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CHAPTER ZERO

PV32
 
The Sentinel District
Amaranthe, 2348 CE
– One Day Ago
 
Deep in thought, Maydevine rolls a small vial of blue liquid between his fingers.
It’s the middle of the night, and Eleanor Grant’s apartment is sparse and clinical. Everything she owns fits on the color scale somewhere between beige and white and downright bland. The furniture is placed so precisely that Maydevine feels uncomfortable just pulling out a chair to sit at the table.
Only two months into his retirement, and not yet used to dressing in casual clothing, he’s wearing a suit that he would’ve worn as the Commissioner. He’s still got the same black trench coat and the same polished shoes. His once jet black hair seems to turn grayer every time he looks in a mirror, and the lines on his face appear deeper with every new worry, marking sixty-four years of stress and violence.
When Eleanor returns from the kitchen with two glasses of water, Maydevine sets the vial down on the tabletop.
“The kids are on their honeymoon, you know.” He accepts one of the glasses. “They left this morning.”
“Good for them,” Eleanor mumbles, taking a seat opposite him.
She seems to have lost a bit of her edge tonight. She’s visibly tired, and her shocking red hair is ruffled at the back as if she were recently woken from a nap. Not even her strangely piercing blue eyes are as vibrant as Maydevine is used to seeing them.
She’s in her home and her guard’s down, he surmises. Her suit jacket’s been abandoned and her shirt’s untucked. She doesn’t look imposing, she just looks … normal.
She leans her elbow on the table and rests her cheek on her palm. “Was it absolutely imperative that we have this conversation tonight? The morning couldn’t have sufficed?”
“The vaccine is due to be distributed to the public in the morning.”
“And?” Eleanor seems disinterested.
“Well, that’s just the problem.” Maydevine nudges the vial across the table toward her. “This isn’t a vaccine.”
Silence.
“Gabriel, I—”
“What is it?”
Some of Eleanor’s edge returns, her lips becoming taut and her posture defensive. “It’s none of your concern.”
“I beg to differ.”
“Is it too much for me to ask that you do your job and don’t overstep your bounds?”
“My job? I resigned two months ago, remember?”
“Even more perplexing, then, that you should come to my home in the middle of night with an accusatory expression and a threatening tone, demanding answers that aren’t yours to have.” Eleanor snatches up the vial. “How did you even get this?”
“Alex didn’t want his time off to interfere with the release of the vaccine, so he asked me to step in and ensure that everything goes according to plan in his absence.”
“How nice for you.”
“Given your apparent genetic lineage—”
“Silver told you?”
“Of course she did. And you should’ve known that I’d find a way to run some of my own private tests on your little concoction.”
“You’re a real go-getter, aren’t you?”
Maydevine thumps his fist down against the table. “Tell me what it is!”
Eleanor matches his attitude. “It’s a vector.”
“A vector for what?”
“Use your imagination, Gabriel.” Eleanor admires the vial. “The Fusion virus.”
Silence.
Maydevine takes a moment to absorb the implications of that. “You’re going to infect the city?” he presumes.
“Okay, that’s far too much imagination.” Eleanor suppresses a yawn. “It eliminates the fatal side effects of exposure to the virus, that’s all.”
“And you think you’re actually going to get away with this?”
“Who’s going to stop me?” Eleanor is wholly unconcerned. “I think you’re forgetting something, Gabriel.” She rubs sleep out of her eyes. “I got your little girl back. I repatriated her, and gave her a position in the Hunter Division. For that, you still owe me.”
Maydevine’s jaw tenses. “I haven’t forgotten.”
Eleanor studies him closely. He doesn’t seem in the least bit fazed by the reminder of his impotence, and that can only mean one thing.
“You’re not here to stop me from releasing the vector,” she infers. “You want me to consider your silence as payment for the debt. Is that it?”
“In part.”
Eleanor quirks an eyebrow. “Go on.”
“I want you to spare her.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’ll keep quiet about the vector, because I owe you that, but I want you to spare Silver from the virus.”
“Always looking out for her.” Eleanor sighs.
“Of course. I’m her father.”
“And your intentions are always so noble. Unfortunately, there’s no deal to be made here. Silver’s already been exposed to the virus.”
“Yes, and it changed her entire immune system.” Maydevine bolsters his petition with the few facts he has in his possession. “There’s no way of knowing how this vector of yours might react with her, and I can’t risk that it might compromise her immunity.”
“Then allow me to alleviate your fears.” The Governor shatters his illusions. “She’s not immune.”
Maydevine feels a sudden flash of anxiety. “What do you mean?”
Eleanor picks up the vial and locks eyes with him. “How do you think I made this?”
No answer.
“You can’t save her this time, Gabriel.” Eleanor sets the vial back down. “She’s already been infected.”
Silence.
Maydevine’s blood runs cold.





 




CHAPTER ONE

Compass Mentis
 
The Rec Zone
Outside Amaranthe, 2348 CE
– Present Day
 
Splat! An enormous, gooey bird shit lands on a map of the Rec Zone.
Comprised of several Old World islands nestled beneath the Sentinel District, including Old World Broad Channel, Canarsie Pol, and Ruffle Bar, the Rec Zone is Amaranthe’s one and only vacation destination.
Vacation.
Not a word that Silver’s too familiar with.
She’s sweaty and irritated. Her long blonde hair, pulled into a tight ponytail, is clinging to her skin and making her itch. Her feet are hot and clammy inside her Hunter Division boots, and her combat pants are covered in dirt. Her tank top isn’t faring much better: it’s got grass stains all over it.
She tries to shake off the map, but the poop just smears and dribbles all over the Unknown Territories.
She tosses it at a nearby tree. “This is dumb.”
The map hits the tree sticky side first and clings to the bark like mud on boots … for a few seconds at least. Gravity soon takes control and pulls the map downward, leaving a smear of bird turd behind it.
Alex zips up his fly and emerges from behind the tree. “The map is fine. It’s the person reading it who’s defective.” He retrieves the map from the ground, careful not to get poop all over his fingers in the process.
“We’re lost,” Silver pouts.
“Don’t be so melodramatic.” Alex wipes the map off on a nearby Gunnera plant. “We’re on an island. How could we be lost? There’s nowhere to go.”
This particular island, Canarsie Pol, is over three-hundred acres of uninhabited nature reserve. From north to south, it’s densely packed with trees and lush greenery. It’s idyllic and quiet, with nothing but the rustling of leaves and the soft chattering of nesting birds to break the silence.
So far, Silver’s not impressed.
“We should’ve just stayed home.”
Alex folds up the map and stuffs it inside his backpack. They’re only a day into their first vacation together, and already he can see that she’s itching to return to work. Her left hand is pinned to her hip, her fingers tapping impatiently against the spot where her gun holster would normally be.
She’s bored.
She wants to kill something.
Relaxing isn’t her forte.
Alex gives her shoulder a squeeze. “You’re really not enjoying yourself? Not even a little bit?”
“We’ve been walking around aimlessly for the last three hours.” She shrugs off his hand. “I’m hot, I’m thirsty, and I don’t want to miss the next boat back to the main island.”
“If you hadn’t lost our compass, we’d be back at the dock by now.”
“I didn’t lose it,” she protests. “A flying rat stole it.”
“It was a squirrel, and I told you not to get so close to it.”
“I was admiring nature. That’s what we’re supposed to be here for, right?”
“To admire it, yes. Not to harass it.”
“He was watching me pee.” She huffs. “I was the one being harassed.”
She looks so serious, and Alex can’t help but smirk.
“You’re determined to hate every last minute of this, aren’t you?”
Looking up into his soft brown eyes, Silver realizes that this is one of ‘those’ moments. He’s already accepted defeat, and all it would take is one more word of a complaint from her and he’d set them both on the first bus back to the Sentinel District. He’d be disappointed, but he’d hide it. He’d settle for a week cooped up at home with her if that’s what it’d take to make her happy, but she can’t bring herself to deprive him of this.
He’s more excited about this trip than he’s letting on. She saw the glint of childlike excitement in his eyes when Maydevine presented them with the Rec Zone tickets, and a day hasn’t gone by since without him making at least one mention of it.
They’d never been on vacation together, and he’d never been on vacation at all. Not a proper vacation anyway. Sure, he’d taken time off work, but lying around the house in your underwear and drinking light beer might just as well be a symptom of depression than a holiday. Besides, looking up at him now, his dark hair tousled and covered in pollen, his t-shirt hugging the contours of his chest and his skin glistening, denying him anything would be impossible.
Sighing, she prepares to do the noble thing.
“I’m just cranky because I’m hungry. The sooner we figure out how to get back to camp, the sooner I can get some meat in me and I’ll be fine.”
Alex’s smirk returns. “I tried to get some meat in you back by the lake, but you weren’t having any of it.”
Silver slaps his shoulder playfully. “I told you, that damn squirrel was a pervert. He was watching us the whole time.”
She sets off in a completely random direction, but Alex grabs her by the elbow, swings her around, and points her east instead. Urging her forward, he directs her through a thick copse of trees and down to a small strip of sandy beach.
The coastline.
The dock.
Silver’s eyes light up. “Holy crap! You found it.”
Turning to grin at Alex, she catches a hint of smugness tugging at his lips.
“Wait. You knew where we were the whole time, didn’t you?”
He takes her by the hand and pulls her down the golden dunes toward the dock without saying a word. The next boat back to the main island is just a few minutes out on the tide, and they’ll be settled back at camp within the hour.
Silver pulls her hand away and shoves him. “You manipulative little—”
He doesn’t give her a chance to finish that. He grabs a fistful of her shirt—actually one of his, worn over a tank top and tied at the waist—and drags her into a kiss.
“You’ve been resisting this since we left home this morning. It had to be your choice to stay, otherwise you’d just make us both miserable.”
He winks, presses another kiss against her cheek, and jogs off to meet the boat while she contemplates hurling a piece of driftwood at the back of his head. If he were virtually anyone else on the planet, she would hate being puppeteered like that. Still sore from Alice’s lies, the mere thought of someone else steering her emotions is enough to make her feel tetchy and defensive, but their history together buys him some slack. All she feels is a slight sting of annoyance and it passes quickly.
Catching up to him on the shoreline, she declines his half-serious offer to carry her onto the boat. Even if she weren’t self-conscious about another human being picking up her less-than-delicate five-ten frame and almost one hundred and seventy pounds of muscle, she’d never let James Harkin see her as anything less than a Hunter.
Commander James Harkin.
Retired.
He was a Hunter for nearly twenty years before an injury forced him into early retirement at the age of thirty-five. Almost a full decade older than Silver, he was her Commander back when she was just a mouthy rookie. They’d always had a great deal of mutual respect for one another, and he’d been a loyal friend to her when she and Alex were having an affair behind Omega’s back.
She’d never live it down if he saw Alex carry her onto the boat like some dainty little flower who was afraid to get her feet wet, so she opts to remove her boots and wade for it. The boat itself—the same one that brought them to Canarsie Pol earlier in the day—is little more than a motorized dinghy. It’s been patched up so many times it looks like it’s made more of duct tape than it is of rubber, and the filthy motor doesn’t even belong to it. Crudely transplanted to the rear of the dinghy, the motor looks as though it could fall off or catch fire at any moment.
Nevertheless, they make it back to base camp by twilight.
Located in the middle of Old World Broad Channel Island, just beneath the banks of East Lake, the Rec Zone base camp is a hub of activity. Here, campers are allocated a lot number and instructed to pitch their tents in the corresponding spot. It’s first come first served, so it pays to book your trip well in advance. If you leave it till the last minute, you’re likely to end up sleeping on a rock for a week. Or worse, your whole tent might gradually start to slide down the banks of the lake.
Inevitably, there’s always one late-booker who’s determined to make a grievance out of his less-than-prime patch. Tough luck for him, though, ‘cause Jimmy Harkin is no soft touch. He’s been running the Rec Zone since his retirement, and he brought his Hunter Division attitude with him. He still wears Hunter Division boots and combat pants, and he’ll take his dog tags with him to the grave. He shaves his head every day with the blade of his hunting knife, and his arms are covered in tattoos.
He looks fierce.
He puts to rest this particular camper complaint, not by allowing the irate man to re-pitch his tent elsewhere, but by offering to fell a small sapling tree that was brushing up against the side of it. Apparently, the rustling of the leaves was keeping the camper up at night.
Silver watches Jimmy fumble with something hanging with the dog tags around his neck.
A key.
Intrigued, she keeps watching.
He takes the key in his hand and makes his way over to a large building at the head of the campsite. Erected over the ruins of an old chemical toilet warehouse, the long, two-storey building functions as the Rec Zone HQ. Staff lodgings are upstairs. Downstairs, there’s a small but well-equipped pantry, Jimmy’s private office, and a first aid station. On the north end of the building, there’s a communal men’s bathroom. At the south end, a communal women’s bathroom.
Not exactly the creature comforts, but the basics. The pantry has enough food and water to sustain all the guests, and extra water is collected outside in large rain barrels whenever the skies decide to let loose. Beside one of these barrels, on the face of the building, there’s a glass fronted, bright red emergency box.
Inside it: an axe.
Jimmy inserts his key into the lock and withdraws the axe, using it to fell the tiny sapling tree before putting it safely—and securely—back in its place.
If the glass were smashed, it would set off an alarm—Silver knows this from experience. She smashed one just like it on Hunter Division Academy property during a particularly rebellious phase of her teenage years.
Still, she’s glad that it’s there. Even though it’s off limits, it’s quite possibly the only weapon in the Rec Zone. She was forced to surrender her guns before she could pass through the checkpoint at the Sentinel District border—despite making her objections clear—and being separated from the tools of her trade makes her anxious.
Waiting for dinner to cook on a spit roaster above a fire pit, Silver tries to take her mind off her empty stomach by exploring her surroundings. Other campers—Alex included—are sitting around a larger campfire playing a game of charades.
Silver wouldn’t be caught dead being so pedestrian.
Picking and munching on wild berries, humming absently to herself, it’s not long before she winds up at the very edge of the Rec Zone. The campsite boundary is marked by a large chain-link fence, erected at the southern part of Broad Channel Island where the wilds give way to block after block of crumbling Old World buildings in an area called the Cut Off. The bridge connecting the southernmost tip of the island to the Unknown Territories beyond was destroyed long ago, so there’s no chance of any unwelcome Chimeran intrusions, but the whole area is dangerous enough without them. The buildings could collapse at any time, and since more than half of all Rec Zone vacationers are children, the risks would be innumerable.
As the last dregs of light begin to disappear over the horizon, Silver wraps her fingers around the cold metal links of the fence and stares intently into the darkness.
“Don’t even think about it.”
Alex’s voice jolts her back into reality, but she pretends not to be caught off-guard by him.
“You don’t know what I was thinking.”
“I know exactly what you were thinking. Now c’mon.” He slips his hand around her waist. “Let’s get changed before dinner.”
Silver lets him drag her away from the fence, back to base camp and into their tent. They’ve rented it just for this trip, and Alex has gone all out with the extras.
He’d insisted on a pillow top airbed rather than a ground roll, and Silver could swear that the luxury double sleeping bag he spent a day’s wages on is even snugglier than the duvet they have at home.
As the icing on the cake, he’d whipped out some extra soft pillows and a bed warmer, and at that moment, Silver developed a pretty clear idea of his expectations for the week, suspecting that none of them involve partaking in the prescheduled activities they’ve already been signed up for by Maydevine.
Indeed, hoping to make some of those expectations a reality already, Alex pulls off his t-shirt and lies down on the airbed, waiting for Silver to notice him.
Seconds pass.
When it becomes clear that his bare abs aren’t having the desired effect on her, he opts for a different tactic.
“Hey, Mrs. King.”
Bingo.
Silver’s head turns in his direction so fast that she almost gives herself whiplash. Despite the reference to a long dead tradition, she likes the way the words sound on his lips.
He pats the bed next to him, inviting her to join him. As he does so, the ring on his finger catches against the light of their tent lamp. It’s a simple sterling silver band with an Ella Cross symbol engraved into it, and it satisfies her ego quite nicely.
She slides onto the bed next to him and lets him cradle her head in the nook of his arm, his other arm quickly slipping around her hips and pulling her against him. His body’s hot like fire, and her stomach proffers a little flip as their lips meet.
“I don’t think we have time for this,” she warns him between kisses.
“We’re on vacation.” More tender kisses. “We’ve got nothing but time.”
Famous last words.
Ting-a-ling-a-ling!
A loud, tinny sound emanates from the Rec Zone HQ, and Silver’s stomach responds accordingly: it rumbles.
It’s dinnertime.
She leaps out of Alex’s arms. “It’s about time! I haven’t been this hungry since …” She has second thoughts about completing that sentence.
She hasn’t been this hungry since she was a Fringer, and those memories aren’t yet far enough in the past. She was officially repatriated the same day she became the Hunter General, which was precisely two months ago today. She still bears the scars from her drugged-out fight with the trio of Chimera in Jake’s butcher shop, and the Governor’s words at her hospital bedside are still nagging at her.
Welcome to the dawn of a new age.
Cryptic bullshit.
Shrugging those disturbing thoughts away, Silver makes a beeline toward the lure of food: spit roasted Chimera belly.
Mmm.
Dinner is cooked every night by the Rec Zone staff over the smaller campfire. When the bell rings, the campers gather and take their fill, sitting around the larger fire to socialize.
Alex gives himself a few extra moments of privacy, waiting for his arousal to subside before he follows her. Glancing around the site, it appears that many of the eighteen tents currently pitched in the Rec Zone belong to young couples on romantic getaways. In the middle of the school year, that’s not unusual.
One such couple remains conspicuously absent from dinner. The roar from the fire barely obscures the strange noises coming from inside their tent, and Alex’s lips curve into a wicked smile as he sits down beside Silver with a plate of food.
“I reckon we could give them a run for their money.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“Uh-huh. A little bit of competitive spirit is healthy. Plus, I don’t think it hurts to keep consummating our marriage. You know, just to make sure that we’ve fulfilled our marital obligations properly.”
“I don’t know that there are too many more ways we could try it. If we haven’t gotten it right by now, I don’t think we’re ever gonna.”
“It’s only been three days. Give me enough time and I’ll come up with something.”
Silver blushes, but the warm glow of the campfire obscures it.
Three days ago, the consummation of their marriage had occurred within hours of the small, understated service they’d had at City Hall. They’d barely left the bedroom since, and Silver is getting the distinct impression that Alex wants to keep it that way.
Not that spending a week in bed with him would be any kind of hardship for her, but she can already feel herself starting to get a little antsy.
She needs something to do.
She needs excitement.
She needs to kill something.
 



