges of it. “I don’t see any holes. I don’t think anyone slashed it or anything.”
“Whatever. They’re just a couple years old.”
“Maybe you picked up a nail.” Brody stood and grinned at me. “I guess you need a ride now, huh?”
I grimaced, not able to bring myself to completely smile. I felt like I was abandoning my friends, but I really couldn’t make my dad wait. He’d see a request to stay out later as a trick. And if I stayed here, he’s show up and make a scene. I didn’t want him identifying any of my friends; he’d make it his personal business to keep me as far away from them as possible.
“I kind of do,” I said. I looked at Jasmine. “I’m so sorry. I don’t want to leave you guys here, but if I’m late I’ll get seriously grounded.”
“Sounds like your parents suck donkey kong,” she said simply.
“Yes. They really do. Big donkey kong.” I stepped over and gave her a hug.
She patted me on the back but not very enthusiastically.
“Thanks for inviting me along,” I said, pulling away, wondering if I was losing the first friend I’d had in a long time for being a freak with messed up parents.
“I need a ride too,” said Malcolm from behind us.
“No room,” said Brody, pressing a button on his car and opening the locks. “Sorry, bud.”
Derek stood off to the side, texting into his phone rapidly, his fingers flying over the keys.
“I can’t go unless you give him a ride too,” I said quickly, before I could talk myself out of it. I held my breath as I waited for Brody’s answer.
Malcolm raised an eyebrow at me but didn’t say anything.
“I don’t have room,” said Brody, sounding irritated. “The back is too small, and it’s full of my football shit.”
“What about me?” asked Derek, laughing in a confused way, his fingers frozen in mid-text.
“You stay here, and I’ll come back and get you.”
“No way, man. I’ll ride in the front with her. We’ll squeeze in.”
“No,” I said, letting my breath out in a rush. “I’ll do that with Malcolm, but not Derek. We both have to get home or we’ll get in trouble.” I reached out and touched Brody’s arm. “Please?”
The angry lines on his face smoothed out and he smiled lazily. “Yeah. Okay.”
“No. Fuck that,” said Derek. “Take the football shit out and put it in the POS.” Derek was pointing at the Gremlin.
“Hey, watch what you’re calling my car!” Kootch clenched his fists, flexing his arm muscles as they hung at his sides.
Jasmine walked over and stood in between Kootch and Brody, addressing Brody. “I’m going to stay here with Kootch. Put your crap in his car and come back and get it later. We’ll put the spare on while you’re gone. If you’re not back by the time we’re done, you’ll either have to come get it at his house or at school Monday.”
“I need it for tomorrow, so give me your address.” Brody held out his phone, sounding defeated.
Kootch took Brody’s cell and typed the information in. “Here. Don’t come late,” he grumbled, turning back to the hatch of the car so he could dig around some more. A few seconds later he was trying to pull out a tiny spare tire.
Malcolm and I stood off to the side as Derek and Brody made quick work of getting football pads, a beat-up helmet, a bag of balls, uniform parts, and some shoes into the other car. The smell that wafted over as the stuff went by was not pleasant. It reminded me of a combination of sweat, metal, and cat pee.
“Alright, climb in,” said Brody.
Derek finished off a text and put his phone in his pocket, climbing into the back seat behind Brody’s spot.
Malcolm and I exchanged a look. I was so glad he’d volunteered to go with me, but I couldn’t figure out why he’d done it. Maybe he had parents like mine who were overprotective, or maybe he just didn’t want to hang out with Kootch anymore.
“You okay with this?” he asked in a low tone as we walked over to the passenger side of the car.
I nodded. “Yeah. I just really need to get home.”
I waited for Malcolm to get in and sit next to Derek. Once he was settled, I pushed the front seat back into position so I could get into the front passenger spot. As I eased myself down into the low seat, the scent of leather and men’s cologne went up into my nose. It was nice, but I preferred how Malcolm smelled. The memory of it made me smile.
Brody was looking at me, grinning again with those perfectly straight white teeth of his. “So … where am I going?”
“Highlands,” I said.
“I live just past there,” said Malcolm.
“I’ll drop you off first,” Brody said, looking into the mirror at Malcolm.
I glanced at my phone. Five oh six. The panic rose. “Um, I hate to be a big pain in the butt, but I need to be home no later than five fifteen. Can you drop me off first?”
Brody patted me on the leg. “Don’t you worry. You’ll be fine.”
I didn’t know what he meant by that, but he was in the driver’s seat and I didn’t want to come off as a freak in the middle of a demented panic attack. I looked down at my phone again, trying to calculate exactly how late I was going to be. Every minute mattered to my parents.
“Just drop us both at her house. I’ll walk the rest of the way,” said Malcolm.
“Fine,” said Brody, not sounding very happy about the idea. His grin completely disappeared. “I gotta get back to my gear anyway.”
We were several blocks away from the restaurant and in a residential district when Brody slowed down at a four-way stop, looking left and right. He was just pushing on the accelerator to move us into the intersection when a speeding car came out of nowhere and got there first.
A flash of red caught my eye and I screamed, bracing my hands against the dashboard for impact.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN: MALCOLM
THE CAR CAME AT US from the left. Maybe I’m nuts, but I could have sworn it accelerated when we started moving forward past the stop sign. It should have been slowing down; that driver had a stop sign too, just like us.
“Gaaarrrben!” I yelled, throwing my arms out, my brain and mouth apparently once again unable to coordinate with each other and form an actual word in the middle of a panicked moment. One of my hands smacked Derek in the head and the other hit the side of the car.
The red car smashed into the front left quarter panel of the Porsche, sending us spinning. My body jerked sharply to the side and slammed into the door, and then the world turned into a blur.
Everyone was screaming, but the voice I heard above all the others was Rae’s. I had a sudden, strong desire to stop time and pluck her out of the fray so I could set her gently down on the nearby sidewalk, like some kind of superhero in tights and a cape. It’s possible I hit my head on the interior of the car during the accident.
When the car finally came to rest, it was pointing a little to the left of where it had started. We had done a three-quarter turn, but it sure felt like more than that. I was queasy and had a headache. It felt like a tiny knife was stabbing me in the temple.
Just as I was thinking that and picturing a little man poking me in the side of my head with a tiny knife, Rae reached up and rubbed her left temple with her finger. I had the irrational thought that my pain was causing her to have it too. That would be a whole new layer of awful to add to my already eight-tier cake of a shit life.
“Headache?” I asked her. It was stupid, I know. Here we were just going through a car accident and that’s the best I could come up with. This is what comes of avoiding girls for seventeen years - zero skills. None.
“Yeah,” she whispered. It’s like someone’s sticking a needle in my brain.
“Me too,” I said, rubbing mine now too, wondering if it would work to ease the pain. It didn’t. I stopped five seconds after starting because it was making it worse.
Brody either finally realized what had happened or had just recovered his voice. He roared in anger. “Errrrraaawwww, what the fuuuuck?!” He pushed his door open and stumbled out of the car. “You are so dead, man! Dead!” He took off towards the red Toyota that had steam coming from under its hood, his gait a little off-kilter.
Derek shoved me in the shoulder. “Get out! Hurry up before he does something stupid!”
Rae beat us to it, jumping out of the car on her side. I watched her through the windshield, rushing over and putting her hand on Brody’s arm.
Reaching forward and scrambling around with my hand, I finally found the lever that would release the seat-catch and let me out of the back. On my way out, Derek pushed me so hard I almost fell flat on my face on the street. Three stumbling steps got me to the grass so I could fall there instead. I rolled over onto my side. “What the hell, Derek?!”
He didn’t even acknowledge me. He was already out and striding over to Brody, stopping on his left side, his hand on his friend’s shoulder to stop him from going forward while he spoke. I couldn’t hear what he was saying.
Rae lifted her hand from Brody’s arm and stepped around behind him, running over on her toes toward me. Her hair was a mess, flying around her head in a tangle.
“Are you okay?” She dropped to her knees right next to my face as I was rolling over onto my back. She hurriedly tucked two clumps of hair behind her ears.
It was embarrassing to have her all worried over me when the only thing wrong was Derek’s enthusiasm over getting to his friend. The headache was still there, but it wasn’t a migraine or anything.
“I’m fine. Just fell getting out.”
“Derek mowed you over, I saw it. I thought he was nicer than Brody, but I’ve changed my mind.” She turned her head and looked at him for a second. When she was facing me again, she had a frown on her face.
“Don’t hate on Derek for that. He just wanted to stop Brody from flying off the handle.”
Rae stood and offered me her hand. “Come on. Let’s go. I have to start walking or my parents are going to flip out completely.”
“We’ll never make it in time,” I said, taking her hand.
I swear I felt something weird when our fingers touched. Gritting my teeth, I pulled on the hand she offered and stood, releasing her as soon as I had my balance. I wiped both palms off on my pants, trying to clear them of the weird tingling sensation that lingered.
Her mouth turned down at the corners as soon as our contact stopped. It gave me a weird thrill to see a person smile when they touched me and then frown when they stopped. That was a first for me.
The other driver got out and shouted at Brody as a brown sedan pulled up behind his disabled red car. “Shit, man! What the hell happened? Where’d you come from?” It was a kid from our school, Dan, known to his friends as Dan the Man. He plays football with Brody and sells pot to anyone interested in buying, including - it was rumored - certain teachers.
“Dan? What the … dude, you fucked my car all up!” Brody tried to walk in his direction again, but Derek’s grip on his shirt held him back.
“Let go, D!” Brody yanked his shirt with his opposite hand, pulling it away and then trying to straighten it on his shoulders as he stood there glaring at Dan.
“Don’t do anything stupid. Holder’s here.” Derek pointed to the person getting out of the brown sedan.
Holder. What’s he doing here? The voices from the bathroom came back to me - Holder in the restroom talking to another student about getting a girl alone. I got a seriously messed-up feeling about it all over again.
What are the chances that I’d see this guy in a weird situation twice in one day when I almost never see him otherwise? Probably not good. I tried to convince myself that it was totally random, but it didn’t work. In my experience, there was no such thing. The only random event that had ever happened in my life was me being born the way I was. That’s it. Everything else followed a pattern and was totally predictable.
“What’s going on here?” the teacher asked, walking up onto the curb to reach the spot where Brody was standing, near the front of the red car with its smashed-in front.
“I’ll tell you what’s going on here, Mr. Holder … that dick ran the stop sign and smashed into my Porsche. And the repairs are going to cost a fortune. You better have a shitload of insurance, Dan.”
“That’s not what happened!” Dan was waving his arms around, a trickle of blood dripping down from a small cut near his hairline. “You weren’t even there! The intersection was totally clear, and then, BAM! There you were! You must have been speeding. That’s the only explanation. I hope you have good insurance, because you’re going to have to pay for this shit.” He gestured to his car.
“Like hell! The only explanation is you’re fucking blind and probably stoned, and now you’re going to be dead too!”
Brody leaped for him, but was tackled from behind by Derek.
“No! Let it go, man!” Derek had gotten him by the waist and took him down in the grass. Brody was struggling to get away but Derek was on top of him, holding him down.
Rae spoke up. “Um, I’m really sorry this happened, Brody, and I’d love to stay and help you work it out, but I have to go.” She was inching away from the scene and towards the sidewalk that would take her in the direction of her house.
“Where are you going?” asked Mr. Holder. “I can give you a lift.”
“Highlands,” she said, looking from him to me. She was worried, that much was clear. “Do you know him?” she asked me.
I nodded. “He teaches Chemistry at the high school.”
She gave the teacher a tentative smile. “If it’s not too much trouble. My parents are expecting me home any minute.”
He smiled back at her, ignoring the students wrestling in the grass and acting like they weren’t even there. “It’s not a problem at all. Come on. Let’s get you home.” He held out his arm, gesturing towards his car. “Did you get hurt? Do you need to go to the hospital?”
I stood there frozen in place for a few seconds. Rae was smiling, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear and walking towards Mr. Holder. She looked so innocent with her hair a mess, that dimple in her cheek, and her JC Penney clothes. And he looked so … not.
I forced my feet to start working. They were heavy and uncooperative. I almost fell as I shuffled and stumbled through the grass trying to get to her. “I need a ride too. You can drop me with Rae.” It was a struggle to speak. It would have been so much easier to just stand there as an observer and do nothing. I’d trained myself so well to stay out of other people’s business I didn’t even know how to get involved now. My best skill is being alone, and up until now, I considered that a good thing. Now it just felt wrong.
Rae was almost to the door of Mr. Holder’s car when I spoke. She looked up and smiled. It was like a light had gone on inside her and all her apprehension had melted away. “Yes! Malcolm can’t be late. He needs to come with us.”
Mr. Holder’s expression went from agreeable and solicitous to dark and foreboding. Or maybe I just imagined it.
“Don’t you think you should stay here and help with the police report? You’re a witness.” He frowned at me, giving me the stern look I know he used to intimidate students into doing their homework and not cheat on his tests.
It crossed my mind that I should stay and help Brody. That’s what a real friend would do. That’s what a responsible person would do. That’s what I should do. I blinked a few times as the pain from that frigging headache kicked in again. It snapped me out of my good samaritan fog and woke me up to the creepy vibe I was getting from Mr. Holder again.
“Nah.” I took four purposeful strides in their direction, my legs finally cooperating with my desire. “My parents will get really upset if I’m not home. I have to go now. With you guys.” Hopefully this guy didn’t know that I really don’t have parents. At least not like I was pretending I do.
Mr. Holder continued to frown at me, his eyes following my progress all the way to the car.
Rae shut the front door she had just been about to go in and opened the back door instead. “I’ll ride with you,” she said, waiting for me to get in first.
My heart immediately felt lighter. I had this irrational sensation that I’d just avoided something bad in my life. And it was seriously weird that getting into Mr. Holder’s car would do that for me; the brown Taurus was one of the ugliest vehicles I’d ever seen, especially with the paint’s clear coat wearing off on the top and hood in patches, leaving mottled whitish splotches all over it. It looked like it had car leprosy. The interior wasn’t much better, either. The stains on the upholstery made me wonder if this thing had been used as a taxi for drunks and drug addicts at some point.
I got into the car and slid over to the far side. The hard springs in the seat pressed into my butt through my jeans. Rae followed me in and immediately buckled her seatbelt. We sat there in silence as Mr. Holder walked over to the driver’s side door. I buckled my seatbelt, trying not to look too hard at the stains on it as it lay across my chest.
Rae’s nostrils flared. I noticed it out of the corner of my eye and turned in time to see the disgusted expression that crossed her face.
“Stinks, huh?” I asked, smiling ruefully.
She tried to hold in a grin, nodding. Then she whispered. “Like a rat’s ass.”
I coughed out a laugh as Mr. Holder got in, forcing my expression to go back to being bland. For some reason I didn’t want him seeing me happy in his car.
He looked up at us, using the rearview mirror. “Seatbelts on? We don’t want anyone getting hurt.”
We both nodded.
“Good. Where am I going again?”
“Highlands.”
“And step on it. Please. I mean, Rae’s in a hurry.” I tried to smile my apology at bossing him around.
I could see Mr. Holder’s frown in the mirror as he started the engine and put his turn signal on. He pulled out into the road and went around the disabled Toyota to the stop sign.
“Maybe hurrying is what got you into trouble already. I think I should just drive the speed limit, don’t you?” He looked up at me in the mirror, eyebrows raised.
Immediately cowed and worried I was going to get Brody in trouble, I nodded. Brody hadn’t been speeding, and like him, I hadn’t seen that damn red car until it was on us. The accident was totally Dan’s fault, and I was going to make sure to call the police department and give them my statement when I got home.
“It wasn’t Brody’s fault,” said Rae.
My hand flew out and tapped her on the thigh, almost of its own volition, telling her to shut up.
She looked at me with a question in her eyes.
I just stared at her, willing her to stop talking. Mr. Holder was a nice enough guy, but something about this whole scenario was bugging me. Here he was showing up on the scene at just the right time and getting a girl alone - or trying to. The chances that it was Rae he’d been talking about in the bathroom were pretty much zero. Mr. Holder and the student had been talking about someone they knew, someone with a history at the school. Today was Rae’s first day, so it couldn’t be her. But still…
“So, Rae, how do you like our school so far?” Mr. Holder squeezed the steering wheel over and over as he waited for her answer.
“It’s nice.” She glanced at me and then stared pointedly at the wheel.
I nodded very slightly. She’d noticed it too. I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt in my mind; maybe he was as creeped out at being with students in a car as we were about being with a teacher.
“And where did you come from?”
My face started a slow burn. The flush was moving up my neck. Why does that sound like a loaded question?
“South Carolina.”
“How long were you there?”
“Um …,” I interrupted before Rae could answer, trying to think of something to say. “I think you have to turn left up here.” His questions were bothering me, and I hoped to get him off track.
“I know where the Highlands are, Malcolm, thank you. Where do you live, son? I’ll drop you first.”
“Highlands. Drop me at the Highlands with Rae. That’ll be fine.”
He squeezed the steering wheel again, this time until his knuckles turned white.
Rae wrung her hands in her lap.
“So, Rae …,” he continued, “… how long were you in South Carolina?”
“I can’t remember, really.”
His reflection in the rearview mirror showed him drawing his eyebrows together in confusion. “How can you not remember? Was it a long time or a short time? Do you move around a lot?”
I had no idea why he was so desperate to know her answers, but it was obvious he was. He wasn’t even watching the road anymore, he was so focused on looking at Rae in his mirror.
“Mr. Holder? There’s a car coming,” I warned, pointing over the front seat to the windshield. He’d veered a little into the wrong lane.
Mr. Holder jerked the wheel back.
Rae looked down at her phone. “I have about one more minute before I’m late. Are we close?” She looked up, desperation written all over her face.
I resisted the urge to reach over and squeeze her hand for support. It’s not like someone was dying. Why was she so freaked out about being a minute late? Her parents must be serious jerks.
“We’re almost there. I’ll get you there on time. Your parents must be really strict. Are they possessive?”
I couldn’t take it anymore. Rae opened her mouth to speak, but I cut her off again. “What kind of question is that?”
Mr. Holder hit the brakes. “Get out. Get out of my car right now.” His voice was low, but the menacing tone left no question that he was serious.
I was taken aback by his change of tone and obvious anger. “What?”
“I said … get out of my car. Right now, Malcolm. If you can’t be polite, you can’t ride. Goodbye. I’ll see you in school Monday.”
I looked at Rae and noticed tears in her eyes. She was shaking her head, pleading with me silently not to leave her there alone.
I grabbed her wrist with my right hand and the door handle with my left. “Fine. I’m going.” I threw the door open and put my leg out, dropping my foot to the ground. “And I’m taking Rae with me.” I shifted my weight and jumped out the rest of the way, yanking on her arm for all I was worth.
The car leaped forward a few feet before she was completely out.
She screamed, hanging halfway out of the car, held up from the road only by my kung fu grip. I used every muscle in my body to pull her the rest of the way out, my back straining with the effort.
“What the hell, Mr. Holder!” I grunted. “Jesus!” My headache pain ratcheted up to new levels of awful.
“I’m sorry! My foot slipped!” He leaned out of the front window, his whole arm out and gesturing as he threw the car into park. The car rocked to a stop. “Rae, please, my apologies. Please get back into the car and let me take you home. Your parents will be so worried.” He gave her a weird playful kind of frown that only made him look more like a lunatic.
Rae had partially fallen against me with my last yank and her hurry to get out of the car. She had a grip on my forearms, and I kept them bent and stiff so she could use them as leverage to get up.
“Let’s go,” she whispered to me once she was on her feet, rubbing her temple again.
“Can you run?” I asked her in a low tone.
“Yes. Please.”
“Gotta go, Mr. Holder. See you on Monday.” I took off running, holding onto Rae’s hand for dear life, ignoring the throbbing pain in my head. We raced down the sidewalk and around the nearest corner, trying to put as much distance between him and us as we could.
The farther away we got, the more my headache receded.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN: RAE
WHEN MR. HOLDER SHOWED UP at the scene of the accident, he was like a knight in shining armor. For about fifteen seconds. Then he just got … weird. It started with his smile. I hated to be thinking this way, but it looked wrong on him. Fake. And then the car itself. Wow. I’m not a snob; I’m happy to ride in Gremlins and all kinds of other beaters. But this particular vehicle was just plain nasty inside, and it smelled like death or something equally bad. Maybe death was exaggerating, but it was pretty awful.
When Malcolm volunteered to go with me I felt like I’d been drowning and then someone had thrown me one of those orange rings to save me. I latched onto him so quickly, I must have looked like a desperate loser. But I didn’t care. I had a monster headache and my parents were one minute away from calling out the National Guard.
As we drove away from the scene, I thought I’d feel better since I was finally heading towards home again. But then Mr. Holder’s questions started. I like to avoid sharing personal stuff in general, but I especially don’t like talking about anything related to where I’ve lived and how often I’ve moved around. If my dad or mom were in the military, it would explain our constant changes and wouldn’t be any big deal. But neither of them were or ever had been involved with the government other than to pay taxes. We were just freaks, and the longer I could hide that fact from the world, the better it always was for me.
Mr. Holder wasn’t taking my hints that I didn’t want to answer him, though. He was persistent, annoying, and just plain weird. It made me really glad I didn’t have him for Chemistry.
“We’re almost there,” he said. “I’ll get you there on time. Your parents must be really strict. Are they possessive?”
I was getting ready to say something non-committal, but before I could get a single word out, Malcolm butted in.
“What kind of question is that?” He sounded offended on my behalf, and it warmed me to my toes. Rainbows defended me all the time, but they did it with a fanatical fervor that always rang false. Malcolm sounded more like a regular friend. I tried not to read too much into it, but it was hard. It could mean so many things. I wouldn’t let myself think that he was interested in me, but maybe he was okay with being friends. I could definitely live with that; it’s more than I could hope for, really.
I wanted to reach over and take Malcolm’s hand and squeeze it, to thank him and let him know how much I appreciated him calling Mr. Holder out on his strange probing questions. I didn’t, because I didn’t want to creep him out, but even though I kept my hands to myself, I couldn’t help but be thrilled over the fact that it was like he could read my mind or my emotions and wanted to help me. Rainbows always did everything for themselves, not for me. Malcolm was definitely not a Rainbow.
The car jerked to a stop. “Get out. Get out of my car right now.” In two seconds flat, Mr. Holder went from being Mister Nice Guy to being Mister Evil Buttbag.
Malcolm sounded as confused as I was feeling. “What?”
“I said, get out of my car. Right now, Malcolm. If you can’t be polite, you can’t ride. Goodbye. I’ll see you in school on Monday.” His tone was like he was discussing homework or something just as mundane and not ordering a kid out onto the street in mid-ride.
I got a terrible feeling in my gut. Tears leaped to my eyes as I thought about Malcolm leaving me alone in the car that smelled like something had died in it with the guy who asked too many personal questions.
Malcolm looked over at me, and I shook my head, begging him silently not to leave. I don’t know why I didn’t just say it out loud. Maybe because my parents had taught me manners, and I’d learned to never cause a fuss, I stayed silent when I wanted to yell. My lifelong training and adaptions were making it impossible for me to stick up for myself and tell Malcolm what I really wanted him to do.
But it didn’t matter, because apparently, Malcolm can read minds. He grabbed my wrist. “Fine. I’m going. He pushed the door open and got out, pulling me as he went. “And I’m taking Rae with me.”
As he pulled on my wrist, I pushed with my legs so I could get out with him, snatching my purse up on the way. I was hampered slightly by the fact that I didn’t have both hands to push across the seat with. He was dragging me out as best he could, but the back seat was so long…
The car jumped forward a few feet before I was out of it completely. “Ahhh!” I screamed, now half out of the car and staring at the road rolling by very close to my face. I was quickly coming to the conclusion that a disgusting road rash was in my future, when Malcolm yanked me clear of the car. I tumbled out and landed against him in the grass on the side of the road.
“What the hell, Mr. Holder! Jesus!” Malcolm struggled to get me on my feet. I was trying to find him with my free hand so I could get the leverage I needed to stand. I finally grabbed a hold of his stiff arms and pulled myself up.
“I’m sorry! My foot slipped!” yelled Mr. Holder. “Rae, please, my apologies. Please get back into the car and let me take you home. Your parents will be so worried.” I looked over my shoulder at him and stared for a moment, horrified at the weird expression on his face. I’m sure he just meant to be friendly, but he looked more desperate than anything else. He was like at Rainbow level ten and he’d only just met me. This was a bad sign. Now I felt the desperate urge to get the hell away from Mr. Holder that had nothing to do with upset parents and being late or a smelly car. “Let’s go,” I whispered to Malcolm. The headache that had started during the accident spiked again, and I reached up to rub my temple, trying to make it calm down. I hissed with the pain.
“Can you run?” Malcolm whispered.
“Yes. Please.” I dropped my fingers from my head so I could hold his hand.
Malcolm and I took off running, holding hands as we went. I had no idea where we were going, so I just followed his lead. We flew down the sidewalk and around a corner, our feet slapping the pavement in a frantic rhythm. This was a day I wished I’d avoided boots and gone with sneakers. My heels were already seriously sore but I tried to disregard the pain and focus on putting distance between us and Mr. Holder.
At first my headache was pounding so bad I wanted to stop and just rub my temples, but I ignored it, worried about holding Malcolm back. And then when we made it around the corner and were out of Mr. Holder’s sight, it got better. With every square of concrete that passed under our feet, the lighter the pain became.
Two blocks down, Malcolm dragged me off the sidewalk and through a sideyard of someone’s house. We cut through their back yard diagonally and entered the yard of the house behind it. They were two of the few places that didn’t have fences. I silently thanked Malcolm for not making me climb during our escape. I’d had about enough of beating my body up for one day, and I had never been one for gymnastics. We got over onto the street in front of this second house and ran another three blocks north before Malcolm finally stopped.
I bent over, trying to catch my breath, swaying on my feet a little. My stomach was burning from the exercise I wasn’t used to. I had a cramp developing in my side, and I squeezed it to try and make it go away.
“Are you okay?” Malcolm asked, taking a step away from me.
“Yeah,” I gasped out. “I just had a headache and … I don’t know.” How could I explain all my irrational fears to him? That I thought the teacher was out to get me? That he was probably a Rainbow already, and I was going to have to work to avoid him for the rest of the year or I’d have to leave? I couldn’t say any of that or Malcolm would never want to hang out with me again. I wasn’t even sure he’d wanted to in the first place.
“Me too. Bad headache. But it’s gone now.”
I stood, reaching up to touch my temples, rubbing them in little circles to test it out. “Mine too. Like all the way gone.” I dropped my arms to my sides, wondering what the hell was going on.
“Weird, right?” Malcolm was giving me one of those confused smiles again.
“Today has been a weird day all the way around.” I sighed heavily, taking my phone out from my back pocket. A new text was there.
You’re late. It was time-stamped two minutes earlier.
“How far are we from the Highlands?” I asked, resigned to the fact that my parents were going to freak and I was going to have to do some fancy footwork to keep names out of the discussion and lecture that would surely follow my arrival.
“Eight blocks. We could run it in about two minutes.”
I texted my dad back. 8 blocks away. Running over. Battery dead. C u soon.
I shut my phone off and put it in my back pocket, hoping my response would keep him from driving around to find me. “Let’s go. Warn me when we’re a block or two away.”
Malcolm started jogging, and I ran fast for a couple seconds to get even with him. He kept up a steady pace and said nothing. On another day it might have been fun and even peaceful to run with him like this. A day when I didn’t have my crazy parents breathing down my neck and an overly enthusiastic chemistry teacher trying to give me a lift. A day when I was wearing running shoes and breathable cotton clothes, not boots and my school outfit, my purse banging away on my hip.
“We’re two blocks from the Highlands now.” Malcolm kept going at the same pace, but I slowed. When he realized I wasn’t next to him anymore, he stopped, turning around to face me. “What’s wrong?”
“I can’t show up with you.” I felt ashamed saying that. I really didn’t want him to think it was about him personally.
He frowned. “Okaaay…”
“It’s not you. It’s my parents.” I walked fast so I could stand nearer to him. “They’re really, really overprotective. If they see me with you, they’ll think you’re the reason I’m late and they’ll make sure I never see you again.”
“Seriously?”
“I know you don’t believe me, I can tell by the look on your face. But I swear on everything holy that I’m not lying. And I’m not exaggerating either.” I stared him in the eyes, begging him silently to believe me. My heart ached with it. Please don’t think I’m a freak.
“What’s going on, Rae?” He said it so calmly, like he really wanted to know. Like he wasn’t judging. And he was no Rainbow, at least not yet. I’d never met anyone who was so determined to not be one.
I wanted nothing more than to tell him. Tell him everything. But I couldn’t. He’d never understand, and he’d think I’m a mental patient. Then I’d never see him again, and I really, really wanted to see him again.
“Just parents.” I rolled my eyes and shrugged, trying to act all casual. “You know how they are.”
“Not really,” he said, pulling out his cell. “Give me your number.”
A secret thrill ran through me, overriding my sadness for a moment. Goosebumps actually rose up on my arms. This was the opposite of what I’d been expecting, the rejection that always came with the introduction to my crazy life. I had a feeling he didn’t give out his number very often. Even Kootch didn’t have it, and he appeared to be Malcolm’s only friend.
I took Malcolm’s phone from him and typed my number in, giving the cell back to him when I was done.
“This isn’t a local number,” he said, looking down at it and frowning.
“No. I got this one about three moves ago. I’ll be getting a new one this weekend, but this one should work for a few more days.” I tried to smile, but it wavered with the tears that threatened. Don’t cry, don’t cry, whatever you do, don’t cry!
“Why did Mr. Holder ask you that question? About you moving around?”
My face flamed red. I so didn’t want to get into the details of my sorry life right then when I knew my dad was itching to come out after me. I cleared my throat and stared at the ground. “I have to go. I’ll see you Monday.” I turned around, planning to run away. But then I realized I didn’t even know where I was or where to find my house.
I turned back to Malcolm. “Which way do I go?” I sniffed and lifted my chin, determined to get control of my emotions and seem unaffected by everything.
Malcolm stared at me for a few precious seconds before finally answering. “Go to the end of the street and turn right. The entrance to the Highlands will be just a block down on your left.”
Just as he finished with his directions, I heard the telltale sound of my father’s engine. His BMW SUV was impossible to mistake with its high performance whine and occasional roar coming from under the hood.
“Hurry!” I said, desperation heating my voice, my hands flying up and waving around. “Hide!”
Malcolm looked at me in confusion. “What?”
The front end of my dad’s car was just pulling up to the corner. He hadn’t seen me yet, his head turned the other way.
I gestured to the bushes next to us with both hands. “Hide! Please!”
Malcolm jumped off the sidewalk without another word and ran behind the wall of bushes on the edge of the yard we were standing in front of. I quickly lost details of his form among the leaves, just barely make out some flashes of blue from his jeans and the darker green of his shirt. I prayed my father wouldn’t notice him.
I turned to face the direction of my house and took my phone out, pretending to mess with it as I walked slowly down the sidewalk away from the bushes. I didn’t look up, even as I heard the car approaching a few seconds later.
Stay calm. Do not look back at Malcolm. Act like you were wandering out here all by yourself in no hurry or panic.
The car swerved over to the edge of the street, the driver’s side window going down in a smooth electric motion.
“There you are. I was about to call the police, you know.” My father was frowning at me. This was nothing new for him. Smiles were only doled out on special occasions, and almost as rare as the dodo bird. The saddest thing about my father is that being with me makes him overly happy, but he’s too afraid about losing me to enjoy it.
I stopped walking and feigned surprise at seeing him there. “Oh! Hi, Dad! Sorry about that. You don’t need to do that, you know. Come out or call the police. I was just down the street.” I gestured with my thumb behind me, smiling as innocently as I know how. I’m just a happy-go-lucky teenager without a care in the world. Nothing to see here. Move along, move along.
He put the car in park. We were about ten feet away from where I’d left Malcolm, and I prayed he couldn’t hear us.
“You know very well I do. What are you doing walking home? Your mother told you we’d pick you up. Come get in the car.”
“I can walk. It’s just a block away.” I smiled, pointing up the street, pretending like we were a normal father and daughter and he’d say, ‘Okay, Rae, go ahead and walk. The sun and exercise are good for you. I’ll see you at home.’
“Like hell you’ll walk. Get in the car.” He hit the electric door locks to open them and shifted his hand to put it on his door handle. It was his unspoken threat that if I resisted, he’d get out and make me accept the ride. He never had to get physical with me; he just had to act like he was going to and I’d run. Touching my parents was never a good idea.
I sighed. I don’t know why I bothered offering to walk home from here. I knew better. Malcolm was probably listening to all of this and thinking we were the most messed up family he’d ever seen.
I could have fought my father on this, threatened him with denial of my presence to get my way, but my first priority needed to be getting him out of here - or at least getting him to put his window up so he wasn’t blabbing his psychosis all over the place anymore. Fantasizing that we’re normal and hoping he’d have a different answer than he always did was a waste of time.
I walked around the front of the SUV and got in the passenger side, making sure to keep my gaze on the windshield once I was seated. Do not look at the bushes. Do not make eye contact with Dad. He’ll read your expression and know you’re lying.
“I don’t know what’s gotten into you.” He put the car into Drive. His window was still down.
“Can we go please?” I buckled my seatbelt, even though there were moments like this when I wondered if I might be better off leaving it off and dying in a car accident. The click of the locking mechanism reminded me that as tempting as it might be to end it all, I had a really strong will to live. Even though the life I was living pretty much sucked most of the time, I still ignored every suicidal thought that tried to sneak into my brain. At least today life had been a little different - until now, that is.
“We’ll go when I’m ready to go. You know you can’t be out wandering around, Rae. It’s not safe. Did you walk all the way from school?”
“No. I got a ride.” I tapped my fingers on my leg, trying to control my nervous energy by pretending to be singing in my head. I tried to whistle too, but gave up when it came out sounding like the wind blowing through a haunted forest.
“From whom?”
“Just a guy.” I cringed inwardly. Dammit, that was the wrong thing to say. Guys were always trouble in my dad’s eyes.
“A guy? Just a guy?” His tone became angry. “I want to know who this guy is and what business it is of his to be driving you home.” His tone switched to one of disappointed scolding. “Rae, you know better than to do that. You can’t let boys drive you home.”
He was talking to me like I’m an idiot again, and I was sick and tired of it. Usually I had more patience with my parents, but knowing Malcolm could still be there by those bushes listening in to my father’s ranting was making me sick to my stomach.
“Dad, just go, okay?! I’m not going to talk about this anymore until we’re home.”
“Rae…”
I turned the full force of my glare on him, speaking in a low, slightly menacing tone. “I will lock myself in my room and refuse to come out the entire weekend. Is that what you want?” I did it; I played the isolation card with him. I hated doing it, but he’d left me with no choice.
The shame I felt over using my power on him was almost overwhelming. I tortured myself when this happened with the idea that there’s a special place in hell for kids who did that to their parents. Even when their parents were a pain in the butt. No one deserved to be manipulated, and I hated that I felt pushed into doing it. Maybe I should have been more patient, just tuned it out more. His response didn’t help me feel any better.
His face fell and all the power from his anger disappeared, leaving a scared and lonely Rainbow behind in the driver’s seat. “No, please don’t. You know your mother and I don’t like when you shut yourself away from us.”
Tears burned my eyes and my throat felt too full, like I was choking. My words came out sounding strangled. “Then take me home and stop with the questions for just five minutes. That’s all I’m asking.” I turned away so I couldn’t see his pitiful expression anymore.
He reached out and put his hand on my arm. I struggled not to flinch away from him. A smile lit his voice. “Sweetie, you know we just worry about you.”
My chest ached with the pain I kept inside me. I stared out the side window. “Yeah. I know.” My voice was rough with unexpressed emotion. “You can’t help yourselves.” To anyone listening it might have sounded like I was being a smart-ass teen, confident in her parents’ love for her. But it was something much more sinister than that. They really were addicted, and like most addicts, in complete denial.
We pulled away from the curb and got over on the right side of the road. A block down the street my father did a u-turn to head back towards the Highlands.
The tears finally escaped and began to roll down my cheeks when I glanced out the side window and saw the solid dark green of Malcolm’s shirt through the lighter leaves of the bush. He’d been there the whole time and had probably heard every word.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: MALCOLM
I STOOD THERE IN THE bushes, not moving a muscle, listening to bits and pieces of the conversation Rae was having with her father. She’d said the guy was overprotective, but that was a serious exaggeration as far as I could tell. The guy was a possessive freak. I was tempted to step out of my hiding place and pull Rae away from him, just like I had with Mr. Holder. But that was ridiculous. I pushed the urge and thought of it away right after it came into my head. This guy was her father, not some creepy teacher. He obviously loves her a lot and just wants her to be careful about who she hangs out with. Isn’t that what all dads do? I wouldn’t know. My dad left a long time ago, or that’s what I hear, anyway. But if I were a dad, that’s what I’d do.
When the car was out of sight, I left the bushes and jogged the rest of the way home, realizing for the first time I didn’t have my backpack. I’d been in such a panic before, all I’d been able to think about was getting Rae safe. I must have left it in Brody’s car. The only thing of value in it was my journal, which he’d probably read. I sighed, thinking about the shit he’d be giving me on Monday. Guys like him weren’t into poetry. They mocked what they didn’t appreciate.
It took me twenty minutes to get home. I lied before when I said I live by the Highlands. My house is in a much more colorful part of town. And when I say colorful, I mean shitty.
I kicked an empty paper-bag-covered can out of the way as I mounted the stairs inside the concrete block apartment building where I live. There was trash along the edges of the stairway and in the hallways too, but I always left it where it was. I’ve seen the people who put that stuff there, and I strongly suspect they have infectious diseases I could catch. I shuddered at the thought of it as I passed by a used, twisted up condom just two doors down from my apartment at the end of the hall.
I pulled my key out of my shirt. I kept it on a chain around my neck. More than once I’ve had to abandon my backpack and then ended up locked out. I’ve learned to keep certain things close, and access to shelter was tops on my list.
I pushed open the door and shut it behind me, making sure to draw the two bolts and hook up the chain. Drug deals and angry domestic situations were normal around here, and I didn’t like unexpected visitors wandering in. They were hard to get rid of and always made me feel sick, the way they stared at me and looked so needy, craving my darkness, wanting to consume it in great quantities. Just me being in this building was a problem for a lot of the tenants, but I had to live somewhere. Until the State was off my ass and out of my life, it had to be with other people, including people who were paid to foster orphans like me, even though they had zero qualifications or desire to be parents.
I picked up the phone to check for voicemails, but the line was dead. I slammed it back into the cradle. Typical. Bills only get paid when people are around to notice things aren’t working anymore. I hadn’t seen my current foster mother in weeks. It was better that way, though. She was one of the lucky ones. The foster parents who stuck around always ended up getting very messed up. Even though most of them were jerks, I still felt bad about that.
I sat down on the ratty couch on the far edge of the family room and thought about my day. Usually my days bled into weeks that bled into months; I hardly recognized one from the other. My life was an endless stream of regular patterns, nothing varying beyond me walking around trying to be invisible and ducking into bathrooms, avoiding contact with people as much as possible.
I laughed a little as I remembered Kootch being all magnanimous about my supposed bladder problem. I didn’t have the heart to tell the guy I’d been in there hiding from him, but apparently Jasmine was perfectly happy with not candy-coating bad news. The look on Kootch’s face was classic.
And then the world just kind of stopped. When Rae said she does the same thing. She hides in bathrooms too. I couldn’t believe it when she said it; it was like my brain was refusing to compute the words.
I pulled my phone out and stared at her number.
She hides in bathrooms too.
I said it out loud, testing the sound of it, wondering if it meant anything at all. “She hides in bathrooms too.”
I shook my head, disgusted with myself for wandering down that path. “Bullshit,” I said out into the room. “She’s no agent of darkness. No fucking way.” I threw my phone down on the couch, watching it bounce off the opposite arm and land in a crack between the cushions. I was such a sad, sorry, fuck - sitting there thinking some girl who was so shy she sometimes took an extra bathroom break was an agent of evil like me. Yeah. Right.
I was still scowling when a knock came at the door, interrupting my next thought about where I was going to find some dinner. The cupboards had long been bare in this house, and I had almost no cash left.
“Hello? Malcolm?” came a lady’s voice, slightly accented as if Spanish were her first language. “Malcolm McNamara? Mrs. Brown? Is anyone home?”
I sighed heavily. Hello, Shitty Day? Meet Shittier Day. I stood up from the couch, knowing that ignoring this problem would only make it worse. Walking to the door, I took those few seconds to smooth down my hair and shirt, trying to look less like a sweaty mess that had just escaped a weirded out teacher and jail keeper father and more like a studious teenager staying out of trouble, keeping his nose clean.
I opened the door and smiled as best I could. “Hello, Mrs. Gonzalez. What are you doing here?”
The rotund Hispanic woman in the brown and black polyester shirt and skirt outfit pursed her lips at me and nodded a few times before she answered. “Like you don’t know. Is Mrs. Brown in?” She stood on her tiptoes to try and see over my shoulder. She needed another few inches to accomplish that goal. She wasn’t much over five feet.
“No, she’s not home. But if you come back tomorrow early, maybe you can catch her before work.”
“No, that’s okay. I’m here for you, too. Open up.”
“Aren’t you supposed to call and tell us you’re coming first?” It was worth a shot. It only worked on the newbies, and Mrs. Gonzalez had been at the social worker thing for more years than I’ve been alive.
She pushed on the door and moved me back with the threat of a belly bump. “I would be happy to do that if you had a working phone. Did you get a cell phone yet?”
My face burned at the memory of my phone sitting on the couch. “Nope. Not yet. Soon, though. Soon.” I walked backwards until I was near the couch. I sat down right on top of my phone, wiggling my butt a little to try and push it deeper into the crack between the cushions. “Have a seat,” I said, gesturing to the rickety chair to the right of me.
She followed me over and sat down, the sound of panty hose and polyester swishing together reminding me strongly of every social worker who’d ever entered my life. There had been many. Why they were so attached to wearing those uncomfortable materials was a mystery to me. I had a polyester shirt once, a hand-me-down gift from a drunk foster father with seriously bad taste in clothes, and I’d sweated so bad in it I had to throw it in the garbage the next day. There isn’t anything much more heinous in my book than a polyester sweat stink.
“So, you have no phone, Mrs. Brown is missing…”
“She’s not missing. She’s just at work.” That’s right. Play stupid. Maybe she’ll fall for it.
“Sorry, but that game’s already done played out. She’s missing.” She opened up a folder she’d brought with her and pulled out a form, dangling it between us. “See this? Missing person’s report. Filed by her sister yesterday.” She swung it back and forth a few times for emphasis.
“How’d you get a copy?” In my experience that part of the police department and social services didn’t always work so well together. I’d had months of uninterrupted and unsupervised living as a result, which made me sad to see Mrs. Gonzalez was so damn on top of things. Friggin computers.
She frowned at me and put the paper away. “I know all. I see all. You’re alone in this place, and you don’t have a phone or probably any food either. Try and tell me I’m wrong.” She challenged me with a raised eyebrow and a little bob-n-weave of her head.
I knew what was coming, so I tried to head it off. “I have plenty of food. I eat breakfast and lunch at school and dinner down the street. I’m fat.” I pushed my stomach out and patted it, praying she’d buy it.
“Nice try, but you’re not fat. You’re puffing out your belly to look fat, but you are most definitely not fat. You’re hungry. I can see it in your face.” She leaned in, getting closer, studying me with her muddy brown eyes. The folder was in danger of being suffocated by her massive boobs.
I shrank back, putting as much distance between us as I could. I had to get her out of here ASAP. This woman was surrounded by misery on a daily basis. All she needed was a shot of darkness from me to push her over the edge and she’d be a goner. No retirement for her.
“I’m fine, I really am,” I assured her. “I run all the time, so I have almost no body fat. I’m trying out for the track team. Really, I’m fine. And Mrs. Brown’s sister checks in on me when she’s gone, so it’s no big deal.”
She sighed, leaning back. “It’s not good enough, Malcolm, and you know that. We have minimum standards.”
I snorted. I couldn’t help it. I tried to cover my expression with the back of my hand and faked a cough. She had to have seen the used condom in the hallway. Minimum standards my butt.
She frowned at me and then opened up her file again. “I’m putting you in emergency placement.”
I jumped to my feet. “No!” I held out my hands in an apologetic way. “No. Seriously, it’s not necessary. I can hang out at my friend’s house. He offered to take me in just today.” I was totally making shit up. Kootch’s face was flashing across my mind, but there was no way I was going to even talk to him about this crap. No frigging way. He’d be dead in a week, living with me.
She pursed her lips. I could tell she was thinking about it. It was so much easier for her to just say yes and not do all the paperwork required to move a foster kid. She knew it. I knew it. The silence in the room was deafening. It was broken finally by the sound of the neighbors three doors down screaming at each other. I wondered briefly if an ambulance would be called this time. The thought crossed my mind that maybe I should just let Mrs. Gonzalez move me so I could give these people a break. But then there would be another group of people going dark on me at the new place, so I disregarded that idea. It was better to just ride it out here and then disappear when my birthday came.
“You know I only have three more months left in the system, Mrs. G. And I’m totally clean. No drugs, no crimes, nothing. I stay out of everyone’s way and just mind my own business. My grades are good, too.” Hopefully, she hadn’t seen my latest report cards. I spend too much time trying not to stick out to do well in school, and teachers naturally felt like giving me crappy grades just because I bummed them out, anyway. I learned not to bother with homework and participation a long time ago. I only did the minimum to pass and that was it. I’m convinced teachers gave me Cs just so they wouldn’t have to see me in class ever again. It worked for everyone, so I never said a word to anyone.
“But I wouldn’t be doing my job if I just let you slide and live in this … place.” Mrs. Gonzalez was looking around the room, taking in the two pieces of furniture and the thick layer of grime on every surface, her lip curled in distaste.
“I’m fine … you’re doing fine. Don’t you have about a hundred other kids who need you to take care of them? Kids with problems like drugs and pregnancy and stuff?”
“Try two hundred. But that doesn’t mean I ignore kids, just because they’d rather I go away.” She fixed me with a stare.
I’ve seen this expression before on lots of other faces. Faces of people who think they have my best interests at heart. People who think they know better than me how to keep me alive and healthy.
I decided to try and appeal to her overworked schedule, play the delay game. “How about we cut a deal … you give Mrs. Brown another few days to show up, because you know she always does, and then if she doesn’t, we’ll talk about me moving in with my friend, okay? That way you can avoid all the paperwork if it’s not necessary.”
She stood and gathered her folders and purse. “Two days. The weekend. I’m back on Monday, and you’d better not hide from me. I’ll call the police and get them involved, and then your clean record will go bye-bye.” She stood there, gripping the folder to her chest and staring at me, making sure I knew she was serious.
“Yes, ma’am. I get you totally. I hear you. One hundred percent. See you Monday after school.”
“Be here, or I show up at the school on Tuesday making a big stink.” She walked herself out without another word, shutting the thin door behind her with a bang and leaving me with a sense of dread so heavy it felt like I was suffocating under a blanket of it.
My heart sank and I slumped over on the couch, arms dangling uselessly off to the side. I stared at the stained and sagging ceiling.
There was no way of getting out of this. I’d made it all the way to seventeen years and nine months, and yet despite doing everything right, doing everything I could to keep people safe, I was going to get fucked during the home run stretch. People were going to get hurt. People might even die.
Today was seriously not my day.
I felt something hard jabbing into my ribs. I reached around my side and dug the phone out of the cushions. Hitting the green button, I saw the last number dialed.
Rae’s number.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: RAE
AS SOON AS WE GOT home, I ran upstairs to my room. I ignored my mom standing in the front hall wringing her hands, knowing my father would fill her in on the details and keep her from freaking out too much.
His voice followed me into the upper hallway. “Be sure you’re down soon to spend some time with us before dinner.”
I didn’t answer. I just went into my room and shut the door. I didn’t bother locking it because they have a doo-hickey that would open it anyway, and they always got really upset when I locked them out. It made them kind of desperate, knowing I really didn’t want to be with them.
I pulled my phone out of my purse and then hit the power button on the stereo that rested on my desk, filling my room with the sounds of Lana Del Rey’s soulful, sad voice. I needed her music to take the edge off the Rainbow madness that I knew waited for me downstairs. Something about her songs always made me feel slightly anesthetized to all of it, making it easier to bear, making the thought of tomorrow seem not quite so terrible.
Kicking off my boots, I looked at my cell. The texts from my father were still showing on the screen. As I laid on my bed on my side, my hand tucked under the pillow that was beneath my head, I cleared them off, one-by-one.
I let my mind wander to the better part of my afternoon. The part when Malcolm asked for my number. I couldn’t believe it had actually happened. Just seeing his name there on my phone made me grin like a fool. Butterflies flitted around in my stomach at the idea of hearing his voice over the line. I committed his number to memory, even though I knew I’d never call it, never press that green button on my phone when his number was on the screen. He’d probably never call me either, but that was okay. Just giving it to him at his request had been thrilling enough. For now, anyway.
Worried I was getting a little too nutty over a stupid phone number, I scrolled through the contacts until found Jasmine’s. Two people in one day had given me their numbers or had asked for mine. It was some kind of miracle.
I laughed softly to myself when her number came up. I hadn’t noticed before, but she’d put in Jazzy Butts as the name. I pressed the message button before I could second-guess myself and typed out a text.
“Everything go ok with the tire?”
My face burned a little as I pressed the Send key, my fear of losing my new friend making me think that maybe I should have waited for her to text me first. I didn’t want to seem too eager to be her friend, scare her away. I was so out of my element talking to another teenager about mundane things. With me, everything meant so much, even what should have been meaningless stuff.
My phone beeped and a new message popped up, sending my heart racing with anticipation.
“If by ok u mean I listened to K bitch 20 minutes straight then yeah. Stellar. U?”
I answered back, forcing myself to wait ten full seconds before pressing the button to send it off. I’m cool. I don’t have to speed-type at warp speed and send it before she takes another breath.
“Got in an accident. Got a ride from mr holder. Chemistry? Home now.”
Two seconds later my phone rang.
“Are you frigging kidding me?” Jasmine said without preamble.
“Yeah. I mean, no. I’m not kidding.” I rolled over onto my back, staring at my pristine white ceiling.
“An accident? In the Porsche?”
“Yes. The front side is a little smashed.” I lifted my legs up and practiced pointing and flexing my toes. My feet were so sore from all the running around.
“Hoooly, shit. Brody must be furious. That car is his penis.”
I barked out a laugh, my legs dropping. “What?” I was pretty sure I’d heard her wrong.
“His penis. The Porsche is his sorry-about-your-penis car. You know, overcompensating…”
“Okay, I get it.” My hearing was just fine, apparently. I cringed. “I hate that word, though.”
“Would you prefer I use dick?”
“Uh, no.” I was still laughing.
“Schlong?”
“No. Not really.”
“Trouser trout? Baloney Pony? Cock-a-doodle-doo?”
“Please, no! Stick with the first one.”
“Penis? You want me to stick with penis? You’re sure about the penis thing?”
I was holding my stomach with the giggling now, rolling back over onto my side. “Okay, stop. You have to stop or I’ll pee, and I don’t want to get up.”
“Fine. How’d it happen?”
“We were going through a stop sign and some guy named Dan ran his sign on the other side and hit us.”
“What kind of car was it?”
“The other one? Red. Something red.”
“From our school?”
“Yeah.”
“Dan the stoner. He was probably toasted. He always is.”
“He didn’t seem like it. He was freaked out, but not wasted-looking or acting.”
“How’d you end up getting a ride with Holder? He’s a freak.”
“Yeah, he was a little freaky. He happened to be riding behind Dan, I guess. He just showed up, kind of.”
“Did you check the comb-over? Wicked, right?”
“I didn’t notice.” I’d been too busy flipping out over his probing questions. Or maybe I’d been too gassed out by the stench in his car.
“How can you not notice it? It starts at his ass crack and ends at his upper lip.”
My stomach was cramping with the laughter. I hadn’t had this much fun on the phone in years. Maybe ever. “Malcolm rode with me.”
I held my breath, realizing I might have said too much.
“That’s cool. Kind of strange, but cool.”
“Why strange?” My laughter faded quickly.
“He never goes anywhere with anyone. Then all of a sudden he’s insisting he go in the Porsche today? I’m pretty sure he hates Brody. He must like you.”
My heart skipped a beat. “Nooo … he was just being nice. And he had to get home.”
“If you say so. But I’ve seen more of him today than I have in the last year. The ghost has materialized … and whaddya know, he’s a real boy. Anyway, I gotta go. I need to go throw a rock over the fence at Kootch.”
I half-laughed. “Are you serious?”
“A little. Talk to you tomorrow.”
“Okay. Bye.” I pressed the red button to end the call and tried to stop smiling. It was impossible. She said she’d talk to me tomorrow. Tomorrow is Saturday, which meant she wanted to hang out or at least connect on the weekend. I hugged the phone to my chest, my face lit up with the joy of friendship.
The door to my room opened and my mom’s face was there in the crack. I erased my smile and any sign that it had even been there, letting my phone slide down to the bed.
“Hi, honey. How was your first day? Mind if I come in?” She waited patiently in the hallway, working hard at not pissing me off. But even with her restraint, I could tell from her eager expression that she wanted nothing more than to come into my room and sit right next to me, touch me and soak up the Rainbow vibe she craved. The poison she was addicted to. She was worse than Dan the stoner could ever be with his drug of choice.
My parents make me feel like I’m a monster teenager who throws tantrums and makes her parents jump through hoops just for the fun of it. No matter how many times I try to explain to them that they force me into putting up these ridiculous boundaries, they never understand. They can never see that the things they do aren’t normal, that their obsessions over me are unhealthy and downright freaky. And even after almost eighteen years of it, I still could never get used to it, never be okay with being smothered. I had to put limits on our contact and break their hearts in the process, just to keep us alive.
I couldn’t wait to be free of that guilt, be gone from this place that was nothing more than a gilded cage filled with bribes for touches and apologies for needs they could not and did not want to control.
“Yeah, you can come in for a minute. I was just about to come down.” I sat up in the bed, drawing my legs up to my chest, tucking my phone under my pillow behind me.
She came in and shut the door, like she always does. I think she does it to keep my father out. They get jealous of each other sometimes, hoarding alone-time with me like it’s gold.
She sat down on the edge of the bed next to me, her hand hovering just above my knee.
I gave her the look that said, Don’t do it.
She pulled her hand away and rested it in her lap, a small sigh escaping before she smiled at me again. Nothing ever keeps a Rainbow down for long, not even a daughter’s rejection.
“So, about your first day …”
“It was fine. Pretty much like normal. Just went to my classes, kept to myself, and then had detention.”
She frowned. “I don’t understand. Detention?”
I couldn’t help but smile. “I know, right? It was awesome.”
“How can being punished be awesome? And who sent you there? I think we should have a talk with whoever it was or the principal.”
“No, you don’t need to talk to anyone. I was fine. I had to sit at a table and study for an hour. It was very … peaceful.”
“Did anyone bother you?”
“No.”
“Get too close?”
“No.”
“Act too interested?”
I sighed. “No, Mom. No, okay? Everyone was fine. Everything was fine. I got a ride partway back and walked the rest.”
“Who did you get a ride with?”
The heat rose up in my neck as this friendly mother-daughter talk started feeling more like an interrogation. My annoyance found its way into my voice. “A guy. Just a random student who I barely talked to. It was no big deal. I got out of the car when I was close and walked. No story. The end.”
My mother pressed her lips together, battling herself. She wanted to say something but was trying really hard not to.
I nudged her with my foot to distract her. “What’d you and Dad do all day?”
She gave me a watery smile and waved in the air with one of her hands near the side of her head. “Oh, you know. The usual. He was online most of the day with work, and I did some baking.”
My mom’s baking days were legendary. Sometimes she channeled her obsession over me and concerns about what I was doing into flour and sugar concoctions, and then we’d be up to our ears in cookies and cakes for weeks solid.
“Did you make eight batches of brownies this time?” I was teasing her, trying to get rid of the anger simmering inside me. This wasn’t her fault. She was doing the best she could.
“No. But I made a tart. Or a couple tarts, actually.”
I tilted my head down and looked up at her. “How many are a couple? Two?”
“Um … no. More than two.”
I smiled at her, she looked so embarrassed. “Tell me you didn’t make twenty tarts.”
“No, silly. Not that many.” She stood. “Are you coming downstairs now? Your father wants to see you.”
“I’ll be down after I use the bathroom.”
She wrung her hands. “Okay. Well, I’ll be down in the kitchen. I have something in the oven.”
“Tart number nineteen?”
She waved me off and left the room, leaving the door slightly open. Her evasiveness told me there would be tarts in my future for possibly the next week, maybe longer. Hopefully she managed to fit a blueberry one into her baking frenzy. No matter what she did with that fruit, I always liked it.
I was standing to go to the bathroom when I heard my phone beep again. Another text. I slid my hand under the pillow and pulled my phone out, fully expecting to see Jazzy Butts on the screen.
My heart nearly exploded when I saw Malcolm’s name there instead.
“R u ok?” The text was blazing out at me. The words were so innocent, but they could have meant ever so much if he even had a clue about my life.
My hands were shaking so badly, I almost dropped the phone. I lifted up my thumb to type my response in on the keypad, and it remained poised over the buttons for several long seconds. My stomach was burning with nerves. What should I say? Should I be cool? Just say one word and walk away? Act like I don’t care? Other people were way better at being cool than I am. I suck at cool. Cool and me, we’re strangers.
Just be honest. Speak from the heart. He’s going to disappear out of your life anyway. Everyone always does.
I typed out my response and hit send before I could talk myself out of it and flush my phone down the toilet.
“Good. I guess. Sorry about my father. He’s a pain.”
I expected Malcolm to say it was okay or just blow it off. I wasn’t expecting him to send the message that came across my screen next.
“You hide in bathrooms.”
I felt like I couldn’t breathe. My lungs were tightening up and my throat was closing, like I was having an allergic reaction. Total system shut down. I was flat-out a mess over a four-word question sent through my phone.
Maybe he was just making fun of me, but I didn’t think so. This was something else. I was afraid to even wish for what it could be.
My thumb tried to respond quickly, but I kept hitting the wrong button, like one of the nightmares I have where I have to dial a number in an emergency and I cannot dial it at all, always hitting the key next to the one I really wanted. It took a full two minutes to finally finish my message, and even then, I waited to send it. This could be a big mistake. A huge one. Three simple words. They carried so much meaning.
“So do you.”
I waited after sending it, holding my breath. My face turned red with the effort of denying my body what it needed. Pounding, pounding. My heart kept pounding, regardless, slower but still insisting I live. I finally let my breath out in a big gasp when his answer came.
“Why? Why do u hide?”
My finger was less shaky this time. I was doing this. I was telling him things I probably shouldn’t, but I didn’t care.
“I told you already. Close. Ppl get 2 close.”
“But why?” he asked almost immediately.
I didn’t know what to say. If I told him the truth, I’d sound like a freak. But if I lied, I’d never know why he was so interested in the answer. This was the second time he’d asked for it. If there was even one speck of a chance that he could know someone like me, or understand me even just a little, I had to take it … didn’t I? Would the chance of being able to be near him on a regular basis be worth the risk of losing it all? Or was I better off just letting it go, living my life, being friends with him as long as he could stand the Rainbows and then letting him go when he got sick of them?
Years of the same thing, of getting my hopes up and disappointment crashing down on top of not only my head but the heads of my parents too, told me that No, it wasn’t worth the risk. I’m the only one of my kind in the entire world. I would never have a true friend, a boy who could love me for who I am. Any affection I ever received would be the kind given in exchange for the drugs I offered. Payment for the buzz my presence delivered.
I hit the red button to clear my screen. “Just let it go,” I said out into the room, feeling sick to my stomach. I used the supreme strength of my well-practiced willpower to shove my phone under my pillow, leaving my room right after to join my parents downstairs. Every step I took away from my room tore my heart just a little farther in two, but I kept going until I was at the bottom of the stairs.
The television was on, and I could hear a football game being played, the commentators discussing the latest call made by the referees. Pots and pans banged around in the kitchen and the water splashed on.
Our house sounded like many of the other houses in America right now, with moms and dads doing what they do, and teens like me hovering on the outskirts of it, trying to fit in. But our house was like no other house anywhere. Of that, I was absolutely certain.