CHAPTER TWO

Downward Facing Hunter
 
Rising with the sun, Silver emerges from the tent and stretches every muscle in her body. Six years in the Fringe District had trained her body to tolerate sleeping in even the worst conditions, but just two months back in the Sentinel District is already starting to make her soft.
One look around the campsite at all the zippered up tents and Silver can tell that she’s the first camper to rise—and that’s not a surprise. She’d give anything to be able to sleep in past dawn, but her body’s hardwired for the Hunter Division.
Just like Jimmy Harkin’s.
She finds him sitting on the stoop of the Rec Zone HQ, sipping a mug of freshly heated coffee. At her approach, he pours a second mug from a thermos and offers it to her.
“I’ll bet you’ve been awake for an hour.”
Silver accepts the mug with a smile and settles down beside him on the stoop. “At least.”
“It’s a hard habit to break.”
Silver snorts. “Tell that to Alex.” She tips her head in the direction of their tent. “He’s sleeping like a rock in there. I’m not sure I like the effect the Police Division’s having on him.”
“You’re sure it’s the Police Division?”
“What else?”
“Contentment.”
“He’s not a cat, Jimmy. It takes more than a full belly and a warm blanket to satiate him.”
“If you say so. But if you ask me, it’s a symptom of the difference between love and money.”
“Meaning?”
“Hunting was always just a job to him. He was a six-year vet by the time you met him, but I met him as a rookie, straight out of the Academy.”
“And?”
Jimmy shrugs. “There was never any emotion with him, that’s all. He showed up, did his job, and went home. That was it.”
“He was an accomplished Hunter. He—”
“He was going through the motions,” Jimmy cuts her off. “He’d been given a life changing opportunity and he took it. Who wouldn’t? A life in the Division is a readymade career.”
“You’re saying he never wanted to be a Hunter?”
“I’m saying he never would’ve cared if he wasn’t. That’s the difference between him and us: we’d hunt no matter what. Money never had anything to do with it.”
“Says the man who lives and works on an island that prohibits weapons. What do you hunt with here? A water pistol?”
Silver’s only teasing him, but his face remains taut and serious.
“I never said it was easy to adjust to a life without a gun.”
Before Silver can press him on that, a shrill female voice cuts through the air. Not quite a scream, but more like a wail. Jimmy tosses his mug aside and bolts toward the sound, trying to disguise a distinct limp. It’s easy to hide the old injury at walking pace, and Silver had barely noticed it until now. Respectfully, she follows a pace or two behind him, not wanting to rub her able-bodied form in his face by beating him to the scene, even though she easily could.
By the time they round the corner onto the main campsite, the woman is shrieking at the top of her lungs. Other campers have been woken from their sleep and are beginning to congregate around the agitated mother-of-two, who’s now wielding a fire poker at another camper.
Jimmy splits them up.
“Where do you think you are?” He snatches the poker away from the screamer. “This isn’t the Fringe District, woman. Sentinel District rules still apply here.”
“Good.” She folds her arms defiantly. “Then you can have that man arrested immediately.”
“What for? You were the one brandishing a weapon.”
“He stole from me. He snuck into my tent and he stole my private property.”
Silver recognizes the accused as the tree hater from the day before. Caught up in this argument on his way to the men’s showers, he’s naked beneath a towel wrapped around his waist. He’s of middling years, chubby, and his sandals are at least one size too small for his very wide and hairy feet.
He laughs at his accuser. “I’m the one who should be pressing charges. You just assaulted me!”
A rather heated exchange of words ensues, and Silver elects to watch the performance from a distance. Taking this opportunity to sneak over to the breakfast cart while all the other campers are distracted, she nabs the nicest looking berry muffin and keeps one ear on the proceedings.
She gathers it has something to do with a misplaced pair of undies.
Behind her, Alex is one of the last campers to drag himself out into the open. Still wearing pajamas and rubbing sleep out of his eyes, he does his best to ignore the kerfuffle and follows his nose toward the smell of food. Grabbing himself a flapjack, he flops down beside Silver on a nearby bench and finds himself with a front seat to the unfolding drama.
As the row escalates, he looks on in amused silence while Silver watches him take a bite out of the flapjack.
“Since when do you eat breakfast?”
“Since my first choice got taken off the menu.” He rolls up his sleeve to show her a nicotine patch stuck to his upper arm. “The patch will deal with the cravings, but it’s up to you to keep my fingers busy.” He winks.
“I can’t believe you got so excited about coming to a place that prohibits you from feeding your lifelong addiction.” Silver shakes her head in wonder. “After this experience, maybe you can show me some kind of empathy and actually cut me some slack every once in a while.”
Alex is suddenly struck by her. She never talks about her sobriety so candidly. In fact, this might be the first time that she’s ever come close to using her name and the word ‘addiction’ in the same sentence. She’d been off the kicks since before her banishment, but the liquor … well, she’d always vehemently denied that was ever an issue.
Not that it matters much in the end. Addict or not, she’s been dry since her repatriation.
“Are you okay?” Alex wonders.
“I guess I should be thankful.” Silver looks off into the distance. “When those Chimera ripped me apart and put me in the hospital, they almost bled me dry. I got a free detox, thanks to all the blood transfusions.”
That’s not really an answer, but it’s probably as close as he’s ever going to get to one. He drops the subject, and in the silence that follows, he feels the need for a distraction.
With his mouth full, “What’s going on over there?” He nods in the direction of the arguing campers.
“It looks as though there might be a thief among us.”
“Hmm.” He takes another bite out of the flapjack, wholly unconcerned.
“I think they’re about to call in the Police Division.”
Alex says nothing.
“The Police Division,” Silver repeats, turning to look at him. “In other words: you.”
“Na-uh.” He wags a finger at her. “I’m on vacation.”
“You’re still the Chief of Police.”
“And I’m still on vacation.”
Silence.
With Jimmy’s assessment of Alex’s motivations beginning to weigh on her, Silver has to ask: “Do you like your job?”
“What kind of question is that for seven o’clock in the morning?”
“I’m just curious.”
“A job’s a job. Why?”
“No reason.” She sighs.
Before another silence has a chance to creep in, Jimmy marches over to them.
“Could I get your help over here for a second?”
Alex doesn’t move.
Silver nudges him. “He’s asking you, not me.”
Alex gives an exaggerated sigh, brushes flapjack crumbs onto the ground, and jumps up from the bench. He strides into the middle of the group of gathered campers, pajamas, sandals and all, and makes a most confident and theatrical proclamation.
“There’s a thief in our midst!”
Far from settling the crowd, the confirmation that a crime has indeed been committed sets the campers into a verbal frenzy. Alex quiets them by holding up the palm of his hand, then he points directly at the woman who started all of this nonsense.
“You had your privacy violated. Am I correct?”
She nods. “That’s right.”
“Some sneaky little pervert took it upon himself to creep inside your tent while you were sleeping, and rummage around in your intimates. Is that the truth?”
“It is,” the woman declares triumphantly.
Jimmy leans in to Silver. “Where’s he going with this?”
Silver shakes her head. “Not a clue.”
Alex has the full and absolute attention of everyone in the campsite—except for the antisocial couple who have yet to emerge from their tent at all—and he’s getting more animated by the second.
“As you rightly suspect, the culprit is indeed here with us this morning.”
The crowd erupts.
“But it’s not this man.” Alex points to the hairy-toed towel guy and silences them all. “Oh, no. He may be guilty of a most heinous podalic crime—the abuse of a good pair of sandals—but he definitely did not take your panties.”
The towel guy looks down at his feet, slightly confused.
“This was not our culprit’s first offense!” Alex continues. “It is, in fact, the same pervert who watched my wife urinate behind a bush!”
Silver drops her head into her hands. “Oh, geez.”
“He stole our compass!” Alex testifies. “And he left us lost and starving in a dense forest, with no hope of rescue!” His eyes are as wide as saucers.
“What’s his name?” one of the campers shouts.
“Yeah! Who is it?” another joins in.
Righteous roars break out all around.
For the dramatic finale, Alex points out the thief. “There he is!”
Perched high up in a nearby fir tree: a squirrel.
Dangling from a branch not far away: a pair of women’s panties.
Mystery solved.
“Now shut up and eat breakfast.” Alex scowls and walks away.
Silver holds back a giggle. Following Alex inside their tent, she watches him get dressed and tries to coax a smile out of him.
“Come on, Sherlock. You enjoyed that little show more than you want to admit.”
“People are such morons.”
“No argument, but—” She stops herself abruptly. “Wait. Are you wearing yoga pants?”
Alex turns to her with a wide grin, his good mood apparently restored. “We’re going to meditate.”
“I hope that’s a euphemism for you taking a shit, ‘cause I’m not—”
Alex grabs her wrist and pulls her out of the tent, not giving her much of a choice in the matter.
“You might enjoy it.”
Yeah, right.
Silver proves him wrong about that in the first half-hour. She couldn’t possibly be any more bored. She’s easily the most flexible person in the group, and most of the positions in the instructor’s repertoire are those she was taught during her first years in the Hunter Division Academy.
Balance.
Poise.
Flexibility.
All traits of a good Hunter.
Silver checks her invisible watch. It’s been at least an hour. Fully extended in the downward facing dog, her will to live slowly evaporating, her face just inches from the ground, she notices something unusual in the dirt.
A footprint.
It rained a little last night, and the ground is just beginning to harden under the morning sun. The footprint is perfectly preserved, and it’s not human. At least, not exactly.
If Silver didn’t know any better, she’d say it was Chimeran. It has the right number of toes, and it’s from a creature that walks bearing weight on the balls of its feet. The talon marks are clearly visible, and the size of the foot would be congruent with a large male … but it can’t be. It appears to be from a bipedal creature, and there’s something weird about the toes: they’re not divided quite right. If a human or Chimera were to step in deep mud, the mud would ooze up in between the digits and leave quite a distinctive pattern, but this print’s not like that. It’s almost as if the toes are webbed.
Silver sneaks a quick peek at the people around her. All of them, including Alex, are totally preoccupied with the task at hand. Their eyes are closed and they’re soaking up the kind of inner tranquility that you can obviously only achieve by shoving your bum way up high in the air and simultaneously kissing the dirt.
Lame.
Silver slips silently out of position and begins to crawl away from the group on her hands and knees. She follows the trail of footprints to the edge of the yoga-designated clearing beside East Lake, where they disappear into the undergrowth. Looking back over her shoulder, she determines that Alex is going to be busy for a while. He won’t even notice that she’s gone, and she’ll make sure to be back at camp before lunch.
At least, that’s the plan …
 
*************************
 
Eventually, Alex does realize that Silver’s gone. He figured that she’d snuck off back to camp and didn’t think anything else of it. He was disappointed by her continued resistance to the idea of a vacation, but he was willing to give her another day or two to relax into it.
Several hours later, after an exhaustive yoga session that was finished off with a dip in the lake, Alex returns to camp with the rest of the group. His first stop is their tent, but Silver’s not there. She’s not anywhere, it seems. She’s not by the lake, and she’s not in the communal area inside the Rec Zone HQ. She’s gone.
Exasperated by the fruitlessness of his search, he spots Jimmy over by a picnic table and decides to do a little bit of detective work. Perhaps Jimmy’s seen her. Perhaps Jimmy knows where she is. As he gets closer, he can see that Jimmy’s having a difficult time trying to consol a very angry mother whose young child is crying uncontrollably in her arms. More panty theft?
Seeing Alex approach, Jimmy gets up from the table and meets him a few feet away, his expression grave. “Where’s Silver?”
Alex looks surprised. “I was just coming to ask you that. Have you not seen her?”
Jimmy glowers at him. “I thought she was sober these days.”
Alex feels a flash of panic sweep through him. She wouldn’t. Would she? Impossible, he concludes. The Rec Zone is an alcohol-free, drug-free, weapon-free haven. Even if she were fixing to have the shortest marriage in Amaranthian history, she wouldn’t have access to the necessary substances.
“She is sober. And clean,” Alex insists. “Why? What happened?” He notices that the mother of the crying child is glaring daggers at him over Jimmy’s shoulder. “What did she do?”
“The kid says she strode into camp looking like a mad woman. Her hands were covered in blood, she was carrying a rather large, pointy stick, and was muttering something about monsters. She took a roll of duct tape from the supply room and then disappeared back into the woods. What the hell is going on with her, Alex? She seemed fine this morning.”
“Which way did she go?”
Jimmy points west. “Don’t bother bringing her back until she’s down off whatever high made her act like this.”
 