CHAPTER NINETEEN: MALCOLM
I STARED AT MY PHONE for a full ten minutes before I finally accepted the fact that Rae wasn’t going to answer my question. My words glowed out at me from the backlit screen, taunting me with their deeper meaning.
“But why?”
It was a great question, one I wish I had the answer to myself. I threw my phone down, disgusted with my ridiculous love-starved attitude. I’ve known this girl for less than a day and for some insane reason I was expecting her to have the answer to the question I’ve been haunted by my whole life. Why do people want to get too close?
I was halfway across the room when my phone beeped, signaling there was a text waiting for me. I ran and dove for the cell, dropping it in my hurry to read the message. Answers, answers, answers. My eyes scanned the screen, starving for the response I was hoping it held. It’s the closest I’ve come to praying in a very long time.
Kootch’s name came across the screen, dissolving my dream into a million unanswered pieces.
“Dude. Party time. Meet me at the Mickey Ds. I’ll get u at 9:45.”
I frowned. I was tempted to ignore it, but after the day I’d had today and the crap I’d been through, I realized I didn’t want to blow him off. Not this time. So I at least had to be nice about turning him down.
“Busy.”
“Fuck that. B there at 9:45 or I kick ur ass.”
I laughed. All alone in my shitty apartment, I laughed at his attitude and boldness. Normally I’d write this persistence off as a Miserable’s single-minded dedication to being unhappy, but today he’d sure seemed pretty un-Miserable.
I felt the tingle of excitement move out from my chest. Maybe I should take advantage of his good mood or temporary immunity to my effects and try to forget the fact that Rae was blowing me off - the one girl who I wanted to get to know better, the one person who I thought I might have a chance of getting to know better without death being involved.
What the hell. Just say yes for once in your life. What’s the worst that can happen in a single night at a stupid party?
I punched in my response before I could be smart and run away again. I was tired of running. Just for tonight, I was going to stick.
“C u there.”



CHAPTER TWENTY: RAE
MY PARENTS INSISTED I STAY downstairs the entire night, greedily sucking up my last daylight and evening hours with veiled conversation and dinner. Every question was designed to seem innocent, but they all boiled down to finding out one thing: who was getting too close and acting like a threat to their total possession of me. They wanted names and contact information.
I did a pretty good job of throwing them off the scent of any new friends. I’d grown very adept at that over the years. The only person I did mention was Mr. Holder. As far as I was concerned, it couldn’t hurt to have the principal watching that guy a little closer. I knew my parents would be on the phone with Mr. Tweeds over the weekend, now. Surely they would have his home number and cell too, just like they always did at every new school. Copies of police reports and restraining orders always gave them special privileges and an inside track to authority.
I didn’t get back to my room until after eight. Glancing at my pillow, I walked over to my dresser and pulled out my pajamas. I was determined to not look at my phone until tomorrow morning. Nothing would make me check my messages until then. If I did, I knew I’d answer them and then blow everything.
My phone rang as I was pulling my shirt over my head. Not wanting my parents to hear it, I raced over and grabbed it from under my pillow. Jazzy Butts was calling.
“Hello?” I pressed my phone to my ear and spoke in low tones, staring at the door while praying my parents wouldn’t choose that moment to come in.
“Why aren’t you answering my texts, woman? You think I’ve got nothing better to do than get eyeball cancer from staring at my damn cell screen all night?”
My smile came through in my voice. “Sorry. I was stuck downstairs with my parents and my phone was under my pillow in my room.”
“What was it doing there?”
“Long story. What’s up?”
“Party. Kootch broke his vow of silence and invited us. And by us, I’m pretty sure he meant you, but whatever. I’m going and so are you.”
“Dammit, I wish I could.” I stared harder at the door. “But my parents would never let me go in a million years.”
“Lame. But you don’t need to ask for their permission. Just go.”
I laughed bitterly. “Yeah,right. I’ll just walk out the front door and come back when I feel like it.”
“You got it half right. Front door, no. Window? Yes.”
“I live on the second floor.”
“Fine. Front door it is. But you have to go. If you don’t, then I can’t, and if I don’t get out of this empty house and intermingle with some other humans, I’m liable to do anything. Shaving cream might be involved. I might even go throw more stones at Kootch, and then where will we be?”
I laughed, wishing more than anything I could go.
“You don’t want to be responsible for that, do you?” she asked. “He doesn’t let shit go. I’ll probably hit him right in the middle of his big-ass forehead, and then we’ll have to call him Cyclops for the next five years. And as appealing as that sounds right now, I can easily think of eight other insults I’d like to use first.”
“Oh, man, I wish I could go. I really do.” My mind was turning and turning, trying to figure out how I might be able to sneak away. I’d never done that before, but it was mainly because my parents put our house on lock-down every night. They feared the eager Rainbows who had more than once come looking for me after school hours were long over.
“Listen, you need to just find a way and get your butt outside. Ten o’clock outside your gates, Kootch will be there with yours truly to pick you up.”
I tapped my foot in agitation at my situation. I always hated being locked in, but this was worse, knowing there was something fun to go do on the outside.
“And, oh … by the way? Malcolm will be there.”
I squeezed the phone so hard I’m surprised it didn’t break. “Fine. I’ll be there.” My heart slammed against my ribs like a bird crazy to be free from its cage.
“Good. Later, tater.” Jasmine disconnected the phone before I could respond or ask her what she was wearing. I’d never been to a party before. I had no clue what to put on after school hours, at a place where no adults would be around to watch or scold or judge. Chances are nothing in my wardrobe would even be close to cool.
I threw my phone down on the bed, staring at the floor. I had to figure out an escape. The clothes were a minor issue compared to that little detail. I needed a way out that my parents wouldn’t suspect or detect.
The first step would be letting them see me asleep, so I put on my pajamas and did all the things I normally do before bed. As I brushed my teeth in the bathroom, I thought of all the routes out of my house. The doors and windows were all alarmed, but I knew the code. And I knew the special system for shutting the alarm off of just one entry and leaving all the others connected. The back door was my best bet. It was farthest from the stairs and the least likely to be heard opening and closing by my parents whose door was near the top of the stairs. There was no way I could go out the front. They’d hear that too easily.
I rinsed my mouth out, and took my makeup off. I’d bring my eyeliner and mascara in my purse so I could put it back on fresh, outside when I was well away from the house. If my parents saw me before bed and noticed I still had it on, they’d get suspicious of the change in routine. I had to act as if this was like every other night in a string of typical nights, not a night like no other. A night when I’d run around in the dark, free of their web of protection.
My heart was racing with the excitement of seeing Malcolm again. I was also happy about hanging out with Jasmine, especially since she’s a Neutral and I knew I wouldn’t end up hurting her. But I would be lying if I said that my primary motivation for taking this big risk wasn’t him, the boy who wanted to know why I couldn’t let people get too close. Why I had to hide from them all the time in the bathroom.
I turned out the light and went out into the hallway, finding my father standing just past the bathroom door. I slid my hands behind my back, carefully tucking my makeup into my underwear so he wouldn’t see me carrying it.
“Going to bed early?” he asked, his gaze taking in my pajamas and slippered feet.
“It’s not early, really. It’s almost nine.”
“Yes, but it’s not a school night. You usually stay up late on Fridays.”
“I have a project to work on tomorrow, so I want to get an early start. I’m treating this like a school night.” I’m pretty sure I’m the only seventeen-year-old in the entire Northern Hemisphere with a bedtime. I could have just told my parents to bite me over the whole thing, but I let them have their little victories whenever possible. This way, my threats had power when I did finally issue them. And there was no reason for me to stay up past nine normally, anyway. Until today, every evening had been the same, and nothing was a better escape from my life than sleep.
He came closer and stared into my eyes, smiling. “You’re such a great kid. So responsible. How did we get so lucky?” He reached out a hand as if to brush the side of my head, but I shrank to the right, moving to go around him without making contact.
“I don’t know, Dad. Just the luck of the draw, I guess.” I made a beeline for my bedroom when I got past him.
“Sure you don’t want to stay up and watch a movie with us?” He turned to face me.
I yawned for effect. “Nah. I’m tired. I jogged today in gym and now I’m more exhausted than usual. I’ll see you at breakfast.” Saturday I normally avoided my parents and ate alone out in the backyard, claiming a huge interest in morning bird activity just to get away from them. I knew this offer of a meal together would get him.
“Oh, we’ll see you at breakfast? That’s something new for a Saturday. What would you like? I’ll make whatever you want. Pancakes, French toast, waffles …”
A twinge of guilt over his easy accommodation and offer to spoil me slipped through my mind. “Just an egg is fine. And toast. Do we have raspberry jam?” Of course they had my favorite. They always did. But I asked so he could feel happy about getting it for me.
“I’ll make sure we do.” He stepped closer.
I backed into my room and shut the door almost all the way. “Night, Dad.” I stood there, frozen in place, hoping he’d get the hint and not keep chatting about our breakfast. I didn’t feel threatened by him at all, but I knew he’d stay and talk all night with little encouragement.
“Night, sweetie. See you at eight sharp. Your eggs will be ready.”
My heart ached a little with the kindness he was showing. I’d give anything for his efforts to be coming from a different place in his mind.
“Okay. Eight sharp.”
I walked away and laid down on the bed, leaving the door partway open. A closed door always made them a little freaky. With the door partway open I had a chance of throwing them off the scent of my deception.
When I was sure he’d gone down the hall, I got up and tiptoed over to my closet, pulling out a dark shirt to pair with the jeans I had over my chair from earlier today. I took the makeup out of my underwear and shoved it into my purse that was hanging from the corner of the chair. My shoes were already there on the floor, so I was ready to get dressed as soon as I was sure they were in their room.
I got back in bed and rolled over onto my side, facing the door, hoping one or both of them would check on me soon and see my fake-sleeping act. I quickly pulled my phone out from under my pillow and put it on silent before sliding it back under the soft material. I had just a little more than an hour to get into my party clothes and out the back door.
About fifteen minutes into my fake sleep, I heard my door opening. I kept my eyes closed, letting my lips fall apart in what I hoped was a perfect imitation of a totally relaxed teenager, exhausted from her first day of school.
My mother’s whisper reached my ears. “Do you think she’s really okay?”
“Yes, she’s fine. She’s a pro at this. Eight schools in five years … she’ll be fine.”
“Maybe I should sleep in here tonight.”
“Not tonight. We only do that when the danger signals come up, right? We agreed on this, and I haven’t gotten any.”
“But what about today? The walking home and the ride?” My mom sounded nervous, like she didn’t trust my dad’s all-clear evaluation.
“It’s just Rae trying to spread her wings a little. I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”
My heart seized in my chest. This was the first time I’d heard anything about them sleeping in my room. I knew for a fact no one had ever been in my bed with me; it would have woken me up. Did they sleep in my chair? On the floor? How weird is that? My parents were creeping me out to a whole other level now. I battled to keep my breathing deep and even. My chest felt like it was going to explode with the restraint.
“Ready for bed?” My dad asked. I could tell he was pulling away from my door, his voice going softer.
“I suppose. If you’re okay with it, I’m going to take a pill. I’m exhausted from all that baking, but I’m wound up from the worrying. I’m frazzled.”
“Go ahead. I’ll keep an ear out for anything out of the ordinary.”
That was the last I heard as they got farther down the hall and went into their room. I climbed out of bed as quietly as I could, going over to my chair where I’d put out my clothes. Quickly dressing and putting on my sneakers, I kept an ear strained towards my door, listening for footsteps coming down the hallway or more whispering. But all I heard were the sounds of my parents getting ready for bed and the telltale sound of water going into a glass, signaling my mom’s intent to sleep with Prince Valium tonight.
I walked softly over to my bed and shoved some stuffed animals under the covers, fluffing everything up to make it look like I was still there sleeping away. I grabbed my phone out from under my pillow and put it in my back pocket, but not before removing the battery from the back. If my parents woke up and found me gone, I didn’t want them able to track where I was.
Standing in the doorway, I planned out my next moves in my mind, making sure I had every part of it figured out so I wouldn’t give myself away. I had to get down the hallway and stairs, and over to the keypad by the back door without them hearing me. The alarm code was going to beep and echo all through the house. I took a pillow from my floor where I’d thrown it earlier and pushed the door open very slowly, planning to muffle the sounds of the beeping keypad by pushing the pillow over it while I pressed buttons. I waited a full minute before stepping out of my room and going down the hall.
My heart hammered in my chest and my breathing sounded way too loud to my ears. After five steps I stopped, listening for anything coming from my parents’ room.
Nothing.
I continued down the stairs, stopping every few seconds to listen. It felt like it took forever, but I finally made it to the back door with no one following me or demanding to know where I was going. I breathed a deep sigh of relief as I stood in front of the alarm keypad. I raised the pillow up and smooshed it over the buttons, pressing the first key experimentally. A tiny, muffled beep came through, but not loud enough for anyone but me to hear it. My heart soared in triumph. I’m going to a party!
I quickly tapped out the rest of the complicated combination of digits that would take the alarm off the back door only, and then slid the deadbolt back on the door. Tossing the pillow over to the chair at our breakfast table, I turned the handle of the door, easing it open and thanking the gods above that it didn’t squeak.
As soon as I was outside and the door was shut behind me, I took off running.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: MALCOLM
I SAT IN KOOTCH’S GREMLIN, waiting in the backseat for Rae to appear out of the darkness. None of us knew if she was actually going to come, and there was no way in hell I was going to text her after getting dissed earlier. She obviously didn’t want to talk to me. I wasn’t even sure what I was doing here. I should be home packing for my disappearance. It was the only way out of my current dilemma. I’d just have to go into hiding until my birthday and say screw it to my diploma. The thought made me more depressed than usual.
“Where is she, man? She’d better come,” whined Kootch, sounding put-out.
“She is. I talked to her a couple hours ago, and she said she’d come.”
“If she’s not here in ten, I’m leaving.” Kootch was back to being his cranky, Miserable self. Even Jasmine’s teasing wasn’t helping, much as she was trying.
“Do you have cramps?” she asked.
“Cramps? What are you talking about?” He put his elbow up on the windowsill and glared at her.
“Well, you’re so moody, I figured you were on your period.” She picked at her nail polish, acting like she wasn’t trying to make him nuts.
Kootch lifted his head off his fist. “Listen, Butts. Periods are off limits, okay? We don’t talk about that nasty girl shit in this car.”
“Nasty girl shit? I take offense to that.”
“Take whatever you want from it, but don’t talk about it. I’m serious. Say the word one more time and you’re out.”
“What word? Period?”
“I’m not kidding, Butts.”
“I just want to be sure I know what word I’m not allowed to say. Is it period? Is period the word? Is period what bothers you or is it cramps that’s a no-no?”
“Get out.”
“Was it period or cramps that did it?” She was really good at sounding totally serious when inside she had to be laughing hysterically. I know I was. The gloom over my new plan for avoiding the State was lifting just a little.
“Both! Now get out!”
“No. Here’s Rae, come on, open up.”
My head snapped over to where Jasmine was pointing. A person was slipping around the gatehouse and heading our direction.
“Sweet,” said Kootch, sounding excited. “You’re safe from being voted off the island this time, Butts, but you’d better not say that word when Rae’s in here, or I’ll kick you out anyway.”
“What? You think she doesn’t know what periods are?”
“Dammit, Butts!”
The rest of his admonishment disappeared as Rae showed up at his window, grinning like a fool.
I tried to keep the smile off my face, but it was impossible after seeing her that insanely happy about sneaking out. I couldn’t blame her in theory; I hadn’t been to a party since I was six. For a few minutes anyway, this was going to be awesome, so long as I could keep thoughts about my life out of the picture. Thirty minutes was all I was giving it before I bailed and walked home, but it was going to be a killer thirty minutes if I had anything to say about it.
“Hi, guys,” Rae said as Kootch’s door opened for her.
He held up his hand for a high five. “Skin me. And then you’re in the back. Butts refuses to move from her seat.”
“I called shotgun. I can’t help it if she lives so far away.” Jasmine leaned over and looked at Rae through Kootch’s door. “I figured you’d want to sit with Malcolm anyway.” She grinned very evilly, making me wonder what the heck she had in mind. Rae’s expression looked anything but pleased at the idea.
Kootch pushed his seat forward and Rae climbed in. Maybe I was just imagining things, but it seemed like she was avoiding looking at me.
“How far do you live from here?” Rae asked, looking between the seats at Jasmine.
“Ten minutes, not far. Kootch is just whining again, as usual.”
“Ha. Talk about whining. You’re the queen of that shit.” Kootch got in and turned the engine over. “Ready to go party hardy and kick that keg in the balls?”
“Do kegs have balls? I’ve never noticed that before,” said Jasmine in a calm voice, staring out the front window.
“Shut up, Butts.” Kootch pulled away from the curb. “Seriously, I hear they have three kegs of Heineken. I’m going to help waste at least one of them.”
“You’re not going to touch that stuff,” said Jasmine, sounding serious for the first time. “You’re the driver, therefore you remain sober. No debate.”
“Aw, man. That sucks.” Kootch’s frown was lit up in the mirror for a moment as a car passed by coming from the other direction. “How about just one? One beer?” He sounded like he was appealing to his parents.
“No. Not even one,” she responded, just like a real mother.
Rae reached up and lifted her hand to hover over Kootch’s shoulder, but before she could touch him like I expected her to, she pulled it back and put her hand in her lap. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to drink either, so you won’t be alone.”
Jasmine turned around. “You straight edge?”
“Uh, maybe?” Rae sounded lost.
“Either you are or you aren’t.”
“I don’t really know what that is, actually.” Rae shrank down a little in her seat.
Jasmine explained. “Straight edge is no drugs, no smoke, no drink, no nothing. But still cool, like me.”
Kootch snorted.
“Yeah. I’m straight edge,” said Rae, sounding more confident. “I think.”
“Whatdya mean, you think?” asked Kootch, trying to see her in his rearview mirror. “How can you not know?”
“Well, I don’t go to parties and my parents don’t have alcohol at our house, so I guess I’ve never made a conscious choice about it.”
“Holy crap. Are you a nun or what?” asked Kootch.
Jasmine punched him in the arm. “Shut up, Cyclops.”
“Ow! Watch those pirate rings, lady! And what’re you calling me Cyclops for?” He leaned closer to the mirror and rubbed the middle of his forehead with his index finger. “Do I have a zit? Fuck, don’t tell me I have a zit in the middle of my forehead.”
Rae and I laughed. She looked at me and then quickly turned away. For the brief moment that our eyes met, I noticed surprise. Like she was shocked to find me back there with her. I worked pretty hard at staying invisible, but it kind of burned my chest a little to know I was doing that well at it with her. I shrugged the feeling away, knowing it was for the best.
“No, you don’t have a zit, idiot. But if you keep saying clueless shit like that I’m gonna nail you with a boulder like you did to me when I was just a baby and give you another eye socket.”
“First of all, it wasn’t a boulder for chrissake. And second, you weren’t a baby, you were fully grown with the same big butt you have now. And third, you guys heard her. Threatening me with physical violence.” He pointed a finger near her face. “That’s assault.”
“No, this is assault,” Jasmine said, grabbing his finger and bending it backwards.
“Ahh! Back, you gnarly beast, back!” He yanked his hand away and ducked to the left, barely paying attention to his driving as he waved his elbow in her general direction.
“Eyes on the road,” I reminded him.
“Yeah. Eyes on the road,” Kootch said in a bratty voice to Jasmine. “Leave me be, wild woman.”
“All three eyes,” Jasmine mumbled.
Rae snorted.
“So where is this party?” I asked, sneaking a glance at Rae. She kept her eyes forward.
“Just a few blocks away,” said Kootch. “Two minute countdown to party time.” He started banging his hands on the steering wheel, keeping time to some music that must’ve been playing in his head.
“Are either of you guys sore from the accident?” Jasmine asked, twisting in her seat to look at us.
I shook my head.
“No, I’m fine,” said Rae, looking at me for a second before facing Jasmine again. I hated that she was purposely not looking at me, and I hated even more that I cared.
“That’s good,” said Jasmine. “I wonder what Brody’s doing right now. Probably crying in his sleep over his stupid penis car.”
“Hey, what accident? What are you guys talking about?” Kootch slowed down, looking at Jasmine.
“Brody’s car got smashed when they were in it,” she explained.
Kootch stopped altogether, several feet before the upcoming stop sign. “What?! How do you know this and I don’t?” He turned to face me. “Dude, what’s your problem?”
“What? What’d I do?”
“You’re supposed to tell me major shit like that. It’s Dude-Code. Total fail, man. Total fail. Someone tell me why he’s in my car.”
Before I could respond, Jasmine butted in. “Dude-Code? Oh, God, please don’t share. It doesn’t matter anyway. They’re fine, see? Let’s just go to the party, and I’ll drink some beers for you, okay?”
“No,” said Kootch, putting the car in first and pulling up to the stop sign. “If I can’t drink, neither can you, Butts. You’re the co-pilot. Co-pilots can’t drink.”
“Eff that.”
“No, not eff that. Drink and you find another ride home. My car, my rules. Besides, you’re supposed to be Miss Cool Straight-Edge. You can’t drink.”
Kootch pulled into the intersection, going slow as he reached the other side, his eyes swinging left and right. “The place is here somewhere. Can you guys see the addresses?”
Jasmine pointed out the windshield. “Any chance it might be up there were the ten thousand cars are parked?”
Kootch frowned at her before downshifting and giving the car more gas. We went two blocks before he parked and responded.
“Arrive alive, that’s my motto. Now everyone out so I can lock my baby up.” He threw the door open and yelled, “Wooo hooo!! Party time!!”
“Shut up, asshole!” came a voice from across the lawn.
We all snickered as we got out of the car.
“What’s his problem?” grumbled Kootch. “Just trying to have a little fun.”
“Maybe they want the party to last a little longer. You know, not piss off the neighbors?” suggested Jasmine.
“Oh. Yeah.” Kootch walked with his head down for a few paces after locking up the car.
“Don’t worry about it, Kootch,” said Rae, walking a step behind him and just in front of me. “A party’s not a party until someone’s whooping it up, right?”
Kootch smiled big at her. “Exactly what I was thinking, right? Fuck that guy.” He opened his mouth to yell again, but Rae’s hand on his arm stopped him. The shout came out as a burst of air followed by a weak whine at the end.
“What the hell was that?” asked Jasmine, laughing.
“Uhhh … I don’t know,” said Kootch, staring at the place where Rae’s hand had been.
I tried not to be jealous of the fact that she was making such an effort where he was concerned and was so obviously doing the opposite with me. Had my question freaked her out? Did I push too hard? Probably. I had zero experience with girls other than to run away from them far and fast. The one time I hadn’t was more than enough to feed my nightmares for years to come. Why was I trying to start another nightmare? I slowed down to put more distance between us.
“Come on, Cy, let’s go find some Coke.” Jasmine grabbed Kootch’s sleeve and pulled him down the sidewalk.
“Coke? I thought we were straight edge tonight. And don’t call me Cyclops or I’ll call you something worse.”
“First of all you can’t be straight edge just for a night. And second, I’m talking about the drink. Stop being a dumbass, would ya?”
Their voices faded as the distance between us grew. I didn’t want to stay too close, preferring to hang back and watch. Rae seemed to be doing the same thing, although she was making sure to stay ahead of me.
Kootch’s response to Jasmine’s comment was lost in the sounds spilling out of the door that had just opened ahead of us. Apparently, we’d reached party central.
Kootch turned around and walked backwards, holding up his arms. “Party people in da houuuuse toniiiight!”
Rae stopped walking.
I came up next to her and stopped too. “You okay?” I asked, not looking at her. I didn’t want to spook her like I had with my text. Play it cool. Act like you really don’t care.
“I think so,” she said, not sounding very sure at all.
“Just stick with me and you’ll be fine.” I wanted to take her hand so badly. My fingers tingled with the need. But I didn’t. I stayed right where I was, not looking at her. Sweat broke out at my temples.
She laughed nervously. “I’m not so sure about that.”
I turned my head to look at her. “I’m not going to bite you, you know. I’m not a vampire.”
She looked at me, a grin creeping out. “That’s too bad.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You want someone to suck the life out of you?”
She shrugged, the humor disappearing from her face. “Sometimes it sounds like a really good idea, actually.”
Damn it all and everything she might be thinking.
I am going to do this. I sighed heavily, reaching down to grab her hand. “Believe me, it’s a bad idea. Come on.”
She didn’t resist, but she didn’t hold on to me either. “What do you know about vampires and death?” she asked, staying even with me as we walked up the front steps to the door.
“I know enough about darkness to know you don’t want to go there.” We stepped through the entrance behind Jasmine and Kootch, the blast of noise immediately pouring over us and shutting out any chance of a normal conversation.
I quickly lost Jasmine in the mix, but I could still see Kootch’s head and arms lifted up to the sky. He was very determined to make sure everyone knew the party prince had finally arrived.
I pulled Rae through the throng of kids, most of whom I didn’t know or even recognize. There were people here from another school district, competing colors all over the place.
“Come on,” I shouted, “let’s go out back.” The pressing need of all these kids, some of them very unhappy people, was already making me nervous.
Rae offered zero resistance. She pressed into me when the crowd got too thick and moved behind me, putting her other hand on my back. I twisted my arm around so we could keep contact while we pushed our way through.
The thrill that buzzed every nerve ending in my body over touching her made me feel like a goofy jerk, but I didn’t care. I hadn’t been this close to a girl in a long time, and I’d never been close to someone like Rae before. Ever.
We finally made it to the back door and went outside, joining about fifty other people around a totally decked-out pool area. There was a built-in barbecue with accompanying outdoor kitchen, colorful awnings, a tiki hut bar, and several tables and chairs set up around in groups. No one was in the pool yet, but I could tell it wasn’t going to stay empty for long. People just needed a little more alcohol, and clothes were either going to come off or get soaked.
I brought Rae over to the outskirts of a lighted area, near the back part of the yard and the fence that went around it. We could see everyone inside the house through the back windows and all the kids hanging around the pool with no obstructions. One of the famous kegs was off to our left near the grill with a huge group of guys around it and a few girls busy flirting for more beer and attention.
“Wow,” said Rae, pulling her hand away from mine. “That was … interesting.”
I was sad that she’d broken contact, but it probably would have been weird to keep holding hands when it wasn’t necessary anymore, especially since she’d been working so hard at not even looking at me earlier.
Questions burned in my brain. The one from before and now one about why she was suddenly so afraid of me or not interested. I didn’t ask her though, because I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answers. Not yet. There was plenty of time for hurt feelings later. For now I’d pretend we were friends who might be considering something else. The fantasy shouldn’t be too hard to keep going for an hour. That’s how long I was planning to stay. An hour tops.
“So … you okay?” she asked me, looking at the pool.
“Yeah. I’m fine. You?” I had no idea what she was talking about, so I just rolled with it.
“I’m fine. No problem. The accident wasn’t that bad.” Her eyes were roaming around the backyard. She was doing such a good job of acting like she could care less about our conversation that I was starting to believe I’d imagined any kind of connection before. It made me sick to my stomach.
“Nah,” I agreed. “Not bad for anyone but Dan and Brody, I guess.”
She dropped her gaze to the ground. “Yeah. Sucked for them.”
“Lucky for us Mr. Holder was there, right?” It was a loaded question. It didn’t feel lucky by the end of it. More like really unlucky.
“Yeah. Lucky.”
I held my breath for a few seconds, wondering if I should risk it. “And weird, too, right?”
She stopped looking anywhere but her feet. She just stared at them for a long time. After a while it started to freak me out.
I let the breath out that I’d been holding in a big gust. “I’m going to get a beer. You want one?” I had to get away from her so I could stop making a fool of myself.
“Yes. Please. Make it a double.” She finally looked up and gave me a lopsided grin. It made her dimple appear, and I felt like punching myself in the face when I saw it.
“Be right back.” I took off. I couldn’t bear to be near her for a single second longer. She was a nice girl, and she didn’t want to acknowledge the darkness I brought with me. She was just feeling sorry for me or something. Why was I trying to force it on her? Was I trying to turn her into some kind of fantasy savior? It was the most ridiculous idea I’ve had in a long, long time. Almost as ridiculous as the bullshit story I told the social worker about moving in with a friend.
I shoved that out of my mind as quickly as it appeared to taunt me. I had a day and a half to figure something out that didn’t involve running away. Right now, I was just going to spend the next forty-five minutes being confused by a girl who I had no hope of figuring out in the short time I’d be around her. Maybe she’d already be gone by the time I was done getting our drinks.
I grabbed two big plastic cups as soon as my turn came up, shoving them under the spigot held by a football player.
“You pay yet?” he asked.
“Uh, no. How much?”
“Five each, unlimited refills. Give it to him.” He pointed with the black nozzle at the skinny kid next to him holding a wad of cash.
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the last ten bucks to my name. I guess I’ll be drinking my next few meals tonight. “Fill them to the top, man. I gotta drown my sorrows.”
He laughed, pressing the trigger and letting the yellow liquid flow into the cup. “Any guy standing over there with that girl and drowning sorrows has gotta be gay.” His head bobbed up and down slowly as the foam rose to the top.
I shook my head. “Not me, man.” I took several long pulls off the first glass, putting it down to join the second after I’d drained half of it.
He filled the second cup and then topped off the first. I walked away, taking another huge gulp of my drink, thinking maybe if I got a buzz on I wouldn’t feel so shitty about what a complete loser I am.
“Thanks,” Rae said when I handed her the second cup. She took several long swallows, wincing when she finally pulled it away from her mouth. “Ew. I hate beer, I think.”
I laughed a little. “I can tell by the look on your face. Why are you drinking it if you don’t like it?”
She shrugged, holding the cup with both hands at chest-level. “I’ve never tried it before. But I hear it’s an acquired taste, so I’m going to finish this before I make my decision.” She lifted it to her lips and chugged a few more times.
“Better slow down or you’ll find your decision tainted by your buzz.”
She glanced up at me for a second before looking back at the beer. “That’s what I’m hoping.”
We stood there and drank in silence for a few more minutes. When she was done, I took her cup and went back to the keg, filling both of them up again. I took the time to chug a full glass down while hers was being refilled, so I got two more instead of just one for myself.
I finished that third beer next to her before speaking again. The buzz from the alcohol was warming me up and loosening my tongue, making it easier for me to think about what I wanted to say. None of the worries that normally plagued me were getting in the way and clouding my decision-making.
“So, you didn’t answer my text today. Did I piss you off? Do you totally hate me now?” Did I just say that? Did I just fucking say that?!
Her glass stopped in mid-tilt. For a few seconds it just stayed there. She pulled it away and looked down at it, biting her lip.
“You can just say it.” I was encouraging her, feeling really bold and sure of myself, now. I’d already blown it; I had nothing left to lose. “I’m used to rejection. Just say, ‘Malcolm, you’re a dick. Stop texting me,’ and I’ll stop, I swear. I was just curious, you know?” I had diarrhea of the mouth, apparently. I couldn’t shut up because she was just standing there, saying nothing, not even looking at me. It made me brave and foolish at the same time - a dangerous combination. “In fact, you don’t have to say anything. That’s weird, right? That I’m telling you to reject me? Doesn’t matter. Just do what you did. Don’t answer. I can take a hint. I’ll never text you again. Promise.” I threw my cup up to my lips and tipped it back as far as I could, leaning back a little to get every last drop. “I need to get another beer. You ready for another one?” I held out my hand to take her cup.
“Please don’t,” she said, finally looking at me. Her eyes were shiny.
I burped a little, unable to stop the carbonation from coming up. “‘Scuse me. What’d you say? Please don’t what? Sorry, I’m confused.” I scratched my head with my cup-holding hand, managing to spill a little liquid down my ear in the process.
“Don’t.” She reached up and wiped under her eye. It kind of deflated my energy a little, and the idea of another beer quickly lost its appeal. I wasn’t sure if she was crying or if I’d splashed her.
“Don’t what, Rae? Don’t get another beer?”
“No. Not that.”
I sighed. “Okaaay. Don’t what, then? Don’t keep talking about stupid shit? I can do that.” I turned to leave her there. I had made enough of a fool of myself. Time to go home.
She grabbed my arm and pulled me back. I stumbled a little, bumping into her and making her fall back. She caught herself but swayed a bit. “No, that’s not what I meant. Don’t go.”
“Oh.” I got my feet back under me and shrugged her off. I didn’t want her to think she had to hold me up. I was buzzed but not drunk. “Okay, I won’t go. What do you want to talk about?”
“I didn’t mean don’t go.”
I rolled my eyes up to the sky, searching for guidance. Either I was buzzing harder than I thought or she was talking in circles. When I looked back down at her I felt my heart spasm painfully in my chest. Her expression slayed me. She was getting ready to cry, big time. There were huge pools of tears just balanced at the edge of her eyes.
“Why are you going to cry?”
“Because. I don’t want you to stop texting me.”
I jerked my chin back towards my chest, totally confused now. “But … you just … you said …” I ran my fingers through my hair, my cup bouncing off my head and falling to the ground. “Shit, Rae. You’re confusing the crap out of me right now.” I bent down and snatched my cup off the ground.
She smiled weakly, a giant tear slipping out to track down her cheek. “Sorry about that.”
I reached up without thinking, using a bent forefinger to start at her jaw and draw it upwards, taking the tear away. I wiped it on my pant leg. “No crying allowed.” I pointed at her face playfully. “This is a party, you know, not a funeral.”
She looked over her shoulder. “It could be, you know. It could easily go from something really happy to something really sad.”
My hand froze in mid tear-squeegeeing. “Don’t I fucking know it.” I stood there, staring at her, trying to read her mind. What I wouldn’t give to know it was the same thing that was going through mine…
She reached up and took my hand. We slowly let them fall together until they were there between us, down by my waist. I reached out with my other hand and took her free one, letting our fingers tangle together. We stood face to face, staring each other in the eye, holding hands.
“You wanted to know why I hide in bathrooms,” she said, her gaze never leaving my face. She took a deep breath, her chest expanding with it and then collapsing again as she let it out slowly. Her breasts pressed against her shirt, making my pants suddenly tighter.
“Yes. I want to know why you hide in bathrooms, just like me. That’s what I want to know. Please tell me you don’t have a bladder problem.”
She giggled, the movement forcing another tear to fall and then her chin to quiver. I reached up with her hand still in mine and used my finger to wipe it off.
“No, I don’t have a bladder problem.”
“Then why do you do it? Tell me.” I leaned in, my voice getting lower. “Your secret is safe with me.”
“It is a secret,” she said in almost a whisper.
“I know it is. We both have secrets.” Our foreheads were almost touching.
“I hide in bathrooms because … because people try to get too close.” She bit her lip. There was fear in her expression, but I couldn’t tell if it was fear of the secret, fear of me, or fear of the people she ran from.
“And what happens when they get too close?” I was just inches from her face, looking down into her beautiful eyes, her soft-looking skin glowing as it reflected the terrace lights.
Mad prayers were rushing through my brain, as I begged any higher power that might be listening to make her reason not what I thought it was. Before I came here, before this exact moment, I’d wanted Rae to be just like me. But now that I was touching her, feeling her warmth and seeing her beautiful face and eyes up close, those windows to her soul so deep and full of wounds, I didn’t want her to be like me. I wanted her to have a bladder problem or a failing kidney or another medical condition that could be cured with prescription drugs and hospital stays. I didn’t want her to be an agent of darkness. I didn’t want her to be like me at all.
“When they get too close, they get hooked,” she said, oblivious to my prayers. “And then they won’t go away. They get obsessed. Dangerous.”
I swallowed hard, feeling the burning sickness in my belly rising up into my throat. I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know how to react other than to want to run, run, run away. This was awful, terrible. She’s cursed, just like me.
But something kept me there. Something kept my grip soft and relaxed, my eyes staring into hers. The desire to protect her was overriding my sense of self-preservation or my hero complex or whatever it was that always forced me to keep people at a distance.
I opened my mouth to speak, weighing my words carefully. I looked her deeply in the eyes and finally said, “I know exactly what you mean.”
“But how?” she asked, squeezing my hands for all she was worth. Her skin had gone clammy against mine all of sudden and she was trembling. The malt from the beer was on her breath, and it washed over me, making me want to kiss her and see if it was on her tongue too.
I had to say it. Get it out there, front and center. It was the last bit, the last piece of the puzzle between us. With these words, I’d bind her to me forever. We’d either be two of the same, two in a billion people like no one else, or we just wouldn’t. She’d be a regular girl and I’d be me. The guy who makes people want to die.
“Cops are here!” yelled someone from the back door.
My head jerked right, looking for the source of the warning, trying to decide if it was credible or not.
Rae squeezed my hands, her nails digging into my skin. “Tell me!” The desperation in her voice yanked me out of the world of parties and cops and getting busted for underage drinking right before I was out of the foster system with a clean record.
“Tell you what?” I was stalling for time, afraid to say the words.
She spoke through gritted teeth. “Tell me how you know about the people. About the hiding. About all of it!” She yanked on me hard, pulling me even closer.
We were pressed up together from knees to stomach, and by the expression on her face, I could tell she hadn’t meant for that to happen. Fear turned to acceptance though, as she stared me down, daring me to answer her.
Something like anger and frustration and desire to feel more of her got all wrapped up together into a giant tangle of emotion I didn’t understand. “Fine. You want to know? I’ll tell you how I know.” I hesitated only a fraction of a second. “I’m like you. I have the same problem. I am … an agent of darkness.”
“What?” she said weakly, moving back half a step.
Desire and hope turned quickly to something else. But I was too overwhelmed with the idea that I’d just spilled my guts to her, told her my biggest secret, the thing that I could never tell another living soul before this moment, to really care about why she was moving away.
I pulled her hands and put them around my back, bringing her closer. Taking her by the shoulders, I drew her body up against mine. I could feel almost every inch of her, and even though we were both fully clothed and her in the most conservative outfit of any girl in the whole damn state, pure desire shot through me. I swear just touching her made bolts of energy fly out of my body and out into the night.
I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her as I dipped my head down closer and closer. She didn’t move a muscle as I quickly pressed my lips to hers, before I could change my mind.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: RAE
THE BEER WAS DEFINITELY HAVING an effect. Crazy ideas were swirling through my head. I actually told Malcolm my intent was to get drunk or tipsy or whatever. I was practically flirting with him. My grand idea to ignore him and let him live his life was completely out the window. All I wanted to do now was see him without his shirt on.
I shook my head and then stared at the ground, only able to collect my thoughts when he was gone and getting us more beer. When he returned, I drank it greedily, looking for the bravery I felt just behind the next cup of bubbly amber liquid.
The alcohol was going to make things happen, for better or for worse, and I wanted that. Good or bad, I wanted to just make something happen instead of running from things that were always happening to me. This was probably a really bad way of going about it, but I couldn’t think of anything else to do at the moment, and just straight up going for it without a crutch wasn’t going to work. I was too afraid. Liquid bravery, that’s what I needed.
Malcolm started crazy-talking about not texting me anymore and being a dick and I just lost it. I could picture him shunning me for real - not going in Kootch’s car with me anymore, him sitting at a different table in detention - and all it did was make me want to cry. Stupid tears came rushing up, and I had to focus every bit of willpower I had over my emotions to make them not fall.
“Why are you going to cry?” Malcolm asked, his face full of concern.
Busted. It crossed my mind that lying would be the best plan right now, but the beer had other ideas. “Because. I don’t want you to stop texting me.”
He was totally confused over my mixed messages, making me feel guilty as hell. It caused another tear to join the other ones already swimming in my eyes, and that was one tear too many. I was mortified as I felt the moisture break loose and slide down my cheek.
I stopped breathing for a few seconds when he reached up and wiped it away. His touch was so tender, and his eyes were so full of concern for me, I’m pretty sure I lost a piece of my heart permanently to him in that moment.
“Sorry about that,” I said, feeling like I was manipulating him with my tears. But I wasn’t. These emotions were one-hundred-percent real and I couldn’t control them, much as I might have liked to.
And then he asked me. He asked me about my secret. I wanted to keep it from him, to pretend for just a little while longer that I’m normal, just some girl who thinks he’s cute and sits next to him in Art class, put him off. But he wouldn’t let it go. And he kept hinting, like he knew. Like he knew!
So I did it. I told him my deepest darkest secret. The one my parents wouldn’t acknowledge, and the one I had never dared hope to share with anyone else. “I hide in bathrooms because … because people try to get too close.” I was scared to death he was going to look at me funny, tell me I’m crazy. Or just walk away shaking his head. End of story.
But he didn’t. “And what happens when they get too close?” he asked. He was so close I could feel his breath on my face. It was sweet, like the beer. I could smell his boy-scent too, something uniquely Malcolm. The shadow of a small beard on his chin gave him a slightly rough look, maybe a little sinister. My blood heated up at the idea of it and I got goosebumps all over. My palms went sweaty.
I had to answer. To walk away now would be the end of it all, and I so wasn’t ready for it to be over. “When they get too close, they get hooked. And then they won’t go away. They get obsessed. Dangerous.” Jerry the Rainbow came to mind. Big. Hulking. Desperate. Determined. I shivered at the memory of his face, his hands, his too-strong arms pulling and pressing...
“I know exactly what you mean.” Malcolm stood there, acting totally cool. Like I hadn’t just told him I’m a freak of the highest degree.
“But how?” There was no way he could know. I didn’t see a single Rainbow hanging around him in school, and he’d been there a long time. He couldn’t possibly know what I was going through. He couldn’t understand what it’s like to be me. Could he?
Someone yelled something from the house, distracting Malcolm from answering. I almost had a nervous breakdown as I saw our conversation disintegrating because of some loud partying idiot.
“Tell me!” I yelled, yanking on his hands, pulling him back into the conversation. I couldn’t let it go this far and then fall apart. I had to know.
“Tell you what?” He stood there, acting like he wasn’t breaking my heart in two with his casual attitude about the whole thing.
I barely controlled my anger, near-insanity bubbling beneath the surface as I waited for the answer to the one question I’d been asking the heavens all my life. Is there someone else out there like me or am I all alone in the world? “Tell me how you know about the people! About the hiding! About all of it!” I jerked his hands again without thinking, accidentally pulling him against me.
At first I was freaked out. If he attached himself to me and attacked me now, it would be my fault. He’d done nothing to make this happen, it was all me. But as I stared up into his eyes and saw the concern there and the confusion, yet none of the fervor that usually came from Rainbows, fear turned to something else. I wanted him to touch me again. But more than that, I wanted him to answer my question.
His jaw muscle tightened and his voice came out strained. “Fine. You want to know? I’ll tell you how I know. I’m like you. I have the same problem. I am an agent of darkness.”
I pulled back slightly, confused. I had been expecting about three possible answers to my question: ‘I’m just like you’ or ‘You’re a nut job’ or ‘I don’t understand’. But at no point did I expect to hear that. “What?” His words banked the heat that had been building up between us. I suddenly felt threatened, but I wasn’t sure why.
He pulled on my hands, drawing me near, and put them behind him, placing them on his lower back. I left them there, gripping onto his belt, part of me wanting to run but a bigger part wanting to feel him against me again. Screw the risk. Screw the weird answer. Screw everything. Just touch me, please…
He put his hands on my shoulders and leaned down. His hard body pressed into mine.
I could smell him again. The heat was back and stronger than ever. I let it wash over me, welcoming the shiver it brought to my bones.
His eyes were dark pools of sadness mixed with a tiny spark of hope that I knew mirrored my own emotions. Just coming into contact with him made bolts of energy fly out of my body and out into the night. Something wild was happening, uncontrollable, destined maybe.
We didn’t break eye contact until his lips met mine. My lids fluttered closed on their own as the last bit of distance between us disappeared into oneness.
His mouth was soft at first, almost questioning as he kissed me in little bits. The tentative touches continued in longer and longer stretches, the sounds of our more frantic breathing making the whole experience more sensual, hot. His touch became more insistent, and his lips were wet now, sliding along mine and causing tickling sensations to build deep in my belly.
He pulled away just the tiniest bit, making me think he was done kissing me, but then his tongue came out to stroke my bottom lip, causing me to gasp in surprise. I know about kissing, I’d done it once before, but the results hadn’t been anything like this.
I pulled him closer to me, tilting my head to reach more of his mouth with mine. I wanted to consume him, feel him everywhere, go deeper.
My fingers roamed across his muscled back as his hands slid up to my neck and then to the sides of my face to hold me there tenderly, deepening our kisses and moaning when I tangled my tongue with his.
“Hey, what are you guys doing over here?” said an annoyed Kootch. “You want to get arrested for underage drinking? Come on!”
I jerked away from Malcolm, my face flaming red with embarrassment over being caught. The cool night air doused the fire that had grown way too hot, and the presence of our friend woke me up to our reality. We were getting all hot and bothered in the middle of a party and the cops were here to arrest people. Holy crap, what is my problem?!
“Shit are they here?” asked Malcolm, looking a little lost as he ran his hands through his hair. He was as flustered as I was.
“Hey, love birds, what’s this all about?” Jasmine had walked up behind Kootch and was pointing to both of us in turn with a huge grin on her face. “Geez, we leave you alone for ten minutes and you’re over here making babies already.”
“Shut up, Butts,” growled Kootch. “Come on, we have to get out of here. Geneva does not like being towed. She hates not sleeping in my driveway.”
I said nothing, too embarrassed at being caught climbing down Malcolm’s throat to find my voice. I followed Kootch with Jasmine next to me. Malcolm brought up the rear.
“You are going to spill every last bean you have, girl, or there will be blood.” Jasmine was trying to give me a tough look, but I was too flustered to play along.
“Just get me out of here,” was all I could manage.
“Cops!” yelled a guy, running past us. “Go out back! Over the fence!”
Kootch spun around and shoved Jasmine and me in a half-circle. “Go, go, go!” he yelled.
I didn’t question him, I just turned and ran. Malcolm was there, taking me by the hand and running with me. I was glad for his touch and the sense of security he brought, rational or not.
We got to the fence, and I panicked. There was no way I was going to make it over; it was way too high.
Malcolm laced his hands together and held them down by his knees for me. “Step here. Go!”
I grabbed the edge of the fence and put the bottom of my shoe on his hands. He launched me up at the same time as I stood straight, and in a rush of air I found myself at the top of the fence, screaming in fright.
Jasmine popped up next to me, using Kootch as her launching pad. “Climb over, dork!” she shouted in my face, just before throwing her leg over. She lowered herself down and dropped to her feet on the other side. “Now!” she yelled, gesturing for me to follow.
I lifted my leg up and straddled the fence. Looking back, I nearly had a stroke. Several police officers were coming out the back door and into the backyard.
Kootch climbed up the fence like a monkey and flopped over onto the other side, falling on the ground and just barely missing landing on Jasmine.
She kicked him once in the side as he tried to get up. “You almost squashed me, dummy!”
“Stop right there, young lady!” one of the officers yelled, pointing a flashlight beam in my face as I turned around.
I froze.
“Jump down!” yelled Jasmine, her voice getting harder to hear as she ran away. “Come on!”
“Go, Rae!” said Malcolm.
“No! I can’t leave you here!” I probably could have jumped down and escaped to the Gremlin with Jazzy Butts and the Cyclops, but I really didn’t want to leave Malcolm to the cops. We were connected now, for better or for worse. My only hope was to work some Rainbow magic on these guys to help us get out of this mess before either of our parents found out what we’d been doing.
I flipped my leg back over to the house-side of the fence and climbed down with Malcolm’s help. We stood next to each other holding hands as the officers descended.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: MALCOLM
I HELD ONTO RAE’S HAND and stepped a little in front of her. Normally when I interact with cops, I keep my distance. They’re around negativity and violence all day long, and the last thing they need is a dose of darkness to add to the mix. But this time, I had more than them to think about. I had Rae, and I didn’t want any guy with a gun getting near her.
“Is this your residence?” asked the officer who was the first to approach. Two more of them wandered around the yard, checking behind trees and in corners. I could have saved them the trouble and told them that Rae and I were the only people left back there, the only ones not smart enough to jump the fence in time, but I didn’t bother. They wouldn’t have listened anyway.
I blamed myself for us being there. Kissing her, I’d been in some kind of weird trance that blocked out all sense of reality. Now we were going to pay for it, me especially. I had some very dark days ahead of me for sure. Mrs. Gonzalez would never let this slide.
“No, sir, we don’t live here,” I said, gently squeezing Rae’s hand, trying to let her know that I’d take care of her.
“What are you doing here?”
“Just hanging out,” I answered, trying to sound respectful and non-threatening.
“Do you know the residents of this house?” He rested his hands on his belt, one near his nightstick and one near his handcuffs.
I swallowed hard. “No, sir. I was just here visiting.”
“You’re visiting a place where you don’t know the residents, huh? How old are you?”
“Seventeen. Almost eighteen.”
“Did you have any alcohol tonight?” His gaze slid to the keg across the yard.
“Uhh, no, sir.” Of course he’d smell it on me if he got any closer, and any breathalyzer test would totally take me down, but I figured admitting it would be even worse. At least I had from now until he tested me to be presumed innocent.
“You sure about that?” The cop took a step closer.
Rae spoke up, stepping from around me to stand at my side. “He hasn’t. But I have, and I’m only seventeen. I want to turn myself in. Come on.” She walked forward like she was just going to hug the guy or something.
He backed up, pulling his nightstick partway out of his belt. “Stop right there. Don’t come any closer.”
“Rae, what are you doing?” I said, instantly freaking out, thinking she was going to get clubbed or something. That beer must have gone straight to her head and made her completely lose her grip on reality. It made me sick to think that I’d taken advantage of her and kissed her when she was that far gone. She probably never would have touched me if it hadn’t been for the beer.
She stepped around him and began walking towards the house. “Come on, officer. Let’s go to the station.”
He tried to grab her arm, but she danced to the side and he missed. The other cops were too busy looking for kids inside now to do anything with Rae. Our interrogator stood there looking from me to her, total confusion written all over his face. She was already halfway to the door by the time he made his decision about how to handle the weird situation. “Stay put,” he ordered, before turning to go after her.
I did as he said, but not because he told me to. I didn’t want to abandon Rae. She was off the rails and someone needed to be there for her. No way was I going anywhere.
She reached the doorway and turned around, a huge grin on her face. She waved. “Bye, Malcolm! See you on Monday!” And then she spun around and ran inside.
“Hey!” yelled the cop. “Chuck! Banks! We’ve got a runner! In the house, coming from the back!”
I stood there not knowing what to do for a second or two. None of this made any sense. Who goes to a party, drinks a beer, and then surrenders to cops? That’s just … weird.
But then Rae’s voice came from somewhere I couldn’t see and solved my dilemma for me. “Run, Malcolm! Over the fence, run!”
I battled with my conscience for a few more precious seconds, wanting to follow her into the house so we could go down in flames together. But then I decided I might be able to do more to help her with some distance and time on my side. Maybe I could get around to the front of the house without being seen and aid in her escape from there.
I turned and ran. The fence loomed large, and I visualized myself leaping from three feet away, grabbing the top, and climbing up like Kootch had.
“Hey! Where do you think you’re going?!”
I ignored the voice and grabbed the fence, the leap from three feet in my imagination much more graceful than it turned out in reality. My sneakers slipped on the smooth surface of the wood, looking for something to grip onto. I finally found the cross-bar of wood holding the upright parts together and used my toe to lift me to the top. I was almost all the way over when someone grabbed my pant leg.
“Oh, no you don’t,” said the voice, grunting with the effort of keeping me on his side.
I kicked the police officer hard, catching him in the chin.
“Sorry!” I yelled, as his hand fell away.
I threw myself off the fence to the ground below. I was on my knees when another officer came down the alley that separated the yard I had just left from the next section of neighborhood. I took off running in the opposite direction, down the narrow road, planning to loop back around when I got to the end. I easily outpaced the overweight officer behind me, and the one on the other side of the fence didn’t follow me over. I was home free in under a minute.
At the end of the alley I turned left, acting like I was heading farther away from the house so they’d look on the wrong street if they were really dead set on arresting me. After only taking a couple steps in the wrong direction, I crept back and peeked up the path I’d just come from to see if the cop was still pursuing me. I was relieved to find him faced the other way, walking back to the other end of the alley. I quickly crossed over to the other side, looping around to the front of the house that was about ten down from the party place.
Going from house to house, staying close to the front porches and bushes, I made my way back. As I went, my gaze scanned the road lit by streetlamps, expecting to see nothing but a few remaining student cars and the officers’ vehicles. This neighborhood is the kind where people tuck their SUVs away in garages, out of sight, so normally the street would be clear.
I almost looked away, certain I was seeing what I’d expect after a party raid, but then something caught my eye.
I froze, my body tingling all over.
My legs wouldn’t move as I took in the brown sedan with leprosy that stood out and so obviously didn’t belong. It gave me the weirdest sense of foreboding; I could almost feel it rushing over me like a wave of awfulness. What the hell is he doing here? He couldn’t possibly live in this neighborhood and drive that POS.
I snuck over to stand behind a half-wall of manicured bushes that sat at the edge of the party-house yard, trying to see what was going on at the front of the house. The sedan was parked just behind me on the street.
Rae was standing on the front porch, her form illuminated by the lights that glowed brightly from lamps above her head and behind her on the front of the house. She had her hand on the arm of a police officer and he was nodding, looking at her intently. His other arm hung limply at his side. I’ve never seen a law enforcement person look less alert, like he was ready to take a nap standing up. Even his head was drooping down lazily.
Mr. Holder was walking across the grass, having just left his horrible, piece-of-crap car. I could see him aiming right for Rae with the single-minded determination of a frigging molester or something.
No fucking way is that happening. I had no idea what he was doing there or what his intentions were, but I couldn’t see anything good coming of him being involved.
I came out from behind the bushes, no plan in mind, ready to go nuts with my darkness and bring everyone down in tears if I had to. I didn’t even know if I could make that happen, but I sure as hell was going to try.
Rae looked to her left when Holder was halfway across the lawn and her jaw dropped open. She shifted to move behind the police officer, who was still acting like he was in a stand-up coma.
I ran, full out, taking in all the details of the situation as I drew near. Holder. One cop near Rae. Two more inside probably. End of the porch is open, drop not too far. Good escape spot. I arrived at the bottom step as my next thought burst out of me with as much force as I could manage, while trying to breathe through my panic: Bring on the darkness.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: RAE
EVERYTHING WAS GOING PERFECTLY UNTIL Malcolm decided to go all knight in shining armor on me. One second I had the cop convinced that this was all just a silly misunderstanding and that he should let me go for a walk down the street by myself, and the next, Mr. Holder is walking up with a seriously creepy look on his face and Malcolm’s there, standing at the bottom step, ready to do battle.
“Stay back!” Malcolm yelled at Mr. Holder, his back to me and the officer. Apparently he was as weirded out by the teacher being here as I was.
The cop snapped out of the happy trance I’d put him in. “Hey. What’s … what are you doing?” He looked at me like he’d just realized I was standing there in front of him. “What’s going on?”
I smiled, reaching out to touch his arm again. “What’s going on is you’re letting me go.”
He yanked his arm away. “Like hell I am. You’re a minor and you’re drunk. We’re going to call your parents first, and if you give me any trouble we’ll go down to the station, too.”
I jerked my hand back, shocked that he was being so rude to me. “What happened to you?” I asked, before I could stop myself. I knew I sounded like a spoiled Hollywood starlet pulled over for drunk driving, but I couldn’t help it. People never talked to me like this.
He rested his fingers on the handcuffs at his belt as he back-stepped towards the door. He yelled over his shoulder without taking his eyes off me. “Banks! Get out here on the front porch!”
Mr. Holder moved closer to Malcolm, pulling my attention away from the police officer. “Step aside, son,” the teacher said, “I need to speak to Rae.”
“Like hell. I’m not going anywhere. You stay away from her.” Malcolm took a step up to the next stair closer to me, gaining a few inches on the teacher. He clenched his fists in front of him like he was going to fight.
“Malcolm what are you doing?” I asked, panicked he was going to get arrested for assault or something. I’d given him the perfect chance to get away. Why was he here screwing it all up? I could have gotten away on my own if he hadn’t interfered and distracted the police officer.
Not only was I cranky that he’d gotten both of us in trouble, but I was also confused about how he’d actually done it so thoroughly. Usually people stayed in Rainbowland no matter what happened around them, so long as I stayed close and turned on the charm. But the cop had snapped out of it like someone had thrown a bucket of cold water on his head.
I had no time to figure it out now, though. Mr. Holder was in too much of a hurry to come rescue me, apparently. He waved a finger in my direction, like he was drawing squiggly lines in the air. “Officer, I’m taking charge of that minor up there. She’s in my care.” His comb-over chose that moment to flop off the side of his head. It waved around like a palm frond in a storm before settling into a limp position over his ear. All I could think about was grabbing a pair of scissors and hacking it off. He seriously needed to be de-comb-overed.
“And who are you?” asked the officer, detaching his handcuffs from his belt.
I swallowed hard, no longer worrying about Mr. Holder’s terrible hairdo, but wondering if the restraints were for me or Malcolm. I looked around as casually as possible, trying to find a way out of this mess, now that my plan to entrance my captor wasn’t going to work out. My eyes locked on the other end of the house.
There was only one option that I could see: through the officer who stood between me and the far end of the porch.
“I’m Edward Holder, and these are my students.” Mr. Holder tried to come up the stairs, but Malcolm moved to block him, forcing him back down onto the front walk just by getting in the way.
“You’re not going near her,” Malcolm said. He turned his head to explain to the cop. “This guy tried to kidnap her earlier.”
“Kidnap? What are you … are you crazy?!”
Mr. Holder was acting all offended, but to me it sounded like someone protesting a little bit too much, especially because what Malcolm was saying was kind of true. Maybe. I hadn’t considered it kidnapping before, but now I wasn’t sure what to think.
“I would never … have never … that’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. You need to go home, Malcolm McNamara, before you get yourself into some serious trouble not only with the law but with me. I could sue you for defamation!”
“Go ahead. And I’ll tell anyone who will listen that you tried to drive away with her when she was trying to get out of your car.”
“I never …”
“Hey! That’s enough!” yelled the cop. He moved towards the stairs. “Malcolm, is that your name?”
“Yes.”
“Come up here on the porch. Mr. Holder, you stay where you are until we sort this out.”
I breathed out a sigh of relief as Malcolm quickly joined me by the front door. He stood next to me and took my clammy hand in his, squeezing it gently several times in a row. He was probably trying to signal me about something, but I had no idea what. I hoped it was his plan to escape, because if my parents found out what I was doing right now, they’d move us to another state tomorrow. No way would they let this event slide by as just a little blip on the radar. Busted by the police at a party, drinking beer with a guy, sneaking out … this would be a cataclysmic event in my world, but only if my parents found out.
Mr. Holder scowled, speaking to the officer like he was barely restraining his anger. “I told you, officer, I’m taking charge of Rae. She’s coming with me.” He took a step closer to the porch again.
My earlier ideas of Mr. Holder being kind of strange amplified about ten times. He was like a Rainbow, only angry at the same time. Desperate. Determined. Needy, but in a twisted kind of way. I hadn’t even gotten close to the guy, and he wanted to take me with him in his nasty stink mobile for I don’t know what. When he put a foot on the first step, goosebumps broke out on my skin - the bad kind - and my hair stood up on the back of my neck. He was going to ignore the police officer’s order to stay away.
The officer bristled. “Sir, I’m going to tell you one more time to stay back. Do not come up those stairs.” He kept his eyes on Mr. Holder as he yelled for his buddies. “Banks! Chuck! Get out here!” His hand moved to a taser in a holster at his back.
Malcolm squeezed my hand hard, and I looked up at him, wondering what he was trying to say. He lifted his chin towards the end of the porch, the place I’d already decided would be my jumping off point if I decided to run, and then he stared at me pointedly, nodding slightly.
Before I could agree on his plan, the front door opened and another police officer came out partway. “We have a little problem inside. Found a girl upstairs in a bedroom. She’s been drugged and possibly other things. Ambulance is on the way.”
“Leave that to Charlie for now and call for backup. We have a situation out here.” The first officer looked pointedly at Mr. Holder as the second officer drew up next to him, walking past us with barely a glance in our direction.
The second officer spoke to Mr. Holder. “What’s the problem, sir?”
“As I’ve already explained … I am taking charge of that young woman there.” He pointed at me. “I’m her teacher and responsible for her.”
“No, he’s not,” I said, sick over the idea of this guy making claims on me that he had no right to. No Rainbow in my past had ever been this obsessed this quickly. Normally it took months of constant nearness for them to lose their grip so thoroughly, and I’d never even touched him, not once. I’d remember that. “He’s not my teacher, and he’s definitely not taking charge of me or anything else. Keep him away from me.”
Mr. Holder took another step, now with both feet on the bottom stair.
“Sir, move one more inch towards the girl and I’m going to arrest you. Back. Up!”
The posture of both officers went rigid with preparedness. They were so ready to take Mr. Holder down, it was scary to witness. They were planning to use tasers, but their big heavy-looking guns were enough threat just sitting there at their sides for any sane person to just back the hell off. Mr. Holder was obviously insane.
Unfortunately, Mr. Holder was so over the edge, he either didn’t notice they were ready to kick butt or he didn’t care that they both had tasers out and plenty of other weapons at their disposal. He was giving them every signal in the book that he didn’t give a flying hoot about being electrified. He stared at me, narrowing his eyes. “Tell them to let you come with me, Rae.” He lifted a foot to go up to the next stair.
I frowned at him. The guy was totally bonkers, and his fixation couldn’t be explained by normal Rainbow problems. “No, I don’t want to go with you. Stay away from me.”
He lunged up the stairs with zero warning or sign that he was going to do it, taking the officers by surprise. They rushed to block him from getting through. I heard a heavy clatter and watched a taser fall down the stairs and into the grass near the front walk.
As the officers converged on Mr. Holder, wrestling around to get him under control, Malcolm yanked me closer to his side and then forward. We took off running down the porch, towards the open end where there was no railing.
I heard the cops yell. I turned, poised to leap off the porch, staring at the nightmare behind me. Somehow Mr. Holder, the skinny geeky chemistry teacher with his hair still flopping around, had managed to break through their wall of uniforms and weapons and was coming our way.
“Jump!” yelled Malcolm, springing from the porch while still holding my hand.
I screamed as I was jerked along with him, flying towards the ground completely out of control. I landed on top of Malcolm, taking him down in a crazy tackle, both of us rolling into the bushes and flowers nearby.
Mr. Holder stood on the edge of the porch above us, looking down. “Rae!” he yelled, “you’re coming with me!” And then he arched backwards, a shocked expression coming over his face and staying there, like he was frozen. Then his body convulsed over and over, and I heard a clicking sound coming from behind him.
Taser! I wanted to cheer with joy but I stayed silent and yelled in my head instead. You got tazed, you crazy Rainbow bastard!
“Come on!” yelled Malcolm, scrambling to his feet. “We have to go!”
I joined him, finally untangled from his legs and the stupid shrub that had wrapped itself around my shoelaces. We ran across the side yard and then into the neighbor’s front yard. Two people were standing by their door, staring at us as we sprinted by. I ignored them, too focused on running as fast as I possibly could to worry about witnesses or anything else. My family was too new in town for anyone to know me or my parents anyway.
“Come on,” said Malcolm through his heavy breathing, “let’s get as far away as we can before we stop.”
I didn’t bother answering. I had to conserve my oxygen for the running. I was so not in shape for escape on foot.
Our shoes pounded on the concrete sidewalk and over the deep lawns that slowed me down way more than I would have liked. My thighs burned, and I got a stitch in my side after four blocks. The beer sloshed around in my stomach, reminding me of my stupid decision to try and drink some bravery into my system.
We rounded the end of the street and took several turns onto other side roads before Malcolm took a sharp left across someone’s lawn to go in between two dark houses. I followed a few feet behind, no longer able to keep up. He turned when he realized I wasn’t there and waited for me to catch up. Taking me by the hand, he drew me up to the side of a house where we would be sheltered from the view of anyone on the street behind a large, oval-shaped and very dense bush.
He pulled something out of his back pocket, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. When the thing in his hand lit up, I realized it was his phone.
“Who are you calling? The police?” I had no idea why he’d want to do that since we’d just spent so much time trying to run away from three of them.
“No. I’m calling us a ride.” He put the phone to his ear.
“To where? I have to go home.”
He shook his head. “I don’t think you should.”
“Why? My parents will freak if they find me gone.”
“They really don’t know you’re out?”
“No. Do yours?”
He looked at me funny. “Not exactly.”
“Well … then … I guess we both just have to go home and hope they haven’t figured out we were gone.” I felt so weird right now. Less than thirty minutes ago we were making out all hot and heavy in someone’s backyard with people standing all around us. Now we were in a quiet side yard, totally alone, and it felt awkward. Nothing was making sense tonight. Nothing.
“I’m calling Kootch to see if he can come get us. He’s probably still around here somewhere. We’ll both go home. I doubt Mr. Holder will follow us. He has to know parents would call the cops on him the way he’s acting.”
“Good. Tell Kootch to hurry.”
Malcolm walked out from behind the bush. “Stay here. I just need to see the house number.”
I could hear him talking in a soft voice as he disappeared into the darkness, but I couldn’t make out the words. I was just happy Kootch had answered. We were way too far from my house to walk.
Malcolm came back a few seconds later, still talking to Kootch. “Dude, just do it. You just got home, and we have no way to get back.” He waited a few seconds and then said, “Fine. Come as fast as you can.” He put his phone in his back pocket. “Kootch is coming. He and Jasmine texted you a bunch of times to see if we still needed a ride, but you never answered, so they left. He’s acting like he’s been home forever, but I know it’s only been ten minutes tops.”
“My battery died. Is Jasmine still with him?” I considered putting my battery back in, but since it would pinpoint my location to my father if he was looking for me, I decided to wait. I’d do it when I was closer to home. I didn’t want to be caught out with Malcolm or in this neighborhood. My Plan B of pretending to be out for a walk would never work if my father found me this far from home.
“I don’t think she is. I don’t know. He was whining about having Geneva out too late.” He shook his head in disbelief. “He needs to get a life.”
“Or at least a clue,” I said, trying to joke around and lighten the mood, suddenly feeling much better about my situation. I had a ride home now, I wasn’t running from the police anymore, and my parents would hopefully never know I’d been out. That was the last thing I had to worry about. I put my hands behind my back and crossed my fingers. Please let them be sleeping when I get home.
“Speaking of getting a clue, what in the hell was going on with Mr. Holder tonight? And that cop?” Malcolm stood there in front of me, his expression full of confusion. “He was standing there in a frigging coma or something when I came over. What did you say to him?”
My face and neck heated up with embarrassment, caught having used my influence over someone in a very manipulative way. I was ashamed about it, even though I knew I’d done it only because I was in a desperate situation. Somewhere deep inside of me, I’d always had the feeling that using the influence I had over people’s emotions was cheating. Unfair. Just not right. And I’d avoided doing it deliberately and this strongly until now. Tonight was a first on so many levels. My head was spinning with it. Before the spinning had been a good thing, but now it was making me a little ill.
Part of me wanted to just spill my guts and get it over with, let him look at me like I’m a freak and leave me there on the side of this house to find my own way home. The other part of me wanted to live in the fantasy for a little while longer, where I pretend I’m a normal girl who happens to find this normal, totally sweet and chivalrous guy very attractive. So attractive that she’d be bold and make a move towards him, tempting him to kiss her again. It was the more dangerous course in some ways, but the safer one in others. And I wanted Malcolm to stay with me for just a little while longer. Kissing him had been so nice.
I took a step towards him, looking up into his eyes as I went. I reached for him, intending to put my hands on his waist, but he grabbed my wrists and halted my movements.
“No. You stay right where you are and tell me what the hell is going on.” His voice was sharp. Angry. Cruel.
I felt my heart cracking as he shoved my hands away and stared at me with a granite-hard expression. He wasn’t messing around anymore, and apparently the kissing I’d nearly drowned in before hadn’t meant anything to him at all.
I stepped away and stared at the ground, my heart aching, willing the tears that rushed to my eyes not to fall. For a few minutes I’d been allowed to live in a fantasy realm, but now the trip was over. I was back to the real world where people either loved me or hated me but none of them could ever truly know me.
And now I knew I could never tell him the truth. He was already done with me.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: MALCOLM
WE RAN, ME GOING A lot slower than I would have liked, to make sure Rae could keep up. In my imagination there were hungry wolves after us, ready to take us down and devour us whole. I knew in reality it was just a couple of overweight cops and a lunatic chemistry teacher, but my instincts were on high alert, telling me that things were not exactly what they seemed tonight in so many ways.
After finally convincing a whiney Kootch to come and get us, I had to face Rae and get everything out in the open. I’d pushed too far and taken advantage of her being buzzed back at the party, and it was making me sick. When I’d showed up at the porch to try and help she’d made it clear she didn’t want me there. Her angry words still stung - “Malcolm, what are you doing?!” The truth is, I had no idea what I was doing, besides just trying to rescue her like a lovesick idiot with zero plan and even less finesse.
Love? No frigging way. I don’t even know her.
But despite her trying to blow me off, I still wanted to know her. I wanted to know why when I was with her, she still smiled and talked about happy things, why she hides in bathrooms like me, why people can’t get too close, and why that cop was standing there like a zombie until I showed up. And I also wanted to know why she kissed me, hoping beyond hope that maybe it wasn’t just because of the alcohol.
Kootch was complaining over the phone that he’d already parked the Gremlin and taken off his shoes, even though I knew he was still going to come. He just wanted to hear me beg or something. This was my punishment for having hid from him so many times.
“Dude, just do it. We have no way to get home.”
“You’re gonna have to wait for me to get my shoes on again. And I have to warm the car up, too.”
I knew he was full of crap, but he needed to complain so I let him. “Fine. Come as fast as you can.” I put my phone in my pocket, turning my attention to Rae. “Kootch is coming,” I said in a low voice, trying not to let my hurt show through. I’d blown it with this girl, but that was to be expected. Guys like me can’t have girlfriends. They can’t have dates and they can’t fall in love.
“Is Jasmine still with him?” She looked hopeful, like having more people between her and me would make things better. The heartache was settling in deep now. I could feel it burrowing into the muscle, making itself comfortable. I welcomed the pain. It would make leaving so much easier.
“I don’t think so. I don’t know. He was whining about having Geneva out too late.” I shook my head over his weird connection to his crappy car. It was like a real person to him, a best friend or something. “He needs to get a life.” Just like me. Three more months and I’m going to go get one. Kind of.
“Or at least a clue.” Rae gave me a strange half-smile.
I couldn’t help but think that she really meant that comment for me. It was like a knife piercing my chest. I was a stupid frigging jerk thinking she’d want to be with me. Get a clue was right.
“Speaking of getting a clue, what in the hell was going on with Mr. Holder tonight? And that cop?” My curiosity wasn’t going to be content with just ignoring the mystery that is Rae. Even if she didn’t want to be with me, I had to know. When I’d said she was an agent of darkness like me, she’d looked at me like I’d suddenly sprouted a horn in the middle of my forehead. It probably wasn’t the smartest move in the world to use the stupid nickname I had for it, but it was the only way I’d come up with of expressing what it was like to be me. And no matter what, I knew she wasn’t like other people. Maybe she wasn’t like me, but she was something.
She didn’t answer me right away, so I kept talking. “He was standing there in a frigging coma when I came over or something. What did you say to him?” I wondered if maybe I was completely wrong about her being strange like me. Maybe her parents had some kind of power in this town already, even though they’d just gotten here. Maybe her father was a senator or something. Maybe that’s why people got too close and she had to hide in bathrooms.
I felt like a royal asshole now. I smiled bitterly, thinking how I’d tried to assign the agent of darkness label to her when all she was guilty of is being the child of someone powerful.
She suddenly seemed unsure of herself or like she was trying to figure out a way to tell me what she had to say.
I braced myself for the grand fuck you I was certain I was going to hear.
She looked down at the ground for a few seconds before raising her head again. She took a step towards me, staring me down as she came.
I waited in silence, ready to hear what she had to say. I could take it. I’d been burned and hurt before. This is my life. This is who I am.
Her arms came out and moved towards my hips.
I took her by the wrists and stopped her. She was drunk and didn’t know what she was doing, and I wasn’t going to take advantage of her ever again. It wasn’t right, even though there was nothing in the world I’d rather do than kiss her and hold her close. Those few stolen moments in the back yard of that stupid party were seared into my brain. I’d be reliving that heaven, that once in a lifetime chance, over and over in my mind forever. I had no doubt of that at all. Stolen moments. Stolen kisses. Things I had no right to take. I was a thief.
I was angry at myself, so my words came out harsher than I meant for them to. “No. You stay right where you are and tell me what the hell is going on.” I pushed her hands back to her sides firmly, letting her know that I intended to do the right thing this time and keep her safe - not just from that lunatic teacher but from me, too. I looked her in the eye, trying to show her how much it meant to me to do the right thing like this, even though it was the hardest, least selfish thing I’d ever done. I really wanted to do some more stealing tonight.
She immediately reacted like I’d crushed her heart. She moved back and stared at the ground, saying nothing in response.
“I’m sorry. I sound angry, but I’m not. I know you’re mad at me and you have every right to be. But please just tell me. You can tell me to go to hell and I’ll go, but before you do that, tell me why. Tell me why people can’t get close to you. Is it because your father’s important? Is he going to be the president or something?” I guess I needed some closure. This little spark of hope that I was keeping alive - that there was someone out there like me - needed to die. I needed it to be really over.
Words were tumbling out of my mouth. Seeing her standing there with her head down made me want to punch myself in the head. I’d put her in this situation. It was my fault we were standing here like this in the middle of the night, running from the cops.
She laughed, but it wasn’t the happy kind of laugh. It was more bitter than anything. “No, my father isn’t like that. He tries to keep a low profile. He’d never be in a public office … be around people like that.”
“Oh.” There goes that theory. “Well, what is it, then? Is it your mother? Is she a senator?”
She finally looked up at me, tears falling from her eyes. I could see their glistening wetness in the moonlight shining bright above our heads. Just witnessing the evidence of her sadness or anger or whatever it was making her cry made my heart constrict painfully in my chest. I wanted to wipe the tears away, like I had earlier. Seeing them at all was just wrong, wrong, wrong. But I had no right to touch her. I watched them track down her cheeks, waiting for her to say something.
“You called yourself the agent of darkness.”
“Yes. Any chance you can just pretend you didn’t hear that? Pretend I never said it? I’m not crazy if that’s what you’re wondering. I promise I’m not.”
She gave me a bitter smile. “Crazy people don’t admit they’re crazy.”
I dropped my gaze, no longer able to handle the pain of seeing her like this. “I know. But I’m not. I wish I was. It would make life much easier if I could live in another reality.”
“I know exactly what you mean.”
The sound of a car going very slowly down the street caught my attention. I turned, trying to look over the bush we were hiding behind. It was too tall, so I left its shelter and walked around the side of it. A small car was moving very slowly down the street. I could already tell it wasn’t Mr. Holder’s car; his was longer and wider than this one.
“It’s Kootch. Come on.”
“Are you sure?” she asked, walking behind me, whispering.
“Yeah. Who else would be driving slow and trying to read addresses?” I ran towards the curb and stood at the street, waving my arms so he’d see us.
The car stopped for a second and then lurched forward, speeding up.
Rae reached my elbow. “What a relief,” she said, breathing heavy again.
As the car drew nearer, my heart sank. It wasn’t Kootch.
“Oh my god,” said Rae, “that’s not a Gremlin is it?”
“No. It’s not.”
The car pulled up next to us and the window rolled down. “Hey, guys. What are you doing out here standing on the side of the road?”
Before I could answer, Rae walked up to his window. “Hi, Derek. We were just leaving that party, running away so we didn’t get busted.”
“Oh, man. You guys were there? I was too, but I didn’t see you. I just dropped Brody off. Want a lift?”
“Yes,” said Rae without hesitation.
“Uh, no. That’s okay,” I said. “We have Kootch coming.”
“I can take you right now,” said Derek, his attention on Rae. “Do your parents know you’re out?”
“No, they don’t.” She walked over to the passenger side of the car. “Can you take me home? I’m not sure how far it is.”
“Sure, get in. Just tell me where to go and I’ll find it.”
“Highlands,” she said, climbing into the passenger seat.
“I know it. It’ll take us ten minutes max. Just put your seatbelt on.”
Rae leaned over towards Derek, looking out his window at me. “Are you coming with us?”
I froze for a second, everything about this feeling wrong. “Uh … no. I’m going to wait for Kootch. He’s already on his way.” Letting her go without me was making me physically ill. “Why don’t you wait for Kootch to show up? I got him out of bed.”
Derek put the car in Drive and took the liberty of answering for Rae. “He could take forever in that crap car. She’s got to get home if her parents don’t know she’s out. What if they check her room?”
“I need to go, Malcolm,” said Rae, sounding apologetic. “Tell Kootch thanks for me, would you? I’ll see you on Monday.”
I lifted my hand to say goodbye as they drove off, words not coming to my brain or my lips. She was leaving. She was eager to get away from me. This was better.
Derek’s taillights went up the street. The right one was broken. The left one got smaller and dimmer as the distance between us grew.
I didn’t even know Kootch had arrived until he pulled even with me and honked the horn. I nearly jumped out of my skin, my heart beating like a runaway train.
“Shit, Kootch. What the hell?”
I looked back at Derek’s car. He was just turning the corner.
“Get in, loser. I’m tired.”
“Hey, lover boy!” came Jasmine’s voice from the passenger seat. “Where’s your date?”
“She just took off.” I got in pushing Jasmine’s seat forward while she stayed in it.
“Took off? What do you mean, took off?” she asked as she slammed the creaky door shut, angry now. “Did you let her run away or something?”
I scowled as I put on my seatbelt. “Hell no, I didn’t let her run away. She got in Derek’s car and left. Just now. You just missed her.”
“Derek’s car?” asked Kootch. “What’s Derek doing out here? Did she call him?”
“No, of course not. She doesn’t even know the guy.”
“Then what’d she get in his car for?” asked Jasmine, turning around to glare at me. Then she looked at Kootch. “I don’t like this.”
“He wouldn’t do anything. He’s a douche, but he ain’t no rapist,” said Kootch, slamming the gear into first and moving the car forward.
“Which way did they go?” asked Jasmine. “You said they just left. Let’s catch up to them, make sure he brings her home.”
“Oh, come on!” yelled Kootch. “Geneva’s tired. I’m tired!”
“Shut up, you big whiner baby. Just drive. Which way, Malcolm?” She was staring me down again.
I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to be a stalker. Rae already worried about people doing that for whatever reason. But her getting into Derek’s car had literally made me sick with apprehension. Following her without her knowing couldn’t hurt anyone.
“Turn right up there.”
Kootch sighed loudly, but did as Jasmine asked. We turned the corner, and way up ahead there was a single tail light glowing weakly in the darkness.
“Step on it, Pokey, we need to catch up to them before we lose them.” Jasmine was looking out the windshield, pointing to the car that was turning left. “Hurry up! They’re going to take a couple turns and we’ll never find them!”
Kootch sped up, but he didn’t stop complaining. “But they’re going to the Highlands! I know how to get there, woman!”
“You assume that’s where they’re going. Let’s hope that’s where they’re going. But until they go there, we don’t know, now do we? Now stop back-talking me and drive.”
“Bossy cow,” he muttered under his breath, but he did press on the gas pedal a little harder. Geneva’s engine whined loudly, moving us closer and closer to the turn we needed to take.
“So what the heck was going on back there at the party with you guys, huh, Malcolm?” asked Jasmine, her tone going all sneaky. “I’m pretty sure I caught you giving her mouth-to-mouth. Was she not breathing or something?”
“Shut up.” The memory of it burned. My stomach ached with regret.
“Seriously, Butts, shut up,” agreed Kootch, taking the turn. He was getting crankier by the second.
I shouldn’t be in this car with him. The darkness being enclosed in this small space was going to overwhelm him too quickly. Jasmine didn’t seem bothered by it, but I could tell Kootch was. I opened the tiny window, hoping some of it would escape. I wasn’t even sure it even worked like that, but anything was worth trying. The poor guy was doing me a favor, and here I was bringing him back down into his depression.
And the guilt piled on.
The car ahead of us turned right. We were just two blocks behind it now.
“Hey. What the hell?” asked Kootch, speeding up and leaning closer toward the windshield.
“What’s wrong?” asked Jasmine, fear in her voice.
“He’s going the wrong way.” Kootch down-shifted as he got to the stop sign. “Highlands is that way.” He pointed to the left and then looked at the back of Derek’s car. “So why is he going that way?”
We all watched the red tail light getting smaller in the distance.
Jasmine punched Kootch in the arm. “Don’t just sit there! Go after her!”
“What if it’s not her?!” he yelled back.
“It is,” I said in a hurry, the panic rising up to choke me. “Broken tail light on the right side. Go!” I shoved the back of his seat, forcing him forward a little.
“Stop pushing on my seat! I’m going!” He revved the engine and popped the clutch, stalling the car. We all jerked forward and then back.
“Jesus, Kootch, can’t you drive?!” screamed Jasmine, her hands on the dash.
“Shut up, you’re making me nervous, Butts!” He cranked the engine and shoved the shifter into first. Slamming down on the accelerator, he turned the corner at a high rate of speed, swerving out into the other lane. Thankfully, no one else was on the road, so he had time to straighten out and get back in the right lane without killing us. He ran through all four gears quickly, going fifty miles an hour through the residential area so we could catch up. We lost the tail light as Derek took another right turn.
“Maybe he’s just taking another route,” I said, leaning forward and holding onto Kootch’s seat.
“Well that’d mean he’s taking the seriously long way, since he’s now headed in the opposite direction of where he should be,” said Kootch.
“I don’t like this at all,” said Jasmine. “Hurry, Kootch. I’m not bossing you around, I’m just scared.”
I was too. But this made no sense. “Why would Derek take her away from her house?”
“To rape her!” yelled Jasmine. “Why else do guys do stuff like that? Maybe murder her, too!”
“Rape and murder?!” yelled Kootch, looking from her to the windshield and back again. “Are you completely nuts? He’s not a criminal. He’s a douche, but he’s not a murderer! Butts, you are totally crazy, you know that? You and your parents … conspiracy nuts.”
“It sounds crazy,” I agreed, “but tonight has been nothing but crazy. Frigging Holder tried to take her away too. Back at the party.”
“What are you talking about?” asked Jasmine, her eyes wide in her face. “He wasn’t at the party. Is this the beer now? Is that whose in the driver’s seat, with your brain riding shotgun?”
“I’m not drunk. I was buzzing before, but after all the running I did tonight, I’m not anymore.” I stared at the broken tail light as I explained. “After the accident this afternoon in Brody’s car, Holder tried to give us a ride home. He got all weird, so we decided to get out. But when we tried to leave the car, he started to take off while Rae was still in it. Then tonight when the cops were questioning Rae, he showed up and tried to take her away.” It sounded stranger being said out loud than it had in my head.
“You’re lying,” said Jasmine.
“No, I swear on this Gremlin I’m not.” I was desperate for them to believe me. If they thought I was lying maybe they’d stop following Rae and then she’d be lost.
“Hey! Watch it!” yelled Kootch, turning left to follow Derek. We were only one block behind him now. “No one swears on Geneva, no one.”
“Tell us everything,” said Jasmine. “All the details, like a girl would tell the story.”
“He just showed up at the party after everyone left. The cops were questioning Rae on the front porch, and he kept saying he was there to take responsibility for her. And when he tried to break through the cops to get to us, they tazed his ass. The last time I saw him, he was having seizures on some guy’s porch.”
“That is the weirdest fucking thing you’ve ever said, dude,” said Kootch. “You musta taken some X or something.”
“X doesn’t do this,” said Jasmine. “This is either the truth or extreme paranoia. Did you smoke anything?”
I was disgusted with the fact that I was telling a totally true story and all they could think about was me doing drugs. “I’m not messing around and I’m not messed up, okay?! That’s exactly what happened! That’s the gist of it, anyway.” I couldn’t tell the story like a girl, like Jasmine wanted me to. Too many unnecessary details and we didn’t have time.
“Uh. Yeah. So. Ah-hem…” Kootch sounded very nervous all of a sudden.
“What, Kootch. Spit it out,” ordered Jasmine.
“Not that I totally believe that ridiculously stupid story, but … you know … Derek is the SA for Holder. That’s kind of weird, right? Like a weird coincidence? That they’d both be there and trying to take Rae home?”
“Oh, shit. He is,” said Jasmine. “When student aid spots came open, Holder requested him. I was there. I totally remember thinking that’s how Derek’s grade went from a D to an A in one semester, like maybe he bribed Holder or something.”
I threw myself back against the seat, my hands splayed out on the bench-seat next to me. “What the hell? What the hell does that mean?”
“Probably nothing,” said Kootch, speeding up even more to put us about three car lengths behind Rae. “She’s hot and they want to date her, maybe. But just in case, I’m going to stay close and make sure he brings her home and doesn’t rape and murder her in the meantime.”
I ran my fingers through my hair, all kinds of crazy shit zipping around in my head. Rape? Murder? Kidnapping? What the hell kind of bullshit is this? It might be something innocent like wanting to date her, but I found that highly unlikely. Mr. Holder wasn’t the student dating type. He was too old, too gross, and too … weird.
“This is nowhere near Highlands, is it?” asked Jasmine, her voice full of concern. “Where are we going, can you tell?”
“Highlands is east of here. He’s going northwest. No way is he taking her home,” said Kootch.
“What are they doing?” I asked. We were on a main road now, and Derek’s turn signal had come on. They were turning into a gas station.
“Getting gas or something,” said Kootch. “Should I go in?”
“No drive by, drive by!” squeaked Jasmine. “Park nextdoor behind that other car there.” She was pointing to a big sedan left overnight in a tire shop’s parking lot.
Kootch passed the gas station, and I stared out the window as we went by, trying to see what was going on. “Derek’s not at the pumps,” I said. He’d parked off to the side of the building and a little in front, not using a parking space. The clerk in the store wouldn’t see him there, making me wonder if that was intentional.
Jasmine had spun around, trying to see what was happening too. “She’s getting out. Hurry up, Kootch.”
“I am! Stop bossing me around!” He pulled into the nearby parking lot.
“She’s going inside,” said Jasmine, unbuckling her seatbelt. “I’m going in too.”
I reached through the front seats and touched her shoulder. “Wait. What if Derek’s just getting gas or letting her take a pit stop before bringing her home?”
“Yeah,” agreed Kootch. “We could be making a big deal out of nothing.”
“Look at her face,” said Jasmine. “Does she look happy?”
All of us stared out the window, barely able to see the gas station around the car we’d just pulled in next to.
“She looks miserable. I’m going.” Jasmine opened her door.
“Wait,” I whispered. “Get back in. Let’s get a plan together.”
“Plan? You’re not James Bond, dude, just go walk up to her and say we came to take you home. Simple,” said Kootch.
“He’s right,” said Jasmine, referring to me. “We need a plan. If Derek is doing something wrong, he’s not going to just let her go.”
“He’s a linebacker on the varsity football team,” said Kootch. “If he wants to take her, I doubt we’ll have much say in the matter.”
“So we sneak her away,” I said. “Jasmine, you go in the store. Derek’s hanging in his car. Maybe he won’t notice you. I’ll hang back with Kootch, and if we see him getting out to follow you, we’ll stall him.”
“Awesome. I’ll bring her here by going through a back door. Don’t let Derek see you if you don’t need to.”
“We won’t,” I assured her.
Maybe Derek was just taking her home the only way he knew how. And maybe she needed to go to the bathroom, so he stopped for her because he’s a nice guy. We could be acting like total freaks following them and rescuing her from nothing, but I decided that I’d rather be safe than sorry. And if anything bad happened to Rae, I knew I’d be sorry for the rest of my life.
Jasmine walked quickly across the front of the store and went inside. Derek didn’t get out of his car. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but his door stayed shut and his engine remained running.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: RAE
AS I RODE AWAY FROM the curb in Derek’s car, the heartache settled in deep. I had a feeling this was the last I’d be seeing of Malcolm. Sure I’d sit next to him in art class or pass by in the hallways, but I’d probably never see him up close and personal, touching me, smiling at me again. It was over before it had really begun. Story of my life.
“So, you live in the Highlands. Do you know how to get there?”
I was suddenly nervous. He didn’t have a GPS in his car that I could see. “Um, no. I just moved there. I don’t know where anything is.”
“Okay, no problem. I know the general area. I’m sure we’ll find it no problem.”
I smiled weakly, not feeling very confident in his navigating abilities. “Okay.” I probably should have waited for Kootch. He knows where my neighborhood is, and Malcolm had gotten him out of bed to take us home.
But I didn’t want to force Malcolm to be around me any longer, and Derek’s comment about my parents had reminded me that every second counts. Getting back before my parents woke up and checked on me was a priority. They did that sometimes, probably more than I cared to know, and with the way things had gone so far tonight, I felt like I had a really big streak of bad luck following me around. Tonight would be the night they checked more than normal, probably.
“So, how do you like school so far?” Derek asked.
“Pretty good. It’s only been one day.” The boring conversation was keeping my mind off my parents catching me, so I went with it.
“Yeah, well, it’s pretty decent. Who do you have for Chemistry?”
“Um, I can’t remember. Some really long name that ends in ski.” Thank God it wasn’t Holder. I didn’t know how I could face that guy on Monday. Hopefully I’d be able to avoid him in the hallways. I still wasn’t sure what to do about him. If I reported him to my parents, the police, or the school administration, my parents would use it as an excuse to move. I really wasn’t ready to move away yet. Even though Malcolm was acting cold, I still had a potential friend in Jasmine. I couldn’t just walk away from something so precious. Friends might be a dime a dozen for other people, but for me, they’re gold.
“Ah, you’ve got Chomanovsky. She’s decent. But Holder’s better. That’s who I have. I’m his SA too.”
“SA?”
“Student aid. I have a free period, and I go to his class and help him out and get credit for it. I stock materials in the labs, run errands, put in orders at supply for him.”
“Oh.” I had a lot to say on the Holder subject, but since Derek was a fan, I kept it to myself. I wondered if he knew his teacher was into crashing teen parties and engaging in the attempted kidnapping of girls. It made me nervous to be in Derek’s car, knowing they were so close.
“Have you met him yet?” Derek asked.
“Yes. I have. Remember? At the accident? He kind of gave me a ride home.”
“Oh, yeah, that’s right. How could I forget? What did you think? Nice guy, right? A little weird, but nice.”
I breathed out a sigh of relief that he at least noticed Mr. Holder’s craziness. “Yeah, he’s weird.”
“Don’t let that bother you. He’s just this scientist guy, you know? Like, he doesn’t know how to relate to people who aren’t as smart as him, I think.”
It seemed like a heck of a lot more than just social awkwardness going on, but I wasn’t going to burst Derek’s bubble and get him all worked up. I could already see him getting a little too happy about being around me. I had a potential Rainbow on my hands getting this close to him, being in this car alone with him. Better to keep my thoughts to myself.
Derek made a few turns in silence. I didn’t recognize anything around us. Everything looked different at night.
“It’s too bad you came at the end of the year,” said Derek, glancing over at me and smiling. “That must be hard, moving so close to the end.”
“Yeah. My dad got transferred.” Lie, lie, lie.
“Oh, yeah? Where does he work?”
I hated these questions. I never knew how to answer them and always ended up looking clueless. “He works from home. On his computer.”
“What’s the company?”
“I’m not sure.” I was fairly certain my dad owned his own company, but I couldn’t very well say that now. I had to stick with the transfer story. I hated telling lies; they were so hard to keep track of.
“My parents work for Glacier Banks.” He sounded proud.
“Oh. That’s nice.” I had no idea what that was. It could be a water bottling company or a law firm as far as I was concerned. All I could think about was my parents getting up to check on me and finding all my pillows stuffed under my covers. The police would be parked in my driveway if that had happened. I prayed I wouldn’t find a cruiser at my house when we finally got there.
It was taking us too long to get to my house. I pulled my phone out of my tiny purse that was still slung across my shoulders and pushed the battery back in, powering it up as fast as I could. When it finally came on, I looked at the time, wishing I’d checked it before I’d left Malcolm. This trip seemed like it was taking forever, but I wasn’t sure how much time had passed.
Derek grabbed the phone out of my hand.
“Hey!” I was so shocked he’d done it, I sat there with my hand frozen out in front of me, my mouth hanging open.
“What model is this baby?” he asked, smiling and glancing down at it.
I grabbed for it. “Give it back, Derek!” Now I was pissed. Talk about rude!
He fumbled the phone trying to keep it away from me and dropped it on the floor by his feet. His left foot jerked back and kicked my cell under his seat. “Oh, shit. Sorry about that. Don’t worry, I’ll get it.” He reached down and fished around, yanking the wheel left and right in his efforts.
“Don’t! Just … get it later. You’re swerving all over the place. The cops are going to pull you over for drunk driving.” The last think I needed was to be delivered home by a cop, assuming they weren’t already there.
Why did I do this at all? Why did I agree to sneak out? I had never so spectacularly destroyed a first day ever in my life. I figured I had about a five percent chance of getting out of this with my life and heart still intact.
“Sorry about that. That was stupid,” he said, back to driving like a sober person again. He looked sorry, but it didn’t make me any less mad.
“Are we going the right way? I don’t recognize any of this and it’s taking a really long time. It didn’t take that long to get to the party.”
He looked at me, no longer smiling. “What? You think I’m trying to kidnap you or something?”
My heart stopped beating for three full seconds. A huge thump from it got it going again, but now it was racing like I’d just run a mile. “Um, no. I hope not. I’m just … I want to get home is all.” I felt bad for making him think that. I dropped my gaze to my lap. “I’m just freaked out from talking to the cops earlier.”
“Oh, I see. You had the cops after you. Well that explains why you were hiding in the bushes with McNamara.” He snorted, looking out the windshield again.
I didn’t like his tone at all. “I was hiding with him because we were running together. Away from the cops and Mr. Holder if you must know.” I regretted the words as soon as they were out of my mouth.
He clenched his teeth together, making the side of his jaw bounce out a few times. When he finally spoke it was in a low, almost dead tone. “Mr. Holder is a genius. No one appreciates him like they should.”
I smiled weakly, trying to placate Derek and just inspire him to drive me home without yelling at me. “I’m sure he is. He seems very … smart.” Not! He seems very nuts is the truth, but I’m not going to say that to you because you’re blind, apparently!
“You just need to get to know him better. Then you’ll see. He has all our best interests at heart.”
Now I felt like I was being inducted into a cult or something. I had to get out of this car. Anyone who thought Mr. Holder was some kind of savior or whatever was no friend of mine. “I really have to pee,” I said, suddenly inspired to try and escape. Screw worrying about cops and parents. I had to get away from this crazy Rainbow. “Can you pull into that gas station? I’m afraid I’m going to go in my pants. I had a bunch of beer.” I grinned at him, turning on the happy as hard as I could. That’s twice tonight I’d used my charms to get my way. I reached out to touch his arm and seal the deal.
“Don’t touch me!” he yelled, pulling his arm across his chest to get it away from me.
“Sorry,” I said, acting offended. Either he had a touching phobia or he was worried about what I’d do to him. I prayed it was the former because if it was the latter, that meant he knew something he shouldn’t.
“Here,” he said, putting on his turn signal as a gas station came into view. “I’ll bring you in here and wait. But hurry up. Your parents are going to figure out you’re gone and then the shit’s gonna hit the fan. I have to get home too.”
I forced my features to remain normal and not show how horrified I was. I was getting the distinct suspicion that he knew about the effects of my touch and that the fear I had of my parents finding out was more than just a normal teenage reaction to being out past curfew. But that was nuts. No one knew. And he wasn’t like me, so how could he know anything? I just needed to be alone for a little while so I could think and sort this all out.
“Don’t take a long time,” he said, shifting the car into park.
“Aren’t you going to take a parking spot?” I asked, unbuckling my seatbelt, slowly, trying to pretend I didn’t want to run out of there and never come back. I was afraid he’d pull away before I could get out the door, so I had to be cool.
“No. I’ll wait over here.” He stared out the front windshield, not looking at me.
I really, really wanted my phone. “Can I have my cell back?”
“I’ll get it while you’re in there. It’s under my seat. Hurry up, would you? I have parents too, you know.”
I felt guilty, scared, and confused, all at the same time. My head was ready to explode with all the conflict swimming around in it.
“Sorry. I’ll be right back,” I said, getting out. I ran to the front of the store like a girl barely controlling her bladder and threw the door open. “Where’s your bathroom?” I asked the seriously bored-looking clerk.
“In the back. But you have to buy something.”
“I’ll do it on my way out,” I said, not even sure I had any money in my purse.
I raced to the bathroom and locked myself in. Pulling my pants down, I took advantage of my current situation while I figured out what to do.
My thoughts were interrupted before they could even start by someone banging on the door. My bladder froze up, cutting off its stream.
Oh my god! He followed me in!
“Rae, open up!” came a girl’s voice. “It’s me! Jasmine!”
I froze, hovering in mid-squat over the toilet. “Jasmine?”
“Yes! Jazzy Butts, remember? Open the door! I think you’re in trouble!”
I pulled my pants up and ran to the door, sliding the lock free and pulling on the handle. Jasmine chose that moment to push on the door at the same time and the thing flew in, hitting me in the knee.
“Ow!” I yelled, bending over to rub it. “Oh, crapski, that hurt!”
“Sorry! Sorry!” she whisper shrieked, pushing the door shut behind her and locking it. “I’m so sorry! Are you okay?” She bent over with me and put her hand on my back, her face full of concern.
I was looking up at her, totally confused. “I’m fine, but what are you doing here?” I stood straight and hobbled back to the toilet.
She took a deep breath and let it out. “I’m here to rescue you. With Kootch and Malcolm.”
“What?” I paused, ready to pull my pants down again.
“We’re here to rescue you. We think Derek’s up to something.”
“Can we talk about this while I pee?” I asked. All that beer and the panic and now the stinky toilet reminding me where I was all added up to a serious urge.
“Fine. Pee and then let’s go.” She stood in front of the mirror, checking her lipstick.
I talked as I went. “He’s not bringing me to the Highlands is he?”
“No. He’s going the opposite way.”
My stomach clenched. “That’s what I thought. It was taking so long.”
“Why didn’t you text me or something?” she asked, walking over to take some toilet paper off the roll for me. For some reason the dispenser was across the room, totally out of my reach. She handed me a wad of scratchy, thin paper and stepped back.
“He took my phone.”
“What?! That’s … he’s a frigging kidnapper!”
“It was an accident. I think. I don’t know. I’m so confused right now I have no idea what’s going on.”
I finished my business and pulled up my pants, moving to the sink so I could wash up. I zipped up when I was done.
“Neither do I. All I know is we need to get you out of here without him seeing. We’re going out the back door. Kootch and Mal are waiting next door.”
I shut off the water and flicked my fingers at the sink. “Okay, I’m ready.” I wiped my wet hands on the sides of my jeans.
Jasmine stood at the door and looked back at me. “Just stay close, and if Derek sees you, run to the tire store that’s to the right of this place and find the Gremlin.”
“But what about you?”
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be right on your ass the whole way.”
I smiled, knowing I had a true friend standing in front of me. I couldn’t help it; I grabbed her in a hug and squeezed her hard. “Thank you for rescuing me, Jazzy Butts.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” she said, hugging me back. “We’re not in Geneva yet.”
I grinned as we parted. “That sounds so wrong.”
“Tell me about it.” She slid the lock to the side and opened the door slowly.
Two male voices were conversing in the main part of the store. One of them sounded a lot like Derek.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: MALCOLM
JASMINE DISAPPEARED INTO THE STORE, and about two minutes later, Derek got out of his car and went inside too.
“Dammit!” yelled Kootch, hitting the steering wheel. “He went in. Now what?” He frowned and smoothed the spot on the wheel where he’d punched it.
“I’m going to get out and see if I can find out what’s going on inside. I don’t want him to know we’re here, though. Keep the car running and maybe point it out of the lot so we can take off in a hurry.”
“What, you think he’s just going to let them go?” Kootch sounded skeptical.
“Jasmine said they’d go out the back, so maybe he won’t see them.”
“Fine. You go, but not too close.”
I got out and shut the door. Kootch slowly pulled out of the spot he’d taken, doing a couple moves forward and back until he was facing the exit.
I walked a few feet down the lot bordering the store’s property. From my new position, I could see Derek standing at the counter, talking to the clerk. The clerk was pointing to something in the store, towards the back. Derek nodded and started walking in that direction.
A noise on the side of the building caught my attention. I heard whispering voices and running footsteps. Movement near a dumpster told me Jasmine and Rae were on their way.
“Over here!” I yelled as loud as I dared. “He’s going to the back of the store from inside!”
The two girls came into view as the light from the store reached them. They scrambled up the small incline separating the two properties. I waited at the top, grabbing each of their hands and pulling them towards me. “Come on, Kootch is waiting!”
We ran to the Gremlin, our feet slapping on the blacktop.
“Rae!” came Derek’s voice. He sounded angry.
I looked over my shoulder as I waited for the girls to get into the back seat. They were shouting in their panic, easy to hear from anywhere around.
“Rae, where are you?!” Derek was standing outside the front of the store, searching the parking lot desperately. He looked panicked and mad at the same time.
I didn’t waste anymore time looking at him or wondering what the hell he was doing. I threw the seat back into position, knocking Jasmine on her butt, and jumped in, slamming the door shut. “Go! Go! Go! Step on it, Kootch!”
Kootch revved the engine and it roared, its weak little motor doing the best it could to follow Kootch’s commands. But the car didn’t go anywhere. Kootch still had his foot on the clutch.
“Come on, Kootch, go!” screamed Jasmine, banging on the side of his seat.
Rae started to cry, moaning with fear.
“Stop yelling at me!” he yelled as his foot left the clutch. The car jumped forward, just as Derek had reached my window, putting a small bit of distance between us.
“Rae!” Derek yelled, his face contorted into a mask of fury.
The car stopped and stalled.
Derek ran to catch up to us again and pointed to the window, speaking in a deadly calm voice. “Rae … get out of the car.” His chest was heaving and his nostrils flared, making him look crazy.
Both girls were screaming bloody murder.
“What the hell! What the hell! What the hell!” chanted Kootch, turning the engine over, shoving the shifter into gear, and revving the engine. The car jerked forward and then stopped, jerked forward and stopped. Our heads were snapping back and forth with the stuttering movements.
Derek banged on my window and grabbed the handle.
The door came open partway before I was finally able to grab the arm rest from inside and pull it closed again. I held onto it for dear life, knowing if he got in, people were going to get hurt, starting with me.
Jasmine’s hand flew up from the back and slammed the lock down on my door. “Fuck off!” she screamed at Derek.
The car surged forward, this time leaving Derek behind. But then it stalled once more. I could hear him running to catch us again.
“Jesus, Kootch!” I yelled. “Drive the damn car, would ya?!”
Before we could get rolling again, Derek showed up at Kootch’s door and pulled it open, grabbing Kootch by the shoulder. The Gremlin inched forward as Kootch hung out of the car.
“Assbag! Get off me!” Kootch swung out with his right fist and hit Derek, punching him in the arm hard enough that Derek lost his grip.
I pulled Kootch back in from my side, and he took the door with him, slamming it shut. Jasmine leaned over and smacked her hand on top of the lock, pushing it down just as Derek tried to open the door again.
I thought we were home free as Kootch threw the shifter into gear, but then Derek drew back and punched the glass near Kootch’s face for all he was worth, shattering it.
“What the hell are you doing to my car?!” roared Kootch, finally getting his feet on the pedals and getting the car to go. We moved slowly, rolling along gradually, but not fast enough to get away.
Derek ran alongside the car and reached inside, trying to grab Kootch’s shirt through the broken window.
Derek screamed in agony a second later and yanked his hand out. I saw something black sticking out of the back of his fist before it disappeared.
Kootch slammed the gearshift into second and tore out of the lot, not even slowing down at the exit. The car jumped out onto the main road and quickly moved into third gear, picking up speed on the way.
The girls were crying in the back and Kootch was wild-eyed with fear and anger. “What in the holy fuck was that all about?” he finally asked when we were a couple blocks away, glancing over at me and then in the mirror at the girls. “Can someone please explain to me why that lunatic smashed my car and tried to kill me, please?!”
“What did you do to him?” I asked, looking back at the girls.
“She stabbed him with a frigging pen,” said Jasmine, sounding proud. “That’s gotta hurt.”
“Just get me home, just get me home,” cried Rae. She was shaking her head back and forth, lost in her misery.
“No! No one goes home until I say so!” Kootch was practically growling he was so mad.
“Come on, Kootch, you can’t kidnap us. We’re done with that shit,” I said, suddenly very tired. Nothing had gone right tonight. Even the few moments that I had thought were amazing had turned to utter shit. I just wanted to leave town now. Screw the three months until my eighteenth birthday. Screw my diploma. I didn’t need it that bad. It’s not like I could get a regular job anyway.
Kootch calmed down, but now it was like a crazy kind of serenity that was coloring his tone. “Listen. All my life I’ve been going to school with that shit basket, and in all that time, the most fucked up thing he’s ever done is slap another football player on the ass. Now he’s kidnapping girls, punching windows, and trying to pull me out of a moving vehicle? No. No, no, no, no, NO. I do not accept that. Someone tell me, what. The fuck. Is going. On!” He turned around and glared at Jasmine for a few seconds before looking back at the road.
“What are you looking at me for? I didn’t do anything!” she yelled.
“It’s my fault,” said Rae, sounding defeated. “Just take me home, and you won’t ever have to worry about it happening again. I promise.”
Jasmine took her hand. “Don’t say that. We’re not just going to dump you off at your house and say goodbye. Let us help you. We need to call the cops and report him. Derek’s a nutbag.”
“No!” Rae argued, her tears stopping in the wake of her obvious fear. “No cops. No cops ever.”
Jasmine frowned. “Cops are there to protect you from douche bags like him. Seriously, you can’t just let him get away with it.”
“You don’t understand,” Rae said, dropping her face into her hands. “No one does. Just bring me home.”
Kootch turned in the direction I knew would grant Rae her wish. I wasn’t so sure it was the best choice, but it was hers to make, not mine. I pushed aside the guilty feelings and the ones of regret too.
“Come on, Rae, tell us what’s going on. We won’t judge, I promise,” said Jasmine.
“Oh, yes we will,” said Kootch, sounding absolutely sure of himself. “I already am. I’ve judged you guys nuts and crazy and anything else related to that.”
Jasmine leaned forward and flicked him on the back of the ear.
“Ow! Butts! Cut it out!”
“Stop being an ass and just drive.” She turned her attention back to Rae. “I’m serious. Kootch is not. He will understand whatever it is you have to say.”
“No, I will not,” he mumbled. Everyone ignored him.
Rae looked up, her face streaked with tears. “I can’t tell you what’s wrong. I just can’t. I need to just go home and try to get in without my parents finding out I was gone, and hopefully Monday everything will be okay.”
Nothing was ever going to be okay again. But I wasn’t going to destroy her fantasy with my reality and tell her that. Besides … maybe she’d be just fine on Monday, even though my world had just imploded.
We drove the rest of the way in silence. As we approached the Highlands community, the light in the sky grew brighter.
“What the hell is this now?” asked Kootch as we pulled near. “Cops? Holy shit … and fucking swat teams? What the hell? Did someone rob a bank? Take hostages?”
Cops were coming out of the back of a van parked outside the gates of the Highland neighborhood, dressed in military gear, including flak jackets and helmets. There had to be at least ten cop cars in and around the entrance, too.
“Don’t go in,” shrieked Rae. Then in a calmer voice she said, “Just drive. Pass by, please. Please don’t go in.” She was begging, sounding more desperate than she had all night, and that was saying a lot.
“Fine, I’m going, I’m going.” Kootch sped up and passed the entrance.
I watched the scene as we drove by, unable to look away. It was surreal, like a movie about a bank robbery hostage scene. They looked ready to take down an army of bad guys.
“What in the hell happened in there do you think?” asked Jasmine.
“It’s me,” Rae said, staring out the opposite side of the car. It was like she was deliberately not looking at the circus outside her neighborhood.
Jasmine turned to Rae. “You can’t be serious.”
“Where am I supposed to go?” asked Kootch, looking into his rearview mirror at Rae. “If I can’t take you home, where can I take you?”
“Take her to my house,” said Jasmine without hesitation. “Right now.”
“What? Are you serious?” He turned into a nearby neighborhood and stopped at the side of the road. Pulling the emergency brake, he twisted in his seat to look at all of us. “Someone who’s not insane, please tell me what’s going on, where to go, and why the world has fallen off its axis.” He paused waiting for only a second before continuing. “Ha. I’m asking for the one not insane person to speak up, and I just realized that’s me!” He turned to face the windshield, hissing out a big sigh of frustration. “Butts, you always get me in trouble. Always. Why did I listen to you? Why did I agree to go to that stupid party?”
“Because you wanted to go, you putz. No one twisted your arm. And everyone in here is perfectly sane, you least of all of us, so shut your pie hole and let me think.”
“I don’t want any fires in my car, so maybe you shouldn’t,” he said.
She flicked his ear again.
“Do that one more time and you’re gonna be sorry.”
He ducked as she reached forward to do it again.
“What … you gonna throw another rock at my face?” she asked. She sat back, a look of concentration coming over her face. “Seriously, I need a cigarette, so take me home.” She looked over at Rae, patting her on the leg. “You’re coming with me. Don’t argue. I have a bunk bed.”
“But your parents…”
“My parents aren’t home.”
“Her parents are never home,” said Kootch. “Lucky for her.” He pulled away from the curb and made a u-turn.
As we turned onto the main road again, several cop cars sped past us heading in the other direction.
I turned to watch them go before looking at Rae. She was watching them fly by too.
“Those were for you, weren’t they?” I asked.
She nodded, not looking at me.
“I’m not going to ask any more questions until we’re at my house. My nicotine level is too low for me to talk sense right now.”
“I think you’d better smoke more often, then,” said Kootch, “cause you never make sense.”
“Wet willy punishment,” Jasmine said simply, just before sticking a slobbery finger into Kootch’s ear.
He jerked the wheel and yelled, trying to smack her hand away before giving up and using his shirt to wipe his ear out. “You are so dead when we get to your house.”
“Touch me and you get corn-holioed next,” she threatened.
“What’s that?” asked Rae, sounding slightly less pitiful than she had before.
“You don’t want to know,” said Kootch. “Just trust that I will not be touching her in the next million years.”
Jasmine smiled at me and Rae. “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do to defend herself.”
We pulled into a neighborhood I didn’t know, and three streets down stopped at a driveway between two single-story houses. It wasn’t an overly affluent place, but it didn’t suck like my area of town either.
“Everyone out. I have to tuck Geneva in for the night. I’ll be over when I’m done.”
We got out of the car and followed Jasmine up the front walk to her door as Kootch backed up and pulled into the driveway nextdoor. Jasmine took a key from her pocket and unlocked the door. Once we were inside, she shut the door and turned off the beeping alarm.
“Welcome to Casa Butts. Make yourselves at home.” She gestured to a room on the right, grabbing a pack of cigarettes off the front hall table.
I stared at the living room, visible through the foyer. A streetlight just outside on the road lit up the entire room with a weird bluish glow. The walls of the space were covered in American flags, pictures of people in uniform, and mementoes of a military life.
“Wow. Is your dad a general or something?” I asked, moving into the room, taking in the case of ribbons affixed to the wall.
“Nah. He’s a veteran, but he was enlisted. He’s a little nutsos about the Air Force still, though. I broke his heart when I told him I wasn’t going to enlist after high school.”
Rae sniffed, sounding very stuffed up when she spoke. “Can I use your bathroom?”
“Sure. It’s just down that hall and on the right.” Jasmine pointed to a dark recess in the wall that could only lead to another part of the house.
“Can we turn on a light?” Rae asked.
“Better not,” said Jasmine. “Just in case.” She walked over to a sliding glass door near the dining area and cracked it open, lighting a cigarette and blowing the smoke out into the backyard.
Rae and I nodded at each other and she walked away. I wasn’t even sure what I was agreeing with exactly, but not calling attention to ourselves felt like a good idea right now.
When Rae was gone from the room, Jasmine turned to me. “So what the hell, dude …? Quick, before she gets back, tell me what’s going on.”
“What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean. Don’t play coy with me. How is it that you’re a ghost for years, invisible to pretty much everyone but me, and the day Rae walks into the school suddenly you’re mister social bee and then the shit hits the fan with everyone trying to kidnap you two and Derek going all Jack’s-a-dull-boy on us?”
I raised an eyebrow. I had no idea how to respond to that, other than to try and convince her she was the crazy one. “Paranoid much?”
She pointed her lit cigarette at me. “Don’t fucking talk to me about paranoid. I live with people who worked for the government, in a department you don’t even know exists. You’re standing over a panic room filled with supplies and guns like you’ve never seen before. My parents travel around the country meeting people you don’t want to know.” She swirled her cigarette around in a circle in my direction. “I know crazy shit when I see it, and this is it.”
I stood there not knowing what to do or say. I couldn’t believe she’d been onto me all these years. Why hadn’t she said anything? And why hadn’t she killed herself yet being that close to me?
Kootch came in the back door, pushing it open farther and waving the smoke away from his face as he walked past Jasmine. “I can’t stay long,” he said. “My dad’s gonna get up and come looking for me.”
Jasmine glared at me before flicking her butt out into the yard, shutting the sliding glass door and going back to the front foyer. The beeping sound of her turning on the alarm reached my ears.
“She’s putting on the alarm while we’re inside?” I asked.
Kootch rolled his eyes. “You have no idea. Her whole family’s looney.”
“Just like yours,” Jasmine said, joining us again.
“No argument from me there.” Kootch dropped down onto the couch, putting his feet up on the coffee table. “So … what’d I miss?”
Rae came out of the hallway and stood at the entrance to the room, just in time to hear Jasmine’s response.
“Malcolm was just about to tell us his secrets.” She grinned at me with determination.
I knew there was no way I was getting out of this, short of jumping through the window. I glanced over to check it out. The glass looked really thick.
“What secrets? You been holding out on me, man?” asked Kootch, acting totally unconcerned, joking around again.
“I’d like to hear his secrets too,” said Rae, moving into the room.
Jasmine walked over and sat down next to Kootch pointing to two armchairs across from them. “Tell you what, Rae… Why don’t you sit there, and Malcolm, you sit there, and both of you can tell us your secrets. How’s that sound?”
Rae looked panicked. “What?”
Jasmine waved to the chairs and leaned back, putting her feet up next to Kootch’s. “Go ahead, don’t be shy. Nothing will leave this room, I promise. Your secrets are safe with us. I think I already know them anyway, but let’s just see.”
“What? Are they doing it? Like together?” asked Kootch, sounding cranky again. “I don’t need to know that crap. Whatever they do behind closed doors or in the bushes is none of my beeswax.” He looked up at me. “But can I just say, respect, man. You’re a fast mover.”
“Oh, no. This is waaaay better than teen sex. Trust me.” Jasmine sat up a little and stared at Rae first and then me. “Sit! Don’t make me go get one of my guns.”
“Is she serious?” Rae asked me. She didn’t sound scared, but she did sound unsure. I knew exactly how she felt. My secrets had been mine alone for a very long time. Letting them out felt like I was opening Pandora’s box.
“She is,” I answered, sighing. Telling my big secret would be a mistake, but not telling it no longer felt like an option either. I’m weak. I admit that. I’ve wanted to unload this burden my whole life, and here I had a girl begging me to tell her, and another who had her own secrets I wanted to know. And I couldn’t very well ask Rae to share hers if I wasn’t willing to share mine.
“Fine,” I said, taking the seat to the left of Jasmine. “I’ll tell if she will.” I looked over at Rae, staring at her now instead of avoiding her gaze.
Rae held my stare for several seconds before lifting her chin and walking over, sitting down next to me. “Challenge accepted,” she said, glancing at me quickly before turning back to face Jasmine and Kootch. “I’ll start.” She cleared her throat and sat up straight in her chair, staring at the wall opposite her. “It all began when I was a little girl…”