*************************
 
Armed with a long stick, a sharpened rock chip secured to the end of it with duct tape, Silver crouches low to the ground and inspects a footprint in the dirt. She’s been at this for hours. She’s sweaty, dirty, and has more than a few leaves caught up in her hair from clambering through various bushes and shrubs.
A noise.
Freeze.
Her body tensed for action, she listens closely …
“What the fuck are you doing?”
Alex’s voice almost makes her leap right out of her skin. She was so focused on the task at hand that she had no idea he was creeping up on her.
“I’ve been looking for you for ages.” He sounds grumpy. “Where the hell did you go?”
“I had some investigative work to do.” She turns her attention back to the footprint. “What do you think this is?”
Alex hauls her up off the ground by her ponytail and moves in front of her, completely obliterating the print. “I think this is a woman on the edge. On the edge of what? I have no idea. But I really hope that you’re just faking this insanity to make me take you back to the Sentinel District.”
“Insanity? You think this is insanity?” She points to her own face. “This is determination.”
Covered in dirt, her skin smeared with traces of grass and moss, her hands stained with the juice of the berries she’s been picking and eating along the way, she looks more like a Lurker than she does a Hunter. As Alex lets go of her hair, he finds his fingers covered in some thick, mucilaginous slime. It smells like bile.
“And what is it that you’re determined to do exactly?” He wipes his fingers off on his pants. “Are you trying to punish me for wanting to spend some time alone with you away from the goddamn Hunter Division?”
He takes her face in his hands and holds her eyelids apart, peering into her eyes to check the dilation of her pupils: they’re slightly dilated.
Silver bats his hands away. “There’s something out here! I’m sure of it.”
Alex looks around the deserted woods. “There’s nothing out here, Silver.” He snatches her pointy stick away from her. “Just more crazy waiting to be let loose.”
He breaks the stick in half over his knee and tosses it away, then presses the back of his hand against her forehead. She’s warm, but not extremely so.
She swats at his hand again. “What’re you doing? There’s nothing wrong with me.”
“That’s a matter of opinion.” He snatches up her filthy hands and inspects them.
The staining is all berry juice.
Not blood.
Relief.
“Seriously, I’m perfectly fine, Alex.” She tries to pull back her hands, but he’s gripping them too tightly. “I know what you’re thinking, but I haven’t eaten any wild mushrooms this time. I swear.”
Alex glances up into the sky to check on the progress of the weather. Rain clouds had started to move in an hour ago, and now they’re threatening to break.
“Okay. You’ve made your point.”
“Huh?”
“You’re not into yoga. Fair enough. I get it. We’ll do something more exciting tomorrow, I promise.”
The first drops of rain begin to fall.
Silver shakes her head in protest. “I wasn’t trying to—”
“You’ve been wandering around in the woods for hours. You’re overheated and dehydrated. Let’s get back to camp and get you cleaned up.”
More rain.
Alex takes her by the arm and tries to lead her away, but she refuses to budge.
“What about the footprints?!”
Alex looks down at the already damp ground. “What footprints?”
“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.” Silver crouches down in the dirt, pointing to a slight indentation in a spot of mud by the base of a tree. “Right there.”
The rain’s now really beginning to pound, and Alex can barely tell what she’s pointing at.
He tilts his head to one side. “It looks like a fish to me.”
“What? Now who’s crazy? Fish don’t have feet.”
“No, I mean … look.” He draws a face on it with a twig. “That’s its head, and its fins are right here …”
Silver snatches the twig away from him. “Are you mocking me?”
Alex laughs. “No. I’m just joining in.”
“Whatever. I don’t care if you don’t believe me.” She gets back on her feet and surveys the woodland around them, her hair now drenched and matted to her body, her clothes already soaked through. “I found a trail of weird tracks. I tried following them, but they just led me around in circles. You know what we need?”
“Towels?”
“Luka.” She bites on a fingernail, deep in thought. “He’s the best tracker I know.”
Okay, that does it. Alex is officially no longer enjoying this.
“Why does it seem like his name’s always on the tip of your tongue lately?”
Silver rolls her eyes. “Why does it seem like you’re always jealous of something that happened nearly twenty years ago?”
“It’s not what he did twenty years ago that bothers me, it’s what he did last week.”
Silver retrieves her broken stick from the ground. “He was confused.”
“He was out of order.”
She pulls the stolen roll of duct tape out of her back pocket, ready to bind the two halves of her stick back together. “He’d been drinking.”
“It was our wedding day!”
“He—”
“Stop making excuses for him.” Alex steals the pointy end of the stick off her and hurls it away into the undergrowth. “He made a pass at you an hour before you and I stepped into the registrar’s office together.”
“He didn’t make a pass at me, Alex.” Silver throws down the other half of her stick in frustration. “It was more like a cry for help.”
“I don’t care what it was. I made him my Deputy and that was how he repaid me.”
“He won’t do it again.”
“He can’t.”
“The restraining order is unnecessary.”
“Yeah? Well, I feel better knowing that he can’t be in your company without someone else present.”
“We’re too old for chaperones, Alex. It’s fucking embarrassing.”
“Then he needs to learn how to—”
Without warning, Silver forces a kiss on him and smothers his building anger. When the kiss breaks: “I married you, not him. He made an ass of himself when he tried to coax me out of City Hall with him, and he knows it. Let’s not keep dredging up the past, okay? This is supposed to be our honeymoon.”
“Some honeymoon. You ditched me and went wandering about in the woods, hunting a hallucination. What kind of berries have you been eating?”
Silver looks down at her mucky hands, now slowly being washed clean by the rain. “You told me not to eat the wild mushrooms. You didn’t say anything about the berries.”
“Well, just lay off the berries from now on. I don’t think they’re agreeing with you.”
“Damnit.” She sighs, feeling a headache coming on. “I really thought I was on the brink of something.”
“You were.” Alex laughs. “It’s called madness. And if they have the same berries in the Fringe District as they do here, I think that explains a thing or two about the Lurkers. Thank god I got to you before you started eating people’s faces off.” He wraps an arm over her shoulders. “That would’ve been a deal breaker.”
 



CHAPTER THREE

The Wind & the Willow
 
Silver opens one eye and peers at Alex in the darkness of the tent. He’s fast asleep, drooling onto his pillow.
Good. She’d managed to wear him out after all.
Trying not to make a sound, she peels back the covers and slips quietly out of bed. She pulls on her Hunter Division boots and pants and a moderately clean tank top. Checking over her shoulder to make sure that Alex is still sound asleep, she reaches for a hold-all full of her camping gear and navigates its contents by touch alone.
Aha!
She pulls free a picnic blanket, rolled up tightly inside a canvas bag. Taking care not to rock the airbed, she slides the blanket out of the bag and unravels it on the ground. Concealed in the middle of it, tucked away in the folds of the fabric, is her hunting knife and sheath.
A self-satisfied smile begins to takeover her lips. It’s not as good as a gun, but it’s the next best thing. She fixes it to her belt and snatches up a small pocket flashlight from a front pouch in the hold-all.
Fuck yoga.
Now the real fun begins.
Walking with a purpose, she’s at the Cut Off boundary fence within fifteen minutes. Traversing the width of the island from east to west and back again, she looks up and down the fence, inspecting it for any signs of weakness.
As per government policy, the Rec Zone is inspected annually by the Omega board of Health and Safety, and the fence is always under close scrutiny. One broken link would be enough to constitute a code violation and have the whole Zone shut down until it could be repaired and reinforced.
So needless to say, she finds nothing. Not even a patch of rust. Clamping the flashlight between her teeth, she grabs hold of the fence and tries to pull herself up onto it. It’ll definitely take her weight, but the wire’s too abrasive against her skin. If she were to scale it like that, she’d end up with nubs for fingers.
Planting her feet back down on the ground, she looks around for another option. A hundred or so feet away, almost exactly where she started, a large beech tree is bristling in the breeze. It’s rooted close to the fence, and on the other side of the fence is an old two-storey warehouse.
Convenient.
Now she just needs to find the right tools.
Back at base camp, she borrows two paperclips from a stack of ‘Rate Your Experience’ questionnaires that Jimmy keeps in a plastic tub fixed to the side of the Rec Zone HQ. Balancing the flashlight on a nearby ledge, she uses the paperclips to pick the lock on the emergency box that contains the axe.
Bingo!
The case pops open and she seizes the axe. It should be all she needs.
Minutes later, she’s back at the base of the beech tree and she’s ready to do it some damage. Exerting all the force she can muster—breaking a sweat, despite the cold night air—she begins to chip away at the base of the trunk and gradually manages to cut a ‘v’ shape out of the wood.
By the end of it, her shoulders are burning. Not that the pain she knows she’ll face in the morning even comes close to dissuading her—she’s far from finished. The tree is still upright, refusing to topple, but it shouldn’t need much more encouragement.
Silver digs the blade of the axe into the side of a nearby tree, making a mental note to retrieve it on her way back to camp, hoping to put it back inside the case before anyone realizes that it was gone. Then, wiping the sweat from her face with her tank top, she prepares to give gravity a bit of a helping hand.
She backs up several feet and readies herself.
One, two, three …
She takes a running leap at the tree and slams a back kick into the trunk, just a foot or so above the cut. It makes a sharp crack, but remains vertical.
Damnit.
Shaking off her sore muscles, she backs up and repeats.
Crack.
Nothing.
Fuck.
Again.
Another crack, and now splinters of wood begin to snap away from the trunk as it starts to tilt precariously forward.
Almost.
Silver takes one final run at the tree, but this time she doesn’t propel herself back from it—she keeps running. Momentum carries her up the leaning tree, her weight forcing it to give under the pressure.
Boom!
The sound of the snapping trunk echoes around the Rec Zone like a crack of thunder. Silver tries to steady herself and keep balance, but as the top of the tree hits the roof of the building on the other side of the fence, the trunk bows and flexes.
As it springs back up toward her, it throws her off her feet and into the air for a few terrifying, disorienting seconds. When she lands—which seems like forever later—she loses her footing. She tumbles off the side of the trunk, reaching out desperately for anything to hold onto, or anything to break her fall.
Success!
She wraps her arm around a branch and thankfully, though it protests, it holds her weight. Dangling there, seven feet in the air, she summons up the last of her strength and hauls herself back up onto the trunk. By now, her shoulders are screaming at her. She rests there for a moment, straddling the tree and catching her breath.
Convincing herself that the hard part’s over, she gets back on her feet. Holding her arms outstretched for balance, she walks the length of the trunk like an awkward, spiky tightrope, feeling nothing but relief when she finally reaches the rooftop on the other side.
Hopping down onto what looks like a corrugated metal roof, the darkness of the night obscures the fact that the metal is almost completely rusted through.
She hears the crack of splitting metal.
“Oh, crap.”
Too late.
Fortunately, the floor beneath is still intact and she only falls eight feet, but the rusty metal roof leaves its mark on her. Falling through the jagged hole, a razor sharp shard of metal slices deep into her skin and gives her a nasty four inch gash in the flesh of her upper right arm.
Searing pain.
Perfect.
Fumbling the flashlight out of her back pocket, she casts its beam over the wound and satisfies herself that nothing major is damaged. It feels like a knife is being twisted under her skin, but experience tells her that it’s not life threatening. Not even close.
“That wasn’t so bad,” she reassures herself, heaving herself up from the floor. “Not my crowning moment, but still.”
Hurting all over, she makes her way to the ground floor and out into the street. She’s never been here before, but she’s been here before. This place looks just like any number of the other derelict Out District ruins she’s spent her life using as a playground. The only thing different about this playground is that it’s empty.
No Chimera.
Nothing.
It’s dead quiet.
Most of the wood frame residential buildings are almost completely collapsed. They’re piles of tinder, with plastic garden chairs and other useless junk sticking out from underneath. These buildings were all raided for electronics and other items of value at the collapse of the Old World. Most places were. Anything metal was of value then, just as it is now. The scrap metal trade is big business in Amaranthe. Without it, industry would slowly grind to a halt.
Old World tin cans, cars, shopping carts, signs—anything. Almost everything can be melted down and recycled back into the New World. After all, it’s not like there’s anyone out there mining for ore anymore.
Further into her exploration, she finds some brick buildings that have stood the test of time much better. The rooftops are long gone, but the walls are still relatively intact. Snooping around inside their remains, she finds the tatters of an old American flag.
That’ll do.
She cuts away a strip of the material with her hunting knife and stuffs it in her pocket. That’s phase one. Phase two: find a white willow tree. A little further south, and it looks like she’s going to be in luck. What used to be an Old World park is now an explosion of grass and trees and other greenery. The surrounding wooden houses have been swallowed up by the vegetation, and the whole area is lush and dense.
It’s hard to tell apart the different kinds of trees in the dark, and Silver isn’t much of a botanist at the best of times, but the slender, droopy branches and leaves of the willow tree are fairly conspicuous. Upon finding one, Silver uses her knife to cut a strip of the bark away. She slaps it against the wound on her arm, sticky side inward, and binds it there with the piece of fabric she tore from the flag.
The bark and leaves of the willow tree contain salicin, an aspirin-like substance that can be used to relieve pain and fever. It can also help to reduce joint and muscle inflammation, and Silver’s muscles are still stinging. She grabs a handful of willow leaves and munches on them as she walks away. They’re bitter, but she’s in too much pain to care.
Making her way back into the more industrial areas of the Cut Off, something suddenly stops her in her tracks.
A noise.
A scuttering of something in between two buildings.
She freezes. She’s practically unarmed. She reminds herself that there aren’t any Chimera here. There can’t be any Chimera here: the entire island is cut off from the Unknown Territories. This place is nothing more than a tomb.
Rats?
That damn squirrel?
Whatever. Silver shrugs and carries on. She walks a few more blocks and finds a few more things to investigate. She pokes her nose in amongst the rubble of old warehouses, storefronts, and homes, trudging onward until something of interest really catches her attention.
A sock.
One lonely sock, lying in the middle of the street.
Not an Old World rag, or a torn scrap of decomposing fabric, but an actual sock. Silver picks it up and takes a closer look at it.
It’s dirty.
“Eww.” She flings it over her shoulder. “That squirrel dude needs to start being a little more selective.”
She’s about to walk on when she sees something else distinctly New Worldy: a silk chemise, dangling off an old fence post. Investigating that, she takes her knife in her hand and enters the building beyond the fence.
It’s an Old World family home. Though the roof collapsed over a century ago, an old Rec Zone tent has been draped over the top of the walls in a child’s old bedroom. It’s the only room in the house that isn’t completely exposed to the elements.
In it, Silver finds the usual: toys strewn about the floor, old picture frames and broken memories, fragments of clothing and blankets. The glass has been taken from the window panes, probably sometime during the First Reclamation.
She also finds the distinctly unusual.
In the corner of the room, there’s a pile of clothes, blankets, towels, and pillows. All are New World. All are from the Rec Zone.
A bed?
A nest?
Whatever it is, it hasn’t been there long and it’s being used on a regular basis. Silver doesn’t know what to make of it. She kneels on the floor beside a child’s old bed frame, careful to avoid the rusty springs where a mattress used to be. Picking at some relics on the floor, she finds a child’s journal and begins to flick through the pages.
It ends abruptly in the year 2013.
Saddened, Silver discards it, lays the flashlight down on the floor and leans back against the wall, closing her eyes. The wind whispering in through the open window sounds like breathing. It’s sporadic. Almost rhythmic. Should wind really be that consistent? Mmm, the salicin is working. She can barely feel the throbbing in her arm anymore.
Creak.
Silver becomes rigid with tension, but she doesn’t open her eyes.
Wind doesn’t bear weight.
Suppressing a sudden rush of fear, she lifts one eyelid and peers out into the darkness. The flashlight’s beam is aimed across the room, but there’s something in the hallway. She can’t make it out in the shadows, but there is something there.
Slowly, she wraps the fingers of one hand around the hilt of her knife. With her other hand, she inches for the flashlight.
One inch.
Two.
Three.
Her fingertips make contact with the rubber grip and she takes a deep breath. In one fluid motion, she hooks the flashlight between two fingers, trains the beam on the doorway, pulls her knife from its sheath, and springs to her feet.
Gone.
The shadow, whatever it is, is much faster than she is. She catches barely a glimpse of some grayish skin and nothing more. Despite her better judgment, she makes chase.
But she’s much too late.
She’s alone in the crumbling shell of someone’s Old World home, and all she knows is that it wasn’t a fucking squirrel, or a berry hallucination. She doesn’t have a name for what it was—she’s so tired she can’t even really begin to comprehend it—but at least she’s not losing her mind.
Convincing herself of that, she navigates her way back to her felled tree, only taking one or two wrong turns along the way. Not looking forward to the challenge of heaving herself back up through the nasty metal hole, she’s pleased to discover a stairwell with roof access. This time, she sticks close to the reinforced edges of the roof and clambers onto the tree from the ledge.
Crawling back down the trunk on her hands and knees, she realizes that it must be close to dawn by now. She must get the axe back before anyone from the camp wakes up.
There’s just one problem.
The axe is gone.
Fuck.
Was this the same tree? She looks around. It must be. She traces her fingers over the gouge where she’d dug in the blade, just to reassure herself that her memory isn’t faulty.
The axe was moved.
Someone else was here.
In her haste, trying to hurry back to camp before dawn breaks, her foot catches on something on the forest floor and she almost trips. She stumbles, catches herself, and turns around to glare at the offending root.
Only, it’s not a root.
It’s the axe, and it’s at least twelve feet away from the tree where she’d left it.
Huh.
Retrieving it from the dirt, Silver shakes off her doubts and kicks up her pace a few knots. In her mind, there can only be one explanation: Alex must’ve come after her. In anger, he probably snatched up the axe and threw it. He’s probably already back at camp, waiting there for her with a frown.
Damnit. 
            
             
 



CHAPTER FOUR

Blood & Bruises
 
Preparing a satisfactory explanation—or rather, a lie—in her head, Silver’s thoughts are disrupted mid-flow by the realization that the campsite is serenely quiet. Alex isn’t even awake yet—no-one is. The whole place is silent, save for the snoring of one or two male campers.
This is disconcerting and weird, but first things first: the salicin is wearing off. As Silver flexes the muscles in her right hand, the nerves in her arm send out a sharp twinge of pain, reminding her that she needs proper medical attention. She needs real painkillers and a real bandage, real soon.
Quickly replacing the axe inside its case, she heads for the first aid station in the communal area of the Rec Zone HQ. After delving through cupboards and drawers and finding nothing more exciting than several hundred elastic bands, some expired multi-vitamins, and a half dozen emergency flashlights, she finally stumbles upon a first aid kit.
It’s fairly basic, but it has just about everything she needs: a suture needle and thread, saline, gauze, tape, and even something for the pain.
She discards the willow bark and flag strip into the trash, both things now completely soaked with her blood. She irrigates the wound with the saline and preps a needle and thread to stitch herself up. First, though, she wants a little something for the pain …
Jimmy walks in as she’s preparing to draw a syringe of an injectable painkiller.
“Do you even know what that shit is?”
Silver is moderately startled by the sound of his voice, but you’d never know it. “Yeah. It’s gonna make me feel better.”
He plucks the glass bottle out of her hand before she even has the syringe ready.
“It’s Demerol, and it’s highly addictive.”
“Has Alex been coaching you?” She scowls at him, already digging through the box for something else. “Don’t you people know how to let shit go?”
“He doesn’t need to coach me, I was there. Or don’t you remember?”
“Vaguely. If I’m honest, those years are a little fuzzy.” She shoves the box across the counter. “What else do you have, then? There’s nothing in here but anti-inflammatories.”
Jimmy hands her a bottle of aspirin from an odds and sods drawer.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” she grumbles, swiping the bottle from him anyway. “I’m not a child.”
“No, you’re not. Even children have more self-restraint than you.”
Silver pulls a face at him as she uncaps the bottle and takes twice the recommended adult dose, just to be a rebel. She nearly chokes on them when he takes her by the arm and begins to poke about in her wound, causing her to wince and bite back a squeal.
“Your bedside manner needs some work.” She clenches her jaw. “Did anyone ever tell you that?”
Ignoring her, Jimmy picks up the needle and thread and prepares to start suturing the gash. “What the hell happened to you?”
“I tripped.”
Jimmy looks up at her with one eyebrow cocked. “You tripped? On what? A rusty razor blade?”
“Pretty much.”
“In the Cut Off?” Jimmy guesses.
Silver doesn’t answer that, and Jimmy doesn’t really need her to.
“What were you doing out there? The same thing you were doing all day yesterday in the woods?” He looks up at her. “Chasing monsters?”
As soon as he finishes the last stitch, Silver pulls her arm away, slaps some iodine soaked gauze onto it, and binds it with a self-adhesive bandage.
“I had a bad day, okay? Nothing else to it.”
“A bad day?” Jimmy couldn’t possibly be any more dissatisfied with that answer. “That’s all you’re gonna give me?”
“What more do you want from me? Alex reckons I was having some kind of allergic reaction to the wild berries I was eating. I learned my lesson: no more berries.”
“An allergy? Really? Other people with allergies go into anaphylactic shock, but you turn into a Lurker. Does that sound right to you?”
Silver shrugs. “It’s the best I’ve got.”
She turns to leave, but Jimmy stops her.
“Where are you going?”
“I need to wash up before anyone else sees me.” She indicates her blood-soaked clothes. “However scary I was yesterday, I don’t think it even begins to compare to this. Do you?”
She’s right. This bloody rampage look easily trumps yesterday’s picture of mental instability. As Jimmy runs his eyes over her from top to bottom, his attention becomes drawn to something clipped at her belt.
Her hunting knife.
“Do rules mean nothing to you?!” He strides over to her and removes the weapon from her person without waiting to be invited to do so. “You were supposed to check this in at the border.”
Silver shrugs. “Oops.”
She reaches for it, but Jimmy holds it away from her.
“You can have it back at the end of the week.”
“Are you serious?”
“You might be the Hunter General out there”—he points to the Sentinel District—“but in here, you’re just like everyone else.”
“I’ll never be like everyone else,” Silver mumbles, turning and heading for the communal showers.
Rounding the corner of the building, not looking where she’s going, she bulldozes through the doorway and ploughs straight into another camper.
A male camper.
Luka.
Stepping out of the communal shower room with a towel slung over his shoulder, he’s dripping wet and stark naked. Silver has no idea what strikes her more dumb: the fact that he’s here, the fact that he’s so unconcerned by his own nudity, or the thing dangling between his legs.
While she tries not to stare at the latter, Luka casually ruffles the towel over his sandy blonde hair.
“This is the men’s shower. You know that, right?”
“I do now.” Her eyes start to drift south and she jerks them back up again. “What the fuck are you doing here, Luka?”
He upturns both palms to the sky. “I’m on vacation. Obviously.”
“You can’t be on vacation. Alex is on vacation.”
“All right, then. I’m undercover.”
Both of Silver’s eyebrows leap upward at that. He’s not under the towel, much less anything else. “Then who’s running the Police Division?”
“Technically?”
“Stop fucking with me.”
Luka laughs, his green eyes twinkling. “Seriously, I’m here on official business. I’m here for you.”
Silver’s heart almost stops beating. She flounders for a moment, her mind racing at a million thoughts per second, her jaw dropping half open. “Luka, I—”
“I was responding to a complaint about some lunatic who was running through the woods threatening to eat children,” he explicates. “I’m not clear on all the details, but I knew instinctively that it had something to do with you, and maybe some bath salts. To be honest, I only took the call so that I could come out here and get some fresh air.”
“When did you get here?”
“Last night. By the time I arrived, Harkin had already talked the complainant out of pressing charges. He had no idea she’d even called the Division in on it. He apologized, said it was a misunderstanding, and put me up in staff quarters for the night. So here I am.”
“In all your glory.” Silver’s gaze flickers.
Luka smirks. “Yup.”
“Wait a minute, if you’re here on official police business, does that mean you were allowed to bring your weapon?”
“Yeah. Of course. Why?”
“Just wondering. When are you leaving?”
“I’ll be out of here tonight.” Luka’s own gaze begins to wander. “Why do you look like that?”
“Huh?”
“You look like you got beat up by something sharp and angry, so I guess that means the honeymoon phase is over.”
Shit. She’d temporarily forgotten all about her appearance, and she chooses to ignore the snide reference to Alex’s past. There’s no time to dwell on it. She checks her invisible watch and begins to back away from Luka, suddenly self-conscious that they could be seen together.
“I have to go. Alex will be up soon and—”
“The restraining order?”
“It has to be this way. He won’t tolerate you under any other conditions, and you’ve only got yourself to blame for that.”
“Yeah, about the other day. I want to apologize for—”
“Don’t, Luka.”
“I should never have done what I did.”
“You shouldn’t have, but don’t lie to me. Don’t apologize when you know full well that you don’t mean it.”
She disappears, leaving Luka dangling in the breeze. Eventually, she makes her way back to the tent, trying to recollect the details of the lie she’d made up to explain her bandaged arm, but her troubled mind keeps drifting back to the axe. If Alex didn’t move it, then who?
Stuck on that thought, she almost knocks heads with Alex as he emerges from the tent, fully dressed and raring to go.
She waits for him to say something as he slowly looks her up and down, taking in all the blood and bruises.
“Do I wanna know what this is all about?” He waggles a finger at her bandaged arm and the rest.
“Probably not.”
“Where’ve you been?”
“I got up early. I went for a run and tripped down an embankment. That’ll teach me to go full tilt before the sun comes up.”
“You’re okay, though?”
“Always.”
“Good.” He breaks into a grin. “I promised you something more interesting today, right?”
Silver holds back a sigh. “What is it this time? Tai chi? Power walking? Lawn bowling?” She doesn’t let on that all she wants to do is sleep. “Competitive milk chugging? Or chessboxing?”
“Chessboxing? Honestly?”
“I swear to god I didn’t make that up.”
On the other side of the camp, a horn blows. A truck is getting ready to take a group of campers to the other side of the island, where the dinghy is being prepared to take them to Ruffle Bar. Strapped to the top of the truck: a set of wooden staffs.
Great.
Staff fighting.
Her shoulders are still complaining from a night spent tree felling, and the last thing she’s in the mood for is to spend the better part of her day working on parries she hasn’t practiced since the Academy.
Nevertheless, she showers and dresses in record time and hops on the truck with seconds to spare. If she wasn’t so sore, she might actually be excited about this. She’d started practicing with a staff when she was still in a training bra. Not because Chimera are ever likely to develop weapons skills, but because it promotes a sense of accuracy and balance. It speeds up your reaction time, and trains you to anticipate and effectively counter physical attacks, just in case you get cornered without a firearm.
Still, it’s been well over a decade since she’s held a staff in her hand, much less sparred with anyone. The same goes for Alex. He’d taken all the compulsory Academy classes, but soon found that there wasn’t much call for staff fighting in a world full of guns and grenades. They were both going to be badly out of practice. To make things worse, being partnered with Alex means that Silver has no choice but to work on her upper parries. He’s almost a foot taller, and that’s the angle he comes in from. She knows her shoulders are going to give her hell, and she’ll be in agony for days, but she’s determined not to ditch out this time.
To begin, the group is separated into categories defined by skill and experience. As Hunters, Silver and Alex are pretty much in a category all of their own and the instructor is well aware of it. There’s nothing she can teach them that they don’t already know, and to be honest, they slightly intimidate her.
She teaches the rest of the campers nine basic strikes and parries, which they practice on their own for a good while. As they become proficient at the motions, perfecting the stances and growing comfortable with the feel of the staff in their hands, she partners them up and sets them to spar against one another.
The rule is: two minutes feeder, then two minutes defender.
For two minutes, one partner strikes blows at the other, who parries the blows without striking back. When they hear the whistle, they switch. And as expected, Silver and Alex soon find themselves sidelined.
Left much to their own devices, it’s not long before they start to venture beyond the scope of the nine basic strike and parry routines that the rest of the group are still struggling to perfect. For Alex, this kicks the enjoyment factor up ten knots. For Silver, the unpredictability of his strike pattern is starting to wear her down.
An hour into the drills, she can sense that he’s starting to really hold back. That should make it better, but it doesn’t. He thinks the wound on her arm is bugging her so he’s going easy on her deliberately, and she hates that. Instead of letting herself work at a more comfortable pace, she pushes herself harder to compensate for her less-than-peak physical condition.
It stresses her to such a point that Alex can almost see her breathe a sigh of relief every time the whistle calls for her to switch to feeder, and she feeds him a repetitive combination of lower strikes that deliberately avoid any upward thrust whatsoever. The next time they switch back, he decides to test her.
He delivers a diagonal slash from top right to bottom left, forcing her to use an upper parry on the side of her wounded arm. She blocks just in time, catching his staff just an inch or two away from striking her shoulder, but his downward thrust is too powerful and she can’t push him away—and he’s not holding back this time.
Instinctively, she angles her body backwards and redirects his thrust by raising her staff to a vertical position, drawing his staff over the top of her head and pulling him off balance. When the end of her staff hits the ground, she uses it to brace her weight. She lifts up her legs and side thrust kicks her opponent in the stomach.
Her opponent.
Alex.
Her husband, now lying on the ground, winded.
The rest of the group stops to stare, and Silver can feel their eyes burning into the back of her head. The crazy lady who spent half of yesterday in the woods, chasing invisible creatures, just beat up her husband in front of a group of strangers.
Awesome.
Concerned, and deeply apologetic, Silver leans over him. “Do you wanna take a walk?”
Alex tries to nod. “Good idea.”
Seeking shelter from the midday sun, Silver leads Alex down toward a small copse of trees near the shoreline and settles him in the shade of a broad oak tree.
She crouches down beside him. “How’s your stomach?”
“You obliterated it. On the plus side, we’ll save money on groceries ‘cause I’ll never need to eat again.”
“I’m sorry.” Silver scrunches up her face. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
“It’s okay. I was asking for it.”
“Why did you suddenly go all out on me like that? You’d been holding back all morning and you caught me off-guard.”
Alex winces, shifting into a more comfortable position. “I had a hunch it wasn’t just your arm that was bugging you.”
“And?”
“Don’t go back there tonight.”
“What?”
“The Cut Off.”
“What makes you think I—”
“Please, Silver. We’ve known each other for almost twenty years. You didn’t get that gash falling down an embankment.”
“You don’t kn—”
“I woke up in the middle of the night and you were gone. Besides that, you were really struggling with your upper parries back there.”
“I’m out of practice.”
“You’re hurt.”
“I saw something out there, Alex. In the Cut Off.”
He pinches the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Not this again. I thought I told you to stay away from those berries?”
“Get over the stupid berries already. It wasn’t a hallucination, I’m not high, I haven’t had a drop of alcohol since …”—she tries to think—“ages, and—”
“Silver.” Alex puts a hand on her shoulder. “There’s nothing out there. It’s a wasteland.”
“Then what were those footprints?”
Alex shrugs. “I don’t know. I didn’t see them. I—”
“You think I’m crazy.”
“No, I think you have cabin fever.”
Silver slumps down beside him, shaking her head. “I’m not sick.”
“It’s an expression.” Alex laughs. “It means you’re going stir crazy.”
“So you do think I’m crazy.”
“A different kind of crazy, though.”
Silence.
Alex nudges her. “Promise me you won’t go back out there.”
More silence.
“Silver?” he urges. “Promise me.”
“Fine,” she pouts. “No more crazy. I promise.”
            