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: RAE
I SAT VERY STILL IN my chair, taking turns staring at Malcolm and then at Kootch and Jasmine, trying to gauge their reactions. Jasmine just nodded, looking like she was concentrating very hard on everything I was saying. Kootch alternately looked disbelieving and confused. Malcolm’s face was a mask of no expression. He stared out into space, letting none of his feelings show.
“I noticed it when I was really little. Other kids had totally different lives than me. Their parents talked to other people when they were out in public, they talked to their kids about normal stuff or yelled at them or punished them. Mine stayed together, always watching me, watching other people watch me, not saying anything unless we were alone. They discouraged kids from coming near me. I’ve only been to a playground during the daytime twice. Both times I remember my parents making me leave when kids tried to talk to me or play with me. They only took me at night, after that. I played alone in the dark on playgrounds until I decided I didn’t want to do that anymore and made them stop bringing me. It was lonely. I remember it being very, very lonely.”
“That’s weird,” said Kootch. “Your parents sound like they have mental problems.”
“Save all questions and insults for the end, dumbass,” said Jasmine, frowning at him. She looked back at me, giving me an encouraging smile. “Ignore the boy on the short bus. Just keep telling your story.”
“How about the nutshell version?” I asked, sighing. No one wanted to hear the sad sorry story of my lame life. “I have a problem. Every time I go somewhere, people get attached to me and then get dangerous. They want to be with me all the time. I can’t help it. It just happens. That’s why I move around a lot. To get away from them.”
“Wow. A little full of yourself, aren’t you?” asked Kootch.
Jasmine grabbed a decorative pillow off the couch and jumped on him, pushing it into his face. “I will smother you, dickcheese! I will put you right out of your misery with my bare hands!”
“Ow, ow, okay!” came Kootch’s muffled voice from under her. “I’ll stop, I’ll stop!” He didn’t fight back at all. He just laid there until Jasmine decided to quit, which was only after she pushed the pillow harder a few times into his face while grunting with the effort.
Jasmine settled back down into her seat, acting like she hadn’t just threatened to murder her next door neighbor. “Sorry for the interruption. I know you’re not conceited. You’re anything but.” She turned a glare in Kootch’s direction.
He put his hands up in surrender, saying nothing but rolling his eyes when she looked away.
“It’s okay,” I said. “I know how it looks and sounds. Believe me, I’ve lived this way my whole life.” I didn’t want to look at Malcolm, but I couldn’t help it.
He was on the edge of his seat, mesmerized or something. He stared at me, a strange expression on his face.
I had to look away. I couldn’t bear the idea that he’d find me repulsive or freakish. Not yet, anyway. I needed some time to get over the events of tonight and build up my walls again.
“So, how do you know this happens?” asked Jasmine.
I shrugged. “It just always has. People get all happy when I’m around. My parents are the worst. They’re totally addicted to me or whatever it is that makes them happy when I’m around. They hate having me leave the house to be at school all day. They never let me out on weekends. I’m not allowed to have friends.”
“Why don’t they home school you, then?” asked Kootch. He sounded skeptical, but I didn’t blame him or hold it against him either. It is nuts. My life is a freak show.
“They want to. They’ve begged me. But I told them no.”
Kootch snorted. “Ha. Like they’d let you decide. They’re the parents. You’re the kid. The parents are in charge, not the kids.”
I looked him straight in the eye. “I force them to let me go to school. That’s how it works in my house.” I was angry, but not at him. I really wished the parents could be in charge in my life.
Jasmine looked uneasy. “And how do you do that? Force them, I mean. Do you Spock-pinch them or something? Give ‘em the old laser-eye?”
I laughed bitterly. “Nothing that sexy. I just threaten to leave and never come back.”
“They love you,” said Malcolm. He sounded wistful.
“No. They’re addicted to me. There’s a difference, a very big difference. They’re Rainbows.”
“You have gay parents?” asked Kootch. “What’s that got to do with anything?”
“No. I call them Rainbows … anyone who gets addicted and needs to feel the Happy … they’re Rainbows to me. They see me as bringing light and color and joy into their lives. Or they feel that way when they’re around me.” I shrugged, not able to describe it any better than that. I’d made the name up when I was a little kid, and it stuck. I never considered coming up with a more grown-up term for them. What would be the point when I only ever said it in my own head?
“Sorry to burst your multi-colored bubble or whatever, but I don’t feel that way around you,” said Kootch. “You’re pretty and all, but you’re just a regular girl.” He looked over at Jasmine. “Can I go home now? I’m tired.”
“Go whenever you want, I don’t care,” she said. “But first, a little experiment … if you’re not afraid.” She grinned evilly at him.
“What kind of experiment?” Kootch asked, sounding suspicious.
Her tone made me uneasy. She sounded and looked like she was being sneaky. I had a feeling Kootch wasn’t going to like the outcome.
Jasmine got up and came over to me, kneeling down by my chair. Leaning over, she whispered in my ear, putting her hand up next to her mouth so Kootch and Malcolm wouldn’t hear. “I’m going to take Malcolm out of the room. I want you to kiss Kootch, right on the mouth.”
“Ew, no,” I whispered, leaning away from her.
She grabbed my shirt sleeve and pulled me back. “Yes. No tongue, just a smooch. Wait ’til we’re gone, out of the room completely. Just consider it a science experiment.” She stood before I could argue.
“Malcolm, come with me,” she ordered, walking behind my chair to stand next to his.
Malcolm stood. “Where are we going?”
“Just follow me. Kootch, you stay here with Rae. She’s got something to show you.”
She walked out before I could tell her not to, pushing Malcolm in front of her. He tried to look at me over his shoulder, but she got him out of the room before he could do anything but listen to her boss him around. Her voice faded as they walked down a hallway until we couldn’t hear it anymore.
Kootch stared at me across the open space, over the short coffee table. “What are you going to show me?” he asked, his suspicion slowly sliding away.
Seconds ticked by, the sound coming from a clock on the wall behind my head. The longer we were in here together alone, the smoother Kootch’s face became. After forty-five seconds, all his anger or frustration slipped away. The colors of his Rainbow were showing through, glowing until they shined out from his face. Even though it was a term I came up with when I was little, it still described the effect I had on people perfectly.
I stood up, ignoring my fear and the strong sense of misgiving that nearly overwhelmed me at the idea of being alone with him and encouraging more closeness.
“Come over here,” I said.
He stood and walked around the coffee table, stopping when he was in front of Malcolm’s chair. He was smiling, no longer cranky. And I was sure he wasn’t thinking about wanting to leave anymore either.
“Closer,” I urged, getting seriously nervous about having him this near and tempting him to come even nearer. He had already been attaching to me before all this happened, in detention and before. Once a Rainbow got to a certain point with me, it was easy to push them beyond the safe zone. I’ve done it without trying, and right now I was going to do it on purpose. I was playing with fire and ignoring all the alarm bells ringing in my head.
He took two more steps around the coffee table until he was standing right next to me. I turned to face him, trying not to tremble. He was so much taller than me and very muscular. Bigger than Malcolm and broader in the shoulders. He needed a shave. I could smell his cologne. It was different than how Malcolm smelled. Sweeter. More spicy or something. I could tell he’d had some beer tonight as the odor of it wafted down towards me.
“What are you going to show me?” he asked, his voice going soft and smooth as he stared into my eyes. His were green and flecked with gold.
“I’m not going to show you anything. You’re going to feel it.”
The right side of his mouth went up in a charming half-grin. “Am I going to like it? It’s not a wet willy is it?”
“No,” I said, grinning a little too. He was pretty cute when he was relaxed. “It’s definitely not a wet willy.” I swallowed hard, feeling guilty already. “Put your hands behind your back and keep them there. Promise you won’t move them.”
He did as he was told, smiling bigger now. “Ooo, this is getting interesting. Maybe you should tie me up.”
“Good idea,” I said, yanking my purse over my head. “Turn around.”
He didn’t hesitate.
I tied his wrists together with my thin purse strap, knotting the leather as best I could. I didn’t have the strength to make it as tight as I wanted to. “Turn back around.”
He did as he was told, his breathing rate slightly elevated, either in anticipation of what was to come or because of the fact that he was standing so close to me.
“Close your eyes.”
His lids dropped and so did his smile. He stood there waiting for something he didn’t even know was coming, but he didn’t care. At this point he would have let me do anything.
“You’re happy to be standing here in front of me with your hands tied, aren’t you?”
“Yes.” He said it simply, with no emotion.
“Before you said I was conceited.”
“I didn’t mean it. I think you’re amazing. You’re not conceited, you’re perfect. Beautiful in every way.”
“You think that because you’re close to me. Not because it’s real.”
“It’s real. It’s totally real. I can feel it. I can see it.”
“No, it’s not real. You just think it is.” I desperately wanted him to understand.
“Whatever you say. All I know is, I’m a good looking guy and you’re a cute girl. That’s it. That’s just chemistry, baby. No need to fight it.”
“I’m going to kiss you.”
A grin spread quickly. “Awesome. Let’s do it.” He puckered up his lips and leaned forward.
“You think you’ll be able to handle it?”
He snorted, the pucker disappearing. “Please. I’ve kissed a hundred girls. Lay it on me. It’s no big deal.”
I closed the space between us. “Bend down a little.”
He leaned over until his lips were just inches from mine.
“Here goes nothing,” I said, placing my lips against his, pressing in just a little as I gave him a kiss.
He instantly moved forward, trying to deepen our connection. I wasn’t expecting such a quick reaction, so he succeeded in getting more of me than I’d intended. Our lips smashed together, and then his parted. His tongue came out and licked my lips slightly before he moved his mouth over mine again. I leaned back to get away, but he leaned forward more, keeping our faces together.
He moaned, breaking free of the purse strings with little effort and wrapping his arms around me, dipping his head down to deepen our kiss and pressing his body into me tightly.
“Oh, Rae,” he gasped, shoving his tongue into my mouth.
I jerked my head back and to the side to get away, pushing on his chest with both hands. “No, Kootch, no! You promised you wouldn’t move your hands!” Panic swelled my heart and made it feel like it was going to explode. “Get off!”
“Please, just kiss me, Rae, we’re so good together!” He kept leaning and leaning, straining his lips towards mine. Eventually his weight was too much for me to hold up anymore, and he pushed us both over until I fell back into the armchair.
He fell too, landing on top of me, and his face ended up near my chest. He started kissing it, at first trying to get back to my lips but then changing his mind, going for my left breast instead.
I screamed, struggling to get out from under him, hitting him on the head. He was going to keep going and going and going until he raped me. And he’d never even realize he was doing it, too. That’s how it is with Rainbows; they were always oblivious to the things they did to themselves and me.
Kootch yelled in surprised anger when a giant pillow came down and brained him, knocking his mouth from the nipple he’d been trying to grab through my shirt and bra. His grip around my back slackened.
I wanted to kick him off, but at the same time I didn’t want to hurt him. He hadn’t been at fault here. I was the one who’d agreed to this stupid idea. The humiliation was complete when I heard Malcolm’s angry, disgusted voice above me.
“What the hell, Kootch?!” yelled Malcolm, pulling him off me.
A cool rush of air washed over my body once Kootch’s hot chest was no longer smothering it. I felt naked. Ashamed.
“You’re such a dick! What the hell is wrong with you?!” Malcolm pulled his fist back and punched Kootch in the face, slamming him onto his back on the floor.
Kootch banged into the coffee table on the way down and cried out with pain as the corner of the wood jabbed him in the ribs. He laid on the floor writhing around, yelling in pain. “Gah! What the hell, man!”
“Hey! Time out! No fighting in the living room!” yelled Jasmine, standing in the middle of everything with the pillow under her arm, gesturing like a referee. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see her bust out a whistle.
“He was forcing himself on her!” yelled Malcolm, not yet ready to let Kootch up off the floor. He stood over him with his legs spread and fist cocked.
“I don’t know what happened!” yelled Kootch, sounding like he wanted to cry, ducking away from Malcolm’s threat. “I was just sitting there, and then all of a sudden she was under me. It’s not my fault! She put a spell on me or something!” He lifted his head and glared at me. “What’d you do? What are you, a witch or something?” He sat up partway and crawled backwards, trying to get away from me or Malcolm, it was hard to tell which. Maybe both of us.
It made my heart ache with regret. Why couldn’t I have just left it alone? Why did I tell them anything? Why did I agree to something I knew would be a disaster? I looked at the front door. I had to leave. I had to get out of here and disappear.
“Don’t even think about it,” said Jasmine, looking down at me. “You aren’t leaving, and neither are you, Kootch.” She turned her attention to him. “Get up and sit on the couch and shut up.”
“You’re not the boss of me, Butts.” He glared at her once before getting onto his hands and knees and crawling over to the couch. He climbed up into a sitting position and sat there, gingerly touching his cheekbone where Malcolm had hit him, moving his jaw around in several directions as if he was trying to see if it still worked properly.
“Malcolm, sit,” ordered Jasmine. “Here across from Kootch. I don’t want you getting too close to him.”
Malcolm sat down. “Why?” he asked.
“You know why. Don’t play games,” she said. She sounded like an adult admonishing a child.
Malcolm looked down at his hands in his lap but didn’t respond. It’s possible he looked guilty, but I wasn’t sure. Maybe I was just reflecting my own emotions onto him to try and make myself feel better about what I’d done.
“Okay, people.” Jasmine stood at the end of the coffee table. “My experiment was successful. Maybe a little too successful.”
“Your experiment was a trick,” said Kootch. “Somebody roofied me.”
“Don’t be a baby. That was no trick and no one roofied you, cheese doodle. You claimed to have no interest in Rae and said you could resist her, but as soon as we left the room, you were all over her like white on rice. Of course now you regret it since Malcolm is back and punching you in the face over it, but that doesn’t change anything that happened. Just call a spade a spade and admit it. She mind-fucked you.”
“I’ve got nothing to feel guilty about,” said Kootch, not sounding like he believed it much.
“No, you don’t,” I said, really feeling sorry for him. “I put you in that position, it’s my fault.”
He just frowned at me.
“I think to make this clearer, we need to hear from Malcolm. Then we’ll have all the pieces and we can put this puzzle together.” Jasmine was actually smiling. She looked so proud of herself, like she was the only one in the room who knew what the heck was going on.
I turned my head to look at Malcolm. He was sitting there staring at his feet, leaning over partway in his chair with his forearms resting on his thighs near his knees.
“You ready for this?” Jasmine asked him.
He sighed heavily and sat back, a defeated look on his face. His arms rested limply in his lap. “No, not really.”
“Good. Tell us anyway,” she said, taking her seat on the couch next to Kootch. “Nutshell version. Go.”
Malcolm looked once at me and then at the ceiling before he began reciting his story.
“It all started when I was really young. Before my own memories even began, really. First it was my mom…”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: MALCOLM
I TRAVELED DOWN MEMORY LANE, trying to picture my mom’s face. It wouldn’t come to me now, just like always. I’m not sure if I ever had a picture of her in my mind or if I’d just made one up. Dark brown hair like mine. Brown eyes. Pale skin.
“I was only two when she died. When she killed herself, actually. Dead by suicide, they said. She cut her wrists in the bathtub. My dad found me crying in my bedroom and her dead, floating in the water. Maybe I saw her too, I don’t know. I don’t remember the details.”
“That’s awful,” said Rae, her voice so sad and raw with emotion, I was tempted to look at her. But I didn’t. I couldn’t.
I shrugged, acting like it didn’t bother me too much. “Like I said, I don’t remember it. This is just stuff in my records. My father was an alcoholic. I don’t know if he drank before my mom died, but he sure did after. I only lived with him another two years before he left. I don’t know if he’s still alive or not. A neighbor found me eating out of her garbage can when I was four, and that was the beginning of my life as number 55548323142.”
“You’re a prisoner?” asked Kootch.
I laughed without really finding anything funny. “Kind of. It’s my number in the foster system. They mean something, I don’t know what. I don’t care.” I shrugged, as if it was no big deal to be a number on a piece of paper, one of thousands of other kids just like me but at the same time, not like me at all.
“So you live with a foster family?” asked Jasmine.
“I have lived with many foster families,” I corrected. “See, I have a problem too.” I finally looked over at Rae, wondering how she was going to take the news. Hearing her story had pretty much blown me away. I stayed calm on the outside, but inside I was running around in circles and getting dizzy, yelling, shouting out crazy nonsense. It was all too much to comprehend. How could I get so close to something and then have it yanked away? What kind of cruel world is this? What had I ever done to deserve this level of horrible karma?
All this time I’d been thinking she’s like me, when it turns out she’s the exact opposite. I’d come so close to finding someone I could be around, and then … she was gone. She never existed though, not really - not like I’d imagined her to be. It was stupid to be upset about something that never existed. But my heart wasn’t ready to let her go yet, the fantasy I’d cooked up where she and I could be together without me killing her was struggling to stay alive; so I was going to pretend for just a little while longer that I wasn’t going to disappear tonight and never look back.
“What’s your problem? You a Rainbow freak too?” asked Kootch, his arms folded over his chest.
Jasmine put up her hands in a T-sign. “Time out.” She sat forward on the couch and twisted her upper body to face Kootch, her back to Rae. “Okay, Kootch. You’ve got two seconds to get your head out of your colon before I twist your scrotum off and make earrings out of your beanbags.” She leaned in closer to him. “Do you feel me, dog?”
He uncrossed his arms and cupped his hands over his crotch. “I definitely feel you, Butts. I feel you too much, in fact. If you could just slide over a little, away from my jewels, that would be great.”
“Try not to be a dicklick for ten minutes, and I’ll give you a Scooby snack, okay?”
He held up a finger, leaving one hand still over his crotch. “First of all, I never have nor will I ever, lick a dick. I’m all about the tacos, know what I’m sayin’? And second, I’m just expressing my opinion that this is all a bunch of hooey, but if you want to give me a Ho-Ho or a Ding Dong, then I’ll shut up for ten minutes.”
Jasmine snorted, turning around to face Malcolm. “And he says he doesn’t lick dicks.”
“Hey!” protested Kootch. “Licking a Ding Dong is not the same as licking a dick!”
“If you say so. ‘Course, you haven’t actually seen yourself go to town on a Ding Dong like I have, so maybe you should withhold judgment on that.”
He pushed his lips together and shook his head a few times back and forth. “One of these days, Butts … I swear to God…” He wrinkled his mouth all up and acted like he was barely holding back his anger. I could tell it was all an act, though. I was pretty sure Jasmine could stab a pen through his hand right now and he’d just ask her what the hell she was doing. At some point in their next-door-neighbor relationship, he’d given her a free pass to abuse him however she saw fit, and she was taking full advantage of it. It made me being a freak seem a little less awful for some reason.
“What?” She looked at him again. “You threatenin’ me? You gonna throw a rock at my face? Pssshhhh. Been there, done that.” She turned to me again. “Please continue. Kootch will do anything for a Ding Dong, including shutting his pie hole for an entire ten minutes.”
I was smiling at Jasmine and Kootch as they argued, even though my story was worse than depressing and something that should have been bringing me to tears. So this is what it’s like to have friends. I was going to be sad to say goodbye to them. I would never forget them either. Our time together might have been short - really only part of a day - but it didn’t matter. When you’re like me, you take these small things that mean a lot and you give them the importance in your memory that they deserve. Everything counts in large amounts, especially when you’re an agent of darkness.
“Where was I?” I said, trying to get my bearings while waiting for the sappy feelings to pass by. I was afraid a tear might leak out and then I’d just get pissed.
Rae’s soft voice came to me, making me look over. I couldn’t ignore her anymore.
“You were saying that you have a problem too. Like me.”
“I do have a problem, but it’s not like you. Actually, it’s the opposite of you.” I searched her face for recognition of our dilemma, the fact that we could not possibly be together, but there was nothing there. Just an openness. A desire to hear what I had to say. Something that felt like a shard of glass twisted in my heart, making it painful to breathe. I pushed past it with effort and continued my story. “Certain people are drawn to me. People who are sad or depressed. And when they get around me, they get worse. Way worse.”
“What do you mean?” asked Jasmine.
“I mean, they get … dark. My mom was the first one. Then my dad.”
“Aw, come on, man! You can’t blame your two-year-old self for your mother’s suicide! That’s just mental.” Kootch had made it a whole minute not talking.
Jasmine slapped him in the face with a pillow. He closed his eyes and said nothing.
“My father was next,” I explained. “And then foster parents, foster siblings, and neighbors … anyone who spent too much time with me and got too close either died or made themselves very sick or hurt themselves. After I finally figured out it was me causing all the pain, I made sure they moved me around a lot.”
“How’d you do that?” asked Rae, her eyes full of pity.
I don’t know why, but her sympathy made me feel better. No one had ever felt sorry for me that I could remember. “I just made sure to suggest to people who were getting … dark … that they could call the social worker on my file and get me moved. The ones who didn’t want to be depressed would jump on the idea. The ones who were more attracted to the idea of darkness, well, I had to report things myself. It was easy. Drugs in the house, abuse, weapons, things the system frowns on.”
“Dude, that is so messed up, I don’t even know where to begin.” Kootch didn’t look quite as skeptical now.
I hadn’t even told them the worst of it, and I wasn’t going to. Not now and not ever. No one would ever know that stuff but me. I carried the memories around, refusing to let myself forget, so that at least someone would remember those who’d suffered because of me. If not me, then who? No one deserves to be forgotten forever.
“So anyone who comes near you wants to die, is that it?” asked Jasmine.
“No, not everyone.”
“Not Jasmine,” said Rae, sounding less sad and more confident. “She’s a Neutral.”
We all looked at Rae. I had no idea what she was talking about.
“Neutral? What’s a neutral?” asked Jasmine. She looked happy about the idea.
“A Neutral is a person who isn’t affected by me. I’ve met only a few in my life. They just kind of seem oblivious to it all.”
“So, you’ve had some friends,” I said, unable to keep the envy out of my voice.
“No,” she said, sad again. “They’ll hang around for a few days or weeks at the most. One made it a whole month and a half. But then the Rainbows descend and the Neutrals start getting mad at all the attention I get, and they start blaming me, saying I flirt or ask for it or whatever. It’s jealousy or frustration, I don’t know. They always leave, though. It’s the Rainbows I can’t get rid of.”
“And you hide in the bathroom,” I said, so quiet I wasn’t sure she’d heard me.
“Yes. I hide in the bathroom.” She smiled at me tenderly, and I swear I felt my heart melt a little as it warmed under her blue-eyed gaze.
And then I remembered her story. She makes people love her. She can’t help it. It’s just a power she has, and people can’t control how they feel when they’re around her.
I wanted to be sick, right there on the floor. This isn’t real. What I’m feeling for her isn’t really me. It’s her! I broke my gaze away from her achingly beautiful face and stared at my shoes. It felt like someone had punched me in the gut, making it hard for me to breathe. This was like the worst joke the universe had ever played on me. All this time I’d thought being an agent of darkness was bad, awful, terrible; but this … this was worse. Much worse. I finally found a girl I like, who I thought I could hang with … and it turns out I probably don’t even really like her at all. She’s hypnotized me. I’m just another prick, hot after her ass because she’s literally irresistible. I laughed bitterly at myself. I’d been so stupid.
“What’s wrong?” Jasmine asked. “You have an ugly look on your face.”
“Dude’s got gas,” said Kootch. “Bathroom’s down that hall, on the right.” He gestured to the place where Rae had gone earlier.
“Shut up, Kootch,” I said, sounding tired. I was exhausted. Not just from the running from cops and Derek, but from the emotional upheaval too. Being a shadow was much easier; interacting with people and trying to fit in was completely draining.
“I know why he looks like that,” said Jasmine, looking way too smug.
“Oh, yeah? Why don’t you fill us in on your theory, Sherlock,” said Kootch. “But before you do, why don’t you run along to the kitchen and get me a Ding Dong.”
She stood, talking as she walked to the other room. “What we have here is a yin and a yang, people. This is nature doing a delicate balancing act.” The sound of a cupboard slamming shut came out into the room. “See, Malcolm, he’s the yin. He’s the darkness, the shadows, the void. And Rae? She’s the yang. She’s the light, the thing that uncovers the shadows and fills the void. Get it?” She came out of the kitchen a box of vintage Hostess cakes in it. She put it down on the table, gesturing to it. “Help yourselves before Kootch gets his grubby paws all over them.”
I shook my head, sure I’d be even sicker if I ate that much sugar right now. Rae also declined, but Kootch leaned over and pulled out two packages, resting one in his lap while he opened the other noisily.
I wanted to pay attention to what Jasmine was saying, I knew it was important, but watching Kootch eat a Ding Dong was like seeing a train wreck in slow motion. I couldn’t look away. I cringed at the horrific scene before me.
Jasmine could tell I was distracted. “Did you hear what I said? Malcolm?” She looked over at Kootch. “Oh, for chrissake, Kootch.” She turned to me. “See what I mean? He is totally licking dick right now, is he not?”
Kootch froze with his tongue sticking out, on its second trip up the side of the Ding Dong. He quickly pulled his tongue in. “Shut it, Butts.” And then he shoved the cake into his mouth whole. “See? Gone. Done.” He waved at me. “Keep going. This shit is getting real.” Several brown cake crumbs came flying out of his mouth.
Jasmine leaned over the edge of the couch and came back with a Dustbuster in her hand. She flicked it on and vacuumed Kootch’s crotch for a few seconds before turning it off again and looking at me expectantly, lowering the small machine to the floor by her leg.
I guess I was supposed to pretend she hadn’t just vacuumed Kootch’s crotch and continue with my story, but I just couldn’t. I started laughing.
“What’s so funny?” Jasmine asked.
Rae started giggling next to me.
“What?” asked Kootch. “Is it the vacuum thing?” he grinned big. “Oh, you don’t even know. Jasmine? OCD all the way, man. Dude, just wait. You’ll see.”
“Just because I don’t wallow in filth, doesn’t mean I’m OCD,” she said, frowning at him.
“How often do you change your toothbrush?” Kootch asked, staring at the ceiling, a smile barely concealed under a fake-serious face. He held up a single finger.
“Once a week. Just like any normal person. There are millions of germs that gather there and grow while you’re at school, you know. They reach critical mass and you have to protect yourself.”
“Aaaaand how often do you change your sheets?” He held up a second finger.
“Every single day, like normal people who aren’t pigs. Do you have any idea how many mites and other crap are living in your bed?”
“Aaaaand how many times to you check doors and lights after you go to bed?” He put up a third finger.
Jasmine rolled her eyes. “Safety! Security! I want to live until I’m at least twenty! That requires a minimum of three checks, just to be sure none were forgotten and no one messed with them while I was checking other places! Duh!”
He tipped his head back down and looked at Rae and then me. “I could do this all night, but I think you get the picture.” He jabbed a thumb in Jasmine’s direction. “She’s been vacuuming invisible crumbs and mites and God knows what else off my body for ten years. Ten years. This all started when she was five. The day she kicked me off her swing set and never let me back on it.”
“That is not what happened, and you know it!” she shrieked, hitting him in the face with her pillow again.
“Do you guys think we could go back to the yin and yang thing?” asked Rae. “It’s the first thing that anyone’s ever said to me that makes any sense.”
Rae’s hopeful expression was killing me. She wanted answers, a solution. Maybe for her there’d be some, but for me, it was hopeless. No matter what I understood about my problem, it wouldn’t change the fact that people who got too close to me died. Love was a death sentence with me, and I didn’t want anymore blood on my hands. There was already so much there that I’d never be able to wash it all off, even with a lifetime of scrubbing and praying for forgiveness.
“Okay, as I was saying, yin and yang. Nature in balance.” Jasmine looked at me, passion taking over her voice. “Haven’t you noticed that when you’re together, you and Rae, Kootch acts kind of normal?”
I looked at Kootch, whose face was all puffed out because of the second Ding Dong he’d just shoved in his mouth. Jasmine quickly grabbed the vacuum and sucked up the few crumbs that escaped onto his chest.
Rae was staring at him too. “He looks better now, actually. Since Malcolm came in and punched him in the face.”
“Yeah, I think it was the punch that did it for me,” said Kootch, talking around the food. He swallowed hard. “A punch to the face always calms me down.”
“No, it wasn’t the punch,” argued Jasmine. “It was Malcolm coming in here. Maybe him touching Kootch made it happen faster, but it was happening anyway.”
Kootch frowned. “You’re acting like I’m easy to manipulate.”
“You and everyone else. Except for me of course.” Jasmine smiled and fluffed her hair. “I’m a Neutral.” She started jiving in her seat. “Can’t touch this, dah, nah, nah-nah .. nah-nah … nah-nah. Can’t touch this.”
“Neutral my ass,” said Kootch under his breath.
I thought about what she was saying. I didn’t know anything about this yin or yang thing, but I did know that today was the first time I’d been able to hang around Kootch without him smothering me. And not only that, people were acting different. They were leaving us alone. Whenever Rae and I were together, people treated us like we weren’t even there. A flush crept up my neck as I realized that I never thought about hiding in a bathroom when Rae was around. There wasn’t any need to.
Rae was frowning. She had to be running through memories, just like I was. Looking up at me, she had what appeared to be hope in her eyes. “The cop,” she said, staring at me.
I shrugged my shoulders a little, not knowing where she was going with this.
She bounced a little in her seat. “The cop!”
I shook my head. “The cop, what?”
“You’re the reason why everything got messed up!”
I leaned back into my chair, my heart sinking. Now she got it. Now she knew. I’m always the reason things get messed up. I turned around and looked at the door, wondering how long it would take me to get home from here.



CHAPTER THIRTY: RAE
IT ALL FINALLY MADE SENSE. Why the police officer had snapped out of Rainbowland so quickly. Why we’d been able to play basketball in gym class. Why we’d been having so much fun at that party!
“The cop!” I said, barely able to contain myself. This thing was real. Jasmine was onto something amazing, I knew she was.
Malcolm just shrugged at me, like he either didn’t get it or didn’t care, but that did nothing to dampen my enthusiasm. For the first time I had real hope, something I could grab onto.
I bounced like a little kid, the spring in the seat throwing me up with almost no effort on my part. “The cop!” Pretty soon I was going to squeal. I could feel it bubbling up inside me. The joy. The excitement. I so rarely allowed those emotions in my life because they were so dangerous for others, but here, I was safe. I could be happy and it wouldn’t hurt anyone, all because of Malcolm!
He frowned at me. “The cop, what?”
“You’re the reason why everything got messed up!” I was so happy he’d messed it up. Now I had proof that what Jasmine said was right.
Malcolm looked so sad all of a sudden, I had to dial my excitement back and think about what I’d just said. Oops.
“No, I don’t mean it like that. Not messed up. What I mean is that I had this plan and you came up and ruined the plan.”
“That’s so much better. Thanks,” said Malcolm, rolling his eyes, resting the side of his head on his fingers, his elbow propped up on the arm of the chair.
I jumped up from my seat and came over, kneeling down by his right side. I stared him in the face, placing my hand on his arm. He couldn’t look away; I wouldn’t let him.
“I had that cop in a trance. I can do that if I try really hard. I can make someone forget everything.”
His face darkened and he looked down pointedly at my hand on his forearm. “Like you’re doing with me right now?”
I frowned, taken aback by his tone. “No. I’m not doing anything to you now. I don’t think I even could if I wanted to.”
“Sure,” he said, pulling his arm away.
I shook my head, ignoring his comment and hurtful detachment from my touch. I had to get him to understand. “When you came walking up to the porch, he dropped out of Rainbowland and came back to reality, and he wasn’t affected by me anymore at all. Don’t you see?”
“No. Sorry.” He shook his head, not meeting my eyes anymore.
“You erase my effects. You balance me out. Together, when you and I are near each other, we can be normal.”
Malcolm looked at me again and we stared at each other for a really long time. The room was totally silent. Even Kootch wasn’t saying anything.
Tears filled my eyes as my heart swelled in my chest. This was the first time in my entire existence that I’d glimpsed the possibility of a normal life, of being a regular teenager who could just come home and argue with her parents and get a hug from them without worrying about them getting deranged over it. I can have friends! I can join clubs! I can … I can… do anything!
Malcolm broke his gaze away from mine, his face going dark again as he stared off into the distance.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, my voice going all weepy. My fantasy world, the one that had been right there in front of me in 3-D color, was slipping out of my grasp. My heart squeezed in on itself and the pain made me almost cry out.
“I have to go,” he said. He stood. I fell back onto my butt on the floor.
“You can’t go now!” said Jasmine, clearly distressed. “She just poured her heart out and laid it at your feet, you idiot!”
I moved back and somehow made it into my chair, unable to look at anyone. The shame was burning me up from the inside. “It’s no big deal. Just let him go.” I couldn’t say any more or I’d throw up, right there on Jasmine’s perfectly vacuumed carpet.
Kootch sighed loudly. “Dude, you know I’m not the most sensitive guy in the world, but you can’t just take off after all that. Didn’t you hear what she said?”
I’d never heard Kootch sound so sweet before, and I wanted to thank him for sticking up for me, but I couldn’t get any words out. I couldn’t even look at him or Jasmine. I just stared at the carpet fibers, trying not to imagine the life I could have had with Malcolm at my side.
After the joy completely left my body, all I could think about was how I must have done something really terrible in my last life to have deserved this special kind of hell. To catch a glimpse of a normal life and then have it snatched away…
“I don’t mean to be a dick, but I just can’t do this. I just … I’ve been me for too long. I’ve been in the dark for so long I don’t trust the light. You can’t understand. You just can’t. I don’t blame you for hating me.”
He was saying this to me, but I couldn’t look at him. It was too awful to bear. The words were already cutting me open, and I was bleeding freely onto the floor. I felt drained and empty.
“No. Fuck that. You’re not going anywhere.” Kootch stood.
I looked up, wondering what he was going to do. I had to stop him before he and Malcolm got into another fight.
“Just let him go,” I said, painful emotions coloring my voice and making the words come out strained.
“No! Don’t be such a frigging wimp, Rae.” Jasmine stood next to Kootch. “I know you like him, and I know he likes you. You guys were obviously meant to be together. Yin and yang, look it up!”
“That’s not us,” said Malcolm. “I am darkness personified. She’s the light. If we get together I’ll eventually just snuff her out like I do everyone else.” He sounded angry and frustrated.
“Bullshit. Everyone knows the light is stronger than the dark,” said Kootch. “Ever take a shit in the middle of the night?”
The room went completely silent. I’m pretty sure even the clock stopped ticking. I looked up and saw only confusion on Jasmine and Malcolm’s faces, probably mirroring my own.
“Please tell me you have a point,” said Jasmine.
“I do.”
“A relevant point.”
“It is. You go in the bathroom, take a shit in the dark ‘cause it’s the middle of the night, and then you have to light a match, right? And what happens?’
He looked around at all of us, like he was waiting for us to catch up. I was totally lost, now picturing Kootch with his pants around his ankles, sitting on a toilet with a lit match in his hand. It wasn’t pretty.
“It lights up the whole damn bathroom is what I’m saying. Just that one tiny flame gets rid of a whole damn room full of darkness. And it gets rid of the stink too, so that’s a nice side benefit.” He smiled at all of us, pleased with his theory.
“As disgusting as he is, and as awful as that image is that is now burned into my brain, he has a point.” Jasmine reached over and twisted Kootch’s nipple without even looking at him.
He smacked her hand away and pretended like he was going to punch her. Of course he didn’t. He just rubbed his chest and scowled.
“I appreciate you trying to help, guys, I really do,” said Malcolm, “but I can’t risk it. I can’t do it. I like Rae and you guys too much.”
He turned and walked towards the door.
“So you’re just going to let Derek or Holder take her then, is that it?” asked Jasmine. “The dynamic duo of assholedom?”
Malcolm stopped, his back to us.
Jasmine continued. “Ever wonder what the hell is going on with them? Why they’re so interested?”
Malcolm turned his head to look at us sideways. “They’re just addicted. Rainbows.”
“No, they’re not,” I said. I didn’t want to manipulate him into staying, but I didn’t want to lie either or let him walk away with misunderstandings between us. “Mr. Holder had never seen me before. And he got more than Rainbowey on me, like, immediately. That’s never happened to me. Never. I swear.”
Malcolm looked towards the door again and sighed really loudly. His shoulders sagged and his head dropped. He said nothing for five full seconds. I counted them out with the clock on the wall.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
“There’s something I forgot to mention,” he said, turning back around. He walked over to stand next to the coffee table, looking at me and then the others.
“Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” said Jasmine, sarcastically.
He put his hand on the back of his chair and squeezed it until his knuckles went white. “I heard something. I forgot about it until you said that, Rae. I’m sorry I didn’t mention it or think of it before.”
I just stared at him, wondering what he was going to tell us or confess. Whatever it was, he was staying to say it, so there was nothing I wanted more than to listen.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: MALCOLM
I FELT GUILTY AS HELL. I was planning to run. That hadn’t changed. But now I realized there was more to this picture than just the close-up view we’d been looking at for the past hour or so. The conversation that I’d overheard in the bathroom came back to me in a big rush after Rae said that Mr. Holder had never met her before and couldn’t possibly be a Rainbow already. I knew now that it was quite possible there was a bigger picture here. It just wasn’t coming in clear enough for me to see the whole thing.
But I did finally realize who the other voice belonged to.
“It was Derek,” I said. “In the bathroom with Mr. Holder.”
“What?” asked Kootch, confusion written all over his face. “What were they doing in the bathroom together, and why are you telling us this disgusting factoid?”
“I was hiding in the bathroom from … doesn’t matter. And when I was in the stall, Mr. Holder came in with Derek and they were talking about a girl. At the time I had no idea who it was, but they were discussing getting her alone. I can’t remember exactly what it was they said … something like they had to see if she was the one they were looking for?” I said it like a question, searching my memory for the exact sentences they’d used.
“Looking for? Like they knew about Rae already?” asked Jasmine, sounding excited.
“Yeah. But when I was in detention later trying to figure out who they were looking for, I knew right away it wasn’t Rae. They already knew too much about her and she’s new. There was no way they could know.”
“Sure they could,” said Jasmine, her arms folded across her chest. She looked supremely confident.
“How?” asked Rae. She looked scared.
Kootch rolled his eyes. “Here it comes. Brace yourselves.”
Jasmine didn’t even spare him a glance. “This shit happens all the time. People in power looking for people with special abilities. People they want to manipulate. Trust me. This shit is high level, international, government control. They have access to all kinds of info.”
“Aaaaand cue the crazy,” said Kootch, stepping out of Jasmine’s range.
“Shut up, assmunch. I know what I’m talking about. My parents are connected. They have a network.”
“And you’re all up in their business with them because you’re a spy kid and you have like a go-go gadget watch that shoots out grappling hooks and shit,” said Kootch, laughing around his words.
Jasmine frowned. “I’ll deal with you later, punk.” She turned her attention to Rae and me, all seriousness now. “This isn’t a game. You guys know what you do is powerful. You can influence people. Not just one at a time, but huge groups. Think about what someone could do with that if they could control it.” She paused, letting her words sink in.
They were definitely sinking in deep for me, and the expression on Rae’s face said they were doing the same to her. It sounded eerily possible.
“My parents are part of a network of ex-military personnel and scientists…”
“Conspiracy nuts,” interjected Kootch.
“…Professionals, who keep track of shit like this. You’re not the only ones who’ve been attacked. Trust me. My parents are out of town right now, but when they get back, they’re going to want to talk to you. And they can show you some shit, too. You’ll believe it after they show you. I am totally not playing right now.”
Rae was shaking her head. “I don’t think that can happen. When I go home my parents will already have our stuff packed. I can guarantee you right now, you won’t ever see me again after tonight.” She hung her head.
Just the words stabbed me in the heart. I’d been planning to disappear myself, but I guess in the back of my mind I’d imagined her staying - being somewhere where I could find her later or communicate with at least. Picturing her just disappearing too made me feel positively ill. I wanted to punch a wall at the unfairness of it all. Several times.
“So, you don’t go home,” said Jasmine, as if it were so simple.
“Where’s she supposed to go?” I asked, getting pissed that Rae was in this position. It felt like my fault.
“She can stay here with me.” Jasmine smiled. “I have an extra room, and if anyone comes sniffing around, you can stay in the panic room. It’s totally rad.”
“It is rad,” agreed Kootch. “Inner sanctum shit. Plus lots of Ding Dongs.”
“Plus, we have Ho Ho.” Jasmine nodded at Kootch and he nodded back.
“Can’t count out old Ho Ho,” he agreed.
“You really like that Hostess stuff, don’t you?” asked Rae, a small smile curving up the side of her mouth, making her dimple show. That fucking dimple. She could turn me into a Rainbow with that alone. I had to look away.
“No, man. Not the cakes. The beast. The unholy terror of bloodlust that is Ho Ho.” Kootch smiled proudly.
“Go get him up,” said Jasmine, walking over and pushing some buttons on her alarm keypad.
“Aw, man, do I have to?” Kootch was whining, looking distressed.
“Just do it. But wash your hands first so he doesn’t smell the Ding Dongs on you.”
Kootch left the room, and the water went on in the kitchen. I had no idea what a Ho Ho was, but I was definitely interested in finding out. Knowing Jasmine, it was probably a turtle.
“You’re super nice to invite me, but I can’t stay with you, Jazzy. My parents … you don’t know them. They’ve been around me a long time.”
I knew the underlying meaning to her words. They were Rainbows who couldn’t be shaken. Time and distance away would mean nothing to them. I had one of those once. A Miserable who died miserable.
“Where else are you going to go?” she asked. “You could go with Malcolm maybe.” She looked at me.
I shook my head furiously. “No way. I live in a total dump. Besides, my social worker’s coming to move me out on Monday. I have to take off.”
“Take off? What do you mean take off?” asked Rae. The sad look was back on her face.
“Leave town. Move on. Start my life somewhere else.” I shrugged. It sounded stupid, especially considering I’d just spent my last ten bucks on beer. My mouth twisted up in a sick version of a smile.
Kootch came in from the backyard through the sliding glass door. The fact that he was struggling was clear.
“No … fuck … Ho Ho! Stop! No, Ho Ho, no! Goddamn it! Butts! Come get this demon, would you?”
Jasmine smiled. “Rae. Malcolm. I’d like you to meet my dragon. Say hello to Ho Ho.” She faced the back door. “Ho Ho! Come!”
A gigantic brownish red I-don’t-know-what came streaking around the couch to slide to stop at Jasmine’s feet.
“Heel!” she commanded.
The beast spun around, its butt slamming into the side of the couch as it wiggled in to sit at her leg. There wasn’t enough room there for it to do what it wanted, so it laid its shoulder against the cushions and actually pushed the furniture back a foot. When the beast was finally settled next to its master’s leg, it looked up at her, a grin on its face. A giant, slobbery tongue fell out of its mouth and dangled out of the side of it. Drool soon followed.
Rae stared, her face white and her jaw hanging open in stark fear.
“I honestly thought a real dragon was going to come out of your back yard,” I said, not moving a muscle.
“Believe me, when Ho Ho farts, you’ll think she is a dragon shooting fire out of her ass,” said Kootch, breathing heavily as he walked back into the room. “Trust me. Nostril hairs are a thing of the past in this house.”
He had globs of white goo on his pants.
“Um, Kootch?” Rae pointed to them with a shaking finger.
Kootch grabbed some Ding Dong wrappers off the table, using them to pull the stuff off. “Fucking dog. Drools like a goddamn rabid werewolf.” He made an annoyed sound as the plastic just smeared the gooey substance into the fibers of his pants. “Next time you’re getting her off the leash.”
“A guard dog,” Rae said. “What kind is she?”
“Canary Island Mastiff. Baddest badass dragon dog of all time. Trained by my dad.”
“The baddest badass human of all time,” said Kootch. “Trust. The guy is all kinds of scary.” He threw the plastic down on the table, ignoring Jasmine’s sharp intake of breath, probably over the germs if her expression was any clue.
“See, the funny thing about Ho Ho,” explained Kootch, “is that she’s the dirtiest, sloppiest, most disgusting pig of a dog there ever was. So you’d think Miss OCD over there would have a stroke just looking at her. But noooooo. She vacuums my ass crack every time I walk through the door, but Ho Ho? She could take a shit right here on the floor and Jasmine would say it’s adorable.”
“Hey! Ho Ho would never shit on our floor. She is house trained, unlike some people.” She patted the dog on the head and smiled before looking back up at Rae. “Rae, Ho Ho will keep you safe, I promise. You have nothing to worry about.”
“But what about your parents?” Rae asked, not sounding very convinced.
“Oh, trust me. When my parents see what you can do and hear about what happened, they’ll insist you stay.”
Rae’s face fell. “But see, that’s the problem. They won’t do it because they want to. They’ll do it because that’s just what happens. And then they’ll become Rainbows.”
I felt like total crap as soon as the words came out of Rae’s mouth. The solution was simple. But I couldn’t do it.
Jasmine smiled confidently. Then she looked at me. “That’s not going to be a problem.”
I shook my head, tensing my muscles all over my body. Run! Just run!
“Don’t you shake your head at me, Malcolm. You’re staying too.”
“No, I can’t,” I said, still shaking my head. “I can’t do that.”
“Why not?” asked Kootch. “You said you live in a shithole and you’re leaving anyway. Why not just come here?”
It made perfect sense on paper. All of it. Except for the part where Holder and Derek were trying to take Rae down; there was nothing I could do to help her with that problem. I have no reason to stay. I should just disappear. That had been my plan all along, the only thing that could work for me.
Until Rae had come along, of course. Until Rae had come and given me another option. The problem is that I didn’t know if I could trust it, this illusion of another way. My life had been nothing but one tragedy followed by another. I had no reason to believe I’d have anything but darkness surrounding me, smothering me, until the day I died.
Rae was the light. The yin to my yang or the yang to my yin. Whatever it was, it was nothing I’d ever known before. Joy. Happiness. Rae brought me hope. And hope was a dangerous thing, because it made you dream big and do stupid risky things.
“Fine. Just a few days until we get things worked out,” I said. “And only if your parents say it’s okay, Jasmine. Can you email them?”
“Yep.” Jasmine looked at Rae, beaming. “You in?”
Rae shrugged, looking shyly at me and then more confidently at Kootch and the dog. “Okay, I’m in. It’s the only way I’ll be able to stay for a little longer.” She looked at me again. “And I’d like to stay.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO: RAE
I COULDN’T BELIEVE IT. SOMEHOW Jasmine had managed to convince Malcolm and me to stay with her. I felt like I was walking in a dream. Could this really be happening? Was I running away from my house and my family? Doing the thing I’d dreamed about for as long as I could remember?
“Where will we sleep?” I asked, wondering if it was going to be in the secret room under her house. Maybe I should have been freaked out about that, but the idea of hiding while surrounded by guns sounded like a great idea after dealing with Derek tonight, even though I knew I could never shoot a human being or anything else for that matter.
“I think it’s best if you and Malcolm are near each other,” she said, all businesslike now. “Kootch, can you take Ho Ho back out?”
Kootch walked to the back door. “Come on, Ho Ho. Out you go. Go light up the night, why don’t ya, you smelly beast.”
“Go on, Ho Ho. Outside,” said Jasmine, nodding towards the back door.
Ho Ho the beast-dog ran out, her drool swinging around her head as she went. There was a special kind of confident sway to her stride, as though she knew she could tear our throats open with little effort. She feared nothing. A shiver of respect ran up my arms. I rubbed them to get the goosebumps off, wishing I could be as brave as she is.
“We can’t sleep together,” said Malcolm.
My face heated up. “Of course not. No one was saying we would.” Total rejection sucked. I was getting the distinct impression that Malcolm wanted nothing to do with me or this whole situation. I couldn’t blame him, though. That kiss we’d shared had been mind blowing.
He probably thought he was a Rainbow. I had no idea how I could convince him otherwise, except to have a crappy kiss, and I honestly didn’t think any kiss with him could suck, even if I tried to make it bad. But I had bigger things to worry about, namely my parents finding me and bringing in a SWAT team to rescue me, so I let it go. For now, at least.
“I won’t put you in the same bed, but I will put you in the same room. It’s not to couple you up or anything, because honestly I have no idea what that could do to any bystanders, but we have to be careful about the influence you have on people. If one of you gets around my parents without the other, I don’t want them to get hurt, you know what I mean?”
“This is a bad idea,” I said, imagining her parents getting injured. Jasmine was the only person in the world who’d ever tried to help me, and I couldn’t repay her by hurting someone she loved.
“I agree,” said Malcolm, looking at the front door, his hands clenching and unclenching over and over.
“It’ll be fine. Maybe they’ll be Neutrals like me,” Jasmine said. “Anyway, come on. I’ll show you to the guest room.” She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and pressed buttons on the keypad as she walked down the hall.
Malcolm and I followed her, the glowing screen in her hand and a nightlight near the floor guiding the way.
Jasmine pushed open a door at the end of the hall, still staring at her phone and speaking distractedly. “This is our guest room. There’s a trundle bed under the main bed. Just pull it out. It’s on rollers. Sheets are folded on top.”
Her phone beeped and she clicked a few buttons. She finally looked up, all smiles. “My parents said you can stay.”
“You didn’t tell them about us,” said Malcolm, hesitating in the doorway.
“Yes, I did.”
“You couldn’t have said all that stuff that fast.”
“All I had to do was say one word and that’s all it took.”
“What word?”
“I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.” She stopped smiling. “Lights are there, but I suggest you leave them off all the time. Shades are down, so no one can see in, but let’s not tip anyone off that the room is being used. Keep your voices low. Bathroom’s down the hall. Rae, I’ll bring you some PJs. Malcolm, you’re on your own.”
She left us standing in the doorway.
Neither of us moved at first.
“So,” said Malcolm, looking down at me.
“So,” I said back, staring up at him.
“Are we really doing this?” he asked, his voice going softer.
“Yeah, I guess. I’m not even sure what it is we’re doing, though.”
“We’re cutting free. That’s what I see. It’s what it feels like.”
“Being free is scarier than I thought it would be.” It felt good to admit that.
“Yeah. Me too.” He sighed, looking less serious and more just like the boy I’d played basket ball with.
Had it only been today that we were in the gym together?
“Did you ever imagine when you saw me in English class that you’d be standing with me here right now?” I asked, unable to stop the hint of a smile from sneaking onto my face.
“Not in a million years,” he said, the right side of his mouth twitching up.
I looked at him for a few more seconds before walking into the room. I moved slowly, letting the dim nightlight plugged into a hallway outlet guide me.
“It’s dark in here,” I said, holding my hands out, trying to feel my way and make sure I didn’t bump into anything.
“Story of my life,” he said, his hand brushing against mine.
He grabbed my fingers and held on, sliding his around to tangle ours together.
My heart stopped beating for a second or two and then raced to catch up. My ears burned. He was touching me, and it felt so nice. I didn’t want it to stop. Both joy and pain warred within me. Please don’t let this be our influence over each other making this happen. Please let this be real.
“Maybe you just need a little nightlight,” I said, my voice trembling.
“Yeah. Maybe I do,” he said, pulling me into his arms and holding me gently. “A friend once told me that all it takes is the single spark of a match to light up a whole room of darkness.”
“And get rid of the stink at the same time,” I said, giggling into his chest.
He tipped his head down, putting his cheek next to mine. It made me feel warm and cared for, wanted for who I am and not for how I make people feel and forget.
And then I knew.
It has to be real.
It just has to be.
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CHAPTER ONE
The sensors flashed an alert into Black Mesa’s nerve center the moment the vehicle turned up the private road that led to the main gates.
“We’ve got company,” Luke Ford said, somewhat redundantly in Chay’s opinion.
Chay Bane was already tapping out the command that locked one of the monitors onto the vehicle, following its progress up the road. It was a motorcycle with two riders on its seat. Even the infrared cameras couldn’t penetrate the visor to identify the driver, but when the passenger turned her head, Chay recognized the girl from the news bulletins that were flashing out across the tri-state area.
He snorted. Trust a werewolf to borrow trouble. And trust Levi Harris to go back for seconds.
“It’s them. Both of them,” Chay said, pushing his rolling chair back from the three-foot-deep counter that ran down the entire length of the room at desk height.
He turned his chair with one foot to face the members of his team who were in the room with him. Luke Ford and Annie Liu had open warrants for their arrest, and he didn’t much care for outside attention to fall on even those who didn’t.
“He’s brought the girl, and she’s not cleared, so all of you had better make yourselves scarce while they’re here,” he advised, turning back to the desk long enough to issue a yellow alert for the complex. Go to your quarters, it meant, and remain there until further notice. As far as Harper Bailey was concerned, Black Mesa would appear to be deserted, giving no hint as to the several hundred souls who lived in its eight underground levels.
Annie rolled her eyes and tossed her hair, but even she didn’t bother to argue. Instead, she flounced to the door without saying goodbye to anyone and shifted into her fox form even as the door was still swinging open from her tug. The fox slithered out of her robe and trotted down the hall with her com bracelet in her mouth, bushy tail held high.
“Call me if Harris has dug himself in too deep for you to get him out alone,” Ford said, catching the door before it could swing shut and picking up Annie’s discarded robe from the pile on the floor. He tossed it over a chair.
“Got that low of an opinion of me?” Chay joked. Ford was one of his oldest friends on the installation, dating back to their days in the Indigo Squadron of SEAL Team Six.
Ford snorted. “I’ve got that low of an opinion of your werewolf friend over there.” He tossed off a wave and left, and the other team members filed out behind him.
Chay turned his attention back to the bank of screens that completely covered the wall above the desk all the way up to the ceiling. Harris and his girl—Harper Bailey, that was her name—had just drawn to a stop at the gates across the road. He hit the audio feed, bringing it live.
“What is it?” The microphones picked up the girl’s voice in the silence left after the motorcycle’s engine was cut off.
“The gate.” That was Harris’ reply. Chay would recognize the idiot werewolf’s voice anywhere.
On a mischievous impulse, Chay pulled up a command prompt and typed wheatley monitor 5b joy 1. The remote mechanical eye came online, the visual feed popping up into the monitor that bore “5b” scrawled in Sharpie on a crooked mailing label. Chay snagged the nearest joystick and skillfully maneuvered the eye out of its hiding place and onto the center of the road at the end of its robotic arm. He held down the button for audio.
“About time you got here, you dumb ass-sniffer,” he said clearly for the nearest microphone.
Harris’ laughter crackled back through the speakers. “Shut up, ball-licker, and let us in. That thing is ridiculous. You’ve got to lay off the video games, man.”
With a few taps and jiggles of the joystick, Chay gave the eye an expression of faux outrage. “It looks good, though. You have to admit that.”
On the monitor, Harris shook his head. “What’s the point of it, though? Open the gate!”
Bringing up the security command-line tool, Chay typed briefly, and the gate began to slide back across the road.
“What’s the point?” Chay demanded, returning both hands to the robotic eye’s controls to fully express his disdain for the question. “Why does something so beautiful need a point?”
“I am still talking to Beane, right?” Harris asked, using the hacker handle Chay had chosen for himself in childhood.
“Okay, maybe it’s there to send the casual sort of snooper running. And to distract anyone from the turrets in the trees,” Chay said casually, pulling the arm to the side to clear the road for the motorcycle. “But it looks great, doesn’t it? And it’s got a camera inside, too.”
“Yeah, great,” Harris said, starting up the motorcycle’s engine again and rolling forward. “Let me know when you modify it to spray poison gas.”
“Come to the main building. You know where I am,” Chay ordered before the motorcycle passed out of earshot.
“Be right there,” Harris yelled.
Under normal circumstances, Chay wouldn’t want a stray human girl anywhere near his precious underground facility. But with the work that Harris was bringing him, he’d need every advantage that his personal setup gave him.
Even though that meant bringing Harper Bailey into the spook shop itself.