            
 
 
 



CHAPTER FIVE

Cabin Fever
 
Alex wakes up to the feeling of something being flung at his face.
Dirty underwear.
Eww.
He flings the undies back across the tent at Silver, who’s so busy rifling through her hold-all that she doesn’t even notice.
“If you’re looking for your sanity”—he stifles a yawn—“don’t bother. It’s long gone.”
Uncharacteristically, Silver’s too preoccupied to respond directly to that.
“Have you seen my hairbrush?”
Alex rolls onto his back and stretches. “Since when do you use a hairbrush?”
Another pair of dirty undies hits him in the face, this time landing on his open mouth.
“Ugh!” He flicks them off the edge of the bed. “Watch it, would ya?”
“I am. That one was right on target.”
Silver gets on her hands and knees beside the bed, rifling through her belongings on the floor. Attempting to snare her attention, Alex rolls over to her with a dirty smile on his face.
“Now that’s exactly the position I’ve been trying to get you in all week.” He reaches out and strokes his fingers over her arm. “Would it kill you to come back to bed for a few more minutes?” He sneaks closer and starts to press kisses against her skin, slowly inching toward her neck.
It’s tempting.
He lures her back toward the sheets, coaxing her into his arms with kisses. He’s stark naked, and Silver can feel his erection pressed against her beneath the blanket. His lips busy with hers, he teases off her underwear with his free hand, his other arm bearing his weight as he moves above her and pushes her legs apart.
She winces as he pins her arms above her head.
“Is somebody a little sore this morning?” he teases.
“I think I tore every single muscle in my upper body.”
“Will a massage help?”
“It might.”
He pushes inside her. “How about that?”
“It’s nice”—she gasps—“but how’s it supposed to help my shoulders?”
“It’s not. It’s supposed to take your mind off it.” A kiss and a smile. “Is it working?”
She wraps her legs around him. “Ask me again in a few minutes.”
It’s a cute thought, but a few minutes go by and they’ve both forgotten the question. Alex flips her over and barely misses a thrust. Silver quickly repositions, leaning on her elbows, her head hanging down near the edge of the bed.
She flicks her eyes open for a split second.
A split second too long.
On the floor beside the bed, her eyes fall upon one of her white tank tops. It’s clean—never been worn—but there’s dirt on it.
A footprint.
It’s the same kind of footprint that she first saw when she was almost in this exact same position.
“Alex!” she whispers frantically.
“Mm-hmm.”
“Alex!” Louder.
“Fuck! Yes!” His eyes are still closed.
Silver rolls her eyes. “Seriously! I’m not—”
“I am!”
He slams so hard inside her that her elbows fall off the edge of the bed and her face smacks into the pillow. A couple of seconds of recovery later, and his grip on her hips relaxes and the sensation of fullness between her legs withdraws.
By the time he drops down onto the bed beside her, she’s got her underwear back on and she’s crawling out of the tent, following the direction of the prints. She gets to the edge of the tent, pokes her head through the door flap, and there—right in front of her—is the most perfect print of them all.
Pressed into half an inch of dirt, the print has undeniably Chimeran characteristics.
“Alex!” she squeals.
No response.
“Hey! Bonehead!”
Still nothing.
Silver turns back inside the tent, shakes him by the foot and tries to roust him. “You’ve gotta come look at this!”
She resumes her position, staring intently at the print, and then …
Stomp.
A man’s polished boot comes crashing down straight on top of it.
“No, no, no!” Silver smacks the toe of the boot with her fist. “Do you have any idea what you’ve just done?!” She looks up.
Luka.
Dressed in full Police Division uniform, handcuffs and all, his hands are firm on his hips and he’s glaring down at her with a fire in his green eyes.
“Get up,” he orders her.
“You said the charges were dropped.”
She begins to get to her feet, but she doesn’t do it fast enough for his satisfaction. He hauls her the rest of the way by her injured arm, causing a sharp pain to rip through her muscles.
“Where is it?” he growls at her.
“Where’s what?” She jerks her arm back. “Your elegant charm? I have no fucking idea. I haven’t seen it since we were kids.”
“My gun. Where’s my gun?”
“Between your legs, the last time I saw it.”
“All right.” He unsnaps his handcuffs. “We’ll do this the hard way.”
He pulls her arms behind her back and starts to cuff her.
“Oh, come on!” She tries to pull her arms free. “I’m not even wearing any pants!”
“That’s your problem, not mine.”
Behind Luka, Silver spots Jimmy. “Do you have any fucking idea what’s going on here?”
“No, but I’m gonna find out when I search your tent for drugs.”
“What?!”
Luka flashes his PDA screen at her: a warrant to search the tent for illegal or restricted goods.
Silver lets out a frustrated grunt. “Christ, why does everyone think I’m on drugs?”
“Look at you! Have you even seen what you look like?!”
Silver catches her reflection in the glass pane of a nearby storage shed. She’s half naked, her arm’s bandaged, her shoulders are bruised from the fall through the roof in the Cut Off, she’s got dark circles under her eyes from lack of sleep, and her hair looks like an electrocuted cat’s pelt.
“Okay, you know what? There’s a lot of moisture here and my hairbrush is missing.”
Alex finally steps out of the tent, rocking pajamas and sandals, ruffling a hand through his bed head. “What the hell’s all the yelling about?”
When his eyes adjust to the light, he sees Silver handcuffed, Luka holding her wrists, and Jimmy not doing anything to stop it.
His eyes fix on Luka. “What the fuck are you doing here?” He snarls out the ‘you’ with more than a hint of disgust.
“I’m doing my job.”
“Arresting my wife?”
“She stole my gun.”
Silver wriggles in his arms. “I did not steal your gun! You probably just hid it so that you’d have an excuse to stay here.”
Alex steps in front of her. “Wait. You knew he was here? Since when?”
“Yesterday,” she confesses. “He was supposed to be gone already.” She tugs on the handcuffs to get Luka’s attention. “Why aren’t you gone?”
In response, he tightens the cuffs, pulls her back into him and whispers in her ear. “I can’t leave without my gun.”
That’s much too close for comfort as far as Alex is concerned.
He puts a firm hand on Luka’s shoulder and drags him back a few inches. “Uncuff her.”
“I can’t do that.” Luka shakes his head.
“You can do it, and you’re gonna do it. Vacation or not, I outrank you. And no-one’s searching anything.”
“I have a warrant.”
“I don’t care if you have a written fucking invitation from the Governor, you’re not searching our tent.”
“Let him search it,” Silver snarls. “Maybe he can find my fucking hairbrush.”
Luka jerks on the handcuffs. “Is this a game to you?”
“Let. Her. Go.” Alex captures Luka in those dark brown eyes of his. “Now.”
Begrudgingly, Luka does as he’s told. By now, other campers have heard the fuss and are beginning to gather around.
Alex sends Silver back into the tent to quickly wrangle her hair and dive into some pants. Meanwhile, he instructs Jimmy to set up a table and chairs in his private office in the Rec Zone HQ, where the group reconvenes just minutes later.
Cooler, calmer, but just as stubborn, Silver claims a seat at the head of the table and rests her feet on the tabletop in front of her. In Hunter Division boots and pants, her boobs restrained with a sports bra underneath a spaghetti-strap top, her dog tags nestled in her cleavage, and her hair twisted into a tight ponytail, some of her commanding presence seems restored.
She’s the Hunter General.
No question about it.
Standing at the opposite end of the table, still wearing pajama pants and a Police Division gym shirt, Alex has his arms folded like an angry schoolmaster. He hasn’t shaved in days—nor brushed his hair—and he looks disarmingly rugged. Silver feels a small flutter in her stomach, and it’s magnified to a full-on flip when she spots the outline of their old dog tags beneath his t-shirt. She likes that streak of sentimentality in him.
Unfortunately, she has no time to enjoy the feeling.
Jimmy’s glowering at her from the corner of the room and Luka’s pacing back and forth, his anger mounting.
“If Silver didn’t take my gun, then who?” Luka looks as though he wants to punch something.
Alex shrugs. “Maybe the squirrel took it.”
Silence.
Luka stops pacing and stares at him. “A squirrel? Are you taking the piss?”
“He’s a big fucker,” Silver concurs with Alex. “And he’s got an eclectic taste in human bits and bobs.”
“He’s probably fluffing his tail with your hairbrush right now.” Alex smirks at her.
Luka holds his hands up. “You two honestly expect me to believe that a squirrel came into my room at the crack of dawn, unclipped my gun from its holster, and carried it off without me hearing or seeing a thing? You’re both nuts.”
Silence.
No-one in the room feels like making the obligatory squirrel-nuts joke.
Eventually, “Why squirrels?” Silver furrows her brow. “Of all the creatures that the Omega BioScience Division could’ve cloned, why’d they pick squirrels? Why not something useful? Like cows? Or sheep? Or pigs?”
“That was the plan.” Alex’s body language begins to relax. “The Ark originally had two of everything: male and female DNA for almost every creature on Earth,” he explains. “But now, all Omega has left are the preserved DNA samples for a handful of Old World animals.”
“What went wrong?”
“Someone unplugged the fridge.”
Luka’s gaze flits from Alex to Silver and back again. “Are we losing track of the main issue here?”
“Yeah.” Alex folds his arms again, the defensive posture resumed. “You lost your primary weapon and you’re looking for someone to blame.”
“I didn’t lose it, it was stolen.”
“Says you. Who else have you spoken to since you got here? How many times was your weapon out of your sight?”
A thought crosses Luka’s mind. He tries to hide it, but Alex already caught it.
“Where were you last night?”
Luka hesitates to answer. “Harkin put me up in staff quarters.”
“That’s true.” Jimmy steps forward. “I extended the offer, but you obviously made other arrangements. I had to go in your room to check the fuse box this morning, and that bed hadn’t been slept in. All your shit was there, though.”
Silver puts two-and-two together and pulls a face at Luka. “You’re disgusting. You were only here, what, three hours?”
“She was an old friend.” Luka avoids making eye contact. “She didn’t take my gun.”
“No, she just unloaded it for you.”
Luka is about to bark something back at her, but Alex cuts in before he can get a word out.
“You left your firearm unattended all night. Anyone could’ve taken it. Good luck explaining your carelessness to the Division.”
Leaning back in her chair, patiently waiting for all of this to end, Silver catches sight of something familiar across the room.
Her hunting knife.
Not locked away in a case or a safe, it’s just sitting there on a shelf inside a plastic lost and found tub. Treated like any other discarded piece of junk, it’s resting on top of a kid’s plastic sword, a bottle of prescription erectile dysfunction pills, and a really ugly hair pin.
Such treatment is almost sacrilegious.
Alex follows the trajectory of her sightline. “I’d recognize that blade anywhere.” He strides over to the tub and lifts it out, running his fingers over the Ella Cross symbol engraved in sterling silver on the hilt. “What’s it doing here?” He directs the question at anyone who can give him the best answer.
Jimmy gets there first.
“Silver snuck it past border security.”
Alex flashes Silver a patented why-do-you-do-this-to-me look, and in return, she offers him her best ‘oops’ eyes. She gets to her feet and holds out her hands.
“Can I have it back now?”
Alex waits until she gets close enough to touch it, then tosses it back into the lost and found tub. “Friday. On our way back to the Sentinel District.”
“Are you serious?”
“We’re on vacation. You don’t need weapons on vacation.”
Sensing that little more can be achieved here—and satisfied that he’s cast enough doubt over Silver’s guilt to send Luka off in another investigational direction in search of his gun—Alex checks his watch.
“Are we done here?” He addresses Luka. “Silver and I are late for swordplay.”
Silver’s eyes perk up at the mention of swordplay.
Finally, something interesting. As they all file out of the room, Silver quietly—and deliberately—brings up the rear. She makes one quick stop at their tent, then jumps on a Rec Zone truck with Alex, eager to try something new and exciting.
Unfortunately, the excitement doesn’t last. It’s only about three minutes into class before Silver realizes that the blades are dulled. They couldn’t even cut butter, and that takes some of the fun out of it—the element of danger at least—but it’s still a pleasant distraction from the rest of the day’s events.
Better yet, her shoulders don’t feel quite so stiff anymore, and her arm’s healing faster than she’d expected. It’s only been twenty-four hours since the excruciating staff fighting lesson, but already her upper parries are improving. She’s able to last out through the entire day’s lessons, from basic strike and parry routines to full-on sparring. By the time evening comes, she’s worn out, but not broken.
Collapsing onto the bed in their tent, hot and thirsty, she welcomes the warm cup of tea offered to her by Alex. Even the aroma of it is intoxicating.
“What is it? Lavender?”
“It’ll help you relax.”
She takes a sip. “What else is in here? It tastes sweet.”
“A little honey.”
Another sip. “Mmm, it’s really good.”
“Drink up.” He kisses the top of her head. “I’m gonna go brush my teeth. I’ll be right back.”
He’s gone less than five minutes.
By the time he returns, Silver is already fast asleep. Passed out on the bed with the teacup still in her hand, she’s sleeping more deeply than she has in a long while—especially since they’ve been on vacation.
Alex pries the almost completely empty teacup out of her fingers and sets it aside, then gently tucks her up inside the blankets and kisses her forehead.
“Sleep well.”
And so she does … for a while.
Until …
Hours later …
 
*************************
 
At first, the faint feeling of another’s breath against her face doesn’t even bother her. The smell is a little bit off-putting, but some personal hygiene rules just don’t apply when you’re camping.
“I thought you were going to brush your teeth?” she mumbles, her eyes still closed.
In response, there’s a soft gurgling, purring noise.
Silver smiles. “Again? Really? I thought you were tired.”
“I am tired. Are you talking in your sleep?”
Something about Alex’s voice bothers her. Not the tone, nor the deep sigh that came with it, but something else that she can’t quite put her finger on. Then, Alex moves and accidentally elbows her in the back.
The back.
Silver’s eyes dart open. Not three inches in front of her face is a nasty, drooling, heavy-breathing, violet-eyed … thing.
Not Chimera.
Not human.
The creature has a human-shaped head and it’s clearly bipedal. The eyes are Chimeran, but the teeth are something else: not like a human or a Chimera. Sharp, scissor-like incisors line the upper and lower jaws. No molars, no bicuspids—just incisors.
The skin is gray and leathery, and pulsating with veins. The hind feet are indistinguishable from Chimeran feet, except that the toes are webbed. The front feet are … not feet at all. This creature has hands!
Human hands, but webbed and with talons instead of fingernails. It has opposable thumbs. Its back legs are strong and muscular—built for running or swimming—and it reminds Silver of the Tyrannosaurus Rex dinosaur she’d seen in books. And like the T-Rex, this creature has a tail. A full-on tail. Not the wiggly little nubbin that Chimera have, but a thick, long tail designed for balance.
Silver closes her eyes and opens them again.
It’s still there.
Not a hallucination!
Thank fuck she stole her knife back from Jimmy’s office after their little meeting.
Her fingers instinctively begin to curl around the hilt beneath her pillow. Even after the months she’s spent back in the Sentinel District, and despite Alex’s repeated attempts to banish it from the bedroom altogether, she still feels safer having it there. In fact, she has trouble sleeping without it. Not that she’d ever admit that to anyone.
She’d wanted it there just for comfort; she hadn’t planned on using it. But now …
She pulls it free and takes a swipe at the creature, but she’s too slow. It’s gone and out of the tent before the tip of the blade even gets close, but Silver put too much power into her swing and she has no hope of stopping herself before she hits the next thing in her path.
Alex.
He rolls over onto his back and opens his eyes just in time. He sees the blade headed for his neck and clamps it swiftly between his palms, instinctively elbowing Silver—his supposed attacker—in the face.
It’s instinct.
He didn’t even have time to register that it was her.
“Fucking hell …”
Silver reels back from the wallop, which hit her straight in the eye. It takes her a few moments to recover, but when she does, she’s up and out of the tent before Alex can stop her.
“Silver!” He tosses the knife to one side. “Shit …”
He pulls on a pair of pants and goes after her. Barefoot, and struggling to keep his voice hushed so as not to wake the other campers, he begs her to come back to the tent. It’s the middle of the night and the campsite is pitch black, except for the weak beam of a motion light which now has Silver in its spotlight.
She’s spinning from left to right, trying to see where the creature went.
“Silver!” Alex whispers frantically to her. “Come back here!”
She doesn’t move. She’s breathing fast and heavy, and she’s tensed for a fight. “You saw it. Right? Tell me you saw it.”
Alex begins to shake his head. “All I saw was your blade about to slice my throat.”
“No … you had to have seen it.” Silver is aghast.
Alex puts a hand over her mouth, muffling her protests. “Ssshhh! You’ll wake up the whole campsite.”
She peels his fingers off her lips. “Good! They should be awake. We should all be out searching for this thing before it comes back!”
She turns to walk away from him, but he holds her in place.
“I promise you there’s nothing out there, El. It was just a figment of your imagination.”
“I didn’t have a nightmare, Alex. I know what I saw. It was the same thing I saw the other night in the Cut Off. I’m certain of it.”
“I’m sure it seemed that way, but you know how vivid dreams can be when y—” He stops himself.
Silver detects a flash of guilt on his face. “When what?”
“Nothing. Look, we need to get some ice on that eye before the swelling gets any worse.”
He tries to lead her away toward the Rec Zone HQ, but she pulls herself away from him.
“Did you give me something?”
Alex doesn’t say a word, but he doesn’t have to: the look on his face says it all.
Shame.
Guilt.
More shame.
Silver shoves him in the chest. “What did you give me?!”
“It was just something to help you sleep. You need the rest, Silver. Your mind’s been in overdrive for days.”
She shoves him again. “Are you fucking serious? You spiked my tea!”
“I’m sorry.”
“You drugged me.”
“It was only a mild sedative.”
“I can’t believe you fucking drugged me.” She clasps her hand over her eye, the adrenalin wearing off and the pain kicking in. “Ow. Fuck. What did you hit me with? Your elbow or a steel fucking mallet?”
Alex pries her hand away to get a look at it. “We really need to get some ice on that.”
She’s in no position to argue. It hurts like hell and eyeball fluid is streaming down her cheek. She can barely open her eye, much less see out of it.
By the time Alex finally gets an icepack against it in the communal area of the HQ building, her whole face is hurting. The sudden, shocking cold of the ice is such a relief to her senses, she even whines a little.
Alex hates to see her in so much pain, and all that grief he’s feeling is made immeasurably worse by the fact that he was the cause of it all.
Kneeling in front of her, he keeps the icepack pressed to her eye while he strokes her knee tenderly. “I can’t believe I hit you.”
She winces as he shifts position and accidentally applies too much pressure to her eye.
“Meh.” She sighs. “It’s not the first time.”
Ouch.
Instantly, she feels his touch falter. His whole face drops and he looks down at the floor between his feet. If Silver could retract those words, she would.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean …”
“No, don’t. It’s okay. It’s true.”
“Yeah, but—”
“No buts. Just drop it.”
“I can hold my own against you, Alex. You know I can.”
His jaw tightens. “That’s not the point, Silver.”
Silence.
She knows he still harbors a lot of guilt for his past misdeeds, but on this occasion, she thinks he should let himself off the hook.
“I could’ve killed you,” she whispers. “I think that trumps a black eye.”
“But if I hadn’t given you that sedative …”
He’s got a point.
“Was it really a hallucination?” she asks at last. “Or a dream? Whatever.”
Alex feels an unpleasant chill ripple through her body.
He answers carefully. “I think the sedative was the straw that broke the camel’s back. It’s just like I said before: you’ve got a bad case of cabin fever. Your mind’s been galloping in a hundred different directions all at once since we got here, and the fact that you haven’t been getting enough sleep can’t be helping. I don’t think your body knows how to relax anymore. You’re always looking for monsters in the shadows.”
That’s the truth and she knows it.
She’s always looking for something in nothing.



CHAPTER SIX

Ockham’s Razor
 
Silver awakens to kisses below her waist.
Impossibly, she’s slept in past daybreak. When Alex is done—satisfied that she’s satisfied—he wriggles back up in the bed and greets her face to face.
“Good morning.” He smiles.
Good morning indeed.
He’s been awake for a while and he’s bristling with energy.
Ugh.
Perhaps it’s just a side effect of the sedative, but Silver feels groggy and dozy. She rubs gunk out of her eyes, making absolutely no attempt to rise from the warmth of the covers.
“What’s on the cards for today?” she murmurs, relishing a spontaneous post-orgasm shiver. “Lemme guess. Base jumping? Zorbing? Worm charming?”
“Fishing.”
Silver opens one eye and peers at him. He’s positively beaming.
“Back to Dullsville.” She sighs. “You don’t even like fish.”
“I don’t have to like fish. It’s all about the process.”
Silver makes a fairly non-committal sort of noise and yawns. “When are we leaving?”
“Soon. You get dressed and I’ll go grab us some breakfast.”
Silver flashes him a wry smile. “Didn’t you just eat?”
“I have an insatiable appetite for some things.” He kisses her neck, taking a little nibble on her earlobe. “You should know that by now.”
As he leans over her, looking down on her, his expression melts from passionate desire into concern with a hint of remorse. Her eye is still slightly swollen, the rim around it now an impressive shade of blue and dark purple.
He kisses her eyelid softly. “How’re you feeling?”
“I’m fine, Alex. Stop mothering me.”
“I can’t help it.”
“Start trying.” She shoves him out of the way and heaves herself upright. “I’m nobody’s victim. Least of all yours.”
Alex knows when to quit. She just used her Hunter General tone with him, and there’s no arguing with her when she’s in that mind space. He lies back on the bed, watching her dig through a pile of clothes on the floor in search of something.
Whatever it is, she can’t find it.
She lifts up her pillow and checks underneath.
Still nothing.
Eventually, Alex puts her out of her misery and holds up her hunting knife. “Looking for this?”
She makes a grab for it, but he holds it out of her reach.
“Not so easy.” He keeps her at arm’s length.
“Hey! It’s mine!” she protests. “Get your own shiny things.”
“Jimmy confiscated this from you. How did you get it back?”
“Why does it matter?”
“It matters because I’ve been defending you to Jimmy and Luka. I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but your presence here is upsetting the other campers. Jimmy wants you out of the Rec Zone and Luka wants you in handcuffs.”
In more ways than one, Silver thinks.
She says nothing.
Alex sets the knife aside and leans toward her, hoping for an honest answer. “Did you take Luka’s gun?”
“For the hundredth time: no.”
Alex studies her expression, searching for even the slightest hint of deception behind those cranky silver eyes.
“Satisfied?” She glares at him. “Can I have my knife back now?”
“I should return it to Jimmy. As soon as he realizes it’s gone, he’ll be on the warpath. And he’s got you in his crosshairs already.”
“So? Let him try and give me the boot. Enough things have gone missing around here lately that he’d never be able to prove I took it.”
“Unless he searches our tent.”
“You’re the Chief of Police, Alex. He’s not gonna be able to do anything you don’t want him to.”
“You’re asking me to cover for you?”
“I don’t know why you’re making such a big deal out of this. I haven’t done anything illegal. I just want you to back me up when I say I didn’t take back something that—let’s not forget—does actually belong to me.”
“What do you need it for? Another attempt at mariticide?”
“That’s not a word.”
“I’m pretty sure it is.” He places a hand on her shoulder. “Look, Silver, I know you’re still working out some of your Fringe District issues, but we’re perfectly safe here. You don’t need a weapon.”
Silence.
Silver seems to be about to relent, but Jimmy’s on his way over to their tent and he’s definitely not in a good mood. Assuming that he’s coming after the knife, Silver snatches it up, buries it under the blankets, and dresses just in time to meet him at the entrance to the tent.
He has his mouth open to speak, but takes one look at her impressive black eye and completely forgets what he was going to say. “What now? Or daren’t I ask?”
“I had a nightmare.”
“That must’ve been some nightmare.”
“It was extremely vivid,” she insists.
“Uh-huh.” Jimmy mulls that over. “You’ll be glad of some extra rest today, then.”
“You betcha. I’ve heard there’s nothing more boring … ahem … relaxing than fishing.”
“Yeah? Well, you’re not going to find out. Not today anyway.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’re not going fishing.” Jimmy folds his arms defensively, ready for a verbal tussle. “You’re not going anywhere. The other campers have expressed their displeasure about you being included in group activities, so you’re going to spend the day here instead.”
“Are you serious? It’s fishing, for crying out loud. How much trouble could I get into doing that?”
“You got a black eye while you were sleeping. I think anything is possible.”
“Technically, I was awake when I got the black eye.”
“And who gave it to you? The boogey monster you were chasing in the woods?”
Alex, having heard every word of their exchange, comes out from the tent looking uncharacteristically sheepish.
For his sake, Silver tries to bury the subject. “Something like that.”
Jimmy shakes his head. “And you really think you should be armed?”
“Excuse me?”
“I know you took the knife, Silver. I’m gonna give you one chance to put it back before I have you forcibly removed from the Rec Zone.”
“Are you talking about my knife? You lost my knife?!?!”
She sells the outrage so well, Alex almost buys it himself.
“I didn’t lose it,” Jimmy spits at her. “You took it. Just like I’m damn sure you took Luka’s gun.”
Alex steps in between them. “Silver didn’t take anything. I thought we established that?”
“I call bullshit.”
“This conversation’s over.”
“If she—”
“Drop it,” Alex warns him. “She didn’t take it, she’s not leaving the Rec Zone, and from this moment on, she’s under my protection. You got that?”
An eyeball-to-eyeball standoff ensues.
Jimmy relents.
He breaks eye contact with Alex and shoots his best threatening glare at Silver. “The truck leaves in five minutes. You’re not going to be on it.”
With that, he walks away.
Silver pulls a face. “I think he just grounded me.”
“Don’t worry.” Alex strokes her back. “I’ll stay behind with you.”
“Oh, please. I saw how your eyes lit up when you said we were going fishing. You don’t have to miss this because of me.”
“But this place will be deserted. I don’t know if now is a good time for you to be bored and left to your own devices.”
“You really think I’d fare any better sitting beside a lake, waiting for nothing to happen?”
That’s a fair point.
“Go on,” Silver encourages him. “The truck’s waiting.”
“You’ll be okay?”
“Always.”
Alex turns to leave, but Silver suddenly grabs his elbow and holds him back.
“Thank you for covering for me.”
Alex tilts her chin up, forcing her to look him in the eyes. “Don’t thank me, just don’t do anything stupid.” He slips his arm free and begins to walk away.
Silver calls him back again. “Wait. Don’t you need a pole or something?”
Alex waggles his hands in the air. “Hand fishing!”
Silver tries to cock an eyebrow, but it hurts to work those muscles around her sore eye and she just ends up with a twitch in her eyelid. “How’s that supposed to work? You sneak up on a fish, then punch it in the face?”
“I have no idea, but I promise I’ll give you the play-by-play when I get back.”
Silver suppresses the twitch by pressing her index finger against the corner of her eye. “I can hardly wait.”
Without thinking, Alex gives her a quick, strong squeeze, wrapping his arms around her shoulders and holding her tight. Her entire upper torso tenses, expecting pain … but it doesn’t come. Her shoulders are feeling so much better already, and she barely feels a twinge.
“Get lost.” She shoves him away gently, her lungs barely able to draw air inside his firm embrace. “Go fist some fish.”
She watches the hand fishing truck leave, taking a majority of the other campers with it. For the next few hours, it’s just going to be her, a few stragglers, and a handful of Rec Zone employees.
She checks her invisible watch.
Boredom comes in seconds.
Maybe a little bit of gentle exercise would help to work out the residual stiffness in her joints. It couldn’t hurt anyway. It promises to be a nice day, and the thought of a refreshing swim in East Lake is appealing. That decided, she grabs a towel from inside the tent and rolls her hunting knife up in the middle of it. She doesn’t want to leave it behind unguarded, in case Luka takes it upon himself to execute his search warrant in Alex’s absence.
Better safe than sorry.
In any event, as she heads out to the lake, she’s actually happy with the thought of spending a day all to herself.
No slimy fish.
No Jimmy.
No evil looks from the other campers.
Hopefully no hallucinations.
She sets her towel down beside a large, sun-soaked rock along the eastern edge of the lake, in the middle of a grassy clearing. The only sounds are birdsong and the slight ripple of the water as it laps against the banks of the lake.
Removing her boots, peeling off her socks and getting an unwelcome whiff of yesterday’s sword fighting, Silver dips her toes in the water. It’s cool, but not unbearable. Taking a quick look around and satisfying herself that she’s alone, she begins to strip.
She discards her clothes in a pile and tucks her hunting knife away underneath. When she’s satisfied that it’s safely concealed, she clambers up onto the rock and tiptoes to the edge that looms over the deepest part of the lake. Taking a deep breath, she dives headfirst into the brisk water and disappears beneath the surface.
She resurfaces several feet away, in the middle of the lake, and has to take a moment to catch her breath. The sudden submergence beneath the cold water almost winds her, and her chest feels tight and heavy.
It’s exhilarating, though. Her body’s tingling with sensation and she feels instantly refreshed. She does a few laps, practicing her back and breast strokes, lightly working the muscles in her shoulders, and it’s helping. It’s not long before she starts to feel like her usual, limber self again.
Coming up for air after an exhaustive exploration of the bottom of the lake, picking over rusted and algae-covered remnants from a long lost human civilization, she becomes aware of something watching her from the bushes.
It sends a shiver down her spine, but she dismisses it. It’s probably just about as real as the boogey monster she saw last night.
Intent on suppressing the uneasy feeling, she carries on washing her tension away in the lake. She does underwater handstands and tumbles for a long as her body will allow, and until her skin starts to go all wrinkly. At the first pangs of hunger and the first hint of a stitch in her side, she heads for the shallows.
Her stomach grumbles.
Or did it? Maybe the sound came from somewhere else.
Either way, she takes that as a sign she should be getting back to camp and she finally emerges from the water. Naked, and all alone by the lake, she scoops her hair up into a ponytail, settles down on the towel, and reaches for her clothes.
Her hunting knife tumbles out.
Suddenly curious about something, she unsheathes it. She hasn’t dared to venture near a mirror since her encounter with Alex’s elbow, and this is going to be the first glimpse she’s had of the shiner he gave her. Tilting the blade, she peers at her reflection in the polished steel.
She freezes.
Instant shock.
The bruise looks bad enough, but there’s something even more disturbing than that in her mirror image: flecks of violet invading her gray irises.
She blinks and looks again, certain that her eyes are playing tricks on her.
Sure enough, her reflection returns to normal.
She breathes a sigh of relief, beginning to wonder how long the side effects of the sedative are going to last.
More noise from the bushes.
Silver closes her eyes. “It’s not real,” she keeps repeating to herself. “It’s just my imagination.”
A twig snaps.
Silver feels adrenalin flood her body. That was real. She pulls on her clothes and begins to walk the perimeter of the lake, making her way toward the sound’s suspected point of origin. On a bank adjacent to the spot where she’d disrobed, she half expects to find a slobbering, gurgling, violet-eyed monster. Instead, she finds a footprint.
This time, a human footprint.
A bootprint, to be exact.
The Omega emblem in the center of it identifies it as either a Hunter or Police Division boot, and Silver compares the tread to her own boots.
Not a match.
That can only mean one thing: this is a Police Division bootprint. And since Alex has gone fishing …
Luka.
Silver feels tension creeping back into her body. She looks across the lake toward the flattened patch of grass where she was sitting just minutes before.
Naked.
In full view.
“Son of a bitch …”
Angry that he would violate her privacy like that, she storms back to camp. She’s determined to have it out with him, but by the time she’s done stashing her belongings back at the tent, there’s already some trouble brewing.
She can hear raised voices inside the Rec Zone HQ, and a quick investigation reveals three employees standing around an empty chest freezer in the pantry, throwing accusations at one another.
“What’s going on here?” Silver inquires from the doorway.
The youngest employee—a fifteen-year-old girl on a work experience placement—slams down the lid of the freezer and stomps her foot. “I came in here to get the meat for dinner and the freezer was wide open. Everything inside is gone.”
“Everything?”
The girl nods. “Even the scraps we were saving for stew.”
Silver looks over the freezer, checking it for any visible prints or other clues about the crime. “Who has access to this room?”
“Everyone.” The girl chomps down on a fresh stick of gum. “But there’s hardly anyone here.”
She’s right. Still, even with those reduced odds, Silver doesn’t pretend to know what to do next—this isn’t her wheelhouse. Fortunately, she knows someone who’s a perfect fit for this kind of intrigue, and he’s already on her most wanted list.
“Where’s Luka?”
She gets nothing but blank stares from the young Rec Zone employees.
“Deputy Kinsella,” she clarifies. “Where is he?” 
The gum chewing girl shrugs. “I dunno. In his room?”
That’s good enough for Silver. Without asking for permission, she lets herself into the ‘Staff Only’ portion of the Rec Zone HQ and makes her way confidently up to Luka’s bedroom. She finds the door open and she’s in luck: Luka’s inside. He’s over by the bed, replacing a broken bootlace, completely oblivious to her presence.
Not in the mood to be cordial, she offers him no greeting.
No hello.
No smile.
Just, “We need to talk.”
Luka jumps at the sound of her voice. “I didn’t think we had much of anything left to say to one another.”
“Meaning?”
“I want my gun back.”
“You’re still stuck on that, huh?”
“How did you know which room was mine?”
“I followed the stench of perversion. Why were you spying on me?”
Luka hesitates before answering. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Dumb isn’t a good tune for you, Luka, so don’t play it.” She takes a step closer to him. “You were watching me up at the lake.”
“It’s not a crime to go for a walk.”
“No, but jerking off in a bush while you ogle your boss’s naked wife might be.” Another step. “I think that’s actually enough to place you on the sex offender registry.”
Luka squares up to her. “Why did you come here?”
“I wanted to tear a strip out of you.”
He stands his ground. “Feel better?”
“I haven’t even started yet.” One more step.
Luka shakes his head. “If you really wanted to punish me, you’d have told Alex.”
“Who says I won’t?”
“Do you even know why you’re angry right now?”
“Because you’re a sleazy pervert.”
“It turns you on.”
“Excuse me?”
“The thought of me watching you out there. It turns you on, and that’s why you’re angry.”
“Wow. Your ego is so far out of control right now.”
“I went for a walk, Silver. That’s all.”
“I saw your bootprint—”
 “Yes, I went by the lake. And yes, I saw you, but I didn’t stick around.”
“You’re a lying shitbag.”
“Am I? You really think I’m that desperate for a thrill? I turned my back and I walked away. Whatever else you think happened, you dreamt it up because you want it to be true.”
Her palm comes at him so fast, he doesn’t have time to evade it. His face stings in the wake of the slap, but even that proves something to him: he’s right. She could’ve just as easily punched him out, but she didn’t.
“Now do you feel better?” he asks, eager to put an end to this. “Every second that you spend here in this room with me, we’re in violation of the restraining order. Do you really wanna get caught alone with me? In my bedroom, no less.”
Silence.
Silver can feel her cheeks burning. What if he’s telling the truth? Those sounds could’ve been anything. Perhaps she was leaping to conclusions. Perhaps she was layering fiction onto the truth without even knowing it.
Nevertheless, “There’s another reason I came looking for you.”
“I’m listening.”
“They’ve got a situation downstairs. It’s a Police Division matter.”
Annoyed, Luka sighs. “Why? What did you do?”
“Haha, very funny. Someone—or something—raided the pantry.”
 