CHAPTER TWO
Carrying a quilted metal Faraday bag, Chay walked leisurely through the corridors of Black Mesa, reviewing his domain with every bit as much satisfaction as a king ever felt surveying his kingdom.
Water was the enemy of everything underground. Even though the installation was carved out of a mountain, rain trickled through the soil around it, permeating everything. But in Chay’s well-ordered world, the perimeter walls were sealed, the sump pumps worked, all the metal surfaces had fresh paint, and the great fans that powered the HVAC system drew the air through dehumidifiers to keep it at a constant forty-five percent humidity.
The facility was enormous, the single largest underground installation that the Army had ever built. It had originally been built in secret, a hardened bunker for Washington’s VIPs. Later, it was repurposed and greatly expanded as an underground base, a prototype for a network that was supposed to be placed across the United States, impervious to satellite photography and most traditional forms of surveillance.
That had turned into a huge boondoggle, however. Families balked at the idea of living underground, and the entry chokepoints made commuting infeasible even if having thousands of people pour in and out of the base every day didn’t largely defeat its purpose of being difficult to spy on.
So that idea was scrapped even before it could be fully implemented, and a nuclear missile silo was tacked on to justify some small portion of the cost. Then, at the end of the Cold War, the vast and expensive facility was the first to be closed down, and everyone involved was more than happy to forget about the underground base in the Appalachians of West Virginia.
So, really, when Chay had taken it over—bought it, in fact, at least on paper—and subsequently erased it completely from every electronic record, he had been doing everyone involved a favor.
Chay took the long way up, choosing the corridors that sloped gradually upwards. The light bulbs automatically flickered on as he approached, dropping into darkness again behind him so that he moved in a bubble of light. As he went, the stripes on the walls worked backwards through the colors of the rainbow, changing from blue to green to yellow to orange—and finally to red. That was the highest floor of the complex, in places only a few feet under the surface of the earth.
The color-coding was a system of his own creation, and between the color stripes and the stenciled coordinates on the doors for every room in the facility, it had drastically reduced both the number of lost people and the amount of time it took to locate someone who had gotten turned around. The occasional small child still wandered off, but in a facility full of the sharpest noses in the world, that was, at most, a cause for only momentary concern.
Chay waited at the bottom of the steps just below the sloping door that led to the surface. It wasn’t the only entrance—it wasn’t even the main entrance that his people used when they had supplies to transport—but it was the door that frequent guests knew to use. And Levi Harris had spent his fair share of time at Black Mesa.
After less than a minute, the sound came: bare knuckles against the steel of the door. Chay dropped the Faraday bag, pushed off the wall, and turned the stiff gray wheel that made the dogs on the submarine-style door slide back out of the frame. He shoved the door open and came face to face with Harris and his girl. Her eyes were as wide as saucers, and she practically clung to the werewolf’s hand and shoulder. The strength of the pheromones that washed between the two of them could have knocked a horse down at twenty paces.
Frak.
“Are you clean?” Chay asked curtly.
“All cellphones are off,” Harris confirmed.
Chay snorted softly. Harris was fast on his feet, but his capacity for miscalculation could be spectacular. “You’d better come in, then,” he said, not bothering to hide his reluctance as he stepped aside to hold the door open for them both.
He wasn’t sure where the balance of debt lay between him and Harris now. They’d done so many ops, pulled so many cons together that it was impossible to say at this point who owed whom. Despite the fact that the werewolf was a loner—had been a loner, Chay corrected, looking at the girl—Harris was almost like family. They’d met five years ago when Chay was first looking for freelancers, and an instant understanding had struck up between them that had turned into a much deeper bond.
Harris’ judgment could get shaky when he had a personal stake involved. And that was why Chay had shot him down when he’d asked for help pulling off the foolish heist he’d dreamed up—insanely dangerous with no guaranteed payoff at the end. But now that Harris was in hot water, Chay could no more turn him away than lock his own brother out in the dark.
“You think?” Harris said. He looked back over his shoulder at the girl, and whatever expression he wore, it caused her to drop his arm, throw back her shoulders, and push past them both and down the stairs.
Bemused, Chay held the door for Harris to follow.
The girl wasn’t much more impressive in the light of the corridor. Redheaded, but a red from a bottle, and average height. She had a pretty face and bright, sharp gray eyes, and an impressive set of assets, before and behind, but she didn’t exactly look like Chay’s top pick for fighting the vampire mafia.
“Why did you bring her along? I thought you weren’t into kidnapping,” he said to Harris.
“He didn’t kidnap me,” the girl said. “And he didn’t bring me along. I chose to come with him because he can’t be trusted to take care of himself.”
Wasn’t that the truth. Chay hid his smile as he lowered the door and cranked the wheel to lock it.
“Can’t argue with that,” he said dryly to the werewolf.
Harris just snorted, but his annoyance was reserved strictly for Chay.
Of course.
The door secure, Chay stepped down the last stairs and onto the smooth gray concrete of the corridor and retrieved his Faraday bag. He held it open as he held it out for his two newest guests. “Okay. Make with the goods.”
The girl blinked and stared at Harris, who explained, “Your phone and the tablet. Anything electronic.” He dropped a cheap-looking phone into the bag—the burner they’d called on to say they were coming, Chay surmised.
“But they’re off,” the girl protested, but she dug obediently in her purse.
“And they’re going to stay that way as long as you’re here,” Chay said, shaking the bag slightly in encouragement.
She dropped a tablet and a smartphone in after Harris’ burner. “I am going to get the phone back, right?”
“When you leave,” Chay promised, folding the top of the bag over. “Or I’ll make it up to you.”
The girl looked again to Harris, who shrugged. “You’re the one who decided to come along,” he said.
“Right,” she said, so tersely that the single word contained a world of meaning.
It was a meaning that Chay really couldn’t care less about, he decided, shoving the bag under his arm. To Chay, she was a curiosity merely because of Harris’ apparent attachment to her. The werewolf had never shown an interest in a female that was more lasting than the briefest fling. Her presence indicated that this was much more—and the pheromones more than confirmed it.
Harris’ bachelor days were numbered, whether he knew it yet or not.
Chay started down the hall. What Harris had wasn’t for him—and it wouldn’t have been any of his business if the damned dog hadn’t insisted on bringing her into his facility.
“Of course, the whole installation is one big Faraday cage,” he said to take his mind off that thought. “But still, a few extra precautions don’t hurt.”
“Installation? Where exactly are we?” the girl asked.
“Didn’t tell her much, did you?” Chay asked, feeling slightly reassured that his friend’s feeble powers of judgment hadn’t been entirely compromised by his infatuation with Harper Bailey.
“Thought I’d leave that to you,” Harris said.
Chay considered for a moment. Though Harris was capable of epically bad decision-making, this wasn’t an area he was likely to err in. And if what the receptors in his hypersensitive shifter’s nose were telling him was correct, Harper Bailey would soon be a regular guest. What would it really hurt to let her know a few details?
“It’s a decommissioned military installation,” he said finally. “I scrubbed it from every electronic record back when I took it over. Can’t get to the paper ones, but they’re all yellowing in the basement of the Pentagon, and nobody goes there anymore, now that they think everything’s electronic.”
Which wasn’t strictly true, but it certainly wasn’t worth the bother do anything about them.
“Of course,” the girl Bailey said, just a touch of sarcasm in her voice.
“Beane loves the irony of using a government installation to hide from the government,” Harris put in.
“And everybody else, too,” Chay added. They had already passed into the orange level. He kept a sharp eye as they passed an intersection with a corridor down which some of the more sensitive guests were housed. But everything there was as dark and silent as the hallway behind them. Everyone was observing the yellow alert for once.
Getting everyone at Black Mesa to obey orders was quite literally like herding cats—and wolves and bears, and worst of all, the foxes.
But even as he had that thought, they passed one of the rec rooms, and Chay saw that the door was open. He could hear the high-pitched electronic hum of the TV on mute from the hall. Harper Bailey peered in, and Chay made a mental note to have Liam find out exactly whose ass he should kick for the oversight.
In a stormy silence, Chay led the rest of the way down to the lab. It was empty, and as the last one out, he’d set the physical locks in addition to the usual electronic ones. He used the retinal scanner for the biometric lock first, tapped the passcode into the keypad, and then retrieved the deadbolt keys from the string around his neck and began working down them, one after another.
As he pulled the door open, he heard Harris mutter to his girl. “Redundancy.”
Chay led the way into the spook shop, the heart of the complex from which the most important work was done. Harris caught the door and followed.
“Still taking in strays, huh, Beane?” Harris asked, nodding to the banks of monitors where various views inside the base showed a few of the occupants in their quarters.
Quickly, Chay slapped them off, cutting the video feed. Yellow alert didn’t normally involve letting anyone into the spook shop itself.
“You’re one to talk.” Chay shot a look at Bailey, who was surveying the room with an expression of blatant curiosity.
“Yeah, I know,” Harris said, ignoring Chay’s dig. “It’s not their fault and all that. But you should take some basic precautions—”
“They already feel like monsters,” Chay snapped. Harris was the last person who should be lecturing anyone about precautions. “They deserve to be treated like they’re not.”
Chay had stopped properly looking at the spook shop several years before. It wasn’t slick, like spies’ lairs were on TV. Instead, it was set up for his team’s work—well, the work of the tech half of his team. There were others who were muscle-only.
Against one of the walls was a single long desk under a wall of monitors that went all the way to the ceiling. Individual computers and dumb terminals were set up along it, each station marked with its own code—and name, if it belonged to a particular person. The actual boxes sat sideways on a shelf up against the wall under the desk with holes cut into the desk’s surface at intervals, some for keyboard and mouse cables to run through, others for USB ports and other I/O devices to be vertically mounted for easy access. The surface itself was covered in a flat black mat ideal for optical mice—and scattered with empty soda cans, bags of chips, and used paper plates, too.
A long, skinny kitchenette and a battered black leatherette sofa stretched along the back wall, and the space in between was a puzzle of six-foot plastic-topped banquet tables crowded with the projects, in progress and interrupted, of his various team members, from robotics to surveillance. It looked more like the result of the explosion of an electronics store than a slick lab, but it served its purpose. Harper Bailey went to the tables as if drawn by a magnet, wandering up and down the length of the room as she took everything in with keen eyes.
“For a paranoid bastard, you sure do take a lot of risks,” Harris said.
“Like helping you,” Chay said pointedly.
Harris shook his head. “All right, fine, you don’t have to beat it into the ground. But just think about how much a couple of mil could mean to your cause.”
Chay rolled his eyes as he flung himself into his battered rolling chair. Harris was offering him a cut of money he didn’t even have yet. “Who says I don’t have a few mil already? I can get money without pissing off vampires. And Uncle Sam has far deeper pockets than Mortensen ever will.”
“You think the feds are less likely to shoot you?” Harris scoffed.
Chay snorted. “I just think they’re less likely to notice.” He held out his hand to Harris. “The SD card, please.”
“Harper,” Harris called.
“Right here,” she said, hurrying over as she dug in her pocket. She produced a coin purse and after a moment’s hesitation that Chay didn’t fail to catch, she handed it over.
“You weren’t kidding about trust.” Chay raised his eyebrows at Harris.
Bailey gave an unladylike snort, and Harris said, “She never shifts. So she’s not likely to suddenly lose all her clothes and the card with them when the shit hits the fan.”
Point taken. Chay opened up the coin purse and tilted it. A micro SD card inside a tiny plastic bag slid into his palm. He opened the bag, and very carefully, he extracted the card, careful to avoid touching the copper contacts.
The SD card was why Levi Harris’ and Harper Bailey’s faces were plastered on every news station in the region, though, of course, on TV they were accused of very different crimes. Harris had gone off half-cocked again, this time stealing the card that had been smuggled into the country in a faux antique dagger, believing that it contained the financial records belonging to Algernon Mortensen, the most dangerous vampire mob boss on the East Coast.
Levi Harris had a personal grudge against Mortensen, who was so often the force behind the pressure that sent so many shifters into hiding. It wasn’t like he was Chay’s favorite person, either, but defying him directly wasn’t Chay’s style. Too dangerous. Too much to lose.
But of course, Levi Harris didn’t care. Not when he considered the possible gains so great—power over the most influential criminal in the region.
Stealing the dagger and the card been the easy part. Staying alive to get to the data was proving much harder. Harris and the new friend he’d picked up along the way had discovered that the SD card was read-protected, so they hadn’t been able to even look at the files. Chay suspected that they’d be encrypted, as well.
So Harris had called on Chay for help. And no matter how firmly Chay had been against this stunt in the first place, he couldn’t turn his old friend away.
“Let’s see what you’ve got,” Chay said, standing to browse the white folding tables until he found an appropriate reader. He plucked the device up and plugged the end of it into a USB port before slotting the SD card in and resuming his seat.
The doctored reader’s firmware ignored the read-only instructions on the SD card, and the window for it popped up right away. Chay backed it up reflexively and set to work on the local copy. Past the usual SD card firmware was a list of files—the good stuff.
And Chay groaned. Damned fancy-pants vampires and their overly elaborate, dumb-ass security measures.
“What is it?” Harris demanded.
“Is there any possibility this could be a mistake? A decoy, maybe? Or maybe you got it switched out with another card?” Chay asked hopefully.
“Mortensen is trying pretty hard to kill us for it to be a decoy,” Harris said.
“The guy’s an SOB. Maybe he’s trying to kill you just to make it look good,” Chay muttered as he highlighted the files and hit enter. Irfanview windows cascaded across the neighboring screen, each flashing a picture before it was covered with the next.
“What’s that?” the girl asked.
Chay stabbed at the screen with his finger. “That’s what’s on your SD card.”
They were vacation photos. European vacation photos, to be exact, of all the most famous sites—the Tower of London, the Louvre, Michelangelo’s David. And in front of each was the same smiling couple, wearing backpacks and smiles.
“Vacation photos?” Bailey said. “We’ve had vacation photos this whole time?”
“If this is a joke, Beane…” Harris started.
“Oh, it’s somebody’s joke, all right,” Chay said, hitting a button. “But it’s sure not mine. I’ve got some tools that will let us know if my suspicions are correct. In the meantime, help yourself to dinner.” He waved at the fridge.
Harper Bailey started to protest, but the werewolf hustled her away.
Chay paid no attention to their tense conversation, though he kept an eye on them through the video feed on one of the monitors out of reflex. Instead, he picked through the photos as he thought.
He was sure that Harris was right—that these files really did contain the financial data that he sought. Separating it from the pictures was the challenging part. There were easy ways to do it—and hard ways to do it.
Chay liked easy. He’d see just how stupid Mortensen’s cryptographers were. Since hiding stuff in pictures was a pointlessly flashy move, he’d bet that they were pretty dumb. He opened up Google and dragged a picture across.
And then he grinned. Paydirt.
He clicked across to Flickr, examined the user’s stream, and thought for a moment before digging through his file system to find a tool that he almost remembered…. That was it, stegComp. He opened it, grabbed one file from the SD card and the matching one from the Flickr stream—and then he gave a crow of triumph as a list of differences flowed across his screen.
“What is it?” Harris asked, his mouth full of pizza. He casually pocketed two sets of Chay’s earbuds as he passed them on one of the tables on his way across the room. Damned werewolf thief took a few sets every time he stopped by. Always broke them, too. Chay always pretended that he didn’t see Harris swipe them—and always pretended to be angry when he brought them back again to be fixed.
“Just the kind of stupid, overly elaborate nonsense you’d expect would impress someone like Mortensen,” Chay sneered. “Steganography.”
“Sounds like a dinosaur,” Bailey said.
“It’s a way of hiding information inside of other data, usually a photo or a movie or a music file. On all the stupid TV dramas, there’s some sort of second image hidden in the first, but of course, that’s not usually how it works,” said Chay.
“So how does it work?” Bailey frowned as she looked at the screen.
Chay explained, “An image file is big. Even a JPEG is big, okay? And there’s a certain amount of noise in an image file. It’s not like a program. If you just inject a bunch of extraneous shit into a program, it’d either break or it’d be pretty obvious. Steganography lets you hide it inside something that’s already big and messy and not full of logic.”
He nodded to the screen. “You can do it the dumb way, of course, just by slapping crap at the end of the file so it isn’t read at all, but the smart way hides it actually inside the photo itself, changing the least significant bits, so those bad bits do get read, but they don’t get noticed. The photo looks like a photo. You can’t even see the changes because the image is so much bigger than the data, and JPEGs don’t draw a picture pixel-by-pixel, anyway. Way less than one percent of the file is the actual information that you’re trying to hide, and it’s the least-important parts. But I’ve got some tools that look for patterns, for the kinds of noise that come from sticking bits of data inside the picture.” He stabbed at the monitor with an accusing finger. “And that is absolutely what you have right here.”
“That’s awesome,” Harris said, sounding like it wasn’t awesome at all. “So how do you get it out?”
“That part’s not too hard,” Chay said, allowing himself a smug smile. “Mainly because they downloaded the pictures from somebody’s Flickr album in the first place. I should have it all sorted by dawn, but there’s no guarantee that the result won’t be encrypted. And if it is, well, all bets are off.”
“And what’s all that supposed to mean?” the girl asked, jabbing her spoon into the bowl of food.
Chay spun his chair to face her squarely. “No matter what, you know you’ve got something here. And there’s always a way of reading the data once you have it. Some ways might be harder than others, but there’s always a way.”
“That sounds…reassuring without being reassuring at all,” Bailey said, looking suspicious.
Speaking of reassuring, her presence was anything but. “What I don’t understand is why you’re even here,” Chay said abruptly, giving Harris a meaningful look. “The police consider you a victim.”
“I want to be here,” the girl snapped.
“She pulls her weight,” Harris said mildly.
Chay ignored her, glaring at Harris. “That’s not the question. The question is, where do you get off, putting a civilian in danger? She’s not your asset.”
“It was my choice,” Bailey insisted.
“Come on, Chay, it’s not like you haven’t ever bent a few rules,” Harris said. “And these aren’t actually rules. They’re more like preferences. Your preferences, nobody else’s.”
Chay sighed. “Don’t get the human killed on my watch, got it?”
“I should be done, anyway,” Bailey said. “That’s what you just said. You have the files. You just have to clean them up, break them, whatever. We’re finished with the whole running-and-getting-shot-at routine, aren’t we?”
“Yeah,” Beane muttered, giving up and turning back to the screen. He should have known better than to try reason. “That’s all I have to do.”
“Come on,” Harris said softly to the girl. “Leave Beane to his work. Let’s get cleaned up, take a nap, read a book, something. He’ll tell us when it’s done.”
Harris opened the hall door for his tagalong redhead, and after a moment’s hesitation, she stepped out of the room. Winking over her head, Harris followed after.
Chay just shook his head. That girl was trouble. Chay could read it, even if Harris seemed oblivious. Hell, Harris didn’t seem oblivious so much as he did smitten.
Nothing he could do about that now. Chay slapped back on the monitors that he’d shut off when Bailey came in and turned back to his work.



CHAPTER THREE
Chay tapped the icon that read “Black Mesa A/V” and one of his displays lit up with a menu and a command line prompt. Ignoring the menu, he typed findMe LMansfield ALiu +a.
A three-dimensional line rendering of the facility popped up, with Liam Mansfield and Annie Liu identified by glowing blue dots.
Holding down the button for audio, he said, “You guys can quit dorking around now. I need you back in here. Harris has dumped enough work in my lap for eight of you.”
“You didn’t have to send us away in the first place.” Annie Liu’s light contralto came back through the speakers. “I was just about to get a shower, too.”
“Shower when you’re dead. I want your fluffy tail in here ASAP.”
“Of course, my master.” Liu’s voice dripped with mischievous sarcasm, and Chay winced because he knew just what kind of response he’d provoked.
Liam Mansfield gave no answer, but his dot was already moving across the map, up the corridor and toward the spook shop where Chay waited.
Chay didn’t watch them come in, instead turning back to the vacation photos. The changes that had been wrought on the least significant digits of the color regions could have been done in any number of ways. Chay hoped for the simplest. He pulled up a commonly used commercial script and ran it against the altered photos, setting it to go through all its permutations.
He didn’t have long to wait. The fourth set of pictures showed that he’d successfully reversed the steganography and had the original data separated from the pictures.
Now the only challenge was to figure out what the hell it was that he had.
He ran a sniffer tool against the data, and the results came back swiftly. He couldn’t be lucky enough for the steg to be the only level of cryptography. Oh, no. But the work bore the peculiar combination of extreme cleverness and sloppiness that was so often the hallmark of private encryption companies, and it gave him hope that his task would be more manageable than it otherwise might prove.
With a couple of taps on the keyboard, he launched the python script that would run a stable of cryptography tools against the data, tweaking and re-running them based on the results.
Chay sat back and retrieved the silver Faraday bag in which he’d had Harris and Bailey drop their electronics. Tablet, iPhone, Tracfone. He snorted at the last, pushed back from the table, and rummaged around on the tables piled with electronics that were laid out behind him until he found two similar models—encrypted, unlike the prepaid cell Harris had picked up wherever-the-hell. With all three phones laid out in front of him at another workstation, he cloned Harris’ data onto the two new ones. He was just finishing when Liam Mansfield lumbered into the room.
“So how deep is the hot water that Harris is in now?” the man rumbled. Mansfield was massive, with shoulders so wide they almost brushed the doorframe and a bristling beard to match. A born werebear, he moved with a slow deliberation that caused some people to think that he was slow-witted. They usually learned too late how wrong they were.
“Eh. Neck-deep and rising,” Chay said, unplugging the second phone. Deftly, he opened up the Tracfone and yanked the battery and SIM card, throwing all three pieces into a plastic crate of spare cellphone parts. He tapped through the menus of the encrypted phones and programmed each with the number of the other.
“The files?” Mansfield asked, leaning over the desk to peer at the monitor where the results of the tools’ tests were streaming past.
“Yeah, encrypted, of course.”
“That Harris, he knows his fine art, but up here”—Mansfield tapped a thick finger against his heavy brow—“he’s just not so bright, Beane.”
“He just never stops to think,” Chay muttered, dropping the cell phones back in the bag. He grabbed up two GPS buttons and dropped them on top.
There was a scratching sound at the door and a series of high-pitched yips, and Mansfield went to open it. A fox bounded in, a wide grin revealing a sharp row of pointed teeth between which she had a leather bracelet clenched, her bushy tail twitching. Mid-leap, she shifted, landing on rear legs that became entirely human in the next two steps.
She spit out the bracelet and slid it onto her wrist, the silver tracker and com screen dangling from it.
“Here as ordered, Beany baby,” she said.
Chay ignored the leggy and entirely naked woman as she flipped her short hair and sauntered over to the silk robe on the back of the chair where Ford had left it, pulling it off and wrapping it casually around her slender body before flopping into one of the rolling chairs. She was almost reflexively provocative, but then, all the traditionally raised fox spirit women were, and she didn’t mean anything more by it than she did by her teasing.
“What do you need me to do?” she asked, setting the chair to spinning with a push against the edge of the desk with one bare foot, which accidentally-not-accidentally provided both men with a flash of a view between her legs.
Mansfield dragged his eyes away with a noise of irritation.
Chay was, if not entirely immune, accustomed to fox shifter ways, and he just handed her the iPhone. “Clone it. Say, three more.”
She sighed. “This is intern stuff.” She had written the cloning software, as she handled most of the electronic forging of whatever form. She could have an entire new identity with everything from parking tickets to a third-grade visit to the hospital packaged in a neat bow in under two hours.
“We don’t have any interns at the moment,” Chay said. “What we do have is you.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Annie said. She grabbed three iPhones from a stack and spread them out like a deck of cards and waved them in front of her. “I’m on it.”
Chay found a 64-gig thumb drive and tossed it to Mansfield, who managed to make the quick movement to catch it look almost leisurely and accidental. “Put the wireless router driver package on it—the whole thing. I don’t know what kind of system we might be hacking into yet, but I want it to run on anything from a Commodore 64 to this year’s Macbook.”
“As you say,” Mansfield said, slotting it into one of the USB ports that penetrated the back edge of the desk before pulling up another chair and sitting down. The keyboard looked like a toy under his hands, but he typed quickly, his massive hands dancing across it.
And now Chay’s own task. He scanned the results of the tests that the tools were throwing at the data. And they didn’t look good. Brute force was out of the question. And there didn’t seem to be an easy way in.
He tapped through to his fingerprinting tools—the ones that didn’t try to break the encryption but to glean as much information as possible about the data and to match its characteristics up with a database of open-source and commercial security products. 0%, 12%, 3%, 8%. He shook his head, and with a couple of taps, everything below a 50% match disappeared.
And then he smiled, because one company’s name jumped out. Crypt Corp. 87% match.
Nice.
The name sounded familiar, and he did a quick search—both on Google and on the dark web search engine that he had access to. Polished push-button products. They didn’t just sell software—they loaded it onto their own hardware, compact, shiny black boxes with their own unique keys, the types that geeks called toasters because of their approximate size and shape. Slip the data in on an SD drive or a USB stick, and it would toggle the encryption.
Super sleek and simple from a user point of view, and actually really quite impressively secure as long as you could control access to the box itself. Because the boxes weren’t network-enabled, they were completely immune to intrusion.
Unless, of course, someone plugged a wireless router onto the front of it.
“Coming soon,” the company’s website read. “Biometric authorization.”
Coming soon, because they didn’t have it now. Absolutely frakking perfect.
“Okay, scratch that, Mansfield,” Chay ordered. “Here are the specs the driver needs to work on.” He read them aloud, then summarized what else he’d found. “I’m generating a hard drive mirroring script to bundle with it. It’ll launch as soon as the connection’s up.”
“Got it,” Liam said.
That was, of course, the good news. The bad news was that someone was going to have to find Mortensen’s Crypt Corp box and plug in a wireless router and a thumbdrive with the drivers and the various scripts on it.
Annie sashayed over and dropped a stack of iPhones in front of Chay. She leaned over toward him, a smile playing around her lips as her robe gapped against her chest, treating him to a glimpse of her high, firm breasts. “That was not worth delaying my shower for.”
“I might have needed you for something else,” Chay said, ignoring her reflexive exhibitionism.
“Mmm.” Annie straightened, scanning the banks of monitors. She giggled, and Chay looked up in time to see Harris’ room flash across the CCTV monitors—and that girl Harper wandering in naked from the bathroom, rubbing her hair dry. He rolled his eyes and typed in the command to temporarily hide that feed.
“Real mature, Liu,” he said.
“You’re the Peeping Tom,” she shot back, peering at him between her fingers.
He rolled his eyes at her and pushed back from the desk. “Damn that werewolf, anyway,” he muttered.
“Maybe he’ll settle down,” Annie said. “Maybe he’ll stop getting into trouble.”
“And maybe the earth will stop turning,” Chay said. “You want something to do? Go make Harris a fake driver’s license.”
Annie perked up. The task wasn’t any harder than spoofing SIM cards, but she always enjoyed forging government documents. “What state? I haven’t done Alaska in a dog’s age.”
“Whatever state you want,” he said.
“And the name?” she prompted.
“Pick one from the box of black American Expresses. But no celebrities,” he said.
She held up a hand. “Scout’s honor,” she said virtuously.
“That’s a Vulcan hand-sign, not a scouting one.”
“I never actually was a Girl Scout,” she said, then flounced across the raised tile floor to a filing cabinet and pulled a small box out of it.
“No kidding?” Chay’s voice dripped with sarcasm as he dropped a wireless router and the two encrypted phones into the silver bag. Annie threw a credit card at him in a flat spin, and he caught it out of the air and added it to the bag.
She returned to her workstation. “Is Harris’ photo already in here?” she asked, clicking through the directory tree to find the folder of photographs.
“Isolated on a chromakey background,” Chay affirmed.
“How’d you get him to hold still for that?”
“Who said I did?” Chay’s smile was feral.
Annie giggled. “You’re such a bad boy.”
“That’s why you like me,” Chay agreed.
In another minute, a machine in the middle of the clutter of white tables lit up and began to hum. It was one of Eddie Agosti’s masterpieces, capable of forging the driver’s license of thirty-eight states and replacing over a dozen individual card makers stolen from various DMVs. After a few seconds of humming, the driver’s license dropped out.
“One Gordon Freeman, resident of Alaska,” she announced, sending that one flying across the room with the same accuracy as the credit card.
Chay held up a hand, and the driver’s license smacked into his palm. He added it to the bag.
A light blinked on one of the monitors just as the soft “ding” of someone requesting conversation with the spook shop played over the speakers. It was coming from Levi Harris’ room.
“What do you want, Harris?” Chay demanded, holding down the button to talk to him. “Kind of busy here. Doing the impossible, you know.”
“Where’s your stash of women’s clothes?” Harris asked.
Chay snorted. “Aw, man, you know I don’t swing that way,” he said even as he tapped through to his inventory system. Women’s clothing…. He found it. “Level 3, room E-12. It’s one of the big ones, so make sure the air readings are okay before you go in, all right? I don’t need to be hauling your dead body out of there.”
“Right,” Levi said. “Thanks.”
Chay snorted. It had to be the girl, with priorities like clean clothes taking precedence over things like, say, staying alive. “Yeah. Beane out.”
“Beany baby, you know I love you, but why don’t you just tell them to take a hike?” Annie asked as she sprawled in her chair again. “Levi Harris can’t stay out of hot water, and you know it. You’ll only be saving his ass again next week.”
Chay shrugged. “He’s fighting the good fight.”
“He sure as hell isn’t fighting the smart one.”
“Like you were?” he scoffed.
“Ouch. You hurt my feelings,” she pouted. They’d met the same way Chay had met most of the people who lived in Black Mesa—as the end of a rescue operation.
Like most fox shifters, she had sexual appetites that tended toward the indiscriminate. Called variously kitsune, huli jing, or kimiho, fox spirits had been both bred and trained for espionage for many generations, and the result was a race that was at once reflexively promiscuous and fiercely loyal—once they chose to give their devotion to a single person. The mixture made them incredibly effective spies and highly sought after by governments and organized crime lords alike.
Annie had been born into a family closely associated with the triad, and she had fallen hard for her elven keeper. While elves were capable of forming their own deep attachments, such liaisons didn’t have the automatic reciprocity of human-shifter mating, and he’d used her devotion to abuse her and pimp her out for the benefit of the Triad. Her low point had come when she’d been discovered brutally beaten and abandoned by her Triad bosses and her elven lover to the prisons of their enemy.
“Levi Harris helped rescue you, you know,” Chay said.
Annie blinked. “I don’t remember seeing him.”
“He made sure that the art auction in Hong Kong contained pieces that would tempt your captor into flying in,” he said. “With you.”
“Oh,” she said in a small voice.
“Harris is a very handy man to know,” Chay said. “When he isn’t nearly getting himself and everyone around him killed, of course.”
“So maybe we should keep him alive for a while yet,” Annie granted with a charming flash of a smile.
At the other end of the desk, Mansfield snorted.
There was another soft tone, this one a low, insistent beeping, and one of the CCTV monitors abruptly went full screen. Chay’s eyes snapped up to it. In the false colors of the infrared camera, it showed the entrance to Black Mesa, the narrow, unmarked road turning off from the county road—and a clutch of motorcycles driving up it together.
“Are you expecting anyone else?” Annie asked in surprise.
“No,” Chay said tensely.
A moment later, another car appeared, this one a police cruiser. Chay started to curse, long and inventively.
Trouble was coming to Black Mesa.



CHAPTER FOUR
“Lockdown?” Liam asked tersely.
“No,” Chay said. “They’ll just knock the gates down. And if they notice the fence, they’ll realize that there’s more up here than a couple of Quonset huts.”
“What do we do, then?” Annie asked.
Chay’s hands were already flying over the keyboard, directing the gate across the road several hundred meters in to roll back into the bushes that concealed it, and then he hit the button for black alert status, which meant that the facility was going to go dark. All the residents of Black Mesa were even now taking their emergency actions—some of them stripping down anything aboveground that might possibly be seen, while most of the rest retreated to their emergency shelters.
The constant background hum of the ventilator fans dropped off, and the generators deep in the mountain rolled back, all but the emergency ones going offline as all the vents to the outside were shut off and the exhaust was re-routed into one of the vast manmade caves. On the surface, the infrared hotspots were already cooling, and in another half hour, they’d be invisible. They could last six days in black status at full capacity—and they were nowhere near full capacity.
“Go remind Mrs. Olsen to go up to the Quonset house,” Chay told Annie. That was another element of their subterfuge. Some of the only structures left above ground from the base’s old days were two Quonset huts, one set up like a house, another like an outbuilding with a garage door. They looked fully lived in, down to the worn shag carpet and the food in the fridge that was rotated out every week. “When these guys come knocking, they need to find someone there so they don’t go poking around in the bushes.”
“She’ll be asleep,” Mansfield protested even as Annie bound out of the room. “Is full black status even necessary?”
“I hope not,” Chay said. “Thumb drive loaded yet?”
“Sure is.” Mansfield handed it over, and Chay dropped it in the silver bag with the other things. He did a quick inventory. Everything was there—and Levi Harris already had some com-enabled earbuds.
“Hold down the fort for me,” Chay said. “Go scramble some guys to hide away anything we don’t want the police to find. I’ll go kick out Harris and Bailey because they can’t stay here.”
Chay slapped on the audio, syncing it to Annie’s position, which was tracked by the bracelet around her wrist. He locked the other end on the smart watch he wore, snatched up the silver bag, pushed out of the control room, and began to run.
“Here’s the story, Annie,” he said, trusting the speakers to catch his voice. “Mrs. Olsen was asleep when two young people came to her house. She felt sorry for them because they seemed lost and she gave them dinner. They saw that she had some dirt bikes in her garage that used to belong to her sons, and they asked to trade their dualie for them. She thought it was strange because the dualie was clearly worth so much more, but they pushed hard, and so she agreed. Tell her to spin the story out just as long as she possibly can.”
“I think she’ll be up to the task,” Annie said, laughter in her voice. Annie, of course, was having the time of her life.
“I know she will.”
Mrs. Olsen was a fox spirit, too, and her trickster ways made Annie’s mischief look like a child’s pranks.
Chay tapped the small screen of his smart watch and snapped out a series of commands, switching the lock from Annie’s position to that of Harris and Bailey. The screen automatically focused on their image in the storage room, where they were locked in an embrace.
“Hey, guys?” Chay said, sending his voice through the speakers in the room that they were in.
The girl jerked back as if she’d been burned and started cursing inventively.
Chay cut her off. “I hate to interrupt such a touching scene, but your friends are here.”
“Friends?” Bailey echoed.
“He means the cops,” Harris’ voice clarified.
“What? But we lost them. We were sure of it.” The girl’s voice had an edge of panic.
“Well, they found you again.” Chay pushed through the door into Harris’ bedroom and scooped Bailey’s things into the huge pink purse that she had carried, then grabbed a black backpack and stuffed it with a full change of clothes from Harris’ drawers. Chances were high that the werewolf would have to shift, and if he did, he’d need something to wear afterward. “You sure your phones were off when you came up here?”
“Certain,” Harris said.
“Then the bike,” Chay said, ducking back into the corridor. “Where did you get the bike you came on?”
“Borrowed it. The cops weren’t using it at the moment,” Harris said.
It had a GPS. Of course it had a GPS. Only an idiot dog like Levi would assume that it wouldn’t have one. Chay slapped the mic off for a long moment while he called Harris every name he could think of. Then, clattering down a narrow staircase, he turned the mic back on. Very carefully, he said, “I’m not giving up this place for the two of you.”
“I know,” Harris said tensely, guilt written in his voice. “We’re getting out of here.”
“Damned right you are.” Chay could see the door to the storage room, and he jerked it open and instantly came back-to-face with Harris, Bailey a step behind him.
Harper jerked back. Chay thrust the silver bag and backpack at Harris and shoved the purse at the girl.
“Get out of here,” he said, trying not to snarl the words.
“I’m sorry,” Harris said as Bailey grabbed the silver bag from him and shoved it into her purse.
“‘Sorry’ doesn’t cut it,” Chay said. “My one rule is that you don’t endanger the compound. One rule, Levi.”
“I know. I’ll make it right,” he promised.
“No. You’ll get out of here.” Chay stripped off his shirt as the girl slung her purse across her chest. “I’ve opened up the gate, hidden all the bits of hardware we don’t want them seeing,” he said. “I’ve got old Mrs. Olsen living here, and I’ve sent her up to the Quonset house. She’ll tell them that you traded the police bike for an old one that she had lying around. She should be able to delay them for at least ten minutes. If things go well enough, she’ll send them packing.”
“And if they don’t?” Levi asked.
Chay stepped out of his shoes, and Bailey turned her head away hurriedly as his hands went to the waistband of his loose pants. “Then I’ll take care of them,” he said, stepping out of his pants before stripping off his shirt. He left his smart watch on—its band was designed to stretched with the panther’s body. “Permanentleeeeeeeeerrr.”
He let the panther take over, surging out from the place deep inside him where the cat always waited. His bones grew heavier, his skull elongating as his teeth grew into fangs. His hindbrain smelled the girl and thought, Food. But he was the master of the animal and he sent it bounding in great leaps down the hall, toward the nearest exit.
The door required hands, and Chay shifted back to human just long enough to turn the wheel before leaping out into the darkness, letting his body resume his cat-shape midair.
His true form. His soul form. For all that he’d been born a human, this was what he really was now—a predator, a hunter that owned the night. With claws that caught and teeth that crushed and killed.
And those who came to threaten his home—they were his prey.
The panther was impatient, hungry. It had been a long time since it had claimed a kill. But Chay kept it pushed down enough to keep the human, analytical mind in nominal control, able to tell the beast where Harris and Bailey would emerge, where he should be to defend them and his facility, if necessary.
The panther hoped it would be necessary.
He intersected the emergency evacuation trail and began loping down it, the ground eaten up by his long strides. With his panther’s hearing, he could already make out the distant, chopping sound of a helicopter’s rotors, and he knew that Harris and his woman would not escape easily. The animal within him rejoiced at the man’s realization, and he ran on.
Soon, he heard the raucous buzz of the motors behind him, and he knew it would be Harris and Bailey on their motorbikes. It was starting. The helicopter would be equipped with infrared vision, and the men would pick them off the mountain as easily as if they were lit up like a Christmas tree and send the rest of the police after them.
Sure enough, there were other sounds, other motors. The cops’ dualies, it wasn’t hard to guess, in hot pursuit.
The noises got louder and louder as they approached Chay’s position. Harris appeared first around a bend in the trail, going airborne as he topped a small rise with Bailey hard on his heels. They were running dark, headlights off, but it was of little use as long as the helicopter was spotting for the motorcycles below.
The cops were closing in fast, and Chay was running flat-out now to keep close to Harris and Bailey, not daring to look back. He needed to be close when they caught up with Harris, but even the panther’s body wasn’t able to keep up with a motorcycle over long periods of time. Chay was already tiring, his breath coming fast. Cats were made for the swift chase, not for running for miles like this, though werepanthers were far stronger than the cats from which they were taken.
Then the motorcycles were passing him, traveling in a tight knot—four in all. Chay’s muscles bunched, flowing under his black hide, and just as the last one passed, he leaped, slamming into the man, front claws biting deep through the man’s motorcycle jacket even before they hit the earth. The motorcycle pinwheeled another twenty feet down the mountain, its headlights flashing crazily in the trees before it came to rest.
Chay’s massive weight knocked the wind out of the man, and even as the man struggled against the paws on his chest, Chay bent his head and his jaws closed once, hard, as a deep growl welled up inside him. Without even a gurgle, the man went limp, and the panther shook him once, twice, feeling the spine snap under the awesome force. The cat crouched over its hot kill, wanting to rip out its innards and feast—
Chay dragged himself back, back to the moment and to his humanity. There were three more men on the mountain who must be dealt with. The cat couldn’t count to three, but Chay still could, and he forced himself up again, making his long legs run through the darkness, past the fallen motorcycle. There was noise ahead, screaming and lights dancing crazily against the trees.
He smelled the wolf before he arrived, the wolf and the woman and the three men, and the sharp copper tang of blood. And the panther was hungry, hungry for blood, hungry for the death of those who had invaded his home. He swung around a turn in the trail, and there it was, the scene laid out before him, lit up by the dancing light of the helicopter overhead.
A man lay limp over his motorcycle as Bailey hauled her bike across a narrow ditch where the road had washed out. As Chay arrived, a great wolf leaped from the shadows beside the road, dragging another man from his motorcycle to the sound of his high-pitched squeals. The last, trailing motorcycle pulled up as Chay watched, and its rider was fumbling at his belt, raising a pistol toward the wolf.
He never saw Chay coming. The panther’s weight tore the man from the back of his motorcycle, flinging him to the ground. He got out a single long, thin scream before the jaws at the back of his neck severed his spine and ended his life. The panther raised his head and met the eyes of the wolf for a fraction of an instant. And a surge of fury went through him, fury at the other predator that was on his turf that might claim his kill. He growled—
And the wolf was gone, and Chay returned to himself, overlaying the mind of the panther again, pressing it down into the darkness where it belonged.
Chay darted into the shelter of the woods and shook his heavy head from side to side to clear it. Flanks heaving, he stopped and smelled the air as the helicopter continued down the mountain, following the motorcycles. The threats were gone. Chay turned and began to pace back up the mountain, moving at a steady, ground-eating pace. Harris and Bailey didn’t need his help out there anymore. They could lose their pursuers soon enough when the trail forked off by ducking into the huge drainage culvert that kept the underground complex dry.
Back at the entrance to Black Mesa, he shifted into human form and twisted the door open, then slipped inside and locked the door behind him. He checked the smart watch screen on the band around his wrist. The new design seemed to be working; he hadn’t broken it this time. He tapped through, brought up a connection to Liam Mansfield, who was still waiting patiently in the spook shop.
“Status update,” he said tersely.
“They bought Mrs. Olsen’s story,” Liam said. “Hook, line, and sinker.”
“Fox spirits FTW,” Chay said, some of the tension that had drawn his body as tight as a wire flowing out of him. “No one saw anything we didn’t want them to? No one’s still hanging about, snooping around?”
“The last of the cruisers just tore out of here, trying to get around to the other side of the mountain, hoping to cut Harris off,” Liam said.
“I slapped some GPS trackers on them,” Annie’s voice piped up helpfully. “I have them pulled up on Google maps, and we’re tracking them now. Very slick.”
“Good thinking,” Chay said.
“The black alert kicked everybody out of bed to do the clean sweep,” she added, “making sure nothing was hanging out that wasn’t supposed to be. You should have seen the front door half an hour ago. It looked like a zoo’d been set loose. Then the cruisers drive up, and bam! The woods could have been empty.”
“We shouldn’t have needed to do that,” Chay growled. “We’re getting lazy. Getting too comfortable. Every night, it should all be swept clean. Every single night.” He shook his head. “We’ll talk about it later. I’ve got to call Harris before he gets out of range. He using the earbuds?”
“That’d be an affirmative,” Liam said.
“Right. I’ll be there in a few minutes. Beane out.” He slapped the connection off and ordered the device to locate all active earbuds. Sure enough, there were two pairs, and Chay dialed into them.
“So are we safe here?” The girl’s voice was a little shrill over the earbud. Chay tried to summon some sympathy for her, but after what Harris had just put him through, he didn’t have much to give.
In fact, he was in a ragingly bad mood. And it was all that damned werewolf’s fault.
Harris answered. “Right this minute? Probably. The tunnel goes for two miles, and it’s not marked on any map. They’re not going to see us when we come out. If we stay here? Not a chance.”
“So what now?” Bailey asked. “Did they find Beane’s place?”
“No, they did not,” Chay cut in. He reached the storage room where he’d stripped before shifting. His clothes were still sitting in a pile in the open doorway.
“You’re all right!” the girl exclaimed.
“First time you even thought I might not be, huh?” Chay said sarcastically, pulling on his underwear and pants. “Yeah, I’m fine. The base is fine. And you’re far enough down the mountainside that they won’t be coming back up here to search for you. But do you know who’s not fine? This is a little riddle for you, Harris. See if you can figure it out.”
“I’m not fine,” Harris said flatly.
“Bingo!” Chay announced. He shrugged into his shirt. “Ten points for Harris! I didn’t have time to tell you, but I separated all the data from the pictures, and guess what?”
“It’s encrypted.”
“Ding, ding, ding!”
“What does that mean?” the girl whispered.
Chay answered as he balanced on one foot to pull a sock onto the opposite one. “It means, honey, that you two are SOL as far as me just reading anything off that card is concerned. I’ve got good news, though. You’re going to like this.”
“Spit it out, Beane.” Harris didn’t sound amused.
Well, neither was Chay. He put on his other sock. “Mortensen’s one of these rich idiots who thinks that anything custom is better than anything off the shelf. There were so many ways that we’d be pretty much at a dead end now—PGP, True Crypt. But nope, he decided he was better than all of that. So he hired an agency to make him his own little solution. Crypt Corp, they call themselves. Isn’t that cute?”
“How do you know that?” Harris asked.
“Because they were stupid enough or arrogant enough to sign their work. A little web surfing, and I know what you’re looking for. A black box about the size of a toaster. That’s what they use to encrypt and decrypt all their data.”
“Why?” Harris asked bluntly.
“Because it seems a whole lot cooler than a program you install locally, okay?” Chay said impatiently. “And, honestly, it’s a bit more secure. I mean, if it’s on their own proprietary hardware, they know it’s not getting connected to a network, versus, say, giving Mortensen’s guys a piece of software and asking them nicely to keep it on a machine they keep off the net.”
“And what am I supposed to do about it?” Harris asked.
“Get to the toaster, of course,” Chay said. “If you value your lives. I’ve stuck a few extra goodies in the silver bag for you that ought to get you what you need.”
“Is that all?” Bailey asked weakly.
“You’re the one who threw in your lot with that idiot,” Chay said unsympathetically. He shoved his feet into his Vans. “It’s your only chance now. You kids go figure it out. I’m going to go brush the blood out of my teeth.”
“So what do we do now?” Bailey’s voice sounded worried.
Harris all but snapped his reply. “What do you think? We break back into Mortensen’s house.”
Chay slapped the connection off, not wanting to listen to more as he walked back to the spook shop, feeling the old, familiar ache in his bones. It wasn’t a pain, not precisely. It was more like a desire, a kind of physical reluctance to resume the human shape. The panther was lingering in the back of his mind, powerful and impatient and, as always, angry. Especially now because he had not let it feed.
He wouldn’t let it feed on its human kills. He couldn’t come that close to losing himself. Not ever again.
Chay sighed as he climbed the narrow metal staircase up toward the heart of the installation. He’d be in a bad mood now for a week, and he hoped he wouldn’t take it out on anyone.
At least, not on anyone who didn’t deserve it.
Annie and Liam looked at him warily as he entered—and not just them, for even more of his team had piled in, including Marc Agosti, Ophelia Prescott, Luke Ford and Liam’s two brothers, Seamus and Niall. Chay shrugged his shoulders, trying to get used to his human skin again. Liam sat at his workstation, headphones on. Chay looked over his shoulder and saw the list of emergency stations he was monitoring. Good.
“Everyone is awake,” Seamus rumbled. “They’ve gathered in the cafeteria. They’re frightened. They expect you to make an announcement.”
Chay sighed. He was practically nocturnal now—he’d always found the wee hours of the morning the most peaceful and productive time to code, and added with the preferences of the panther, he usually slept during the early afternoon and evening. But many of the people who lived in the complex were not, and Chay knew that they’d be sleepy, bewildered, and scared that their refuge was in danger. This wasn’t a good time for him. He was still jumpy from shifting, his panther-self restless, trying to reassert itself. And the panther didn’t like crowds.
“I’ll talk to them,” he said.
Ford caught his arm as he turned to go. “Are you sure?” he asked softly.
As another medically-induced shifter, Ford understood better than any of them exactly what Chay was feeling right then. With the first generation, the animal and human elements were imperfectly blended, and they were always at war at some level. Those who had shifted from a young age could slide in and out of their two selves, blending them together, the human mind always uppermost. But with later shifters, the animal was more powerful and less rational, both.
Chay nodded curtly. “They deserve to know.”
Ford shrugged and let him go.



CHAPTER FIVE
Chay left the shop, and some of the others straggled after. The cafeteria was only a three minute walk away, deep in the heart of Black Mesa’s dormitories and apartments.
He tensed instinctively as he entered. The room was crowded. There must be two hundred people there, probably more. How had his tiny refuge grown so large? Many were transients, families and individuals with no other place to turn, shifters rescued or rehabilitated. But as he scanned the pale, tense faces, he realized how many who weren’t a part of his teams were permanent residents, reliant on him now. Dozens of people—perhaps hundreds. When had he become the leader of so many?
He had his hackers and his spies and mercenaries, of course, and the men from the SEALs and the Rangers for whom normal life was now intolerable if not impossible. And there were the people like Mrs. Olsen, who had lost everything in the wider world and had managed to put together a new life with others who might not be exactly their kin but were close enough.
Shifters, and their human lovers and families. A few others, too, now—a very few others, because Chay wouldn’t let most other aethers into the complex under any condition. But the elven physicians knew more about shifter physiology than any shifter did, so he’d grudgingly allowed a few in for their expertise, and there might occasionally be a djinn or even, very rarely, one of the more human-like fae who were rescued as a side effect of one of his operations, and they, too, would become a part of his small community—for a while.
To Chay’s hyped-up senses, the smell of them alone was almost overwhelming—not just the human smells, which were a heady mixture of prey and predator to his panther’s brain, but the animal smells that lingered on those who had recently shifted. All of them raised a growl deep in his throat that he had to swallow to push down again.
He shrugged his shoulders in small, controlled arcs, trying to settle back into his human body as he crossed to the center of the front of the room with every eye following his movements.
He stopped, and hush fell over the room.
“As some of you have heard, the Pennsylvania state police, in hot pursuit of a fugitive, came into the Cheyenne Mountain compound,” he said, loudly enough for his voice to carry to the back of the room. “They were fooled by Mrs. Olsen’s excellent work in the Quonset hut house and never realized that they were standing over the Black Mesa facility. They lost four men on the mountain tonight, and I predict that rescue operations will be conducted by helicopter tonight or tomorrow morning. Black alert status is to remain until the police’s men and equipment are cleared from the mountain, and Mrs. Olsen will remain in place until that time, as well. At the moment, we don’t foresee any additional complications, and the danger will soon be past.”
“Whose fault?” a woman asked from the middle of the room, a sharp-nosed woman with the mannerisms of a feline shifter—lion, he thought he remembered.
“Excuse me?” Chay returned.
“Who did it? Who brought them here?” she demanded.
Chay gave her a quelling look. “That is a matter to be settled between me and him.”
“I don’t think it is,” she insisted, holding her child a little tighter against her body. “We live here, too, you know. This is our home. He put us all in danger.”
“I know,” Chay said quietly. “But I protected you, as I promised I would. As I’ll continue to do as long as you live here.”
“You protected him, too,” the woman said. Lena Masters, that was her name. “The one who brought them here.”
“As he was trying to protect you,” Chay said. “All of you, as badly as he went about it.” And that was the reason that he was rescuing Harris now—that he’d keep rescuing Harris no matter what mess he got himself into. Whatever stupid thing he did, it was out of a misplaced sense of selflessness, counting his own safety as worth too little in the balance of whether some goal was worthy or not. However angry Chay was at Harris, half his anger was at the stupid werewolf’s disregard for his own wellbeing.
He continued, “You’re safe now. If, by some distant chance, that changes, I will let you know the instant that I do. We have protocols. We have drills. They’re there for a reason, and if we need them, they’ll keep all of you safe. Until then, don’t worry about it. There’s no point losing sleep over something that hasn’t happened and probably won’t and that you can’t do anything more about right now, anyway. I’ll be going to bed soon, and I recommend that all of you do the same.”
There was movement among the gathered people as they glanced at those they most trusted. Chay knew that his words were neither elegant nor inspiring, but he didn’t have the skill for the first or the patience right now for the second. His skin made him feel like he was itching all over, and all he wanted to do was escape the room with the far too many bodies packed inside it. So with another nod, that was exactly what he did.
He shut the door to the spook shop with a sigh and sank into the familiar indentation in his battered chair.
“Oh, Beany, I bet you made them feel all better,” Annie said, sidling up to him with her big, liquid eyes full of sympathy.
“I doubt it,” Chay said flatly. “You know, you’re the only person to ever make me regret my nickname.”
“Nickname?” she echoed.
“Beane,” Liam Mansfield rumbled from the corner.
“That’s a nickname?” she said, her expression so astonished that a small, tired laugh was coaxed from Chay. Of course Annie hadn’t bothered to find out his actual name.
“The name’s Bane,” he said, “but in the first hacker chatroom I joined, someone else already had that handle. I liked Mr. Bean—the old BBC comedy, you know? So I added an E. Soon, that’s what everyone called me, to the point that most people have forgotten I was ever called anything else.”
“Bane sounds a whole lot more intimidating.”
“I know. All the more reason to choose Beane. You hear that, do you expect someone like me?” He flexed his muscles slowly, for dramatic effect.
Annie giggled and caressed one of his arms. “I can’t say that I do.”
Chay caught her hand and peeled it off his shoulder. She looked hurt, but he ignored it. Annie was always acting out, and most of the time, she didn’t mean it.
“Do you have anything more for us tonight?” Mansfield asked, pulling one of the earphones to the side. “Or did you really mean it about bed?”
Chay shook his head. Of course Mansfield had added the cafeteria audio feed to the channels he was monitoring. “For us, the night is just beginning. Now comes the fun part.”
Annie perked up again. “I like the sound of that!”
“Do you also like the sound of sending the police chasing ghosts all over the mountains?” Chay prompted.
“Mmm, let me think about that for a moment,” Annie said, then giggled again. “What do you have for me, Beany baby?”
He ignored her pet name and handed her Bailey’s iPhone, then gave one of the spoofed phones to Ford, who lolled in his chair, watching the proceedings with half-lidded eyes.
“Get Gutierrez and—”
“Fiona,” Annie interrupted, naming another fox spirit. “I want Fiona.”
“And Fiona,” Chay granted her. With Annie, Ford, and the coyote Marta Gutierrez, they’d have a solid team. “We’re going to show the Pennsylvania police what happens when you mess with me.”
“With us, you mean,” Annie corrected.
“It’s not just the Pennsylvania police now,” Liam rumbled, pulling the headset away from his ears. “We’re in West Virginia, so their state police here are involved, too. And they’ve got Harris for crossing state lines with a kidnapping victim, so the FBI’s been called in, and since he’s a known fugitive, so have the U.S. Marshals.”
Chay stretched out his fingers, lacing them together before turning his hands palms-out and pushing against his knuckles until they cracked. “Perfect. They’ll all be tripping over each other, and we’ll be having the time of our lives.” He turn his chair away from the desk and nodded at Ford and Annie. “Round up the others. Then take some Faraday bags, hiking GPSes, and satellite phones, ’cause we’ll want to stay off the cell grid, and get ready to head out. I’ll start plotting routes for each of you now.”
“Sure thing,” Ford said, his eyes glinting with amusement. He and Chay had been the pranksters of their unit, and Chay knew he’d enjoy the chase almost as much as Chay himself would.
Annie was already gone.
Chay turned back to the monitors in front of him and scanned across the CCTV display showing the outside of the compound. As he’d predicted, the emergency escape trail was teeming with the activities of the rescue crew, who were bagging the bodies of the fallen officers and winching them up into a helicopter. Chay’s human mind spared a moment of sympathy for them, while his panther self glowered at others laying hands on his kills. He shut all of that out. There’d be no more bloodshed now, just good clean fun.
He could almost hear the bureaucrats screaming already.
Chay pulled up a map and began rapidly charting a circuitous route through the mountains, doubling back and weaving through the narrow roads. Once the course reached an estimated twelve hours of driving time across West Virginia, Kentucky, and Ohio, he sat back to admire his handiwork. Byzantine, labyrinthine, inscrutable. It should have the police pulling their hair out in fury.
And, if they connected the stops in the right way, it spelled out a particularly vile expletive.
Chay loved it.
He pulled up the audio feeds for the four shifters who now had the cell phones. They were waiting near the main entrance to the underground facility. “Ready for the plan?” he asked.
“I think we’ve got it pretty well figured out.” That was Fiona Nguyen’s voice. “We’re going to stuff the phones in the Faraday bags and head in four directions. Then, at prearranged times and places, we’ll pull out the phones and turn them on, maybe make a call or goof around on the internet for a while before turning them off again and driving off. Am I close?”
Chay snorted. “Close? Try spot on. I’ve got your addresses and timelines now. Forwarding them to each of you.” He typed rapidly, and four separate itineraries shot to their GPSes. “Drive to the first location. Hang out until your appointed time. Spend two to three minutes surfing or calling or pretty much anything that pings a local cell tower, then turn off the phone and drop it back in your Faraday bag and proceed to the next location.”
Annie’s giggle carried clearly over the speakers. “Ooo, I like it, you naughty boy.”
“Then what are you waiting for?” Chay shot back. “Time’s a-wasting. Tick-tock, tick-tock.”
“Already on the way out,” she said, and indeed, the bright orange dot that indicated her location on the facility map was moving through the corridors with the others toward the big garage that bore the label Batcave.
“Hey, Liam—you still on the emergency frequencies?” Chay asked.
Liam tapped the side of his noise-canceling headphones. “It’s really interesting stuff. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
“Wouldn’t think that you would,” Chay said. “Let me know if there’s any breaking news.”
Chay was too busy to watch the team of four leave, his hands dancing across the keyboard. He had a database of VIPs and their relevant information meant to aid in the case that he might need to break into someone’s home network—which happened with reasonable frequency, sometimes for his own ends and sometimes for the sake of a client. He had Mortensen’s address, and combining that with his service provider—almost certainly Comcast, the only FiOS provider in the area—meant that narrowing down his ISP number to a dozen possibles in a tight physical radius was a trivial task.
Well, at least it was when you had a persistent back door into Comcast’s network. After that, it was just a matter of scanning all the ports at each location until he found one that was open.
And Chay was certain that Mortensen would have one that was open. Crypt Corp also made customized home and business automation and security products for its clients, which could either be hosted on Crypt Corp’s own servers or on the client’s servers. Chay would bet cold, hard cash that Mortensen was the kind of guy who would go for all the bells and whistles—and then self-host, even though none of his pass-through businesses were in the least technologically inclined. That’s what he had tech support for, right? And, granted, tech support could do a pretty damned good job of creating a secure network…if the company’s emphasis was on the right kinds of things and the right people were promoted. But, of course, the chances of that happening in a non-technically-oriented business were slim.
Whether the server was secure or not, the only way it was possible to connect to Mortensen’s house through the web would be by opening a port, creating a hole through his firewall. And sure enough, a few ports were open on a couple of the ISP numbers he scanned. Chay watched as his scripts triggered automatic handshake protocols. The results were collected, scanned for constants like magic numbers…and bam.
Paydirt.
Damn, but Chay loved his job when it was this easy. One of the constants came back as being traceable to Crypt Corp. Now it was time to break in.
Chay grabbed his noise-cancelling headphones from the desk, pulled up his death metal playlist, and went to work among the screaming guitars and crashing drums.
He launched a script that created a decision-tree cascade using a few dozen off-the-shelf tools and customized scripts. He scanned the results as they were poured onto the screen and pulled up another command prompt, pushing deep into his cryptographic libraries and tossing them against the hole in the firewall. His fingers clattered across the classic Dell keyboard, all but drowned out by the pounding music. He watched the results of the handshake change as he altered his attacks on the port. So close. So. Damned. Close.
And in.
With a whoop of victory, he slapped the pause button on his playlist and threw down his headphones, pushing against the desk hard enough to send his chair skating across the cement floor and into the center of the aisle, turning gently.
“Hooyah!” Chay whooped. His heart was racing with adrenaline, his head pounding with it. Hacking was the most cerebral thrill possible and so also the most human. Immersed in code, he could almost forget the animal inside him.
Liam looked up, pulling headphones off his ears. “New record?”
“I dunno about that, but it was pretty damned close,” Chay said. He pointed to the screen. “I’m in the operating system now. Windows Server 2012, biatches! I’ve p0wned it.”
Liam just shook his head. “Yeah, that’s the glamorous part. Now it’s time for the real work.”
“Don’t you spoil my fun,” Chay warned, but he was already propelling himself back over to the desk with a push of his feet. He pulled up and began working rapidly, installing his persistent back door over the operating system so he could get back in at any time. The first precaution taken, he started poking through the directory structure, examining the files hosted there in turn.
There was a nice, fat trail leading off to some other remote servers, and Chay planted a reminder there to follow that later, since he had a strong feeling that it led straight to Mortensen’s businesses. And there were a ridiculous number of mp3s and thousands of hours of mp4s. But other than that, there was a great deal less content on the server than Chay would have expected.
So it didn’t take long to find the live camera feeds and start downloading copies for his own use later. Almost as quickly, he found the processes that were being used to stream the feeds onto monitors locally. Which was, he decided, just about as perfect as he could ask for. The sleek way to run such a system was to dump all the feeds to a server and then stream them wherever they were wanted. The smart way to run the system was to have one feed be hardwired to the permanent monitoring station and a copy be spun off to the servers for remote viewing.
Crypt Corp chose sleek. Which meant that Chay was one short jump from being able to control what showed up where and when on their security monitors. He grinned and replaced his headphones, turning up the Amorphis album.
Thirty minutes later, he had everything set up so that he could change the feeds with a touch of a finger. He pulled up the internal communications network and monitored it as he switched live images of empty rooms for loops that he’d created. There was no response. No one had detected his meddling.
Now all he had to do was to get into the rest of the system—not just monitoring the audio feed, but controlling it, as well. And there were programmable lights and a few door locks and even the thermostats…. Chay had no idea what he’d do with control of a thermostat, but it certainly couldn’t hurt to have it. He was neck-deep in the firmware interface when a rattling alarm sounded, like an old-style rotary phone, blasting over the music on his headphones.
Chay winced and slapped a button to connect to the incoming call, pulling down the volume of his music before sliding the mic in front of his mouth as he piped the incoming voice through the room’s speakers. It was coming from one of the encrypted cells he’d given Harris and Bailey.
“Harris?” he demanded.
“No. Harper,” the girl’s voice said. “What’s the 411 on the cops?”
Chay looked up at the Google map, which had dots for each of his people, for the cruisers that Annie had tagged, and for the estimated positions that Liam was keeping updated on the basis of the communications that he was monitoring. It showed a tight cluster of law enforcement satisfyingly deep in the West Virginian Appalachians, with a thinner layer spread out across the region.
Chay grinned. Damn, but that was a beautiful sight. “Searching the mountains. Where are you guys?”
“Is it safe to say?” Bailey asked, a dubious note in her voice.
He rolled his eyes. “Yeah. I replaced your flip-phone with an encrypted one.”
There was a surprised noise on the other end of the phone, and then she said suspiciously, “And you called yourself on it, too? I hit redial to get you.”
“Mirrored the data on it,” Chay said. “Habit. There’s another in the bag for Levi. I packed all the other goodies you’ll need, too.” In fact, he didn’t really know why they were calling at all. “Your job’s pretty simple. Get ahold of one of Mortensen’s Crypt Corp toaster boxes. Turn it on. Plug the thumb drive with the drivers, scripts, and the encrypted files into one of the USB ports, and plug the 4G wireless router into the other. Then wait. I’ll take care of the rest.”
“Yeah. Simple,” Bailey said, her tone dripping with sarcasm.
But it was simple compared to what Chay was doing. Stupidly dangerous, of course, but there wasn’t anything actually complicated about it.
Instead of saying any of that, he asked again, “So where are you now?”
“We’re about to pass over the Maryland border. We were calling to make sure it was safe to cross.”
Chay looked at Liam, who had been listening silently to the conversation. The werebear nodded, and looking back up at the map, Chay said, “It’s as safe as it’s ever going to be. But you’d better tell that werewolf to hurry his furry ass up if he wants to keep it in one piece. Mortensen will figure out that his minions are on a wild goose chase sooner or later.”
“Will do,” the girl said. “Want to talk to him?”
“Yeah. Got a few details to sort,” Chay said.
“Harris here.” The werewolf’s voice came over the phone.
Chay let loose. “Okay, you big dumb dog, I’m saving your ass again. I’m going to own your soul after this, got it? You bringing those govvie thugs to my house, through my gate—”
“I know,” Harris said, his tone unusually subdued. “I know, and I’ll pay you back, I swear.”
Somewhat mollified, Chay continued, “But you can only do that if you’re still alive at the end of the day, and I’m doing my best in that direction. M’kay? So Mortensen likes his stuff sleek and custom and sophisticated, which means not very secure. He’s got one of those whole-house remote automation systems that lets you control and check any feed anywhere through a web-based app. Thermostat. Whole-house stereo. Lights. Entertainment server. And, of course, security camera feeds. The smart security system designers hardwire the feeds inside the house and then just copy that data for the server feed, right? But that really doubles the work. This one took shortcuts. Everything goes to the servers first, before any human eyes get hold of it.”
“So what does that mean?” Harris asked, a trifle of impatience in his voice. “English, please.”
“It means that I can intercept all the security feeds before anybody sees them, you musclehead. I’ve already broken in—whoever’s running the server isn’t staying up to date with security patches, so any script kiddie could have done it. I’ve downloaded a few hundred hours of footage, and once I have loops finished for each camera, I’ll be able to replace the feeds with nice views of empty rooms for however long I want to.”
“That’s a start,” Harris granted.
“I can also pipe ‘Monster Mash’ into any room of the house I want to,” Chay said. He pulled up the song just for the hell of it and downloaded it to Mortensen’s entertainment server. “Outside, too. That dude loves his speakers.”
“Possibly less useful.”
Chay grinned. “But don’t think that me scrubbing the camera feeds will solve all your problems. I can’t just make people blink out of existence and expect nobody to notice, right? And of course, there are the patrols to worry about.”
“Understood,” Harris said. “I’ll let you know when we’re there, okay? I’m thinking tonight, after sundown. It’s the third Friday of the month, so I think I have an idea about how to get in.”
“Hope it’s a good one,” Chay said.
“Oh, it is. Talk to you then.” Harris broke the connection.
Chay shook his head. Harris’ ideas usually sounded a lot better on paper than they turned out to be. Not that Harris wasn’t usually quite skilled at extracting himself from most situations, but this time, even he might have bit off more than he could chew.
He spoke to Liam. “Make the arrangements to get a chopper down by….” Chay typed rapidly. “Compass Pointe Golf Course,” he finished, naming the closest likely location where a helicopter could be hidden. “It’ll close at sundown, and I have a feeling we might need to scramble it to rescue Harris and his girl.”
Liam raised his eyebrows. That was a big ask even for Chay. “Which favor should I call in?”
“A private one,” Chay said. “I don’t need any of the three-letter agencies up in my grill about this, not when Mortensen’s pulling all the strings he’s got at the FBI already.”
Liam shook his head. “All right. I’ll go through the list.”
“Thanks, bro. Then I need you to transfer every video feed on Mortensen’s property to a detailed map. Codes and views, clearly marked. Call in the cavalry if you need to—it’s a hell of a lot of cameras to mark out in not much time. I’m going to get a shower—and a nap. You know how to reach me.”
Liam nodded absently, already reabsorbed in his work, and Chay stalked through the only other door in the spook shop—the one that led to what were ostensibly his private quarters.



CHAPTER SIX
Chay had done nothing to soften the dull battleship gray of the metal walls in his personal space. It had seemed oppressive to him in his first few weeks at Black Mesa, but he’d been too busy with other priorities to do anything about them then. And soon, he’d stopped noticing them at all.
The furniture in the front room of his apartment had migrated in from the spook shop, filing cabinets and wobbly tables occupying much of the space, many of them with some half-finished toy of Chay’s that had seemed like a good idea at the time. The broken-in sofa got the most use, sitting as it did across from an entertainment center with a 90” big-screen TV and a few gaming consoles, and nearby was his liquid-cooled gaming desktop computer. The setup wasn’t as slick as in the rec room he shared with the other members of his team, but it was enough for a bit of quiet time alone or with select company.
Now, though, he paced past it and through the bedroom beyond and straight into the bathroom, one of the few fully private ones in the facility except for those in the isolation rooms. That was his great personal luxury, as the owner of Black Mesa, and he took full advantage of it. He’d even splurged on a shower panel, his own little self-indulgence in the middle of the old military installation. There were few things that felt as immediate and human as the water from a shower washing across his body.
He cranked on both the shower and the body sprays, and when the water was sheeting down and sending billows of hot steam up, he stripped and stepped in, trying to scrub the panther out of his mind as the smells of the men on the mountain were washed down the drain. He scoured his body, his face, even washed his hair, although his twists would take a full day to dry. Then he stepped out of the shower and did all the ordinary, human things one did before going to sleep—drying off, brushing his teeth, and clipping his fingernails, which always seemed to have a growth spurt any time he had an unplanned shifting incident.
At the end of it, Chay felt almost truly human again. He bared his teeth at himself in the mirror as he pulled his twists back from his face with a hair band. It was hard to believe he still bore the same face he’d had all those years ago when he’d enlisted in the Navy, though the sharp planes were heavier with the muscle he now carried and his eyes were edged with a cynicism that he didn’t have back then.
It seemed incredible to him now that the scrawny just-turned-eighteen-year-old had taken such a step. After all, he’d hardly been able to swim. But the Army and the Navy had quietly come courting him under the noses of his NSA masters, and the romance of SEAL Team Six had outstripped even the lure of the Rangers. Layered with the promise that there was a secret, undocumented Indigo Squadron that would make full use of his technical skills while honing his physical ones to a height he’d never imagined—well, a little medical enhancement seemed more like a reward than some sort of onerous requirement.
If only any of them had had an idea of the true cost….
Chay flexed his muscles, making his pecs and biceps ripple with the movement, getting used to being in his own skin again before shaking his head at his reflection. Indigo Squadron had certainly honed his body, and more. He had chosen the Panther team, and his first thought was that the term was no more meaningful than any of the other jargon—a kind of mascot, just like the Black Squadron was called the Pirates, the Red the Indians.
But he couldn’t have been more wrong.
After putting everything away in the mirror-fronted medicine cabinet, Chay stalked into the bedroom, pulled on some clothes, and collapsed on the double mattress that sat directly on a plain metal bedframe a few inches from the floor. In comparison to the chaos of the front room, the bedroom was spartan, with nothing that a panther, waking confused from his dream, might choose to destroy.
Chay lay and stared at the ceiling and thought of Harris and his girl. Harris, the inveterate, sworn bachelor, who had never wanted anything to do with a woman past a morning breakfast.
And now even he had a girl, Harper Bailey. When they’d come into the spook shop, Chay had been able to smell him on her from across the room, and it wasn’t just the scent of their sex. It was the smell of a woman who belonged to a shifter, whose very scent was changing in recognition of that. And here Chay was, saving them both, saving everyone, yet completely alone, not from desire but because there was nothing else acceptable to him.
At times like this, when both his forms felt frustrated, his future seemed almost intolerable. A restless irritation kept his mind awake and turning in circles for far too long, and he’d just slid into sleep when the screen on his wrist buzzed insistently, dragging him awake.
He groaned and slapped it. “If this is not an emergency, I’m going to kill someone,” he said thickly.
“It’s me,” Harris’ voice said.
Chay cursed. “And is it also an emergency?”
“Just getting a status update. We’re about an hour out of D.C.”
Chay muttered a few choice words on mute before he said, “I’m patching you over to Liam Mansfield. Talk to him. I’m going back to sleep—and don’t call again before tonight unless you really need me.”
“Shit. Sorry,” Harris said.
“Whatever,” Chay muttered, and he transferred the call before switching his smart watch over to emergency alerts only, rolling over, and falling back into sleep.
When Chay woke again, he nudged his watch awake to read the time. Six in the evening. He’d slept ten hours straight, right through the last shift change. Unexpected shifts always took a lot out of him, especially when there was killing involved, which made the panther inside him that much harder to push back again.
He was good to go now—back at his peak. And that was important when he was going to be camping out inside a bad guy’s servers all night. With any luck, he wouldn’t need his skills.
But Chay hadn’t made it as far as he had on luck.
He nudged the roster icon on his screen, and it popped up to show the current duty list: Ophelia Prescott, Seamus Mansfield taking over for Liam, and Annie Liu. But Annie would still be in the field, so he wouldn’t expect her back yet.
Chay rolled out of bed and padded barefoot through his front room to the door that led to the spook shop, tugging his white t-shirt down over his hips. Owning the whole damned place had to have some perks, and working in sweatpants and bare feet was one of them.
“Status update?” he asked as he came into the room.
Ophelia had taken over monitoring the communications lines, and rather than wearing a headset like Liam, she had all the stations playing aloud simultaneously over the speakers at her section of the desk. A jumble of people talked one over another, half of them countermanding or conflicting the orders of the others—even after all these hours, the lines were still in chaos.
“It was a thing of beauty,” Ophelia said almost reverently. She was one of the few wolf shifters he trusted for her decision-making ability. She combined the split-second reaction times of the werewolf with a canniness that was unusual in her breed.
Ophelia continued, “At one point, the U.S. Marshals, Homeland Security, four separate state police departments, including their bureaus of criminal investigation, dozens of county and city police forces, the FBI, and even two search-and-rescue teams were in the field.” She pointed to the map, where the various dots had moved even farther from Black Mesa. “The bodies were recovered from Cheyenne Mountain, by the way, and law enforcement is now all far away.”
“Any of them able to find their ass with both hands?” Chay asked, sauntering over to the pot of coffee and pouring himself a steaming if slightly stale cup.
“Not a chance, thanks to you,” she said. “They’ve all been called off now. But they’re not doing a much better job of packing it in than they did of going out in the first place.”
“Called off?” Chay echoed, a trickle of fear going up his spine. “Why?” He checked the time again. Annie Liu, Fiona Nguyen, Gutierrez, and Ford should still be giving them a fine time running about over the mountains.
“I don’t know,” she said. “No one explained anything.”
“You on Mortensen’s house feeds?” Chay asked Seamus.
Seamus shifted his headset off his ears and nodded. “There isn’t any audio. He’s smart enough not to put mics in the rooms. So I don’t know what he’s saying. He got home a couple of hours ago, and he’s been busy since then, but nothing that looks all that unusual.”
“Have you heard from Harris recently?” Chay pressed.
“Not since he called you last,” Ophelia said. “He told Liam he was going to hole up for the day and catch a nap at a hotel in Baltimore.”
“Which one?” Chay asked, dropping into the chair at his workstation. He typed through rapidly to his news feed—AP, local news, the police scanner, and the 911 lines and records for the county.
“Um…Trancontinental?” Ophelia ventured.
Chay nodded and did a quick search. And sure enough, there was an explosion of calls about the Transcontinental nearly an hour before.
Frak.
He pulled on his headset and listened to them at double speed, starting with the 911 calls.
“There’s a woman here on the street—she’s being attacked by some men! They’re, like, huge.”
“Where are you, ma’am?”
“In front of the Transcontinental Hotel, I guess. Or near it. Look, you’d better send someone. They’re really beating her up!”
“Can you describe these men?”
Chay skipped ahead.
“And he’s got her now! She’s safe!” the woman on the 911 tape said, relief in her voice. “They’re—they’re getting into a taxi.”
“Does she need medical attention, ma’am?”
“Yes. Well, I don’t know. The taxi’s leaving. The guy said—he said he’s taking her to a hospital.”
“Are they gone, then, ma’am?”
“Yeah, they’re gone. The men are still here. No, wait, the police are coming around the corner. I see the lights. I guess they’re going to get the men—”
Chay jumped to another audio recording, then another. They all told similar stories—a woman alone attacked by men (some said two, others said three) who were beaten off by another man. The rescuer then hustled the woman away in a taxi, and the police came and scooped the men up off the street. Chay checked the county’s booking records. The men were never brought to the station for processing—or if they were, there was no record of it. As expected.
The physical descriptions were muddled, as eyewitness descriptions often were, but for the most part, they sounded like they could belong to Harris and his girl. And shortly before the first of those calls came in, the search had been called off in the mountains. Which meant that Mortensen had realized that Harris and Bailey were back in Baltimore—and he’d called for the attack on them.
Double frak.
“Liu’s come back,” Seamus said, a rumble of distaste in his voice.
Seamus’ comment broke Chay’s concentration, and he frowned. “She didn’t make her last stop.”
“Didn’t seem to be much of a point to it after the Feds and the law enforcement were called back home,” Ophelia said, a touch of apology in her voice. “The other three are still out there, but Annie asked if she could come back, and I cleared her to come. She wanted to fly the helicopter. She’s imagining a dramatic extraction, and you know Annie and drama.”
Chay snorted. Of course she was. Annie’s reflexes were astonishingly fast, as all fox spirits’ were, so it wasn’t that he questioned her skill—just her judgment. “So Liam got the chopper?”
“He says you might owe a banker a thing or two, but he did. It’ll be on site in under an hour, coming up over the Chesapeake to attract less attention.”
“Who’s going with Annie?” he asked. “Tell me you didn’t send her alone.”
Ophelia laughed, a deep, throaty sound, and flipped a lock of her long brunette hair over her shoulder. “Now, Chay. I have six children. Do you really think I’d send Annie off on her own with a helicopter?”
“I’d hoped not,” Chay muttered.
“My brother’s with her,” Seamus said. “Niall, I mean. Ophelia suggested him.”
“Niall’s steady enough for three people,” Chay granted. He went back through the rest of the recordings, trying to find any hint that the police were looking for Harris in any kind of official capacity. But except for the three thugs they’d picked up—who had immediately dropped out of existence, an event that surely had Mortensen’s hand in it—there was no hint that law enforcement was involved anymore.
Chay dug through the last several hours of recordings of the events that had been unfolding in West Virginia and Kentucky. Not only had the manhunt been called off, but Harris and Bailey had been dropped from the Most Wanted lists, disappearing off local television as all the APBs were canceled. There was no reason given, no justification. They were simply dropped.
Because Mortensen had realized it wasn’t working? Or because Mortensen now had them in his sights, if not his control?
“Did Harris have anything else to say when Liam talked to him?” Chay asked. Now he wished he’d tagged his own motorcycles with a GPS device—the GPS buttons he’d shoved in the Faraday bag were still unreachable and so, presumably, still in the bag. What worked for him could work against him, if others knew what to look for. So he usually chose to run dark. Moments like these, though, made him regret that choice.
“The transcription’s right there,” Ophelia said, shooting him a link.
Chay opened the document and scanned the contents. There was a party going on at Mortensen’s that night, and Levi Harris’ brilliant plan was to crash it and sneak up to the office to get to the toaster then. Chay snorted. Harris had had worse plans—hell, he’d pulled off worse plans.
In Mortensen’s office, Harris had said. Chay leaned forward to tap through the menus, matching up the video feeds to the floor plan he’d found. He pulled up the two video feeds from the cameras in Mortensen’s private office. Neither showed the toaster-sized object he was looking for.
“It should be in this room,” Chay muttered, squinting at the feed.
“Oh, hidden object search,” Ophelia said, craning her neck as she looked over. “That’s even better than spider solitaire. A toaster. Black?”
“Yeah,” Chay said.
Ophelia came up behind him and leaned closer, catching her long hair before it slid over her shoulder.
“There,” she said, just as Chay was ready to swear that there was no toaster in the room. She pointed to a shiny black spot on the screen, barely visible under the long panel on the front of the desk. “I bet that’s it.”
Chay stared at it until his eyes watered, but he wasn’t able to say without question that it was a computer of any sort, much less the one he was looking for.
“Screw it,” he muttered, playing backward through the recorded video at 10x speed, using his shifter’s reflexes to slow it down to 4x speed whenever a likely-looking figure came into the room.
He was about to give up when one of the figures stepped behind the table, bent, and shifted the object. Then, for just an instant, not only could Chay clearly make out the shape, but he could read the logo on the side, as well. “Crypt Corp,” it said.
Absolutely perfect.
“That’s it,” Ophelia said, smirking. A soft alert sounded at her workstation, and she returned to her chair.
“Chopper’s in place,” she said, scanning her messages. “It went down dark, and Annie says she doesn’t think anyone saw them landing on the golf course.”
“Nice,” Chay said. Everything was coming together beautifully. Almost too beautifully.
Harris’ plan seemed risky—but then again, Harris’ plans were always risky—but otherwise sound. That made Chay nervous because things always seemed to go bad just when they looked like they were going to go well.
As long as they were both still all right, and as long as Mortensen hadn’t figured out what they had planned….
The fear was still there, deep in Chay’s gut. He knew what the people on the sidewalk had seen—Bailey rescued by Harris and whisked away in a random cab. But the fear remained, as did nagging thoughts of what he’d do if anything happened to Harris.
I’d destroy him, he thought, looking at all the angles of Mortensen’s grand house through the video feeds. I’d pull his life apart until one brick didn’t stand on top of another….
As if summoned by those thoughts, the bleat of an incoming call came over the system.
“It’s one of the phones you gave Harris,” Mansfield said.
Chay suppressed his surge of relief and punched him through on speakerphone. “Still in one piece, you lovebirds? Or should I call you a love dog?” he asked lightly.
“Shut it, Beane. We got ambushed today,” Harris said quietly.
Damn, but Chay was glad to hear his voice. His stomach had unknotted, the tension flowing out of his muscles. But he tossed off his response casually. “Was that you two in front of the Transcontinental, then? I thought as much.”
“I thought you were tracking all the emergency service frequencies,” Harris snapped.
“Sure, but the first I heard of it was when all the lines lit up after your fracas on the sidewalk,” he said. It wasn’t like they could monitor what hadn’t happened yet. “I’ve got a hold of Mortensen’s house feeds, but it’s not like there are any mics, and he didn’t make it home until a couple of hours ago, anyway.”
Harris sighed. “So how bad’s the damage now? Do the cops know it’s us?”
“Looks like Mortensen’s done with involving public servants in any form,” Chay replied. “The manhunt’s been canceled. Homeland Security has been recalled, and the FBI is off the case.”
“Did they break out the National Guard?” Harris asked.
“Nope. Didn’t come out to play. You’ll have to make a bigger splash next time,” Chay said.
Harris snorted. “Mortensen knows we’re in Baltimore. You know how?”
If only he did. “Somebody saw you, I’d bet. Got many enemies around there?”
“I’ve got enemies everywhere,” Harris said. “I thought we’d get more than half a day, though.”
“Well, you didn’t,” Chay said flatly. “You ready to go in?”
“Standing at our penetration point,” he said.
“Check the bag I gave you. There are a couple of little black buttons, about the size of a silver dollar. Put them on.”
There was a moment of rustling, then the two GPS devices came suddenly online, popping up on a map to Chay’s side. He typed rapidly, zooming in as far as it would go. Liam had added the footprint of the house to the map before he’d signed off for the night. The orange dots representing Harris and Bailey became distinct at that scale as they stood just inside the property line. Chay smiled. Plus or minus one meter, the military-grade GPS units promised, and his tests had proven them accurate so far.
“What do they do?” Harris asked, sounding suspicious. “Explode, killing everybody in the room if the job is blown?”
“GPS and RFID, you ass-sniffer,” Chay said in a friendly tone. “Got you on my map right now. Nice bright orange dots. I’ll be able to track you on the property so I know which video feeds to tamper with—and where to pick you up if there’s an emergency. I’ve got a chopper ready to scramble less than five minutes out. As for the cameras, remember that if someone else is in the view, I’m not going to be able to turn you off. And the chopper’s no good to you inside the building. So be smart about it.”
“Right,” Harris said.
“The other goodies are the wireless router and the thumb drive with my scripts and Mortensen’s files on it,” Chay reminded him. “Give them about three minutes in the toaster, and after that, I’ll be able to drive it as long as the wireless is still plugged in. It’ll probably take a good fifteen or more to get all the data uploaded, though, if I have to mirror the thing to run it locally.”
“Fifteen minutes,” Harris repeated. He didn’t sound happy.
Chay narrowed his eyes. “Look, I’m a miracle worker, but I’m not that big of a miracle worker. Now, get your asses in there before Mortensen realizes what’s going on. And keep on the alert for texts from me.”
“Sure thing,” Harris said, and the line went dead.
Now all Chay could do was wait—and hope for the best.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Chay had entered a flow state—the point of perfection where every thought seemed to translate to actions at his fingertips that made the images flow across the screen. It was like a dance, the switching of the video between live feeds and prerecorded loops as Harris and Bailey moved closer to Mortensen’s house.
“You watching Mortensen?” Chay asked Ophelia—again.
“Of course. I’ve got him tagged in that window, haven’t I?” she asked patiently.
And she did, of course. Chay was just nervous, and when he was nervous, he checked and rechecked the details of his plans.
Chay had never seen Mortensen’s estate before, not even pictures of it. He hadn’t given Harris’ plan to steal a jeweled dagger that might or might not have sensitive data on it enough serious consideration to even map out a possible plan of attack. But now his screen was full of pictures of it from every angle, views of the pool and the pond and the gardens, the magnificent façade made to look like an English manor house, the luxurious rooms with their carvings and wood panels and inlayed floors and fine art.
The sight made him sick. Even what hadn’t been stolen directly had been paid for with dirty money, blood money. Chay himself wasn’t above a bit of strategic theft now and again, but his heists weren’t the type that left innocents dead.
Chay traced the progress of the orange dots on the maps, the angled views of the various cameras superimposed over it. The marked-out views were rough guesses, of course. In the time that they’d had, even Chay’s team couldn’t manage better. But only once did the slightest flash of Bailey’s bright pink purse pop up on a camera before he got the view shifted to one of the pre-recorded loops he’d had set up. The rest of the time, he moved seamlessly in and out of the loops, tiny flickers almost too small for the human eye to see.
The two dots approached the outline of the house and hovered for a moment—planning their way in, Chay guessed as he flipped through the camera feeds inside the house, where the party was already in full swing.
There were no cameras in the security room itself, which was a terrible oversight in Chay’s mind.
“Who watches the watchers?” He muttered the phrase under his breath. Guards did a better job if they knew their own actions were being recorded at all times. And it sure would have come in handy to see if his meddling was causing any kind of reaction. As it was, though, he could only keep an eye on the men outside the room—the guards who were posted around the party to make sure that everyone behaved within the rather loose bounds of a vampire bash.
Chay’s gaze was dragged inevitably to Mortensen as he worked the crowd, the silver hair at his temples giving him a distinguished air. He was smiling, relaxed. He laughed with one clutch of guests before moving on to another. From the distance of the camera’s feed, Chay could see how the room swirled around his presence even as he seemed to be just another person within it.
I’m taking your cheese, Chay thought with a satisfaction that surprised him. This was Harris’ fight, after all. Harris’ dumbass hill to die on.
But Mortensen was a big part of what was wrong with the world, an organized crime boss with the additional influence that his vampiric powers gave him. In Chay’s line of work, he often dealt with many varied shades of gray, but Mortensen was one of the few whom he’d consider to be the black of pure evil.
Harris’ little caper wasn’t going to take Mortensen out. It wasn’t even going to cripple him, at least not on its own. But it would be a blow to him—and a boon to Harris’ people. With the financial records that Chay had every reason to believe were on the SD card—and now the USB stick—Chay would bet a great deal that they could seize a good part of Mortensen’s funds…and have enough evidence of wrongdoing that they could put his balls in a vice. Because despite Mortensen’s influence on the FBI, other people had influence, too, and many of them wouldn’t mind seeing Mortensen taken down a peg or two—or completely.
The two orange dots danced around a bit on the lawn by the service entrance, keeping to a blind spot. Good choice, there. Then they approached the entrance, and Chay tensed because it was crawling with people. There was no way for him to cut the feed there. Even the densest security guard would notice if a video monitor full of teeming people suddenly jumped in time.
Only one of them came toward the entrance, the other orange dot moving around to the side of the building. The one approaching the service entrance appeared on camera—Harper Bailey, dressed as a server and carrying a cardboard box.
Chay relaxed as she chatted with the guards a moment before going inside. As soon as she passed into a blind spot in the first empty corridor, Chay switched over to a loop. He could still watch her on the live feed as she ducked into a staff office and opened a window. Chay killed the alert before it could even be sounded and watched as Harris clambered through the window in chef’s whites.
Then the two of them were out of the room, talking and making quick, nervous motions. It was a strange sensation to be able to see everything and hear nothing, like he was almost but not quite there. They went into a windowless storage room and began to strip, pulling the formal clothes of party guests from the box and putting them on.
Not bad, Chay thought with almost academic appreciation as Bailey slithered into her bra and dress. He could appreciate what Harris might see in her from that standpoint, at least. She definitely had the whole bombshell thing going on.
The two of them went back into the corridor, and as soon as they reached another blind spot, Chay switched all the feeds to live. He couldn’t have them just flicking into existence as they stepped into a full room, after all.
A moment later, he watched as a security guard from the foyer jerked to attention, spoke into the hidden radio at his wrist, and headed down the hall to intercept them.
Harris hugged Bailey to his side as the man spoke to them, and she leaned against him as if drunk, a slightly silly smile on her face. The guard turned and led them back toward the main party, and the couple followed obediently and then melted into the crowd of party guests.
Chay watched as they lingered in the huge medieval-style hall where the main party was moving about, including Mortensen. The werewolf and the woman smiled and drank champagne, and then Mortensen took to the platform where the band was playing and gave a little speech before stepping down again.
Harris and Bailey got caught up in an eddy of traffic in the main room, almost bumping into a woman before freeing themselves. A few minutes later, they faded into a hallway, the werewolf pinning the girl against the wall for such a convincing display of affection that Chay wondered for a fleeting moment if they’d forgotten why they were there.
But a moment later, they were moving down the hall again—and then they ducked under the stairs where the cameras couldn’t see.
A window popped up on Chay’s screen. It was a text from one of the encrypted phones.
Ready to go upstairs, it read.
Chay scanned the upstairs halls. They were empty for the moment, but there were people in some of the rooms, so that could change at any time. He switched the corridors over to their pre-recorded loops.
You’re in a blind spot now, he texted. The upstairs halls are empty, but you’d better hurry. I’ll text you if you’re in trouble.
Roger that. A moment later, Harris and his girl appeared on the live feed going up the stairs, though the security guards would see only an empty stairwell. As soon as they cleared the camera’s range, Chay hit the button to turn it live again. They hurried down the paneled hall, pausing outside the door to the office as Harris jimmied the lock. Then they were inside, and Chay turned off all the loops but the one for the office.
He took a deep, steading breath. That should have been the most dangerous part—and it had gone off without a hitch. In fact, it had gone off almost too well. Chay poked through the other feeds until he found Mortensen, but the man was still laughing and smiling with his usual crowd of admirers around him.
Could it really be that easy?
Harris’ head disappeared momentarily from view as he ducked under the desk, Bailey hovering near the door. He straightened up again, looking expectant.
Should take just a minute or two for the drivers to install, Chay texted him.
Harris pulled out his phone and glanced at the message. Then he made a cheerful face and waved at the cameras.
Chay snorted. The truth was that he just hoped it’d take a minute for the drivers to install. The package Liam had whipped up for him should work beautifully. But the crucial word was “should.”
There’s no difference between theory and practice in theory, he thought cynically.
“Incoming,” Ophelia warned.
A movement in the video feed of the stairs attracted Chay’s attention. People were coming—no, not just people, but Mortensen himself with a man wearing the wire of a security guard at his side. They might not be coming to the office—but “might not” was the kind of gamble that got people killed.
Chay texted straight to both phones. You’ve got company. Down the hall.
Harris and Bailey both jerked to attention. Scooping up the girl, the werewolf headed straight for the other door in the room—which lead straight to a bedroom, if the floor plan that Chay had was correct. It would be Mortensen’s own bedroom, of course, because who else would sleep right off Mortensen’s private office?
Chay cursed quietly under his breath, turning the live feed to a loop before they blew through the door. Why couldn’t they have taken the French doors that led out to the balcony? With the lights on in the office, even Mortensen wouldn’t be able to see them through the windows, and then Chay had a prayer of extracting them, if need be.
Mortensen and the security goon passed the bedroom door without pausing, and Chay started to breathe again. They stepped into the office, still talking. A room away, Harris and Bailey were at another door the led to an adjoining bedroom, Harris working at the lock. Chay turned that one onto a loop just before the two of them stepped through.
Nice, he texted as Harris closed and locked the door behind him. I’ll let you know when it’s clear.
Harris nodded and put the cellphone back into his pocket. The two of them looked around for a moment, then headed toward yet another door in the room. Chay checked the floor plan. On the other side was a big walk-in closet, one with no video feed. Perfect. He could turn off the loops, and if anyone else came into the room, they might not be discovered.
The pair of them closed the door behind them just as the wireless router they’d left plugged into the toaster came online.
Chay chortled. His scripts had already launched locally, and as soon as the connection was confirmed, data started streaming across it, mirroring the toaster’s hard drive onto Chay’s system. Harris always thought so small. He wanted a few files. Chay wanted the key to Mortensen’s whole damned operation.
Chay kept an eye on Mortensen and the security guard. Even as he copied the hard drive, the software on it was hard at work, decrypting the files on the USB drive and copying them back again in the clear. It wouldn’t be long before that data, too, was uploaded to his servers. Chay took a small thrill from the fact that Mortensen was standing in the very room where it was happening, and he didn’t even have a clue.
Seamus grunted. “Are you watching this?” he asked, nodding to what was coming across from the connection, the directory tree springing up and populating with files.
“Oh, yeah,” Chay said.
“You’re a clever bastard,” Seamus said. “Too ambitious. But clever.”
Chay nodded. His choice to mirror the drive was both safer, because it gave him the chance to decrypt the data locally later if they couldn’t make it happen on the Crypt Corp box, and more risky, because it meant he needed a whole lot more time plugged into the toaster. It didn’t matter how smart he was. A connection was only so fast, and all the clever programming in the world couldn’t squeeze more out of it than its capacity.
After several minutes, Mortensen left again with the guard. Chay considered texting Harris, but he decided to wait. The werewolf and his girl were probably safer in that closet than they were anywhere else on Mortensen’s property, and the upload was going to take time.
So he sat, sipping at coffee that had long since gone cold and watching the download progress bar advance. A few guests wandered in and out of the upper rooms of the house, but they steered clear of Mortensen’s suite and the bedroom that adjoined it. This part of an operation was always a peculiar mixture of excitement and boredom. The stakes had never been higher, and yet the only sign of progress was the tiny green bar that slowly crept across the screen.
No, not crept, Chay thought cynically. If only it’d creep. It staggered, because it would hang still for a long moment before jumping forward suddenly. Finally, after what seemed like ages, a dialog box popped up.
Download complete.
Chay allowed himself a small crow of victory before sending a preemptory text ordering Harris back into the room to retrieve the USB drive and the wireless router. Mortensen would never know what had hit him.
Chay dug into the files that came across, checking the integrity of the mirrored drive and then poking through the data from the SD card that had been unencrypted. Gah. It was going to take a forensic accountant to figure out a lot of what was going on there. Luckily, Chay knew a few.
Then, without warning, all the video feeds went blank, and Ophelia let out a curse.