*************************
 
Minutes later, standing over the empty chest freezer, Luka looks blank.
“I don’t know what you want me to do.”
Silver would roll her eyes if she could, but her one sore eye rejects her best attempts to perform the maneuver. “Interrogate people. Work up a suspect list. I dunno, but do something. I, for one, would really like to eat tonight.”
“A suspect list? There’s no way a camper did this, Silver.”
“Then what? I don’t even think that brazen squirrel is up for this kind of thievery.”
“Not him, but maybe some of his brethren.” Luka turns and heads outside.
The three Rec Zone employees are patiently waiting by the remains of last night’s campfire, still tossing accusations back and forth.
Almost instantly, Luka switches into Deputy Commissioner mode. “Who was the last one to go inside the freezer?”
None of the young Rec Zone employees appear particularly eager to own up to that right now.
“You wanna know what I think?” Luka continues. “I think someone here left the freezer lid open. I think the meat started to defrost, and the smell brought out some vermin from the woods—probably rats.”
Stepping out from the pantry behind him, Silver screws up her face at his theory. “You think rats did this? That’s the best you’ve got?”
Luka ignores her. “The bottom line is: I think you’ve got some kind of vermin problem.”
The gum chewing girl shudders. “Eww.”
“What’re we waiting for, then?” One of the Rec Zone boys jumps up with a gleeful grin on his face. “Let’s lay down some traps!” He disappears into a nearby storage shed, causing all manner of crashing and banging inside, then returns triumphantly to the group carrying a handful of rusty metal rat traps. “Got ‘em!”
Silver shakes her head in dismay. She’s not buying into Luka’s succinct explanation of events, and she’s never been a fan of the Ockham’s razor principle. In her experience, the simplest possible solution is seldom the correct one, and it’s certainly never the fun one. As the boy sets to work laying the traps, she slumps down on a campfire bench.
Staring at the ground by her feet …
Another print.
A boogey monster print.
“Oh, god. Not again.” Silver covers her eyes with her hands. “When is this gonna stop?”
Luka crouches down beside the print. “What the fuck is that?”
Silver peeks out between her fingers. Luka’s staring down at the dirt, tracing his fingertips over the outline of the print.
“Wait.” She points down at it. “You can see that?”
“I’ve seen something like this before.”
“Me, too!”
Alarm bells start ringing inside Silver’s head. If the footprints are real … the thing she saw in the Cut Off … the boogey monster in the tent …
“Shit!” She grabs the Luka by the shoulders and shakes him. “Do you know what this means?! I’m not crazy!”



CHAPTER SEVEN

Lusus Naturae
 
Thwang!
A pitchfork slams into the door of the storage shed, the prongs only just missing Luka’s head.
“Hey!” He grabs Silver by the arm. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“You saw the print!” She’s ecstatic. “I’m looking for weapons.”
“This is a maintenance shed.”
“I’m improvising.”
Luka drags her out of the shed and yanks a pair of pruning shears out of her hands. “Slow down. Tell me what you think made that print.”
“I don’t have a name for it yet.”
“I didn’t think so. But I do.”
Silver stares at him, wide-eyed. “You said you’d seen it before. Where?”
“In the Fringe District.”
“Oh, my god …” She clutches fistfuls of his shirt, demanding answers. “What is it?”
“A Lurker.”
Silver’s face falls. “A Lurker? Are you out of your mind? Lurker’s walk on the balls of their feet, but they’re human. Their footprints don’t look like that.”
“No, and your footprints don’t look like that either.” He points down to her bootprint in the soil.
“Duh. That’s because I’m wearing …”
Luka gives her a minute to catch up, but she’s already there. She looks up at him with an expression of disbelief.
“You think we were robbed by a Lurker in Chimera skin boots?”
“I told you: I’ve seen it before.”
“You’re sure?”
“Years ago. I saw it on my way back to the Sentinel District from that little Fringe District boathouse where we used to meet in the woods. It looked just like a Chimera, so I chased it down and put a bullet in it. I didn’t realize it was a Lurker until I went to retrieve the corpse. It was wearing a Chimera pelt like a one-piece body suit, feet and all.”
Feet.
Something about the feet.
Silver remembers a detail from the prints she’s been finding. “That print by the campfire … did you see the webbing between the toes?”
Luka shrugs. “A deformity? A poor quality pelt? Who knows? But if you’ve been seeing the same thing elsewhere in the Rec Zone, that proves we’re looking for one individual and not a pack. That’s something good at least.”
Silver quickly digests all of this new information. First, she deals with her disappointment at the mundanity of the task at hand. Then, she formulates an attack strategy.
“We need to warn the rest of the camp. We have to combine our resources and get as many weapons together as possible. I know a way into the Cut Off. If we leave now, we can—”
“Not so fast.” Luka holds up a hand to hush her. “I agree with you: we need to go after it. A Lurker—even just one—poses a threat to the safety of the civilians here. But we’re not going anywhere on our own, and we’re not doing anything until Jimmy comes back.
Silver rejects that. “You’ll kill our advantage. We need to strike now, while we have the benefit of daylight.”
She tries to push past him, but he stops her and shoves her back against the shed.
“You can’t breathe a word of this to the other campers.”
“Wh—”
He covers her mouth with his hand. “They’re not Hunters, Silver. For you, this is entertainment. For them, this is a brush with death. You know as well as I do that they’d panic, and panic isn’t going to serve our advantage.”
“So you want to just sit here and do nothing? What if it comes back?”
“Lurkers won’t venture into human territory unless they have to—you know that. It just stole ten pounds of meat, so it’ll spend the next few hours feeding. After that, it’ll sleep like a baby. We’ve got at least twenty-four hours before it needs to feed again.”
He’s right.
She hates it when he’s right.
Despite her impatience, Silver agrees to wait until Jimmy returns before embarking on any kind of hunting trip. She watches the sun begin to set over the horizon, checking her watch every five minutes until the fishing group finally returns—bearing dinner.
While the fish are cooking on the campfire, Silver, Alex, Luka, and Jimmy convene privately in Jimmy’s office. After the obligatory rounds of ‘are you sure?’ and ‘it can’t be!’, followed by a quick reprise of ‘are you sure?’, the conversation moves on toward something that vaguely resembles a plan.
It’s decided that Silver will lead a hunt in the Cut Off at sunrise. Until then, a constant vigil will be kept over the campsite.
“We’ll take turns keeping watch,” Alex proposes, still looking apologetic. He feels bad that he disregarded Silver’s claims, no matter how fantastical they might’ve seemed.
“Fair enough.” Silver nods. “There are four of us and twelve hours until sunrise. We’ll each take a three-hour shift as look-out. Not that I could sleep a wink tonight anyway.”
Famous last words.
 
*************************
 
Silver wakes up to a scream. And bright sunlight.
She overslept.
Damnit. She wasn’t meant to sleep at all.
She tries to get up to explore the noise, but her foot gets caught in her sleeping bag. Unable to put one foot in front of the other, she topples over … and rolls down the peaked roof of the Rec Zone HQ.
THUNK.
Silver, her arms and legs still tangled up in the sleeping bag, hits the ground in a cloud of dust.
Silence.
Rolling over onto her side, winded and in pain, she comes face to face with half the campsite, all staring at her. Amidst the faces, she spots Jimmy, Alex, and Luka, and all three are giving her death stares.
“What’s going on?” she rasps.
The crowd parts slowly, pulling back to reveal …
A corpse.
Silver’s chest feels tight, and it’s got nothing to do with the fall.
“Where did that come from?” She eyes the naked corpse suspiciously.
“Lot twenty-three.” Alex points to the tent beside the felled sapling. “Mr. Popular.”
Silver extricates herself from the sleeping bag and picks herself up off the ground, dusting herself off. “What happened to him?”
“Good question.”
His eyes are locked on her, but she can’t bear to meet his gaze. This isn’t the first time she’s fallen asleep on a stakeout, but it is the first time that someone’s ever had to pay for it.
She crouches down beside the corpse, scrutinizing the man’s wounds. “I don’t need you to tell me that this is my fault.”
Alex crouches beside her while Luka shoos away the gathering crowd of civilians and Jimmy disappears inside the Rec Zone. She’s expecting a reprimand, but as usual, his first concern is for her wellbeing.
“Are you all right?”
“This man is dead and you’re asking me if I enjoyed my nap?”
“I’m asking you what went wrong. My hope is that it was a sudden bout of narcolepsy, and not simply that you got bored and drifted off.”
“I’m obviously more exhausted than I thought.” She points at a mark on the man’s shoulder. “Are you seeing this?”
A bite mark.
Not human.
Not Chimeran.
She shares a glance with Alex, making sure he’s drawing the same conclusions in his own mind.
“Are you still buying Luka’s theory?” she whispers. “You think the Lurkers are wearing custom dentures, as well as boots and gloves?”
Alex shakes his head. “I don’t know what to think anymore.” He rolls the man over and shows Silver a very human hand-shaped bruise on his blanched back. “None of the facts are adding up to anything that makes any sense at all.”
Jimmy drops a homemade stretcher—two fighting staffs with a sheet of tarp tied between them—down on the ground beside the corpse. “We have to move him before he starts to cook in the sun.”
Silver looks up at him. “I think now’s the time.”
“For what?”
“To throw all that nonsense about a life without a gun out the window.” She holds him in her determined eyes. “Time to hunt.”
 
*************************
 
Jimmy leads Silver, Alex and Luka to a locked room at the back of the Rec Zone HQ, and Silver couldn’t be any happier.
“I knew it,” she squeals. “I knew you had to have weapons somewhere.”
“Don’t get too excited. It won’t be what you’re used to.”
Jimmy unlocks the room and lets them in, making a beeline for a large steamer trunk on the floor beside all of the other Rec Zone equipment: bows and arrows, staffs, blunted swords, and javelins.
Of the four, Silver discounts three of them immediately. The blunted swords aren’t good for anything except bashing your opponent over the head, and if you’re that close to a Lurker—or a Chimera, for that matter—it’s already too late. The staffs are inherently impractical. They’re heavy and cumbersome, and are more likely to get in the way than to subdue anything. Likewise, the javelins are awkward to carry. Besides that, Silver cares little for one-shot weaponry. If you launch your javelin at something, what’ve you got left? Dick all.
That just leaves the bows and arrows, and Silver can see some potential there. The quivers can hold up to twenty arrows, and that beats her usual handgun by eight shots.
But Jimmy’s got more.
He opens up the trunk to reveal his pride and joy …
Four semi-automatic rifles.
Silver snatches one up, immediately surprised by its weight—or the lack thereof. Alex grabs one, too, and has the same reaction. Inspecting his further, slightly confused, he tests a theory by pulling the trigger.
SPLAT!
A blob of white paint smacks against Silver’s thigh and begins to dribble down her leg.
Great.
Paintball guns.
“I told you it wouldn’t be what you’re used to,” Jimmy mutters.
            