CHAPTER EIGHT
“What happened?” she demanded, her voice high and shrill.
“I’m out,” Chay said. His fingers flew across the board, pinging Mortensen’s IP address. His internet connection was still up—and the port where the server went through the firewall was still open.
“I got kicked. Frak,” Chay said. Kicked—someone had kicked him out, which meant that someone had figured out that he was in the server, which meant that Harris and Bailey were in trouble.
Possibly the fatal kind.
“Scramble the helicopter now,” he ordered. “The GPS units are still up. Get Annie to go in as close as she dares and be ready to snatch them the second they get outside.”
“Got it,” Seamus rumbled.
“Ophelia, get me the last five minutes of the video feed of Mortensen. I need to see what happened right before we lost connection,” Chay snapped.
“Doing it now,” she said.
Chay plunged back into the code. His persistent backdoor was still there, but they’d cut everything, absolutely every connection he had inside the server, every setting, as easily as sweeping away a bunch of cobwebs. Damn them all. He typed so fast that the sounds of his fingers hitting the keys blurred into a single noise, pulling up processes, re-establishing his hooks and his controls—and hiding them all from those bastards who’d shut him down in the first place. But it was going to take time.
“I’ve found it,” Ophelia said quietly. “I didn’t think anything of it then, but I think this is when he realized something was up.”
A video popped up in the corner of Chay’s monitor, and then it began to stream. A woman came up to Mortensen and spoke softly in his ear. Mortensen turned his head, and Chay got a good look at her—
His stomach lurched. “Veronica.”
“Who?” Ophelia asked.
“Veronica.” He shook his head. “She and Harris go back a long way. A really long way. And I think—” He broke off. “Go back to the video of Harris in the main room of the party. He nearly bumps into a woman. Tell me if it’s her.”
“On it,” she said.
An emotion flashed across Mortensen’s face, just for the merest fraction of a second—pure, naked fury. Then it was gone completely behind a bland mask, and the vampire moved as easily through the crowd as ever, his expression as he turned to speak to the security guard at his elbow almost genial.
But now Chay knew what he must be saying—giving directions to check their video feed for Harris. Once they’d found him and traced his steps, they’d realized that he would walk into video frames when he’d never walked out of the previous one. And then they’d realized that their system had been compromised, and they’d swept Chay out and restored the proper live feeds—showing them exactly where Harris and Bailey were.
Oh,
frak.
I swear if anything happens to him, anything at all—
Even as Chay realized this, he was working to put the pieces of his system back together again. His heart was beating so hard that he could hear it over the clatter of the keyboard, the panther surging in his blood. But it was of no use to him now, so he kept it pushed down as he rebuilt the bridges that had been burnt.
He got the video feed back first, and what he saw made his stomach twist in fear. The office was full of uniformed security guards, and behind them was Mortensen, standing with Veronica and her two pet consorts, who crowded protectively around her.
Harris and Bailey had gone out the French doors onto the wide balcony, where they were crowded up against the balustrade with nowhere to go.
“I’ve got visual,” Seamus rumbled as Chay shot him the link. “Forwarding to the chopper.”
“Get them out of there,” Chay said, looking at the silent pantomime with growing desperation as he frantically pulled up the whole-house stereo system.
Suddenly, the alert sounded for an incoming phone call—from one of Harris’ encrypted phones. Chay looked at the alert box with disbelief for half a second before completing the connection, putting the phone on speaker.
One of the tiny figures on the screen was holding up the phone. Harper Bailey. What the hell was she thinking?
He voice came across the line, high and tight with fear but rock-steady, and he realized that he was on speakerphone.
“There’s someone else who can access this phone,” she was saying, and Chay realized that she wasn’t talking to him but about him. “Send it data. Get data from it. If you take us out, you’ll never be safe. You have to let us go.”
“You just sent off the files.” That voice, tight with fury, belonged to Mortensen.
She was bluffing him—or something. Chay hardly cared. She was buying him time. The only way he could communicate with Mortensen was that damned whole-house stereo. This was no time for finesse. With a few key strokes, he grabbed hold of the entire system. Now to get their attention.
On a wild inspiration, he called up the mp3 of “Monster Mash” that he’d put on the server just a few hours before. Cranking the volume all the way up across the whole system, he hit play.
Bailey said something, but her voice was swallowed up as the opening crooning lines of the song blasted out of every speaker on Mortensen’s property, ringing back through the open line on the phone. There was a stir of consternation among the guards, but that was just a distraction to buy a little time as Chay searched frantically through the decrypted files, looking for something, anything that Mortensen would instantly recognize as his own very sensitive information.
Bingo. Chay set up a link to stream his voice straight across the speakers. Then he killed the music and began to read.
“First Bank of the Seychelles. Account in the name of Mr. Mahmoud Issa. Number: 4928532. Balance: six million five hundred and twenty-two thousand, three hundred twelve dollars and sixty-three cents. Isle of Man Bank. Account in the name of Sergei Povarov. Number: 5357123. Balance: three million two hundred—”
“Who are you? What do you want?” Mortensen shouted, his voice coming over the cellphone that Bailey still held clutched in her fist.
“Who am I?” Chay gave a feral grin that the vampire couldn’t see and spit a movie line straight into that arrogant face. “Your worst nightmare.”
He could hear the helicopter approaching now through the speakerphone, the faintest chop of the rotors that was quickly growing louder.
“Listen,” Chay continued. “I want you to let them go. And I want you to leave them alone forever. Because I have a lot more account numbers than that. I know you’ve had three days to move your money, but I’m here to ask you, do you think you got it all? From every account? Without a trace? Because there’s nobody better at sniffing out electronic trails than me. And I’ve got all your transactions here, all your account records, and I’m sure the FBI would be interested in that. Sure, you’ve got friends there, but I know that you’ve also got enemies.”
“The helicopter is thirty seconds out,” Seamus said tensely.
Chay could see the impotent fury on Mortensen’s face.
“Let them go,” the vampire ordered.
The words were almost lost in the sound of the approaching helicopter, and Chay allowed himself to relax fractionally. Somehow, impossibly, this was all going to work out.
And then the video feed exploded. Veronica surged forward, her mouth moving though her words were swallowed in the sound of the helicopter, and Harris leaped to meet her. She raised her hand, and Chay’s heart stuttered as he realized that she held a gun in it. It went off with a bang that even Chay could hear over the incoming chopper an instant before Bailey dropped the phone and the connection was broken, plunging the scene back into silence.
“No!” Chay shouted, staring in disbelief as Harris crumpled to the stone of the balcony. “No!”
Bailey ran forward, flinging herself at the werewolf’s limp body. She grabbed his tuxedo jacket and jerked him back toward the edge of the balcony, leaving a wide smear of blood on the flagstones that made Chay’s stomach lurch even as the spotlight from the helicopter danced over them both.
He patched straight over to the helicopter. “Get them out of there, Annie,” he ordered. “Now. Whatever it takes.”
“Yes, sir!” she snapped, for once without a hint of teasing in her voice.
A rope ladder tumbled into the scene next to Bailey. But Harris was still lying limp and still on the ground. He couldn’t use it in the state he was in—assuming he wasn’t already dead.
Please, please don’t let him be dead—
As if prodded by that thought, Harris stirred slightly, painfully. Chay gripped the edge of the table with both hands. The werewolf’s shifter body was healing his wounds—but could he recover fast enough before he was killed?
Bailey stood over him, making no move to grab the ladder even as Veronica stalked across the balcony while her consorts formed a buffer between her and Mortensen’s men. As Chay watched in impotent horror, the female vampire caught the girl by the neck and squeezed.
“Shoot her,” he snarled to Annie and Niall in the helicopter.
But before they could begin firing, Bailey moved suddenly, roughly, and Veronica fell back, her mouth open in a scream as her hand clutched the hilt of the knife that stuck out of her chest. In the same motion, she flung Bailey away from her, and the girl flew into the air like a rag doll.
Instantly, Harris surged up from the ground and threw himself at the balustrade. One hand shot out to close around her ankle, his other hooking into the rungs of the rope ladder. Annie pulled the chopper up, and the two of them were lifted from the balcony even as the guards swarmed around the stricken Veronica.
“Got both packages.” Annie’s voice came over the headset. “Safe and sound. Or they will be as soon as Niall finishes hauling their sorry asses into the chopper.”
Harris and Bailey disappeared from the video feed as the chopper shot upward, and after a tense few seconds in which Chay could do nothing but look at the chaos of the video feed, Niall’s voice came across.
“They’re both in. And he’ll survive. He might not be up to getting shot in the chest again for a while, though.”
“Put them on,” Chay demanded.
“Sure thing.” There was silence for a moment, and then Niall’s voice crackled over the radio again. “They’ve got headsets now.”
“So, I see that you two morons are safe.” Chay lashed out in equal parts fury and relief. “No thanks to you. Could you have botched the job any worse?”
Now that he had started, he couldn’t stop. “I can’t believe that you actually managed to bump into Veronica there,” he continued. “Of all the vampires in the world, the one that you needed to avoid at all costs was the one you ran into, and did you scrub the op like any sane person would?”
Or even tell him, for godssake. Oh, by the way, I just met my mortal enemy, and I think she might have recognized me. That would have gone a long way toward keeping Chay from getting caught with his pants down. “No, because you’re Levi frakking Harris, and Levi frakking Harris is in-frakking-vincible, or so you think, and Levi frakking Harris never does the smart thing.”
Chay didn’t pause for a response. “Well, you’ve got another hole in you. And you lost the dagger. I hope you’re proud of yourself.”
A sound came over the headset from the other end—not an answer or an apology but a tiny moan, one that made him feel a spike of guilt at tearing Harris a new one while he was still lying wounded from the gunshot to his chest.
Then the moan came again, and Chay realized that it was a woman’s, not a man’s, and it was accompanied by a distinctive wet sound. He threw down the headset in disgust.
They were kissing. They’d almost gotten themselves killed, and they were making out in the back of his borrowed helicopter—that Harris had probably just gotten blood all over, too.
He sighed and pushed back from the table, and Ophelia looked over quizzically at the noise.
“You saved them,” she said quietly. “Not many people could.”
Chay chuckled wearily. He’d only been up a little more than three hours, but he felt like he’d just run ten miles through ankle-deep mud. “Yeah, I did. This time.”
Ophelia smiled. “You think there’s going to be a next time.”
Chay let his head roll back against the back of his chair as he rubbed his temples. “It’s Levi Harris. There’s always a next time.”
But next time was another day, and he’d worry about it then.
He’d just stood up from the desk when an alert sounded, a box popping up on his monitor. Colonel Wilkins, it said. Whatever Homeland Security’s Director of Internal Operations wanted at this time of night, it was guaranteed to be trouble.
Chay slapped the button to complete the connection. “Beane here.”
“Beane,” her voice said, tight with worry under a professional veneer. “I need your help.”
“And here I thought it was a social call,” Chay said easily, resuming his seat.
Ophelia smiled next to him, and Seamus snorted.
“So,” Chay said, steepling his fingers. “Tell me: what I can do for you today?”
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CHAPTER ONE
Leigh Evans groaned as she extracted the heel of her shoe—yet again—from the soft earth. The moonlight barely reached her through the dense branches above. Though she couldn’t see the damage this ill-devised mission had wrought, she was sure she would never be able to wear these shoes again.
She didn’t need to see her best friend, Janie Nichols, to know where she was. She crashed through the underbrush like a wounded animal, alternately giggling madly and muttering darkly. When Janie tripped over a fallen branch, she let out the yelp of a purse dog and Leigh carefully made her way to her side.
“This was a stupid idea, Janie.” Leigh grabbed her arm, pressing her nails into the soft flesh, and pulled her to her feet.
“Ow! I don’t understand why you’re upset with me. I didn’t do anything.” Janie’s voice was thickened by the beers she drank at the party. “This is Brent’s fault. Be mad at him, not me.”
Leigh cast her eyes heavenward. “It’s Brent’s fault you decided you needed to drag me through the forest? To do what?”
“We’re going to the car,” she said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “And Brent needs to know that I don’t need him, that if he wants a damsel, he can just keep flirting with that Chelsea whore—”
“Charlotte. And I don’t think you could really classify her as a whore. In twelve years of school, I don’t think I’ve ever seen that girl’s ankles.”
Janie waved her off impatiently. “Whatever. If Brent wants to flirt with her, fine. I can find my own way to the car and I can get home without him.”
“You know that doesn’t make any sense, right?”
Janie ignored her, consulting her phone—Leigh hoped—to figure out where they needed to go.
As they wended their way between tree trunks, Leigh cast a furtive glance around. She had absolutely no idea where they were. Though she was no stranger to the forest, she wasn’t familiar with this particular part of it. It had been ten minutes since the lights and sounds from the graduation bonfire had faded behind them. She tried to remember how long it had taken to walk from the car to the site, but she couldn’t. She sighed, figuring if they didn’t find something soon, she would take over as navigator.
The June air hung thick and damp around Leigh’s shoulders, yet she gave an involuntary shiver. It wasn’t usually like her to be scared of the darkness. Maybe it was because of the missing people.
It had been in the news a lot lately: first, it had been a mid-thirties housewife who’d gone missing. But no one thought much about it until the fifty-something grocer didn’t come home and the early-forties teacher had stopped showing up to work. In all, six people had disappeared in the last year. The police had neither found the people nor a connection between them.
Leigh’s heel sunk into the ground again and she knelt down to remove it.
That’s when she heard it.
There was a slight rustling in the brush off to her side. It couldn’t be Janie, as she was ahead. It might, Leigh supposed, be an animal, but Janie was making so much noise, she was sure any animal within a two mile radius had sought cover.
Leigh shook her head. It was probably just the wind. The darkness was getting the best of her.
The brush rustled again, but it seemed further away than before.
And then she heard breathing.
Low, wet, and labored, the sound of breath was unmistakable. Leigh crouched, shifting her weight so that her heels wouldn’t sink again. Her eyes scanned the moon-dappled space ahead of her until she located Janie, still stumbling forward.
The steady cadence of Leigh’s heartbeat filled her ears. There was someone in the forest with them, she knew it. She rubbed her damp palms against the fabric of her skirt.
It was a prank—it had to be. Someone had seen them wander off and thought it would be funny to scare them. Or maybe it was Brent. Perhaps he had come to his senses and come after them. Or maybe—
The breather was on the move. Though she couldn’t see him, Leigh knew his trajectory would intersect with Janie’s. She opened her mouth, but her warning caught in her throat. Ahead, she saw Janie fall to the ground, emitting a startled noise and then nothing.
The words Leigh had been fighting to yell finally forced their way from her throat in a scream. Springing up, she ran toward Janie, ignoring the thick branches that stood between her and her friend.
Her eyes were focused on the space Janie had been standing, everything else fading to indistinct shapes as she ran. She felt one of her heels snap off and stumbled, trying to regain her footing. The momentum of her body was too strong and she lost her balance, falling to her side. Her head collided with something rough and solid, and darkness enveloped her.



CHAPTER TWO
The creaking of a hinge and a flash of sunlight pulled Peter Monroe from his sleep. He pressed his fist into the mattress to raise his body and glanced to his right to check the time. But the alarm clock wasn’t to his right. That had been the last motel. With effort, he rolled so he could look to the left. It was barely eight o’clock.
“Good, you’re up. It’s about time.”
Peter sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the mattress. He glanced toward the room’s other bed and saw that Mollie was not only awake, but dressed. A steaming Styrofoam cup on her bedside table suggested what had woken him: she’d gone out to get coffee. He studied her closely, as he had every time she wasn’t looking for the last two weeks. She looked the same as always: brown hair twisted into a bun at the crown of her head, angular jaw set firmly as if she were clenching her teeth, posture ramrod straight. In another life, she could easily have been a nun or librarian or judge—someone serious. But this was not that life.
“Come here,” she said, patting the mattress beside her. “And, for the love of every holy thing, put a shirt on. There’s no one to impress here.”
He scanned the floor and picked up the nearest balled up shirt. After a quick sniff, he pulled it over his head and sat down where Mollie had indicated. “What’s up?”
She nodded toward the screen of the laptop perched on her thighs. “Looks like it might be a case for us. The city’s not too far from here.”
As Peter skimmed the article, Mollie continued.
“Two girls went missing from a high school graduation party. The next morning, the police found them—in a nest of decomposing bodies.”
“But the girls are okay,” Peter said, coming to the end of the page.
Mollie shrugged. “Yeah, but did you hear the part about the nest of decomposing bodies? Apparently half a dozen people have gone missing from the area in the last year. There’s speculation that this is where all those people ended up.”
Peter turned to her. “What makes you think it’s one of ours?”
“Call it intuition. Or perhaps it’s just my superior intelligence.” She grinned.
“Oh, really? And what makes you think you’re smarter than me?”
She snapped the laptop closed and stood up. “Because no matter what, I’ve always got nine more minutes’ life experience than you do. I’ll always have the edge.”
Peter stood too, locating the jeans he wore yesterday and pulling them up over his boxers. “You’re gonna hold that over me forever, aren’t you?"
“Oldest twin’s right.” She began gathering her few scattered belongings and stuffing them into her tote bag. “Let’s pack up. It should only take us a couple hours to get there.”



CHAPTER THREE
Leigh rubbed her forearm absently, feeling the roughness of the gauze the paramedics had used to cover the gash she’d received from running through the woods. After being asked a million questions by two detectives, a police officer had taken her home and she’d been told to relax and take things easy. But as she sat in her bedroom amid dozens of cardboard boxes and strategic piles of items, she found it impossible to do either thing.
She allowed herself to get lost in the monotony of packing away her belongings. Her mother had recently wed husband number three and the two of them had decided, since they were starting their new life together and Leigh would be moving out soon anyway, that it was time for them to move into “their” home—like staying in the house Leigh had grown up in wasn’t good enough for them anymore.
As her thoughts drifted to the events of last night, Leigh found herself becoming increasingly angry with her mother for not being here. At first, she had been thrilled that her mother and new stepfather had decided to go on their honeymoon the day after her graduation. That would give her two weeks of uninterrupted time to herself to pack or not pack, to stay out as long as she saw fit. But now, part of her wished she could climb into her mother’s lap like she had when she was a girl, when her nightmares had been unsubstantial and quickly forgotten in the light of day.
A knock at the front door caused Leigh to jump, nearly dropping the books she was about to pack away. She forced out a shaky laugh, settling the books neatly into the spot reserved for them. It was probably just Janie, coming to check up on her.
As she approached the door, the doorbell went off. It couldn’t be Janie, she realized, because Janie knew how much Leigh hated the ongoing chimes of the bell. Through the faceted glass in the door, she saw two figures. Though they were approximately the same height, one was broader in the shoulders and the other seemed to have an abnormally long head.
A wash of panic flowed over her as her hand went to the doorknob. What if…? She shook herself. What if what? She didn’t know what caused her hesitation.
“Leigh Evans?” The voice on the other side of the door was male.
“Who is it?” Leigh pressed her lips together, displeased at the abnormally high pitch of her voice.
“Agents Watson and Clark, FBI. We’d like to ask you a few questions about last night.”
Leigh opened the door just a crack, just far enough to scan the badges held toward her face. She allowed the door to open all the way and took a step back, a tacit invitation to the agents. They entered, and as they passed, she studied them. They were dressed similarly, in charcoal suits, and they both had brown hair. Agent Clark had her hair pulled up into a bun at the crown of her head—the reason for the abnormal shape Leigh had detected through the window. Her face was angular and severe, but Leigh thought she might have the potential to be pretty if she smiled. Agent Watson was broad and muscular, but there was also something very delicate about him. His jaw was strong, but softened. Neither of them looked much older than Leigh was.
“Can I help you?”
Agent Clark turned from her study of the living room to face Leigh. “Moving?”
Leigh nodded as she closed the door, unsure what that had to do with anything.
“Are your parents home?”
“No. They’re on vacation. Honeymoon, actually. My mom and stepdad.” She swept her hand toward the living room, thankful that she’d been able to convince her mom to hold off on packing it up until after she got back from Aruba. “Care to have a seat?”
The agents settled down on the couch and Leigh pulled a dining room chair in so she could sit facing them.
Agent Watson leaned forward just slightly. “Miss Evans, I understand you and a friend were attacked last night?”
Leigh shifted. “I don’t know that we were attacked. I mean, neither of us were really hurt or anything. I just… I know there was someone out there with us. I saw Janie fall and I got scared, so I was running and I fell and hit my head.”
Agent Clark inclined her head toward Leigh’s arm. “And that?”
Leigh looked down, surprised to see the gauze taped there. “I got scraped up.”
The agents exchanged a glance before Agent Watson cleared his throat. “What happened when you woke up?”
A shiver coursed through Leigh’s body. “I think it was… the smell that woke me up.” She bit her lower lip. “It was after sunrise, and it was just starting to get warm. And…” She suppressed a shudder, trying not to recall the scent of rotting flesh. “I started looking for Janie, you know? And I found her a few yards from me, and we looked around and… we saw… the bodies…”
Agent Watson leaned forward and placed his hand over Leigh’s. When she looked up at him, his sea green eyes were warm.
“And what state of decomposition were the bodies in?” asked Agent Clark.
Agent Watson shot her a look. “Mollie,” he said, a hint of warning in his voice. She shrugged her response.
“Um…” Leigh considered the question. “It was pretty bad—for some. One still looked, you know, like a person, but then there were some others… further along…”
Agent Watson patted her hand. “That’s helpful, thank you.”
Leigh glanced at Agent Clark, who didn’t look as though she agreed with the assessment.
“Did you notice anything strange about the scene?” Agent Clark asked. “Strange odors, odd sights?"
Leigh looked at her, one eyebrow arched. “You mean stranger than the sight and smell of decaying bodies?”
Agent Clark opened her mouth to respond, but Agent Watson spoke over her. “Anything you can think about could be helpful.”
She thought for a moment. After she realized what she was seeing, Leigh had tried her best to not look at the scene. Janie had called for help and, at the request of the police, they had stayed where they were so they could bring in their investigators. But Leigh hadn’t allowed her eyes to stray back to the shallow depression in the earth where the bodies lay. Even now, the images only came back to her in flashes.
“I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “I really am. It’s just… Janie was a mess, and I was trying to keep her calm until the police got there. She was crying and screaming and… I just… I tried not to look.”
A crease formed between Agent Clark’s eyebrows and her lips puckered slightly, but Agent Watson’s face was open and a tiny smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.
The agents stood and Leigh stood with them, heading for the door. “I’m really sorry I couldn’t be more helpful," she said, her hand on the doorknob.
Agent Watson nodded. He took a small metal case from his pocket and, after sifting through it for a moment, pulled out a business card to hand to her. “We appreciate your time. And if you can remember anything else, don’t hesitate to call."
Leigh took the card and cupped it in her hand. “Thank you.” She pressed her lips together in a tight line, knowing as soon as the words left her mouth that it was a silly response.
The agents walked out onto the porch and started down the stairs. When they were halfway to their car, an image flashed in Leigh’s mind. Her mouth twitched as she wrestled with whether or not to say anything. After a moment’s debate, she took a step out onto her porch.
“There is one thing.”
The agents paused, turning back to her.
“It’s probably nothing, I mean, it’s not like I’ve seen lots of corpses or anything, but… It seemed like things were out of place. Like, there were bones in one place, but it looked like the… skin and hair… was somewhere else. But…” She paused, forcing a sharp laugh. “That was probably animals, right? Animals eat dead things.”
The agents glanced at each other, something inscrutable passing between them.
“Thank you,” said Agent Watson. “If you remember anything else, you have my card.”
Leigh watched as they got into their car and drove away. When they disappeared down the street, she walked back into the house and closed the door behind her. She glanced down at the card she held in her hand. It was simple and clean: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Special Agent Peter Watson. It had a phone number, too, but beyond that, there was no information.
She tucked the card into the back pocket of her shorts and trudged back to her bedroom, ready to pack more boxes.



CHAPTER FOUR
Mollie pulled up to the curb in front of the coroner’s office, but didn’t put the car in park. She glanced at Peter. “I’ll be back in about an hour. Think you can stay out of trouble that long?”
Peter snorted. “You think it’s me you have to be worried about? I think we both know that’s not the case. What was with you back there?"
“What d’you mean?”
He held her gaze. “You know what I mean. Your people skills have never been that great, but lately, they’re even worse. You’re pushing too hard, and you know it. But you don’t care.”
Mollie stared back at him for a moment before rolling her eyes. “Whatever. It’s not like we’re ever gonna see these people again. That’s the way things are. Transient. Who cares if I hurt some little girl’s feelings?”
“Right. Like you’re so much older than she is.”
Mollie shrugged. “Older than you.”
“By nine minutes.”
She smiled. “Don’t forget it.”
Peter looked at her. For the last two weeks, he’d been planning and revising a speech in his mind. There was a moment every day when he convinced himself that now was the time, that he’d finally say it.
But now, as before, the moment slipped by and he sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “See you in an hour?”
Mollie nodded, and Peter let himself out of the car.
They’d played rock-paper-scissors for assignments today, and he had lost. While Mollie was off to the police station to get the official report and any information the cops might have that hadn’t been disclosed in the news article, Peter had to talk to the coroner.
It wasn’t like he didn’t spend time around death. Indeed, most of his life revolved around killing and trying to stay alive. But he never liked visiting the morgue. There was a strange, artificial smell and it was always too cold for his comfort.
To keep things in perspective, he should be happy he was able to have such worries while in the morgue. Most people were beyond such cares by the time they got there.
As he entered the building and flashed his FBI badge around to gain access to the remains, his mind wandered back to Mollie. He was worried about her. It wasn’t the way he imagined most normal brothers worried about their sisters—worried about her safety or her finding her place in the world. Mollie could kick the ass of nearly anyone or anything that came her way, and as for her place in the world, she’d known that her whole life, just like he had. His worries weren’t even normal for him—worried that if she didn’t get a cut sutured she might bleed to death or worried that her aim might be off when she pulled the trigger. No, his worries were entirely foreign to him.
It was all Ben’s fault.
About two months ago, they’d worked a long-term job in Ohio, and Mollie had met Ben. She insisted to Peter it was nothing, but it soon became clear it wasn’t. She’d even insisted they stay on a bit longer after the job was done. Any time Peter pressured her to move on, she stalled, until finally, two weeks ago, it was like she couldn’t get out of Ohio fast enough.
She never talked about it, and Peter hadn’t asked, but he was pretty sure he knew what happened.
She broke the rule. It was the first and most important rule, put in place for a reason and not to be broken except in the direst of circumstances. It was the only explanation Peter could come up with.
She told Ben about who they are, and what they do.
Peter found himself outside a brushed steel door marked CORONER, but he had no idea how he’d arrived there. Giving himself a little shake, he pushed open the door.
A man in a white lab coat stood as Peter entered the room, and he was struck by how tall the man was. He had to be at least six and a half feet tall, easily. His mess of wavy hair was dark brown and woven with strands of gray. He was slim and broad-shouldered, with a long face and nose, and he looked altogether too excited for their current location. His hands went to his neck as if he were tightening a tie, though he did not wear one.
“You must be the FBI guy they said was coming down to take a look at the bodies. Good thing, too. Found some interesting things. Interesting things.” He crossed the room in two long strides and held his hand out to Peter. “Doctor Gillespie.”
Peter took the man’s hand and gave it a firm shake. “Special Agent Watson.”
Dr. Gillespie gripped Peter’s hand slightly longer than was polite before turning away and heading for the refrigerated drawers. “I don’t know if you know this, but we don’t get many visits from the FBI here. I applied there before. Four times."
“Oh?”
“Yeah. Didn’t get in, though. But I do keep on top of the latest developments in forensics. Just because I don’t work in a big city doesn’t mean I can’t do my job just as well as anyone else.”
“I don’t doubt that,” Peter said. “You said you found some interesting things?”
Dr. Gillespie seemed to come back to himself. He straightened, pulling back his shoulders. “Yeah, absolutely I have.” He pressed his glasses further up on the bridge of his nose. “I only noticed it with the latest victim.”
Peter choked back a gag as Dr. Gillespie opened one of the drawers and slid out the table. In addition to the body, which had clearly been scavenged by wildlife, there was a small mound of flesh piled near its feet.
“This man fits the description of Edwin Putnam, forty-one. Judging by the rate of decomposition, along with weather conditions and the location where we found the body, I’m approximating time of death at about three weeks. There’s one problem: Edwin Putnam has only been missing for four days.”
Peter pulled his gaze from the body and looked at the doctor. “Are you sure?”
“About the missing person’s report, or about my findings? Mr. Putnam’s wife seems relatively sure that he’s only been gone four days. As for my own findings, I’ll admit that there can be exacerbating circumstances surrounding the decomposition of a corpse… Still, I stand by my assessment."
Peter nodded, and forced himself to look back at the remains. “What stripped the flesh from the body? Animals?” His mind already began to spin with possibilities.
Dr. Gillespie pursed his lips and eyed Peter suspiciously, as if trying to decide whether or not to share his findings. After a moment, he shook his head. “While there are definite signs of predation on the abdomen, the majority of the flesh hasn’t been touched. And though preliminary blood tests indicate that this skin belongs to this body… there’s something wrong.”
“Really? What’s that?”
“Well, just look at the body. You tell me.”
Reluctantly, Peter turned his attention back to the corpse. It appeared to be decomposing the way it ought. In many patches, the skin still clung to the bones, so it was clear it hadn’t been exposed to the elements for any great length of time.
Peter looked back at the pile of flesh. “Where’d all the skin come from? At first I was thinking that animals ripped it off…”
“That’s what I thought initially, too. But then, there’s just so much of it. And…" Dr. Gillespie lowered his voice, leaning in toward Peter. “The skin doesn’t show the same level of deterioration as the rest of the body. It’s almost like… Well, if I didn’t know they were from the same person, I’d swear that the person who belonged inside that skin had died maybe twelve hours ago.” He straightened again, a hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his lip. “But that’s ridiculous, of course. There’s got to be a perfectly reasonable explanation for it.”
“Yeah,” Peter agreed, feeling his heartbeat speed up as a pulse of adrenaline coursed through his system. “Perfectly reasonable.”
He said his farewells to the doctor as quickly as he could and started out of the morgue. His phone was in his hands almost immediately and he tapped out a text. Whatever you’re doing, stop now and come get me. I think I know what we’re up against.



CHAPTER FIVE
By evening, Leigh was sick of boxes and packing tape. She needed conversation, she needed human interaction.
She needed pizza.
After typing out a quick text to Janie to tell her she was on her way over, Leigh got into her car and headed for the local pizza place. She checked her phone before and after she got out of the car, but there was no message from Janie.
Though she could think of a hundred innocuous reasons why her friend wouldn’t be texting back, the two or three not-so-innocent ones stuck in her head. What if the person from last night found her somehow and wanted to take revenge for her finding his murder site? Or what if she was still a mess from what they’d seen and she couldn’t see straight enough to read her phone?
Leigh allowed her paranoia to win out. Janie’s house was on the way home from the pizza place. She could swing by, and if Janie was out, at least Leigh had pizza.
Neighborhood kids played in the front yard a few doors down from Janie’s house. Janie’s car was in the driveway, so Leigh parked and went to the door. She knocked a few times before she detected movement in the house, and a few more before the door opened.
“Leigh?” Janie asked, her face confused. “What’re you doing here?”
She held up the pizza box. “Wanted to hang out. I texted you—didn’t you get it?”
A spasm flickered across Janie’s face before she smiled. “Bacon and pineapple?”
“You know.” Leigh pushed past her friend and headed toward the kitchen. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. You were kind of freaking out this morning.”
Janie went to the cupboard and pulled out two plates. “Yeah, my parents really helped me calm down when I got home. Mom made me hot cocoa and Dad sat in my room while I napped. It was kind of cute, actually.”
Leigh pulled two slices onto her plate and glanced around the room. “Where are your folks, anyway?”
“I finally convinced them I was okay enough and they went out to some comedy show they’ve been looking forward to for forever.” Janie pulled a slice onto her own plate.
Leigh eyed her. It was uncharacteristic for Janie to take anything less than two—usually three. “You sure you’re okay?”
“Yeah.” Janie’s mouth quirked upward in a smile and she pulled two more pieces onto her plate. “You know me too well.”
The two walked over to the table and sat down. In a companionable silence, they started eating their food. As Janie brought her hand to her mouth, Leigh noticed something on her arm: a long gash, like a scratch. Leigh’s hand went automatically to the gauze taped to her arm.
“Where’d you get that?”
Janie swallowed her pizza. “What?”
Leigh pointed. “There, on your arm.”
Janie looked down at her arm and smiled. “Cat. She was snuggling with me when I took my nap and she freaked out when I woke up. Thought I was attacking her or something, so she got my arm.”
Leigh leaned closer to get a better look at the wound. It looked too thick to be a cat scratch. Then again, she had never owned a cat herself, so she had no idea how vicious they could be. She took another bite. “So, how about Brent? Have you heard from him? Or did he run off with Charlotte and have seventeen children?”
And there it was again, a spasm across Janie’s face. She pressed her lips together in a tight line. “He called earlier. Apologized. We’re fine—I just… I didn’t want to see him today. There’s been too much drama already. I wanted to save dealing with Brent for another time.”
“Yeah, I can see that.”
A fist of unease clenched in Leigh’s stomach. There was something Janie wasn’t telling her, but she didn’t know what it could be. Maybe she was still afraid of what they’d been through the night before, but she didn’t want to say.
Leigh finished off her second slice and went back to the counter, debating whether she wanted a third piece. When she set down her plate, it made a soft chinking sound as it hit something. She pushed a stack of mail out of the way and saw a set of keys. There was something familiar about the keychain: it was odd to see an Ohio State fan in Michigan.
Brent’s father was from Ohio.
Leigh looked back at Janie, who was watching her closely.
“Where’s Brent?”
Janie’s face expressed polite bewilderment. “I don’t know. Like, I said, I didn’t see him today.”
Leigh felt her heartbeat pick up. There was something happening right now, and she wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but it caused her disquiet. She stared at Janie, and slowly, Janie’s expression changed. There was a hardening of her eyes and a tightening of her mouth. In all their years of friendship, Leigh had never seen that look on her friend’s face.
She knew what was about to happen in the split second before it occurred. No sooner did Leigh start out of the kitchen than Janie was on her feet, giving chase. Leigh wasn’t sure what it was she had figured out, but she knew it was something bad—something dangerous.
Her first instinct was to head to the front door, but Janie got to the living room first. She could try for the side door, but Janie could cut through the dining room and get there first too. Instead, Leigh ran down to Janie’s room. She knew the door had a lock and that the window was big enough to allow a grown person passage through it.
She locked the door behind her. Briefly, she wondered if she should shove Janie’s desk in front of the door for extra safety, but heavy footfalls approaching told her she didn’t have time for something like that. Instead, she turned toward the window, but her eyes never made it that far.
Sprawled atop Janie’s bed, his arms and legs bound to the bedposts, was Brent. He wore nothing but boxer shorts and blood. Lots of blood.
Leigh fought the urge to go to him as a sharp thunk resounded upon the bedroom door. She needed first to escape. Then she would send help for Brent. That was all she could do. She went to the window and struggled to unlock it with trembling fingers. The pounding on the door continued, and Leigh was afraid that it would soon give way.
When she finally unlocked the window, she began pulling it upward, but nothing happened. She looked at it and a memory floated back to her. When Janie had painted her room, she painted all over the windows. Her parents were angry until they realized she didn’t have occasion to open them anyway, due to the house’s central air.
A cracking sound joined the pounding and Leigh realized that the doorframe was about to become compromised. She launched herself at the door and pressed her back against it, trying to formulate a plan B.
The door slipped open, pressing hard into Leigh’s back. She crouched low to the floor and used her hands and feet for traction as she attempted to press it closed again.
She had no idea what was happening. Had Janie gone through something last night that Leigh hadn’t? Why else would her best friend—the person she knew best in the world—be chasing her? Why else would Janie have her boyfriend laying bloody atop her bed?
A crash sounded somewhere in the house and the incessant pounding against the door paused. Leigh wondered if something had distracted Janie and if she could chance the window again. She scanned the room for something to break the glass with.
There were voices, indistinct through the door and the pounding of her heart. Then two sharp cracks sounded, but these were neither indistinct nor unfamiliar.
Gunshots.
The voices started again—angry, frustrated sounds—and Leigh tried to focus on them. There was another crash and then footfalls approaching the bedroom door.
Leigh scanned the room again, this time for a weapon. Finding none within reach, she took in a breath and braced herself for whatever came next.



CHAPTER SIX
“Leigh, is that you in there?”
Peter knocked his knuckles against the bedroom door. He was sure he could open it by force if necessary, but he tended to like to save such dramatic entrances for when they were actually needed.
“Looks like it went through the window of this back bedroom,” Mollie called from the room across the hall. “I might be able to pick up a trail, but don’t hold your breath.”
There was a scuffling sound behind the door Peter stood at. He leaned in closer.
“Agent Watson? Is that you?”
Peter felt the corners of his mouth tug upward. He bit his lip to suppress it. “Yeah, it’s me. Could you open the door?” He started counting to ten in his head. If she didn’t comply, it might be time to use force.
At eight, the door eased open, revealing one warm, dark brown eye and then the other. Both eyes were wide with confusion and fear.
“He’s hurt.” Leigh opened the door and pointed toward the bed.
Peter’s gaze found what she indicated and he called out for his sister. After a few moments and some grumbling, Mollie appeared. Her whole demeanor changed when she saw the person on the bed.
“It’s Brent—he’s Janie’s boyfriend. Is he…?”
Mollie approached the body and pressed two fingers to his neck. She connected her gaze with Peter’s and shook her head.
A short sob escaped Leigh’s lips. “Why would she do something like that? I’ve known Janie forever—she’s not capable of… of…”
Peter pressed his lips together as he watched Leigh’s bewildered expression. There were so many things he could tell her in that moment—so many well-practiced lies. Janie was suffering from some sort of post-traumatic stress, she’d been exposed to a neurotoxin at the crime scene. It was the kind of thing he’d heard his parents say over and over—the kind of thing he’d repeated too many times himself. But as he looked at Leigh, he realized he couldn’t do it to her. “I know this is gonna sound crazy, but that wasn’t your friend Janie.”
Leigh looked from Peter to Mollie and back again. “What do you mean? Of course it was. She’s my best friend. I know what she looks like.”
“Yeah. But… just because it looks like her doesn’t mean it is her.”
Peter watched as the look of incredulity spread itself over Leigh’s features.
“What are you saying, Agent Watson?”
He looked away for a moment before catching her gaze with his. “I’m not an FBI agent.”
Mollie cleared her throat, but he ignored her.
“My name’s not Watson, it’s Peter Monroe. Mollie’s my sister. And that thing that looked like your friend, the thing trying to bust through this door? It’s not Janie. It’s not human—not really. It's called a shape-shifter.”
Leigh snorted. “You’re crazy.”
“I’m not.” Peter took a step closer to her. “Look, every culture has stories about men who can turn into animals or change themselves to look like someone else. It’s just… they’re not entirely stories."
Leigh shook her head from side to side. The movement was so subtle that Peter wondered if she knew she was doing it.
“No,” she said quietly. “That can’t be…”
Mollie crossed to them. “Well, it is,” she said, her tone brusque. She turned her attention the Peter. “We’ve gotta get going. We’ve gotta find it before it shifts into someone else.”
Leigh’s head still shook from side to side. “You’re crazy…”
Mollie groaned. “Could you take her home or something? We don’t have time for this. Take her car and get her home. I’ll meet you at the woods—it’s possible that’s where it’s headed.”
Peter couldn’t argue. His sister was right. He took Leigh by the elbow and led her toward her car. She followed almost robotically. It wasn’t until they were turning down her street that she spoke.
“Is it true, what you said? That it wasn’t Janie just now?”
Keeping his eyes on the road, Peter nodded.
“Does that mean that she’s…?”
Peter heard the word she let fall, unfinished: dead. “I don’t know,” he said, and it was the truth. “It’s possible she’s still alive, but if that’s the case, I can’t imagine she’ll be for much longer.”
“But maybe it—the shape-shifter—is going back to the woods to… finish the job?”
“It’s possible.”
She shifted in her seat. “Is it wrong that I don’t think you’re insane?”
He laughed. “I hope not.”
“It’s just… it’s gotta be the truth, right? There’s no way Janie could’ve hurt Brent like that—no way she would’ve tried to attack me. Sometimes the most logical answer is the most… insane.” She sighed. “How is it that you know about all this stuff, anyway?"
“Born into it. My parents were both hunters, too.”
“Were?”
“Yeah. We lost Dad when we were eleven, Mom when we were sixteen.”
“How long have you two been doing this?”
Peter shook his head. “Forever? But we’ve been doing it on our own since Mom died. Someone’s gotta keep people like you safe from all the things that go bump in the night.”
He pulled Leigh’s car to a stop in front of her house, but Leigh made no move to exit.
“I want to go with you.”
“What?”
“Whatever you’re about to do… If there’s even a slight chance that Janie’s still alive, I want to go with you.”
Peter stared at her. “I don’t think—”
“Look, this is my car. How else do you intend to get back to the woods? My car means I’m going.”
A million reasons filled Peter’s mind as to why this was a bad idea, but the look on Leigh’s face told him that each one would fall on deaf ears. Putting the car back into gear, he shook his head. “Fine. But I make no promises.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
Peter parked Leigh’s car beside his sister’s and got out. He caught sight of Mollie near the tree line and started for her at a jog. He almost forgot about Leigh until he saw the look on Mollie’s face.
“Peter, what the hell?”
He held his hand up. “Mol, calm down.”
“Calm down?”
Leigh fell into line beside him. “Look, she’s my friend. If there’s a chance she’s still out there, I wanna find her.”
Mollie pursed her lips, her eyes narrowing at Peter. She shifted her gaze to Leigh, who wavered slightly under it. “Your friend is probably dead. And if you come with us, I can’t guarantee you won’t end up the same way.”
Leigh gulped but didn’t back away. Mollie rolled her eyes.
“So, what’s the plan?” Peter asked.
Mollie held a hand gun out to him. “Silver bullet to the heart.” After a moment’s debate, she pulled a knife out of her boot and handed it to Leigh. "So you’re not entirely useless out there. Silver to the heart will kill it, but silver anywhere will hurt it. Don’t hesitate.”
Leigh took the knife, gripping it tightly in her hand.
Mollie turned her attention back to her brother. “I’ll head east, you head west. Take her. We’ll circle around till we get to the nest. It might be hiding out there.” With a nod, she headed into the woods.
Peter turned to Leigh, who seemed slightly paler than she had been. “You ready?”
“No.” She shifted the knife in her hand and nodded. “Let’s go.”
As Peter led the way into the forest, the full weight of what he’d done fell upon him. Not only had he told someone the truth—he wasn’t an FBI agent, there was a shape-shifter on the loose—but now he had brought that person with him, putting her into harm’s way. Mollie was right, he couldn’t guarantee her safety. In fact, he could almost promise the opposite.
They moved deeper into the forest, Peter’s ears keenly attuned to the sounds around them. It was possible that Mollie was wrong, that the shifter decided its nest would be too obvious a choice for a hideout. But it was equally possible that she was right, and he couldn’t let his guard down.
Beside him, Leigh’s breaths became more and more uneven. “This looks familiar,” she whispered. "I think, anyway—it was dark last night when it happened. But I think this is about where I started to hear someone breathing.”
Peter came to a stop and held his hand out to indicate she should too. Something in the forest had changed, but he wasn’t sure what. As he listened, it came to him: it was suddenly too quiet. There was no chirping of crickets, buzz of cicadas, tweeting of birds. His muscles tensed, ready to be called to action.
“Be careful,” he said quietly. “I think it’s near—”
A crash in the underbrush cut him off. He saw movement in his peripheral vision, but by the time he turned, there was nothing there. He held his gun out, ready to shoot when the target presented itself.
Suddenly, it was upon him from behind. It released a scream of pain, and he wondered if Leigh had gotten it with the knife. He attempted to throw it from his back, but its grip was strong. Launching himself backwards, he managed to press it against a tree trunk. This caused its hold on him to slip just enough. It slid to the ground at his feet. But it was fast, too—faster than he had anticipated—and by the time he turned to shoot it, it was already making its way for Leigh.
He saw the conflict in her face. The shifter still wore the appearance of her friend. But as it drew closer to her, Leigh took a swipe at it with her knife. The shifter swiped back, landing a backhand slap across Leigh’s face.
As Leigh shifted away from it, Peter drew a bead on its chest and fired. The shot crackled through the air and the shifter took off for a thicket.
“Damn,” Peter muttered. If he’d hit it in the heart, it would have dropped like a stone. He started after it, but catching sight of Leigh made him hesitate.
She was on the ground, cradling her face in one hand. With the other, she waved him on. “Go. I’m fine.”
Peter didn’t need to be told twice. He headed off in the direction the creature had gone. He kept his breathing even, holding the adrenaline at bay, allowing it to work in his favor. Things were crisper, sharper.
About fifty yards ahead, he thought he saw motion, so he moved forward as quickly and quietly as possible. As he approached the area, he saw it was sectioned off with police tape. This was where the original nest was. He scanned the area, but whatever he saw moving was no longer around.
The sharp snap of gunfire hit his ears and he snapped his head around. Mollie. He needed to get to her, to offer help if she needed it.
He jogged through the woods now, not caring how much noise he made. Another shot went off; he was closer. But as his eyes scanned the area, he noticed something out of place.
Peter knew what it was before he got a good look, but actually seeing it made his heart sink. It was Leigh’s friend Janie—or what had been Janie. Her lifeless body, bound and gagged, was slumped against a tree. He closed his eyes and pressed the emotion back. This wasn’t the first dead body he’d ever seen—and he had not even known this girl. But the thought of telling Leigh caused a weight to settle in his stomach.
He opened his eyes, knowing he had already wasted too much time here. But as he turned to leave, something else caught his eye. A few yards away sat a small mound of flesh. This must have been where the shifter changed into Janie’s form.
He shook his head. No time for this. Turning from the pile, he started once more toward where the shots had been fired.
As he neared the area, he slowed, once again listening for sounds that didn’t belong to the forest. At first, he heard nothing out of the ordinary. He didn’t allow his mind to wander into the possibilities that could encompass. Instead, he continued walking, slowly, his eyes scanning the area.
Movement in his peripheral vision made him turn his head. Mollie emerged from between two trees and he sighed, relief washing over him. “You get it?”
She shook her head. “Thing’s damn fast. And before you start something, just remember that you didn’t hit it either. Where’s the girl?”
“We got separated.”
Mollie sighed. “Excellent. Monster hunt plus search and rescue. My idea of a perfect evening.”
Peter fell into step beside her. “I found the other girl. She’s dead. I also found a pile of skin—it must’ve been where it transformed.”
Mollie nodded absently, her eyes scanning the area.
Minutes passed as they searched. Just when Peter was convinced he would be finding what was left of Leigh instead of the actual person, he heard his name in a harsh whisper. He led Mollie over to where it originated.
He pushed through a thicket and on the other side stood Leigh, looking shaken but strong. She smiled when she saw him.
“Did you get it?”
Peter shook his head.
She pursed her lips. “What’s the next step?”
“The next step is that we get you home,” Mollie said. “It’s gonna be dark soon, and I think you’ve used up all your lives for the day.” She jerked her head in the direction she and Peter had come from. “Let’s get going.”
Leigh stood her ground. “That’s the wrong way.”
Peter exchanged glances with his sister. “No offense, but how do you know that?”
“Maybe because I live here, and it’s not the first time I’ve been in this part of the forest. I used to go on nature hikes with a club at school.” She beckoned for them to follow her. “It’s about a fifteen minute walk in this direction to get back to the cars.”
Peter started after her immediately, but Mollie took a minute before falling in to step beside her brother.
Leigh led them confidently around trees and thickets for several minutes before something caught Peter’s eye.
“Hey, wait up.”
Leigh paused and turned back to him. “What’s going on?”
He didn’t answer. Instead, he moved toward the thing he had noticed. His stomach turned as he approached it. “Ugh—another skin shed. It looks… fresh.”
Mollie laughed. “How can you tell?”
“It looks more like the one I found earlier than the one at the morgue.” As he drew nearer, he could see several tufts of hair poking out of it, and a realization swept over him like a wave. The hair was the exact shade he’d seen on Janie’s body.
It had taken a new form.
Pulling his gun from the waistband of his jeans, he turned around. “Okay. Which one of you isn’t really you?”



CHAPTER EIGHT
Mollie eyed Peter incredulously. “Have you lost your mind?”
He shook his head just slightly. “No. There’s a shed here—it’s taken another form.”
“And you think one of us is the shape-shifter?” Leigh asked.
Peter felt his pulse climb. As improbable as it seemed, he knew he was right. At some point during their separation, the shifter had taken over one of their shapes.
Leigh shifted uncomfortably. “Can I just say that if I were the shape-shifter, I wouldn’t’ve insisted we come by this way so that you wouldn't’ve found… this.”
Mollie snorted. “Unless you’re a manipulative little shifter and you figured that’s how you'd throw us off your trail.”
“You really think a shape-shifter’s that smart?”
“Not too smart if it wants to look like you.”
Leigh stomped a foot. “I am not a shape-shifter.”
Mollie rolled her eyes. “Peter, I can prove I’m really me. Ask me anything.”
Peter considered this. It seemed logical that there were personal things that only the real Mollie would know. “Mom’s middle name.”
“Evelyn.”
“Which one of us lost a tooth first?”
She scowled. “You.”
Peter looked from Mollie to Leigh and back again. There was no reason a shape-shifter would know that information. Slowly, he trained his gun on Leigh, aiming right at her heart.
Leigh’s brown eyes grew wide. “What? No. Peter, no. I’m not a shape-shifter.”
He pressed his lips together. “It’s not Mollie.”
Leigh’s lower lip trembled, but the knife in her hand didn’t shake at all. Suddenly she looked down at the knife. “That’s it! You said silver hurt them, right? Well, what about when I cut it earlier? Would the cut still be there, even after it changed?”
Peter recalled everything he’d ever heard or read about shape-shifters. “I think so. Do you remember where—?"
Leigh turned lifting up the back of her shirt. “It was here, under the shoulder blades.”
Peter couldn’t see any cuts on her back. Hope surged within him. Maybe he was wrong; maybe neither of them was the shifter. He turned to Mollie. “Come on, let’s see.”
But Mollie didn’t turn. “I thought you already cleared me.”
“One more verification couldn’t hurt,” said Leigh.
Mollie shook her head. “No. No way. This is stupid.”
Peter raised his gun. “Mollie, just turn around.”
Her hands went to the hem of her shirt, but she didn’t pull it upward. Peter saw her fingers twitch and he understood what she was about to do just as she went to do it. Suddenly, there was a gun in Mollie’s hand, and she was pointing it at Peter.
Only, he realized, it wasn’t Mollie.
“Give it up, Peter,” said the thing in Mollie’s skin. “I’m faster than you.”
“I doubt it.” Peter moved his finger so that it rested on the trigger.
A spasm crossed the shifter’s face and her hands trembled. “She’s still alive, you know. But she won't be much longer. If you let me go, I’ll tell you where she is. You’ve still got time to save her.”
“If I let you go, how many more people will you kill before someone puts you down?”
A smile stretched across the shifter’s face, Mollie’s face. It was wide and grotesque. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
Peter’s stomach twisted at the sight of the creature controlling his sister’s features. He knew he had to get to her. He also knew that there would be consequences for his choice.
The gunshot cracked and echoed through the woods, and the creature with Mollie’s face fell to the ground with a thud.
“Oh, my God,” Leigh murmured, her hands over her mouth.
Peter turned his attention to her. “Help me find Mollie.”
The two of them set off in opposite directions, calling out Mollie’s name. If ever Peter had wished for some kind of twin’s intuition, it was now. He would run a few yards, call his sister’s name, and wait for a response. He felt every second like a physical blow. If only he had an idea where to look…
“Peter!”
The voice wasn’t Mollie’s, it was Leigh’s. He ran toward it as quickly as he could. When he made it to a small clearing, he saw Mollie propped up against a tree trunk, like Janie had been. Leigh crouched beside her, using her silver knife to cut the ropes that bound her.
Peter crouched in front of her and took her face in his hands. “Mollie, you’re okay. We’ve got you. You’re gonna be fine.”
Mollie tried to laugh. A wet sound. “You killed it?”
“Yeah.”
She nodded once, like her head was too heavy for her to do it more. “You keep doing it. Someone’s gotta keep doing it.”
Peter forced a smile. “What, you retiring or something? You can’t do that. What am I gonna do without your superior intelligence to keep me in check.”
The corner of Mollie’s mouth twitched. “Superior intelligence based on more life experience. And in ten minutes, you’ll finally have more of that than me.”
Peter felt a burning in his eyes. He wanted to tell Mollie she was wrong, that she needed to fight, that she couldn’t die, but the words didn’t come. Instead, he held her until her body fell limp. Only then did he allow the tears to fall.



CHAPTER NINE
Peter zipped up his duffel bag and slung it over his shoulder. He had delayed leaving the motel as long as possible, though he knew it was fruitless. Mollie wasn’t going to come walking through the door no matter how long he waited.
He grabbed her tote bag and wrapped the strap around his hand. He needed to throw it away; there was no use keeping her dirty clothes and half-empty shampoo bottle. He should pitch it in the Dumpster on his way to the car.
But he knew he wouldn’t. Not yet.
He exited the room, not bothering to close the door behind him. The car was parked around the corner and when he got to it, he stopped in his tracks, surprised to see Leigh leaning against the hood.
“Need help with that?”
Peter shook his head. He dug into his pocket for his car keys, but they slipped from his fingers and jingled onto the concrete.
Before he could make a move on them, Leigh scooped them up for him. She popped the trunk and unlocked the car door.
“Where you headed?”
As Peter pushed the bags into the trunk, he noticed a third bag sitting by the back bumper. He glanced at Leigh.
“I’ve been doing some thinking,” she said, walking around the car and standing beside the third bag. “All my stuff’s packed up. My mom’s moving away with her new husband. A couple weeks ago, all I could think about were college dorms and frat parties and the cost of tuition and books. Now… Now I can’t even force myself to think about those things. My best friend is dead, and the thing that did it… Well, that’s just it. That creature, that monster—there are others out there, aren’t there? And you’re gonna keep fighting them.”
Peter shook his head. “I know where you’re going with this, and, believe me, it’s not that easy—”
“I don’t expect one bit of it to be easy. I know the life I’m asking for here. I just… Peter, I can’t forget what I’ve learned. And I have to do something to help other people. For Janie. For Mollie.”
Peter brought a hand to his neck and rubbed it. He glanced at Mollie’s tote bag, and at the bag by Leigh’s feet. “You can’t unchoose this, you know. Once you’re in… you only get out one way.”
Leigh picked up her bag and slung it into the trunk. “I know.”
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CHAPTER
ONE
Selene gazed through the canopy of green leaves and Spanish moss to the perfect, cloudless sky beyond. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, relishing the feel of the warmth on her face and the cool soil against her back.
Maybe today.
Maybe today she’d take her things, cram them into her old, torn duffel bag, and walk down the dirt drive, leaving their homestead forever. Turn left at the highway, head toward town, and never once look back. Escape.
She opened her eyes and frowned. A sparrow flew past with a chirp and landed on a branch.
And then what? That’s where the fantasy always ended, because she had no plan. She pressed her thumb to her wrist and slid it across the slim silicone bump beneath her light brown skin. The disc jiggled back and forth, a constant reminder of what she was.
Her stomach clenched. She could leave here, but if someone saw her and figured it out, those Corporate Coalition thugs might take her away. They’d do to her whatever it was they’d done to the rest of the Protecteds.
Hah. Protected. More like Defective.
Hot pain slashed through her ankle, and she jumped up, slapping at her bare feet. Damn fire ants. The devils of Georgia. Had they had them in the Northwest? She couldn’t remember being plagued by them there. Then again, she couldn’t remember much of anything about her old life.
She limped toward the house, giving a wide berth to the chickens pecking in the dirt. Squished chicken shit between her toes was the last thing she needed today.
Sunlight glinted off the solar panel array, which looked as incongruous as ever next to their little clapboard home. The small building’s walls seemed to sag toward its center, and most of its green paint had peeled off ages ago. Selene glanced at the horizon. At least the skies were clear today. They were running out of buckets to catch the water that came through the roof every time it rained.
The screen door creaked open, and Nan walked out with a laundry basket. She squinted against the sunlight, adding more wrinkles to her pale skin. A breeze lifted her kerchief, and a poof of short, white hair broke free.
“Did you put the gun back in the case and lock it up?” Nan asked. “I don’t want your brother getting into it.”
Selene kicked at the dirt. “I didn’t go shooting.”
“Why? You need to be able to defend yourself—”
“From what?” Selene rolled her eyes and let out a laugh, a little bit of the crazy she’d been feeling escaping with it. She gestured toward the forest on the other side of their sagging fence. “Fire ants? Snakes?”
Nan pursed her lips and shoved the laundry basket into Selene’s arms. “Don’t give me sass.” She rubbed her clean hands down her apron as if Selene’s attitude had somehow soiled them. “Something’s happening out there. Something they’re not reporting on the public cast. One of the off-gridders broke the news last night, and I recorded it. You can come watch it when you’re done.”
“Who was it? Scraggle?” Of all the local crackpot casts, Nan watched Scraggle’s the most. “Did he see another UFO?”
Nan narrowed her eyes and pointed at the clothesline. “That’s enough from you. I need you to hang those clothes. And when you’re done, grab the jam from the porch and bring it to the cellar.”
Selene sighed and turned to the clothesline before she could say something she’d regret. Another cast. More rants from Scraggle and company. They’d taken over the old TV white space with their conspiracy theories. It was illegal to do what they did and illegal for citizens to stream it. But Nan listened to all of them.
Selene assessed the clothing as she hung it up. Tattered jeans, Nan’s stained skirts, and Elias’s too small t-shirts. They’d have to take a trip into town to get him bigger clothes. Eight years old. They’d been here for eight years. Poor kid didn’t even know what the hell normal was.
Did she?
She’d just finished hanging the laundry when she saw the dark clouds rolling in and inhaled the heady ozone scent of a storm approaching. She cursed and hurried to take everything back down. Wind whipped her black curls from her headband as she piled the wet clothes back into the basket. Thunder boomed in the distance, and the wind whistled through the trees and slammed against the screen door.
She dropped the basket on the porch, hefted the crate of jam into her aching arms, and headed to the root cellar beside the house. These chores were never-ending.
The cellar’s dank air wafted over her as she descended the stairs. When she reached the bottom, she fumbled for the light chain; a single yellow bulb lit up the space. Wooden shelves lined the walls, packed tight with jars of preserved fruit and vegetables. They had more food than they’d ever need to sell, more than they could eat in a month. She resented the hours of work and sore muscles these jars represented, but Nan always said that no matter what happened in the outside world, at least they’d never go hungry.
Selene hauled the laundry basket into the kitchen and pulled in some buckets from the porch just as the first drops began to fall. “Storm’s coming. We’ll need all the buckets. Do we have enough solar for hot showers tonight?”
Nan looked up from where she’d been chopping some of the last collards of the season. “Maybe. Your brother needs help with his math first.”
Selene glanced over at Eli, who sat at their battered wooden trestle table with his tattered math workbook. But he was focused on another book, one he held in his lap: the Norse mythology stories he’d read a million times.
He looked so big. And so much like their mother with his dark skin, high cheekbones, and blue eyes. It seemed like she’d been helping Nan hang cloth diapers not long ago. How was he already the age she’d been when their parents died?
“What does it matter if he does his math right now?” she mumbled, rolling her eyes.
Nan set down her knife. “Why you so ornery today?”
Selene met Nan’s gaze, and every sensation intensified. The musty scent of their house, the stinging in her foot, her damp t-shirt sticking to her skin. The lid on the words she’d kept bottled up came unscrewed. “Does it really matter if he learns it now, or tomorrow, or ever? Is he really ever gonna use it? I mean, it’s not like we’re ever leaving here any time soon. I’ve been working since dawn. I want a shower.”
Nan’s face hardened. “Is that all? Anything else you want to say?”
Selene dropped her gaze to the flaking linoleum floor and bit her lip. It had been months since she’d lost her temper. It never did any good, anyway—just made Nan silent for a few days. Oh well. The damage was already done, wasn’t it?
She set her jaw and pointed at the front door. “No one’s coming for us. No one from Infinitek seems to know or care that we’re here. I just feel—”
A crack sounded directly over the house, followed by a flash of bright light, and they both jumped. The kitchen light flickered and winked out, plunging them into near-darkness. Selene let her hand fall, and the light turned back on.
Nan’s eyes darted toward Eli, and she pressed her lips together, gripping the edge of the counter. Her hands were shaking. “Go on, say what you have to say. I’m tired of this.”
Selene’s chest tightened. “Nothing. Forget it. I don’t want to say anything.”
“You two are safe here. Things are going to keep getting worse out there. But here? You’re safe.” Nan released her hold on the counter and marched past Selene. “Come with me. You need to see this.”



CHAPTER
TWO
Eli crossed his arms over his thin chest and gave Selene a dark look. Selene’s throat constricted. She knew he hated it when they fought, but what did he know? He’d lived like this his whole life.
She followed Nan down the narrow hallway to her bedroom, the old floorboards creaking beneath their feet, and sat on Nan’s lumpy mattress. Eli peeked into the room.
“Get back to your math.” Nan wagged a finger at him. “I better see some equations on that whiteboard before dinner.”
Eli made a face but shut the door. He was probably listening on the other side. That’s what Selene would do. They wouldn’t be able to keep the truth from him forever.
Nan pushed open her closet and wheeled out a metal stand with a television as old as her on it. She plugged it into the wall and pressed a button, turning on the blue, two-dimensional screen.
So archaic. Selene’s parents used to watch the public casts each night on their holo gear, but she could barely remember what that was like, interacting with a 3D screen, watching real casts.
On these white-space transmissions, disguised people relayed their thoughts on corporate oversight, on the world ending, and, occasionally, on the latest supposed UFO sighting.
Selene’s stomach churned, and she made to stand. “I don’t want to watch this tonight.”
“I want you to see this one. I won’t have you thinking about running off again.”
Last time, she hadn’t even gotten to town before Nan picked her up. She shifted on the bed. “I’m not thinking of running anywhere.”
“Well, you sound like you’ve forgotten how dangerous it is out there.”
“I never forget.”
Nan swallowed visibly and grabbed Selene’s wrist, turning it over to reveal her Protected implant. “You say no one’s coming for you? That’s because I made sure they couldn’t find you here.”
“Maybe… maybe they aren’t looking anymore.”
Nan tightened her grip on Selene’s wrist and stared into her eyes. “They will never give up looking.”
“You always say that, but—”
“You have to trust me. Do you want to live your life attached to a corporation, treated like a lab rat?”
Selene swallowed back the lump in her throat and pulled her hand away. “I get it. I do. Let me go help Eli. I’m sorry I got upset. I’m just tired.”
“No. There’s something else going on, and I think you should know about it. There are more dangers out there than you seem to realize. Something’s going on with that awful quin grain. With Thrive.”
Infinitek had released a genetically modified grain—quin—years ago. Their modified Thrive bacterium worked symbiotically with the grain to increase yield. It was nutritionally perfect and had ended hunger all over the world. Selene had wished, more than once, that Nan would plant it. Fat chance of that happening.
Sometimes Nan acted as bad as the people she watched, weaving conspiracy theories from nothing. So was it so surprising that Selene sometimes questioned things or felt like running away?
Nan waited, eyebrows raised, and Selene leaned against the wall, resigned to her fate. Nan turned on the recorded cast, and a greasy-looking guy appeared. A piece of cloth masked the lower half of his face, and bulky headphones covered his ears. He appeared to be in a shed. Cracks of light slanted through his wooden box, illuminating the dirt floor behind him.
It was Scraggle. Not his real name, just the one Selene had given him. He raised scraggly gray eyebrows over light eyes and moved closer to the cam. Selene scooted further back against the wall.
“We got rumors from Florida, folks. I picked up a cast from a few counties over today. They just got word of a quarantine. Now, I don’t know how sick people are, or if this is somethin’ like the last bird flu, or what. But I think it has somethin’ to do with the Thrive bacteria.”
Scraggle bit down so hard on his Ts that Selene thought she could see spit soaking through his flimsy disguise. “I heard some chatter about Thrive a few weeks ago—that scientist-types had been called down to the factory farms where they grow quin. And now there’s a quarantine near the same counties but nothin’ on the public casts about it yet. Smells like a Corporate Coalition cover-up to me. Well, an Infinitek cover-up. Just like the chemical spill, just like the Seattle spaceport bribes, just like the Defective kids. I told you this was coming. You mess with nature, you face the consequences.”
His voice rose. “The Corporate Coalition may run almost every country on the planet. They may own our government and our media. But they don’t own us. When I have more on this Thrive story, I’ll broadcast again. Stay sustainable, off-gridders.” He held his hand up in a peace sign gesture.
The screen went blank, along with Selene’s expression. “Defective kids, huh. Like Eli and me.” The very word “Defective” made her sick, but she kept her roiling emotions from creeping into her voice.
Nan pressed a hand to her breastbone, blinked rapidly, then took a deep, slow breath. “Don’t listen to that. You are not Defective. You are Protected. Many parents would still take the gene therapy if it meant having children who could fight off every disease.”
Selene stared down at the quilt she clutched. She’d forced Nan to admit the truth three years ago, after she’d heard an off-gridder refer to Protecteds as Defectives for the fifth time. So she knew that when—if—she ever wanted to have kids of her own, she had a very high chance of having a child with fatal birth defects. That was the Defective part about being Protected.
She looked back up at Nan and swallowed. “Right. But my kids—”
“You’re too young to be worrying about that,” Nan said, her voice pained. She paced the tiny room. “Didn’t you hear what he said? They’re quarantining people and not telling anyone.”
“Since we’re so Protected, Eli and I don’t need to worry about some mutated bug, do we?”
Nan stopped pacing, and her eyes grew pleading. “I showed you this because people grow desperate when diseases spread. You weren’t alive during the pandemics. I’ve seen it before. We’re safe here. We’re prepared for anything. That’s why we have to stay here.”
The sick feeling in Selene’s stomach grew worse, and she forced herself to get up. Was Nan right? Or was she buying into conspiracies that had no basis in reality?
Selene wrapped her arms around Nan so Nan couldn’t see her face. “I’m not planning on going anywhere. Don’t worry. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I say stupid stuff.”
“Good,” Nan said. “In a few months, when you turn eighteen… I know you get stir-crazy here sometimes.”
“I’m not going anywhere.” Selene stepped back, eager to change the subject. “Eli… he needs new shoes. And pants. We haven’t gotten him new clothes in almost a year.”
Nan met her gaze, her watery brown eyes unblinking. Finally, she nodded. “Take some produce and eggs down to the stand tomorrow. Should make enough to get all that. Then we’ll take a trip to town.”
Selene suppressed a smile. A trip to town. With other people. “Some canned stuff, too? We have a lot of tomato sauce now.”
A drop of rain splashed through the roof and hit Nan’s shoulder. She laughed and stepped out of the way.
“Yeah, take some cans.” Her expression softened, and she rubbed Selene’s arm. “Now please help your brother while I fetch the buckets.”
Selene followed Nan back to the kitchen and glanced out the window into the dark night, at the sheets of rain hitting the glass. Nan hurried off to the bedroom with two buckets.
Selene looked at Eli’s scuffed whiteboard. “What you workin’ on?”
Eli frowned and shrugged. There was no math happening here. Just scribbles—drawings of trees and people.
Selene kissed the top of Eli’s close-shaved head, but he didn’t look up. “You’re supposed to be doing your math.”
Eli raised an eyebrow and finally looked up. His blue eyes sparkled against his dark brown skin. “And you’re supposed to stop making Nan sad.”
“You’re right. I am. Nan’s happy, see?”
Nan was setting up buckets in the living room now, humming a tune to herself.
“I don’t want to do math.”
“Well, you have to learn.”
“I already know this stuff.”
“You don’t. We just started this workbook. The other kids your age will be learning this at school.” Selene was lying, but he wouldn’t know that. This workbook was for fifth graders, but Eli had been counting since age two and doing basic arithmetic since three. His looks weren’t all he’d gotten from their mom.
Eli flopped open the heavy workbook to a random page in the middle and pointed to a multiplication problem. “Ten times three. Thirty.” He pointed to the next one. “Twelve times six equals seventy-two.”
Selene stole a glance at Nan. Nan had stopped humming and was listening now.
Eli flipped to another page, this one with fraction problems. He read through one of them. “If you cut the pie into three pieces and give two away, you’ll have one-third left. Because three-thirds minus two-thirds is one-third,” He skipped down the page. “And six-eighths is really the same thing as three-fourths, so one minus six-eighths is one-fourth.”
He picked up his marker without looking at Selene and began drawing another stick figure.
“How’d you know that?” Nan asked.
Eli shrugged and chewed his lip, focusing hard on his drawing.
Selene smiled. “I think we need to add a new workbook to our shopping list.”



CHAPTER
THREE
Selene pushed the wheelbarrow down the dirt drive for the third time that day and wiped the sweat from her brow. This had to be the hottest day of summer so far. The trees barely moved, and the asphalt of the highway shimmered in the heat.
When she reached the stand, she adjusted her thin t-shirt to cover her knife. Nan didn’t want her taking the gun out here, so she always, always brought a knife. She didn’t know how to fight well with it, but it was better than nothing. If someone ever tried to take her, they’d pay for it.
Selene set up her sign and arranged the fruit and vegetables in their baskets. When she was done, she sat on the cooler and spun the leather cuff she wore on her wrist. Her Protected disc was hardly noticeable even without the cuff on, but if someone looked close enough, they’d know what she was.
She’d waited about half an hour when a glint of metal appeared in the distance. And not just one car. It was a caravan. Two cars and an SUV drove toward her, and by the way they wavered on the pavement, no way were they being autodriven. They were as untethered to the network as Nan’s old electric, and turning off autodrive was practically illegal these days.
Selene took a sip of water from her canteen and stood.
The first car, an old, beat-up Goog model like the one Nan had, slowed and pulled off at Selene’s stand. The other two cars parked behind it. Children peeked out from backseat windows, and a black lab stuck his head out, his pink tongue lolling to the side.
We had a dog like that. The memory flitted to the surface before Selene could push it away. The scent of chocolate-flavored coffee permeating the air. Mommy laughing in the front seat, applying her lipstick. Daddy reaching out a hand to grasp Mommy’s across the console. And Selene, in the back seat, with a yellow dog she’d loved beside her. He’d hung out the window, ears flapping in the wind as they drove, experiencing the kind of high that dogs dream about.
Her parents had died in that car.
Selene pressed her lips together, and the memory dissipated. Her whole childhood came and went in pieces, scents and images like that. Like someone else had lived it. It was as if the night her parents died was the night she stepped into a parallel universe—one where the old Selene had never existed.
A bearded man got out of the driver’s side of the blue Goog. A slim blond woman stepped out of the car behind him, and an older, heavyset man came around from the SUV.
They congregated beside the Goog, talking, but Selene couldn’t hear what they said. The woman lifted a hand and gave a friendly wave. Selene relaxed a little and waved back. If all these families bought something, she’d have more than enough for what Eli needed. Maybe even a little extra left over. Then she could go back to the house and get the rest of her chores done.
The three travelers came over to the stand and mumbled greetings as they surveyed her offerings.
Selene twisted the cuff on her wrist. “Hey folks. Where y’all headed today?”
The woman’s pleasant expression faded. “We’re on vacation. Going to the coast.”
“Oh. Sounds fun.” Selene’s shoulders slumped. Vacationers usually bought a few pieces of fruit and went on their way.
It was then that Selene noticed the sweat on their brows and their flushed skin. In the car, a little boy pressed one red cheek against the window, and his eyes were half-shut. Were they sick? Or was it the heat?
“How much for the jars?” the woman asked.
“Ten bits each.”
The woman’s eyes widened, and she exchanged glances with the men.
Maybe her prices were off. Food prices fluctuated constantly. “But—you know,” Selene said, “The more you buy, the more you can save.”
The woman cleared her throat. “Ten. And the fresh produce?”
“Ten bits’ll get you five peaches or two bunches of collards. And I’ve got a few dozen free-range chicken eggs in the cooler. Thirty bits a dozen.”
The bearded man pointed to the zucchini. “Are these—are these GM?”
“No, sir. No genetically modified stuff here. Organic and pure.” Unlike me. Selene forced herself not to touch her cuff.
The blond woman reached into her pocket and slapped a silver bitstick onto the stand. For a moment she lost her balance, and the bearded man steadied her. Were these people sick? But why would three families go on vacation if they had something? It had to be the heat.
“How much for all of it?” the bearded man asked.
Selene felt her eyes go wide. “Excuse me?”
“All of it. Everything here.” The man wiped the sweat from his brow and glanced back at their cars.
Something wasn’t right with these people, but if they wanted all of it… well, it wasn’t her business why. “Umm… let me see. It’s gonna take a few minutes for me to count it all up.”
The old man laid a hand on the woman’s arm. “We’ll give you three hundred bits for all of it.”
Selene tensed her jaw. They were offering far more than what she would have charged them. When was the last time she’d made three hundred bits? They could buy so much in town with that much money.
“Well… I’m not sure,” she said, trying to keep the excitement from her voice. “I really couldn’t part with it all for less than four hundred and fifty. And that’s with a discount.”
“Fine. We’ll take it.” The woman activated her bitstick and typed in the amount.
Selene’s stomach knotted up as she pulled her own empty bitstick from her pocket. She hesitated for a moment, and the knots in her stomach pulled harder. Be happy. Who cares why they want it all? It’s none of your business.
She tapped her bitstick against the woman’s, and both sticks blinked, verifying that the amount had been transferred. Selene checked hers. 450.00. Her heart beat faster. “Great. I’m sorry, but I don’t think I have enough bags—”
“It’s fine,” the bearded man said. “We’ll load it up.”
Selene stuffed collards into some of the plastic bags she’d brought, and the two men went to the SUV and pulled a cooler from the trunk.
The woman stayed behind to help Selene bag everything up. “So you live on a farm?”
Selene shrugged but didn’t answer.
“I just like to know where our food comes from.” The woman let out an awkward laugh, and Selene realized how rude she was being. These people had given her a windfall.
“We just have a small homestead.”
“A homestead. Your family off-grid then?”
“Yeah, you could say that.”
“I used to live on a farm.” The woman dropped a few peaches into a bag. “Just my grandmother and me. Lots of hard work when you don’t have enough hands to help you run it.”
Selene sighed. “Tell me about it.”
The woman hefted her bags and smiled at Selene, her eyes bright. “Thank you.”
The door to the SUV creaked open, and a teenage girl tumbled from it, vomiting onto the pavement.
“Is she—?” Selene asked.
“Oh, she’s fine.” The woman’s eyes crinkled with worry, and she rushed over to the girl.
Selene clutched the bitstick tightly and watched as the woman offered the girl a towel. The men quickened their pace, tossing the rest of their goods roughly into their trunks.
These seemed like good people. But they did have something. A flu, some kind of infection. Those diseases wouldn’t kill her. Her immune system would fight almost everything off. But unProtected folks… They could die. And this entire group looked like they’d been hit with something.
The group got back into their cars and drove off without another word to Selene. By the time the tail end of their little caravan disappeared around the curve, Selene had her gear packed up in the wheelbarrow. She pushed it home, dust kicking up in her wake, and it wasn’t until she reached the gate that she remembered Scraggle’s warning.
Quarantine.
Selene shook her head. It was dumb, listening to crackpots. Besides, if there was some kind of outbreak, those people would have already been quarantined. They wouldn’t be driving around south Georgia. But she’d shower off when she got home to protect Nan.
Just in case.



CHAPTER
FOUR
Nan slammed down the hood of the Goog. “It’s not going anywhere. I think we may have finally lost the battery.”
Eli’s face fell, all his excitement from moments before draining from him like liquid escaping a cracked watering can.
Selene kicked a pebble with her boot and grabbed his hand. “Then we’ll walk to town.”
“It’s too late now.”
“We’ll be fine.”
Nan ran her hand along the car’s bumper and rubbed her dust-covered fingertips together, frowning. “I don’t know. That last cast—”
“We’ll be there by late afternoon and home before dark. It’ll be fine. He really needs new shoes.” Selene pointed to Eli’s beat-up tennis shoes. After this trip, they’d need to go in the trash.
“I don’t like you going alone.”
Selene rolled her eyes and dropped Eli’s hand, preparing to fight Nan on this. Eli needed a trip to town. He needed to see other people. “We’ll be fine. We’ve done it before—”
“And besides,” Eli said, “You always stay in the car while we shop anyway.”
Nan’s face scrunched up. “But I’m right there with you.”
“Nan, seriously. Nothin’s gonna happen. We’ll come right back.” Selene’s voice sounded whiny even to her, and she winced. The truth was that she needed to get off this homestead, even if only for a few hours.
Nan sighed and wiped her hands down her apron. “All right. All right. But you’re taking the gun.”
“We don’t need a gun. I’ll take the knife.”
“You go into town without me, you take the gun.” Nan squinted at them until Selene nodded in response, then Nan headed for the house.
Selene went after her. “We don’t have a permit,” she said in a low voice. “That cop was staring at us last time at Thrift. I thought he was going to stop us. What if I’m caught?”
Nan grabbed the keys from the hook inside the kitchen and tossed them to Selene. “Don’t get caught, obviously.”
Keys in hand, Selene turned and jogged past the gardens to the shed at the end of the yard. The longer she stuck around, the greater the chance Nan might change her mind. She unlocked the door, stepped into the tiny space, and sneezed. They needed to clean this place out. Hah. Correction: she needed to clean this place out. No one else was gonna do it.
She grunted as she shoved the heavy toolbox off their trap door. Buried in the earth beneath lay four gun cases and two locked trunks of ammo. Illegal, but Nan had a supplier. When the ammo ran low, she’d drive off in the Goog and come back with more. Selene had asked about it once, but Nan had said it was one of those things where the less Selene knew, the better.
Nan seemed to feel that way about a whole lot of things.
Selene blew out a breath and unlocked one of the gun cases. She pulled out the gun, loaded it, and clipped the holster to the waistband of her jeans. She’d have to wear her jacket to conceal it. In this heat.
Nan was waiting for Selene on the porch with her windbreaker and ripped duffel bag. Selene took the bag and peeked inside. Two canteens and some fruit. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. Be safe.” Nan kissed them both and embraced Selene tight enough to crack a rib.
“We’ll be back in a few hours,” Selene croaked out, and Nan released her.
Selene wrapped her jacket around her waist, slung the bag over her shoulder, and she and Eli set out. By the time they reached the end of the dirt drive, the underarms of her thin t-shirt were soaked through.
“What’s a quarantine?” Eli asked.
“You shouldn’t be listening at Nan’s door. You’re lucky I’m not gonna tell on you.”
“But what is it?”
Selene’s damp hand slid down the strap of her bag. “When people get sick, they have to stay in one spot so they don’t get other people sick.”
“Sick like Nan gets?”
“Sometimes sicker. Sometimes they have fevers—they get really hot, and sometimes they throw up or sleep a lot.”
“Like Nan’s flu that time.”
“Yeah, like that.” Selene shifted her bag to her other arm. He still remembered? Three winters ago, Nan had caught the flu from a family who stopped by the stand. No vaccines or medications worked well on the flu anymore. At least, none that they could afford.
Selene had lain awake beside Nan’s bed at night, worrying about what would happen if she died, if the Coalition or Infinitek would come for her and Eli. And if not the Coalition, who? Who would want to take care of two Defective kids?
“Were Mom and Dad ever quarantined?”
“If they were, I don’t remember. Why you asking all these questions, buddy?”
“I don’t want to get sick. I don’t want you and Nan to get sick.”
Selene bit her lip and knelt down until she could meet his blue eyes. “I’m not gonna lie and say Nan won’t get sick, but we won’t, okay? We’re strong.”
“Why?”
Selene cleared her throat and stood. “’Cause we’re special. Different.” Defective. Eli didn’t need to know that part. Not yet.
“You mean… we’re Protected?” Eli asked.
“No. Don’t use that word.”
He squinted up at her. “Why not?”
“Just don’t. It’s our little secret.”
Eli frowned, and Selene found herself parroting what Nan had always told her. Lies. “We don’t get sick. And it makes some people feel bad about themselves when they find out. Because they do get sick. They aren’t special like us. And we don’t want them to feel bad, right? That’s why we don’t tell anyone we’re Protected. Do you understand?”
Eli furrowed his brow. “I don’t want to make anyone feel bad.”
“Good. Me neither. So let’s keep it a secret.”
“Okay.”
“Promise?”
“Yeah.”
They walked the uneven ground along the side of the two-lane highway, picking their way around clusters of wildflowers and ruts. When they turned the last bend before town, Selene halted, her damp skin prickling.
Ahead of them, car after car turned onto the highway from side roads and drove toward town in straight, even lines. Selene forced herself to keep walking. As she and Eli drew closer, she saw the parking lots were already jammed full with cars. She grabbed Eli’s hand.
Foggy memories drifted through her mind. Lots of cars, waiting on a highway, not moving. But that had been in a city, and even calling this one-road line of shops a town was pushing it.
Everyone within forty miles had to be here today to form this kind of traffic. She wiped the sweat from her brow, pulled on her jacket, and zipped it up to better conceal her gun.
She and Eli reached the place where the wilderness ended and sidewalks and anemic trees began. It smelled different here, like civilization had stripped away all life, leaving behind only a sea of asphalt to bake and crack in the hot sun.
The town’s produce outlet was closed for some reason, and its peeling wooden sign hung motionless in the still air. In the parking lots beyond, holo signs flickered beneath awnings as the 3D images cycled through store names and the latest sales.
Cars were parked in front of the bitbank, the autoshop, and the thrift store. Selene counted six cop cars just in her line of sight. But the overwhelming surge of traffic was headed to one spot: the market.
Eli tried to wriggle out of her grasp. “You’re hurting my hand.”
“Sorry. I think we need to stop by the market first.”
“Why? I thought we just needed to go to Thrift?”
“There’s something I need to do.”



CHAPTER
FIVE
Selene’s feet were throbbing when they arrived at the market. Damn used boots weren’t quite her size. Her mouth went dry at the sight of the crowd pushing into the store, and she pulled out her canteen and took a swig. She handed it to Eli, and he drank.
“Let’s just go to Thrift,” Eli said, his voice trembling.
“It’ll be okay.” She dropped the canteen into her bag. “I want to know what’s happening. Why all these people are here.”
“Nan would tell us to stay out of there.”
The market looked packed from here but not dangerous. And their only hope of finding out what was really happening was inside that store. “You want to wait outside? I’d rather you come with me.”
“I’m not staying out here.”
They stood in line behind a group dressed in sleek form-fitting clothing, the kind made with weather-adjusting fabrics. Must be nice to walk around with built-in air-conditioning.
As the line moved, she made out the message on the holo sign above the entryway. New shipment expected 6/18.
What? Why would they be announcing that? What did it matter? The crowd moved forward, and one of the women ahead of them brushed against Selene and scowled. The brunette pulled away, eyes narrowing in response to Selene’s clothes and the holes in Eli’s tennis shoes. Her nose wrinkled with distaste.
Selene felt her cheeks grow hot. She knew what she and Eli looked like. Fucking homeless. Maybe even malnourished in this crowd of overweight snobs well fed on processed crap.
The woman took another step away, as if she thought Selene carried a plague. Hah. If only she knew what they really were. If anyone carried a plague, it wouldn’t be them.
Bitch. What would Selene need fancy weather-adjusting clothing for? Ridiculous. These people were corporate slaves, in debt ‘til death, working to buy stupid crap they didn’t need. That’s what Nan said. She said none of these people really owned anything. Not their houses, not their cars, probably didn’t even really own the clothes they wore. At least she and Eli owned what they wore and had full bellies from what they grew.
Selene averted her eyes and ground her teeth. Eli looked from the woman to Selene, a pained expression on his face, and something in her twisted. She sidestepped without thinking, elbowing the woman, forcing their arms to touch again. The woman winced and tried to pull away.
Selene smirked and pushed even more into her space. “Watch where you’re walkin’, lady.” She widened her eyes and enunciated each of the words to increase their effectiveness.
The woman blinked and shrank away, pushing against the people ahead of them to get in faster.
Eli tugged on Selene’s sleeve, pointing, and she saw the cop standing near the doors. He was staring right at her. Would he see the bulge under the back of her jacket, guess what it was? She took a deep breath and walked past him, feeling his eyes boring into her the entire time. But he didn’t stop them, and then they were inside.
Nausea hit Selene, along with the full force of the unnaturally cold air, and she shivered. The checkout lines extended down the aisles. The near-empty aisles.
She pulled Eli through the crowd, away from the scanners, and hurried down the nearest aisle. Only a few jugs of water and packaged drinks remained along the rows of empty metal shelves.
“Nan said to keep to ourselves.”
“We are.”
“You shouldn’t have talked to that woman.”
“Don’t worry so much, Eli.”
“Why are the shelves so empty?”
“I don’t know.”
Two customers in front of them broke into an argument over a container of synthetic breast milk. Bile crept up Selene’s throat as the customers’ voices rose, and she pushed past them, shielding Eli.
She wanted to run back out to the parking lot, but she pressed on, weaving around anxious shoppers until she reached the pharmacy at the back of the store.
Two public holo screens hung next to the pharmacy sign, meant to entertain shoppers while they waited. A crowd of people, most of them very old—Nan’s age—stood in line at the pharmacy, all of them paying rapt attention to the cast.
A man spoke, and the words Corporate Coalition Statement ran along the bottom of the screen. “…flu-like symptoms and is not fatal. The Department of Pandemic Control—the DPC—has instated the quarantine as a safety precaution only. Shipping transport lanes will reopen soon. There are no food shortages. This is simply a delay. Rest assured, your markets will be restocked in the next few days.”
The message started over, on a loop.
“As you may have heard, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, and the Republic of Texas are currently facing a mild outbreak. The illness causes flu-like symptoms…”
Selene peered at the smaller holo screen. It cycled through local announcements with 3D images and text.
If you see any of these criminals, please report it to your local law enforcement agency. Practice extreme caution. They are armed and dangerous.
Selene’s stomach hollowed out as a new group of images appeared.
An old, heavyset man.
A man with a beard.
And a slim woman with blond hair.
The sick people who had bought everything from Selene’s stand.
Selene’s pulse quickened. Criminals? But those people hadn’t looked dangerous. What had they done? She glanced down at Eli, who was chewing his lip and watching the people in line.
It didn’t matter. If those criminals were running, they’d be in another state by now. And no way was she gonna go to the cops about this. Especially not while she had an illegal gun strapped to her jeans.
She looked back at the main holo screen as the news anchor took over. “The spokesperson from the CC has assured us that there is no food shortage,” she said. “The quarantine will be lifted soon. In other news, the Infinitek spaceport in Seattle has reopened—”
“Maybe we should stock up,” said a low, deep voice from beside Selene.
She stiffened and turned toward the source of the comment. The boy beside her looked like he’d come straight from Eli’s Norse mythology book. A modern-day Viking, broad shoulders with white-blond hair and pale blue eyes. She had to look up to see him, since he stood a good foot taller than her. If her heart had been beating quickly before, it was nothing compared to the way it threatened to hammer out of her chest now. She broke eye contact, and unfortunately, her gaze settled on the curve of his chest, visible through his form-fitting weather-adjustment shirt. Was he even talking to me?
She finally remembered to breathe and snuck another peek at him. He was staring at her, and his eyes crinkled slightly around the edges in amusement.
“Umm…” Heat flooded her face and radiated through her entire body. Does he know me?
I would have remembered him.
Viking Boy gestured at the holo screens. “I know you don’t believe that.”
“Believe what?”
He gave her a considering look, then shook his head slightly, like he’d been meaning to say one thing but changed his mind. “It’s gonna get ugly in here soon. Not staying, are you?”
“Why do you care?” Selene took a step away from him.
He shrugged and stepped closer to her, erasing the distance she’d created. “You just look like a survivor, that’s all,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Not like someone who’d be caught in a place like this right before things got bad.”
Selene licked her lips. Viking Boy’s eyes had tiny flecks of deep blue in them and a solid ring that spiraled around his left iris and disappeared into his pupil. “And what would you know about surviving?”
“Everything.”
Selene’s gaze traveled over his fancy weather-adjusting shirt, over his new pants and shiny boots, and she scoffed. “Right.”
“What? Don’t trust what I’m telling you?”
“I’m pretty sure I don’t know you.”
“I’m Anders.” The boy smirked and moved closer. “You could get to know me.”
Selene crossed her arms over her chest and tried to ignore the fluttering going on in her stomach. “And why would I want to do that?”
“I’m a good person to know in an emergency.” He glanced back at the aisles. “And we probably should get out of this place before this market turns into one.”
Eli tugged at her sleeve. “Selene.”
“Well, I don’t know about you, but we are leaving now.” Selene grabbed Eli’s hand and dragged him toward the exit. As she did, the heat in her body dissipated, and her shoulders sagged with the relief of getting away from Anders. She tucked a loose curl into her headband, and it took everything she had not to look back, to see if he was staring at her or coming after them. Why did it feel like they’d met before?
The lines now extended down the aisles, almost to the back of the store, and the air sparked with anxiety and heated conversations. The decibel level in the market was increasing by the minute. Like a skillet of hot oil, the scene only looked still on the surface. All it would take was one more drop of bad news, one argument escalating into violence, and then they’d all get burned. Anders had been right. This place was getting dangerous.



CHAPTER
SIX
Selene and Eli stepped outside into the sticky southern heat, and she suddenly couldn’t stand the feel of her clothing smothering her skin. The moment they hit the end of the parking lot, she ripped off her jacket and tied it around her waist. It’d still hide her gun, just not as well.
“Okay, buddy. A quick stop at Thrift, and we’re going home.”
“Who was that guy?”
“I have no idea.”
“What did he mean… ‘it’s about to get bad?’”
“I don’t know. Who cares,” Selene snapped. Eli stared down at his shoes.
“I’m sorry, Eli. That guy was weird, okay? Let’s just get what we need and go home.”
Eli sniffed but wouldn’t look at her. She ignored the sick feeling in her stomach and led him across the grass divider to the small shop located behind the market. Penn’s Thrift Store.
A bell tinkled as she pushed open the door, and the peculiar scent of used and discarded clothes, probably treated with some chemical, rushed out to greet them.
She’d never seen so many people in the thrift store. Mr. Penn, gray-haired and overweight, sat behind his glass counter, a bulky device obscuring his vision. The device looked like a pair of oversized sunglasses but with wiring and a plastic earpiece attached. He was using it to check out customers.
Selene froze at the sight of it, fighting back unwelcome memories of her father, sitting in his office, interacting with the world’s first personal 3D display. Mr. Penn was wearing first-gen holo gear. Holo gear her father’s team had invented at Infinitek.
Penn gestured, and the reflective lenses cleared. He handed a bitstick back to the customer before him and glanced at Selene with a frown, eying her duffel bag. She straightened her shoulders and steered Eli to the back of the store, weaving around the customers clogging the narrow aisles.
She could feel Penn’s eyes burning into them as they disappeared into the warren of shelves. Jerk. At least this time he was too busy to follow them around. The only thief in this building was him, with his overpriced junk. She would never, ever stoop to stealing.
She and Eli passed bins of old-fashioned electronics and wiring, kitchen tools Nan wouldn’t waste solar on, and books and discs from before the CC Digital Media Transition.
The children’s clothing and goods were against the far wall. Selene handed Eli a few pairs of jeans and some shirts she’d grabbed off a rack and looked through the tennis shoes until she found some he might fit into. “Here. Try this stuff on.”
“Do I have to?”
Selene dropped the shoes onto the pile in his arms and put her hands on her hips. “Yes. We’re not gonna waste bits on things you can’t wear.”
He sighed and went into the tiny dressing room. Selene sank into the chair beside it and tried not to think of Viking Boy, but she couldn’t help it. Just by talking to her, Anders had poked a hole in her, forced her to feel the emptiness inside. Did he go to school with the normal kids? Have lots of friends? Maybe he was home from college for the summer. He looked old enough. Normal enough.
Eli pulled back the dressing room curtain. “It fits, see?”
It did, and it looked practically brand-new. The stuff the people in this area just tossed away was insane. No holes in any of it. Never even been mended.
“You tried it all on?”
“Yep.”
“Awesome. Those shoes feel good? Walk around in them a little.” She picked up the clothes he wasn’t wearing. “Let’s get your workbook.”
Eli followed her to the children’s bookshelf. Lots of ancient, tattered dead tree books here, but the stories they told and the lessons they taught were mostly the same ones still taught on the holo gear at schools. Nan said they were more accurate, really. Not filled with CC propaganda.
The only math book she found was for eighth graders. Better than nothing.
“Can we get this one?” Eli held up a thick hardbound book. Greek Myths.
“How much?”
“Two bits.”
He looked so hopeful, and Selene found herself running the back of her hand along his cheek. She shouldn’t waste bits with everything going on, but… “Sure. Now go get changed, and meet me up front.”
She walked toward the counter, but when she saw who was waiting there, her stomach flipped. It was Anders, standing in line with a load of electronic gear in his arms.
Selene hesitated, but no one else came to stand in line in front of her. So she swallowed and stepped up behind him, staring up at his broad shoulders, some stupid part of her wishing he’d turn around, look down at her with those interesting eyes again. She was an idiot. He’d probably already forgotten she existed.
Eli showed up with his clothes, and as the line shifted, he pushed into Selene, knocking her against Anders.
Anders glanced back at them, and his eyes brightened. “What, you following me now?”
Selene sniffed and hugged Eli’s clothes and books to her chest. “I’m pretty damn sure we were here first.”
Anders’ gaze landed on her leather cuff, and she fought the urge to drop everything to hide her arm.
“Nice bracelet.”
Her face warmed again. The air in here was making her dizzy, off-kilter. Who was this guy, anyway? And what is my problem?
“So you two live around here?” Anders asked. “Don’t remember seeing you before.”
“We don’t get out much,” Selene said.
“Well, it’s nice to meet you both.”
“You really haven’t.”
“Well, you’re Selene.” Anders looked at Eli. “And—what’s your name?”
“He—”
“Eli, sir.”
Anders crossed his hands in front of him. “Eli and Selene.”
Selene forced a weak smile. “It’s your turn to pay.”
Anders loaded his goods on the counter before Mr. Penn, and Selene looked at Eli.
“Don’t tell people your name,” she snapped.
“I think he likes you,” Eli said in a singsong voice.
“Oh my God, shut up. Like you know anything.” Selene’s face warmed again. Had Anders heard that? She sure hoped not.
Anders finished paying, and Selene loaded her haul onto the counter. While Mr. Penn began to check them out, Anders just stood there, a foot away from Selene, making her heart beat too fast. She didn’t look at him.
“Thirty bits,” Mr. Penn said. He crossed his arms over his chest, staring at her from behind his oversized reflective holo glasses, waiting for her to haggle like she always did. Thirty bits was a rip-off. She could get him to sell it to her for twenty, but she couldn’t bring herself to haggle in front of Anders. He must have dropped over a hundred bits on all those electronics. What use did they even have?
Selene typed 30.00 into her bitstick and tapped it against the scanpad.
Mr. Penn furrowed his brow. “Try again. Didn’t transfer.”
The people in line behind her murmured, and Selene’s hand shook as she tapped the bitstick again. The bits had come from criminals. What if…?
Mr. Penn waved at Anders. “Your dad on duty?”
His dad?
“Is there a problem?” Anders asked.
Selene stared hard at the bitstick, her mouth dry. There could be a tracer on these bits. It made sense if they were trying to find the criminals. How had she not realized that?
“You know what? I’m sorry. I don’t think we have enough. We’ll come back later.” She grabbed Eli’s hand and started for the door.
“Get back here, girl. These bits are flagged. I’m calling the cops.”



CHAPTER
SEVEN
Mr. Penn came around the counter, and Selene bolted for the door. Anders grabbed Selene’s arm as she went by, and she almost, almost went for her gun. But something in Anders’ eyes stopped her.
“There’s a glitch in the feed today,” Anders said, not taking his eyes off Selene’s. “The sheriff’s department already knows about it. They’ve got enough to deal with over at the market.”
“And I got enough to deal with over here with—”
“There’s a glitch, Mr. Penn. My father won’t be pleased if we bother him for this.” Anders let Selene’s arm drop and strode to the counter.
Selene stood, rooted in place, not sure whether to stay or run. Running would make them look guilty. She stayed. The people that had been standing in line behind her stared at them. Their faces said they were judging them and found them distasteful, found them wanting. Just like the woman had in line at the market. Selene locked her gaze on Anders as he tapped his bitstick against Mr. Penn’s scanpad.
“Here. All paid up. And I’ll go tell my dad it’s happening over here too.”
Mr. Penn didn’t look convinced, but he nodded, and Selene stepped up to the counter, heart thumping, loaded up her duffel bag, and handed Eli his new shoes.
Anders walked to the exit with his own bulky bags in one strong arm and held the door open for them.
“Thanks,” Selene mumbled as she passed, her shoulders sagging under the weight of her shame.
“What was wrong with our bits?” Eli asked.
“I don’t know.” Those criminals had cheated her, had taken everything, for four hundred and fifty worthless bits. But there was nothing she could do about it. The last thing she needed was to get taken into the station with a gun on her, to have the cops nosing into their lives. Plus, selling unregulated food and not paying Coalition taxes? Also illegal.
When the door closed behind them, Anders grabbed Selene’s wrist, right over her cuff. The pity in his eyes made her want to disappear. It would be better if he hated her or thought she was a criminal or a thief. Anything but that look.
She pulled her hand away and took a deep breath. “Thank you for paying. I didn’t know there was a glitch in the feed.”
“There isn’t.” Anders searched her face. For what, she didn’t know. “Don’t try using those bits again.”
Selene straightened her shoulders. “Your dad—”
“Is the sheriff? Yeah.”
“Then why did you…”
His gaze flicked to her waist, near where her gun was holstered, and her heart leapt into her throat. She stumbled back and tried to conceal the holster with her bag.
“Might want to adjust that jacket,” he said quietly, not taking his eyes off hers. “Unless you have a permit. Not easy to get one of those these days, huh?”
Selene lowered her duffel bag to the sidewalk and looked around. A few people filed out of the store, but they weren’t looking her way. She ripped her jacket off her waist and put it on again. Chaotic emotions swirled within her. She had a gun. His dad was the sheriff. Would he report her now?
She narrowed her eyes and rushed Anders, jabbing a finger into his chest. “You did not just see that.”
He held up both hands and gazed down at her, his lips slightly parted. His warm chest rose and fell beneath her finger, and his eyes… she could stare into them all day. Shit.
“All right.” His voice came out husky, and a smile flitted along the outer corner of his lips. “I did not just see that.”
They stood like that for a moment, a current running between them, stealing her breath.
Eli cleared his throat. “It’s gonna rain.”
Selene broke eye contact with Anders and dropped her hand. “We should probably get home.”
Eli had his new shoes on already. She glanced up at the heavy, gray clouds that had gathered and tried to regain her composure. “Let’s go.”
Anders gently touched her arm. “I’ll see you around?”
Before Selene could respond, a loud crack echoed across the parking lot, and Anders pulled Selene and Eli to the ground.
A gunshot.
Screams carried from the market where a ring of townspeople had gathered near the entrance. Two policemen were wrestling a man to the ground.
“Go. Get out of here,” Anders said.
Selene nodded mutely and pulled Eli to his feet. “What about you?”
“I’ll be fine.” He jogged toward the market and didn’t look back.
“What’s happening?” Eli spoke loudly to compete with the ever-increasing noise of the crowd in front of the market.
“People are scared because of the food shortage. They don’t have food saved up like we do. Come on. We’re going to get out of here as fast as we can, okay?”
They jogged away from the market, and relief washed over Selene as they neared the edge of town—the shouting in the distance fading away. The prospect of getting home soothed Selene, and she imagined locking the gate, hiding out in the safety of their homestead.
Hidden away from civilization and all its problems. Hidden away from the Viking boy she wished she had something in common with. Coward. That’s what she was. For all she’d dreamed of leaving their homestead, of living a normal life, the truth was that she couldn’t handle being normal.
Lightning cut through the sky as they ran out of sidewalk.
“I think we’re far enough away now,” Eli gasped, pressing a hand into his side.
Selene slowed. “I think so.”
“I’m really hungry.”
Selene’s stomach churned, and her hands shook as she pulled out the fruit to share with Eli. She bit into a peach, and sweet juice flooded her mouth, washing away the sour taste that had formed there. Lightning crossed the sky, and thunder followed.
“It’s gonna rain before we get home. Maybe we should find somewhere to wait it out,” Eli said.
“Then we get soaked. Doesn’t matter. We need to get home by dark.”
Eli glanced back toward town, his brow furrowed. “The people at the market… Was that a gunshot?”
“I don’t think so.” Selene didn’t look at him. “Everyone was fine. And so are we.”
They ate their peaches as they walked. Eli tossed his pit into the woods. “Anders could have told on us about the gun.”
“Yeah, he could’ve.” Why hadn’t he? Selene closed her eyes, trying to rid herself of the feel of his chest beneath her finger, the way his eyes had looked into hers.
“Told ya he likes you.”
Selene dropped her peach pit on the ground and dug her heel over it, driving it into the earth. “Whatever.”
“I’m Anders,” Eli said, wiggling his brows. “And you can get to know me.”
“Shut up.” Selene’s face heated up again.
“See you around, Selene.” Eli laughed and skipped ahead of her, making kissing noises as he went.
She smiled despite herself and chased after him, dropping her bag in the process. She pushed him to the grass, tickling him.
Eli giggled. “Okay. Okay, I’ll shut up. Stop.”
“No way. You better not say anything about Anders to Nan.”
“I won’t. I promise,” he wheezed.
A few drops of rain fell, forming dark wet marks on their clothes.
Selene let up and helped Eli to his feet. “Not a word.”
He grinned. “All right,” he said, in a mock deep voice. “I did not just see that.”
“Hah.” Selene picked up her bag. “I’m giving you a head start. You better run.”
∞
The rain held off for the near hour it took to walk the three miles home. The birds had gone silent by the time they reached the stand, and the frogs filled the calm with their frenetic croaking. Ozone flooded the air, and the time between the lightning and the thunder got shorter and shorter.
As they turned onto the dusty drive, Selene’s eyes locked onto the ground, and her heart picked up speed. She lifted a hand, stopping Eli in his tracks. Faint tire marks marred the dusty earth. Tire marks that hadn’t been there when they’d left. Someone had driven through here. And it couldn’t have been Nan.
The criminals.
Those criminals hadn’t seemed dangerous. But… they were on the run. They’d done something wrong.
Selene sucked in a breath, remembering what the blond woman had said about their homestead. “Lots of hard work when you don’t have enough hands to help you run it.”
Selene had agreed with her, had admitted they were short-handed and vulnerable during the first food shortage in years. Two kids and an old woman. Vulnerable even with trunks of ammo buried under their shed.
Nan.



CHAPTER
EIGHT
Selene pulled Eli to her.
“What’s wrong?”
“Shh. Come here.” Selene’s hands shook as she dragged Eli off the path and into the trees. Dried pine needles crunched beneath their feet, and the scent of earth and decay wafted over them.
“What are you doing?” He tried to shrug her off.
She dropped her bag on the ground and crouched down to meet his wide blue eyes. “Stay here. And no matter what, don’t move.”
The rain fell harder, and another bolt of lightning flashed through the sky. They both jumped. “Why? I don’t want to stay here.”
“I need to check the house.”
“It’s raining.”
“Just stay here, okay?”
He shook his head. “I don’t want to.”
“Look, Nan might be in danger. I’ll be right back as soon as I check.”
“But—”
“Stay. Promise you won’t move, no matter what. I’ll be right back.” She kissed him on one wet cheek, and he nodded and wrapped an arm around the duffel bag, as if to protect it.
Selene stepped back onto the drive and removed her gun from its holster. She turned off the safety and held it up, peering through the dying gray light and rain. The weight in her chest grew with every step, and she couldn’t make herself release her grip on the gun to wipe the rain out of her eyes. Was the gate cracked open?
No. I’m just paranoid. Everything will be fine. They’d lived here for eight years, and no one had ever robbed them. No Coalition thugs had come for them. No one even cared that they were here. She was worried for nothing.
But her thumping heart disagreed. And why were there tire tracks in the dirt?
As she neared the gate, she heard them. Voices. Selene’s pulse roared in her ears, and she jogged the last few yards to the sagging wooden fence. Pressing up against it, she peered through the cracked slats, trying hard to see in the dying light.
No one in the front yard. She could smell the damp soil, the foul scent of chicken shit, and the sweeter scent of plants wafting over from the gardens in the back. Thunder rumbled right above her, and her entire body went cold. A beam of a flashlight glanced off the ground, illuminating part of an SUV. It was parked just beyond Nan’s dead Goog.
She swallowed back the saliva flooding her mouth and fought the urge to run. Nan was inside. Had they hurt her?
She pushed open the gate, and it swung inward with a loud creak. Selene waited a moment, not breathing, to see if anyone had heard. When no one came, she darted into the yard and ran to the bushes in front of the house.
As she reached them, she nearly tripped. A loud squawk sounded. She whirled, focusing her gun on it, and let out a breath. One of the chickens huddled close to the porch. Not in the coop, where it should be at this hour. Had the intruders heard?
“Load it up.” A man’s voice carried through the yard from around the back. Selene’s heart beat harder, and she struggled to breathe. I have to find Nan.
“Check that shed.” Another man’s voice, deeper.
Selene ran at a crouch alongside the bushes to the side of the house. She peeked through the leaves as the bearded man came into view. He was carrying a crate. Heat flooded Selene, and lights danced around the edges of her vision. It was them. The criminals. Stealing her food. Food she’d grown and canned. Did they have guns like the cast had said? She’d kill the bastards.
She started to round the bushes.
“Don’t talk.” A woman’s voice drifted out the open front window.
Selene sank down in front of the house, panting, staring at the gun in her hands. There were people inside the house. Nan. She had to save Nan first.
The front stairs would creak—no way around it. She climbed them fast, and the old boards groaned under her weight, the sound echoing through the yard.
Selene ducked beneath the window, flattening herself against the peeling paint.
“Don’t move,” the woman said from inside the house. It was a young voice, not Nan’s. The blond woman?
Through the cracked open window, Selene heard wooden boards creak under booted feet as the intruder crossed the living room floor. She stiffened, not daring to breathe. She could feel the presence of the person standing at the window, looking out at the yard.
Don’t look down. Don’t come outside.
The footsteps receded, and Selene took a shaky breath. She glanced around the empty front yard again and listened for the men in the back. Muted, deep voices, the familiar rattle of glass jars. Selene ground her teeth and turned to look over the windowsill.
Nan sat at the table, her hands tied together with rope. The woman—no, a girl—stood before her with a shotgun in her arms. Neither one faced the window.
“Get out of my house,” Nan said, her voice low.
“Where’s the girl who lives here?” The intruder trained her gun on Nan, and Selene caught sight of her face. It was the brown-haired girl who had vomited in the road that day. Was she still sick? She was taller than Selene, but if she was sick, maybe Selene could overpower her, use her as a hostage.
Nan narrowed her eyes at the girl. “I told your folks. I’m just their Nan. They live in town.”
The girl pressed her lips together and shifted to look out the back door.
Selene swallowed hard and inched away from the window until she stood next to the door. Please be unlocked.
All the days she’d spent practicing her shooting, trying to keep herself calm, keep her aim true—that part of her took over, and her muscles relaxed, despite the adrenaline rushing through her. The men called to one another in the backyard again, and the rain intensified. A gust of it blew onto the porch, soaking her skin. If they wanted to fuck with her family, they could pay the price.
She lifted her gun and kept hidden as she pushed open the front door.
“Who’s there?” the girl called.
Nan laughed. “You’re talkin’ to the wind. What, never lived in an old farmhouse like this one?”
“You have no idea. Just shut up so I don’t have to hurt you.”
Thanks, Nan. Selene took a deep breath and held it as footsteps moved across the living room again. Eight years in this tiny house had taught her the shape and sound of every damn board. When the girl hit the loose one next to the door, Selene rushed in with her gun out.
The girl gasped and brought her hands up, the shotgun still in one of them.
A high surged through Selene, and she smiled. “Lay the gun down, bitch. You try to shout, anything, I have no problem putting a hole in your head.”
Sweat dripped down the girl’s face, and she wavered on her feet as she laid the gun down. “Please.”
“Shut up.”
“They have more guns out there,” Nan said, her voice even. “I’m tied up.”
Selene didn’t take her eyes off the girl. “Untie her.”
The girl nodded vigorously, and her eyes took on a glassy sheen. This girl did not belong with a group of hardened criminals. She was desperate. Ill. But it didn’t matter. Selene raised the gun, aiming it at the girl’s chest. “Go. Now. Hurry up.”
Selene kept her gun trained on the girl but tried to keep an eye on the back porch as the girl untied Nan. Her heart thumped a staccato beat against her ribs, and she licked her dry lips. What if the rest of them decided to come inside right now?
Nan stood and grabbed the girl’s arm. The girl moaned as Nan dragged her to the couch and shoved her down onto it. Water dripped through the ceiling and landed in the girl’s lap.
“Nan,” Selene whispered.
Nan stepped away from the girl and squeezed Selene’s arm. “You should have stayed away. Is…?”
Is Eli safe? That’s what Nan wanted to ask but couldn’t in front of the girl.
Selene nodded.
“Where?”
“Way back in the woods.”
Nan let out a breath and picked up the shotgun. “Then it’s time to run these assholes off our property.”
Dark figures crossed the yard and went down into the cellar. A car door slammed outside, carrying through the wind and rain. They were taking everything.
“A few adults, this kid, and three guns that I saw, including this one.” Nan held up the shotgun. “That’s it. We can run them off. She’s our hostage, and they won’t want her harmed. You keep your gun on her. We need to wait until one of them comes in so we can take him out. That’ll shift the odds in our favor.” Nan strode across the living room and pressed herself against the wall by the door, listening.
The girl whimpered, and Selene stepped closer to her, holding the gun steady. “Why? Why are you doing this to us?”
The girl’s face crumpled. “You don’t understand. We lost… everything.”
“And we have nothing. Do you have any idea how hard we work for what little we have?”
Tears filled the girl’s eyes. “No. We have nothing. They burned it all. But you—you’ll be able to replace what we take.”
“What do you mean they burned it? Burned what?”
The girl choked back a sob and twisted her hands in her lap. She glanced out the door.
Selene’s grip on the gun was tight enough to be painful, but she kept it pointed at the girl. She could take her out. One shot to the head or chest. These people didn’t deserve to make it out of here alive.
“Answer me. Burned what?”
“Someone’s coming,” Nan hissed. She readied the shotgun.
“Look what I found,” a man called out. The screen door creaked open, revealing the bearded man, a gun in his hand… and something else. Nan raised the shotgun.
“Nan, no! He has Eli!”



CHAPTER
NINE
Nan faltered and backed against the kitchen counter. The man stepped into the house, keeping a wide-eyed Eli in front of him. Rain ran down their soaked clothing and puddled on the floor.
Selene’s legs went weak, and the pressure in her chest exploded, leaving her dizzy. How had this happened? This was all wrong. A waking nightmare. She couldn’t lose Nan. Couldn’t lose Eli.
The man pressed his gun to Eli’s temple. His gaze went to the girl on the couch, to Selene’s gun, and back to Nan and her shotgun. His expression darkened.
They all stood in tense silence, and none of them moved.
“Let her go,” the man said.
Nan brought the shotgun up, pointing it at the bearded man. “You let him go first.”
“We’ll get out of your way soon. I’ll give you the boy, you give me my girl, and you won’t be seeing us again.”
“Let him go. You’re not getting out of here with anything,” Selene said.
The blond woman appeared on the porch wearing a poncho. “What’s going on?” Her voice sounded tired, strained.
The man pressed the gun against Eli’s scalp a little harder. “Trouble. Go get Tom and the gun.”
The woman turned and ran down the porch steps, disappearing from view.
“The cops are on their way,” Selene said. “I saw you all on the cast. You’re wanted, and I reported this.”
The old heavyset man, Tom, burst through the door, a shotgun in his arms. When he saw the scene, he lifted the gun, aiming at Selene.
Selene’s own gun felt damp in her grasp, threatening to slide right through her hands and hit the floor. She gripped it tighter and raised it so it was even with the girl’s head. “Let my brother go.”
Tom studied Selene and shook his head. “You’re gonna put that gun down right now. You’re outnumbered, and we don’t want to hurt you.”
“The cops will be here soon.”
“See, I think you’re lyin’ about that,” the bearded man said. “You wouldn’t be standing here if they were on their way. Unless you were stupid. You stupid, girl?”
Tom lifted his gun in the air and walked straight into the path of Nan’s gun. Nan stumbled backward. “I’ll shoot.”
“Go ahead, lady. There ain’t no ammo in that one.”
Selene bit back a gasp, and Nan went pale. She backed up a step and checked the chamber. “Selene.” Nan dropped the shotgun on the counter. “Do what he says.”
Empty. The girl had been holding Nan hostage with an empty shotgun. “If I put my gun down, they’ll kill us.”
Nan flared her nostrils. “Do it.”
“Why do you trust them?”
Nan’s face creased. “I don’t.”
“The second you put that gun down,” the bearded man said, “I will hand your brother over.”
“Put it down,” Nan said, her voice strained.
Selene’s throat closed, and her eyes burned as she met Eli’s frightened ones. He had begun to shiver from cold and fear. What choice did she have? She had two guns trained on her, and they had Eli. She slowly lowered her gun and placed it on the ground.
Tom inched forward, keeping his shotgun trained on Selene as he picked her gun up. “Get outside, Mae.”
The girl leapt up from the couch and ran out the door.
“Got any more guns? Ammo?”
“No,” Selene said through gritted teeth. She balled her hands into fists and watched, shaking, as the bearded man released Eli into Nan’s arms.
“No time to search,” the bearded man said. “Are we done loading up?”
“I’m just going to crate up some of the stuff in here.”
Tom pushed past the bearded man, taking Selene’s gun and his shotgun with him. The bearded man gestured toward Selene. “Take the boy over there. Y’all sit on the couch.”
Nan gave him a nasty look and dragged Eli over to the couch. She held Eli to her, and Selene sank into the couch next to them. She stared up at the bearded man. He had the barrel of his gun pointed right at her, as if he knew she was the wild card, the one who would kill him if she had the chance.
Her hate was a fire twisting within her, spreading. He didn’t look away but met her gaze head on. If she ever saw this man again… she’d take everything from him.
Tom returned with an empty crate and opened all their cabinets. Selene shifted on the couch, choking back an angry scream as the man loaded the crate with supplies she and Nan had so painstakingly saved for. The supplies they’d gotten from the market. Pasta, extra beans, flour.
“We got it all. We’re ready to go.” Tom kept his gaze on the bearded man, as if he couldn’t handle looking at the family he’d just stolen everything from.
“I’ll be right there.”
Tom nodded, then picked up the crate and left the house.
The bearded man lifted his gun and looked at each of his prisoners in turn. Water dripped from the roof, smacking into Selene’s arms and legs, raising goose bumps. The man tightened his grip on the shotgun. “I’m sorry.”
Selene’s hand went to her chest. After all this, was he going to kill them anyway?
The bearded man blinked slowly and backed away, still holding the gun on them. “We weren’t these kind of people before. Before this.”
Selene held her breath as he backed out the screen door. It slammed shut behind him.
Nan wrapped an arm around Selene, and they listened to the cars starting up. When at last the criminals drove off and the low sound of the electric cars faded, Eli burst into tears, sobbing loudly, and Selene caressed his arm.
They stayed like that for a few minutes. Finally, Selene got to her feet. “I’m going to see if they left us… anything,” she said tonelessly.
“I take it you lied about the cops?” Nan asked.
“Yes, but the cops are looking for them.”
“I don’t understand how they knew about us.” Nan said.
“They stopped by the stand the other day. This is—this is all my fault. If I hadn’t gone down to sell things, they wouldn’t have known—”
Nan grabbed Selene’s hand as she stood, stopping her. “This is not your fault.”
Selene ripped her hand away and ran out the back door. She grabbed a flashlight from the porch and rushed through the steadily falling rain to the root cellar.
Her wet hair stuck to the back of her neck, and her soaked clothing hung on her. She knew before she got to the bottom what she’d find.
The rough-hewn shelves stared back at her. Bare. Months of work. Gone. How would they eat now? They’d never be able to can enough during the rest of the season to replace this all before winter.
She choked back the lump in her throat and balled her hands into fists.
As she exited the cellar, an awful thought occurred to her. She dashed across the yard, shining the flashlight along the raised beds. Boot prints marred the dirt, and many of the plants hung at broken angles, stems snapped, leaves crushed.
Only death awaited the broken ones, even if they still sucked water from the soil, thinking they had a chance. The tomatoes were almost gone, and the thieves had stripped most of the other plants. What was left wouldn’t feed them for long, and some of these plants wouldn’t bear anything else after this.
Selene’s hatred flashed hot, and a new wave of adrenaline raced through her. She ran into the shed and uncovered the trap door. At least the thieves hadn’t discovered the rest of the guns and ammo.
Images filled her mind. Eli’s frightened face. A gun pressed to his temple. The empty pantry. She had caused this. All of this.
A minute later, she had a new gun holstered to her belt.
As Selene reentered the yard, Nan flipped on the porch light, casting a dim glow over the closest raised bed.
“They took it all,” Selene said. “And they trampled the beds.”
Nan walked to the edge of porch, her arms crossed over her chest. “We’ll survive this. Like we always do.”
All my fault. This all started with the stand, with Selene’s own careless words—her selfish desire to get off the homestead and go to town. Eli and Nan both could have died tonight.
Selene strode past Nan to the front yard.
“Where are you going?” Nan started toward her, running into the rain. “Get back here. It’s dark, you’re soaked.”
“Don’t try to stop me.” Selene rested her hand on her holster and opened the gate. “Lock up behind me, and keep Eli safe. I’m going to fix this.”
∞
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