*************************
 
Standing at the edge of the Cut Off, each wielding a paintball gun, with bows and arrows slung over their shoulders, Silver, Alex, Luka, and Jimmy look more like Academy rejects than the trained professionals they’re supposed to be.
Jimmy is wearing Hunter Division boots, torn jeans and a muscle tee, with his old Hunter Division dog tags around his neck. Luka is in regulation Police Division uniform, including the empty holster for his gun. Alex is stuck in civilian clothes: sneakers, jeans, and a t-shirt. If you didn’t know, you’d have no clue that he was the Commissioner of the Police Division.
Of them all, Silver is the only one who really looks the part. From her Hunter Division boots, combat pants, black spaghetti strap tee, and the dog tags around her neck, right up to the grin on her face, she looks every bit at home with a gun in her hand—albeit a paintball gun.
Wearing one of Alex’s shirts over her tee, she conceals her hunting knife holstered at her hip. The quiver on her back contains the maximum number of arrows, and a bow is slung over her shoulder.
She’s ready for the hunt.
After finding a safe way to dismount from the toppled tree and navigate the ruins beneath it, the group emerges into the street. They haven’t even started yet, and already Luka is pessimistic.
“It’ll take us too long to cover all this ground alone. We should call for reinforcements.”
“You want me to call in the Hunter Division for one solitary animal?” Silver snorts. “Do you want the entire city to think we’re pussies?”
“I want to get back home before nightfall, that’s all.”
“Duh. You think I wanna be stuck out here all day? Look, whatever this thing is, it’ll be sleeping. All we have to do is sneak into its nest and kill it.”
“It’s not the killing part I’m having trouble with, it’s the finding part.”
“I thought you were supposed to be good at this?” Alex sighs. “Tracking, I mean.”
“Yeah, well, last time I checked, the presence of tracks was a pretty vital component of tracking. And I don’t see anything here but cracked tarmac and crumbling concrete.”
“Don’t worry.” Silver starts heading south. “I know where it sleeps.”
 
*************************
 
Back in the area where she had her first close encounter with the beast, Silver leads the group to the Old World home with the pile of clothes and blankets and rags.
The dirty sock is still where she left it in the street.
From a vantage point on the rooftop of a neighboring building, the foursome look down into the window of the bedroom where Silver said they’d find the nest.
And she’s right.
The nest is there … and somebody’s home.
Jimmy can see the back of the animal, curled up in the fetal position, its chest rising and falling in rhythm. 
“You knew this was out here.” He turns to scowl at Silver. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Excuse me?” Affronted. “I’ve been trying to tell you people about this since day one.”
“You didn’t say there was a nest.”
“You were too busy telling me I was crazy.” Silver gets to her feet. “I’m going down there.”
Without thinking, she pulls her knife out of its holster.
Jimmy glares at her. “Lost, huh?”
“Don’t be bitter. Just be glad that one of us has a real weapon.”
She leaves, and no-one tries to stop her.
She enters the building alone, watched by Jimmy and Alex from the rooftop, their bows drawn in preparation. Making sure that she’s covered from all angles, Luka watches her from the ground, concealed inside the shell of an Old World car, his paintball gun in hand.
Creeping slowly, her feet crunching on Old World debris, Silver makes her way through the downstairs shell and up the hazardously rotted staircase.
Not a sound.
Taking one step at a time, she approaches the bedroom …
Remembering the layout of the room, and eagerly anticipating a kill, Silver strides into it with her knife in her hand. She plans to march over to the nest, pull back the creature’s head, and slice open its throat before it even wakes up.
But she’s never going to get that chance.
The nest is empty.
She freezes.
She’d been so certain and so confident. She’d entered the room expecting to find the beast still sleeping. She hadn’t considered the thought that it might wake, and she’d broken a cardinal Hunter rule: she hadn’t sliced the pie.
Early on in the Academy, Hunters are taught how to enter a room. You begin close to the wall on the outside of the room, two or three feet away from the doorway, gathering as much visual information as possible. Then, you take a step. Just one small step away from the wall, at approximately a ninety-degree angle, always keeping your front foot parallel with your line of sight.
If you observe no hostiles, take another step.
And another.
One slice of the pie and then the next. Get eyes on as much of the room as possible before you enter, because a doorway can be the perfect choke point for a surprise attack.
The fatal funnel.
And Silver just waltzed right in.
Big mistake.
She doesn’t hear a sound until the creature is so close that she can feel its breath upon her neck. It reeks of rotting meat, and she holds her breath, feeling its cold, damp nose press against her skin as it takes in her scent.
It gurgles.
It fed recently, so it’s not hungry. Otherwise, she’d probably be dead already. So if it’s not food it wants, then maybe it’s in the market for a plaything. It flicks out its tongue and takes a quick lick of her, a string of saliva dripping from its lower lip and trickling down over her shoulder.
She strengthens her grip around her knife, mentally preparing herself for the action needed to plunge the blade in somewhere fatal.
One, two, three …
Whoosh!
Silver feels a flash of panic.
An arrow sails by, within inches of her head, and strikes the creature in the shoulder. The creature immediately lets out a high-pitched squeal that jars Silver’s senses. She swings around to finish the job with her blade, but … it’s already gone.
It’s fast.
Silver makes chase, exiting onto the street just moments after it takes flight east toward the shoreline. From the protection of the vehicle shell, Luka fires pink paintball pellets at it. It’s moving too fast to waste time drawing arrows.
From the rooftop, Alex fires white pellets at it while Jimmy fires blue.
Silver is the only one to draw her bow. Trying desperately to remember the lessons she took during summer camp when she was fourteen years old, she adopts an archer’s stance and pinches the fletch between her fingers. She slips the string into the nock and pulls back on the arrow until the bow begins to creak under the pressure.
Steady.
Aim.
Release.
Strike!
The arrowhead spears the creature’s thigh. Upon impact, the creature falls to its knees and Silver makes chase—but this creature won’t be taken down so easily. It’s back on its feet a moment later and it’s running again.
Silver fires another arrow.
A miss.
Another.
A strike in the thickest part of its tail. Still, it’s not subdued. Silver continues to run behind it, with Luka in tow, while Jimmy and Alex anticipate its direction and take a short cut. Limping, Jimmy is several paces behind Alex.
Alex darts out into a side street and manages to get in front of the creature, but it’s too late. The creature bowls him over and the two of them tumble over the ground together, both of them winded. Though Alex is disoriented, his weapons scattered, Jimmy is ready to take advantage of the inadvertent take-down.
His raises his bow and fires three rapid shots at the growling, drooling, panting creature. All three strike it in its torso, sending it back to the ground with a heavy thud. It’s fallen, but not for long. Gathering up its strength, the creature defies the odds and gets back on its feet. It begins running again, Silver now almost caught up to it.
She chases it into a dockyard.
The old wooden jetties are rotten and unstable, and Silver has to watch her step. For a moment, she loses sight of the creature. Without a visual on it, she follows its blood trail.
Sidestepping broken planks and gaping holes, she tracks the animal to the last jetty, where it suddenly finds itself cornered. It paces back and forth, searching for the best escape route.
Gotcha.
Silver tosses aside her bow and paintball gun. Reaching behind her, she draws a handgun from the back of her pants and locks a bullet into the breech.
The only bullet.
One shot.
Can’t miss.
At the far end of the jetty, the creature turns back to face her. Covered in blue, pink, and white paint, it looks pathetically undignified. Bleeding from wounds all over its body, it should be in crippling pain, but it’s not. If it feels any pain at all, it’s showing no signs of succumbing to it.
In all, it has six arrows sticking out of it. There’s one in its leg, one in its shoulder, three more in its torso, and one in the thickest part of its tail—none of them fatal.
It’s almost time for the quietus act.
In the daylight, the creature is just as Silver remembers it from the tent, only slightly more grotesque. Its veiny, gray skin is glistening with sweat and it’s frothing at the mouth. Its tail is rough, and covered with razor sharp scales. Its feet are definitely webbed, and the talons on its hands are retractable. It doesn’t have ears, just holes on the side of its head. And on its neck, behind its ear holes, are those gills? Silver’s not close enough to be certain.
She raises the gun—Luka’s gun—and staring the beast straight in the eye, she fires.
Bullseye.
Massive brain trauma.
Quietus.
The creature topples off the end of the jetty into the water.
Gone.
It’s dead and gone, and Silver feels such a release. She finally killed something!
Alex appears at her shoulder. “Better now?”
“Yeah. Now I can relax.”
Behind them, Luka and Jimmy have caught up and they’re dumbstruck by the whole experience. On top of that, Luka looks horrified.
“My gun!”
“I’m sorry.” Silver hands it back to him without argument. “Your clip only had one round in it and I wanted to make sure that it counted.”
“You didn’t think I could make the shot?”
“Not so long ago, you didn’t think there was anything to shoot at.”
Silence.
Jimmy peers over the edge of the jetty, just in time to catch one last glimpse of the creature sinking beneath the surface. “What in the world was that thing?”
Nobody has an answer to that. At least, not a confident one.
“Parts of it looked so human,” Silver ponders.
“And parts of it looked like nothing I’ve ever seen before.” Luka holsters his gun. “It was no more Chimera than it was one of us.”
“It must’ve been some kind of hybrid.” Alex shoulders his bow. “Parahuman. A freak of nature.”
Keeping his eyes fixed on the depths in case it comes back, Jimmy hovers near the end of the jetty with his bow in hand. “Do you think there are more of them?”
Silver shakes her head. “There’s no way. This guy wasn’t shy about making his presence known. If there were more, they’d be letting us know about it.”
“A freak, then.” Jimmy seems satisfied with that. “Let’s just pretend this never happened.”
Luka jumps into Agent mode at the mere suggestion of bypassing any Police Division protocols. “No way! We have to report this.”
“They’d shut down the Rec Zone,” Silver warns him. “Jimmy’s Rec Zone permit would be terminated, and he depends upon this income.”
Silence.
“Do you remember what happened the last time we hid something from Omega?” Alex asks her. “We got blown up.”
“You have a selective memory. The way I remember it, we exposed an illegal prostitution ring and put a stop to Phaeden’s flesh trade. I’d call that a pretty productive day at the office. Besides, like you said, it’s probably just an anomaly; a perversion of nature that should never have happened. I agree with Jimmy. I think we should just give it the mooncalf treatment.”
“Mooncalf?” Luka quirks an eyebrow. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”
Judging by the look on Silver’s face, he should be.
“You know how the Fringers have a nasty habit of tossing their dead babies in the woods as Lurker food? Especially the ones that come out looking … wrong. Well, disposing of something ugly and unwanted in the most convenient manner possible and then pretending like it never happened, that’s the mooncalf treatment.”
“Sounds good to me.” Jimmy spits in the water. “Let’s get back to camp.”
He starts to leave, but no-one rushes to join him.
“We’re really letting this happen?” Luka addresses Alex. “As the Chief of Police, you’re okay with brushing this whole weird event under the carpet?”
“No.” Alex plants his hands on his hips. “I’m not. I—”
“What good could possibly come of taking the truth about this fugly looking thing to Omega?” Silver butts in on their conversation. “Curfews? Lockdown? Jimmy would lose his livelihood.”
Alex shakes his head in frustration. “If we don’t call this in, what are we supposed to tell the coroner’s office when they ask what took a nibble on our dead camper? And what if you’re wrong? What if there are more of them? Silver …”
“Alex …” She tries to reason with him. “I’ll send the Hunter Division on a full sweep of the Cut Off first thing in the morning. Whatever this creature is, we’ll make sure there aren’t any more of them.”
“Good. And the camper?”
Silver shrugs. “A wild animal attack? We’ll think of something.”
Luka pushes in front of her and steps in between them. “Don’t listen to her.”
Alex pushes him out of the way. “The creature’s gone. Even if we did make a report out of this, we’ve got nothing to show for it. All we have is a dead camper with a suspicious bite mark. If you ask me, it was some lunatic Fringer on a PCP high. He must’ve made a raft out of tree trunks and hemp twine and tried to float his way out of incarceration. Unfortunately for all of us, he didn’t make it to the Unknown Territories, he ended up in the Rec Zone.”
Silver smiles, enjoying Alex’s quick mind. “He killed the camper in a rage of madness. We chased him down, shot him, killed him, and his body fell into the ocean,” she completes the tale. “I like it.”
“I can’t believe I’m hearing this.” Luka turns his back on them both.
Silver gets in front of him and forces him to listen to her. “If we call this in armed with nothing but the truth, Jimmy will lose everything. If we call in the edited version of events, nobody has to suffer.”
“And the bite mark? What lie are you gonna use to explain the dentition?”
“Have you ever been to fetish night at Kink Central?”
His face screams ‘no’.
“Well, this might shock you, but it’s not uncommon for Fringers to get dental implants for petplay.”
“Petplay?”
“You’re really that vanilla? It’s a fetish where people pretend to be tame Chimera. They paint their skin gray, put in some violet contact lenses, screw in some dental implants, get down on all fours, and do whatever their master tells them to.”
“Are you serious?”
“I guess you haven’t been inside a BDSM store lately. There’s an entire section for collars, leashes, and gray skin paint.”
“I never want to know why you know that.”
Silver’s eyes do a quick tumble. “The point is, our Fringer was wearing dental implants. That’s how I’m gonna explain the bite mark.”
“And what about the future safety of everyone in the Rec Zone? Or are you not thinking that far ahead?”
“Weren’t you listening? I’ll send the Hunter Division to clear the Cut Off.”
“And I’ll have the Police Division erect guard units along the Rec Zone’s boundaries,” Alex adds. “They’ll keep everything out. Fringer, Lurker, or otherwise. The Rec Zone will be perfectly safe.”
Luka stares him down, hoping for a change of heart.
None comes.
The plan is set in motion.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT

Future Echoes
 
Stealing a moment back at their tent, Silver and Alex begin to pack up their things. Given recent circumstances, both of them are happy to consider this vacation over.
Piling together a bunch of her dirty clothes, Silver feels something lumpy inside the bundle and pulls it out.
Her hairbrush.
“Huh.” She stares at it in disbelief. “I didn’t see that coming.”
Alex finishes packing and drops down onto their rolled up blankets. “Did that poor squirrel take anything he was accused of? Besides our compass.”
“I think he was a victim of our prejudice.”
“You took Luka’s gun—”
“For the benefit of the group,” Silver interjects.
“Oh, yeah?”
“His clip was practically empty. I couldn’t risk the chance that he’d waste the shot on anything other than the skull of that thing I knew was stalking the camp.”
Alex mulls on that for a moment. “So it wasn’t just a plot to keep Luka here?”
Her eye already beginning to heal, Silver is finally able to cock her eyebrow. “Insecurity? Really? Now?” She continues packing. “I took his gun because I thought I might need it. The only thing the squirrel’s guilty of is being a panty snatcher, and there are people in the Sentinel District with a worse rap sheet than that.”
Silence.
More packing.
Eventually, Silver stops and looks over at Alex. “I really wasn’t hallucinating, was I?”
Alex shakes his head. “No, you weren’t.”
More silence.
“None of it?” she asks.
“None of it. Why?”
Silver half shrugs. “Just checking.”
She doesn’t want to talk about it.
She doesn’t want to talk about what the Governor said to her at her hospital bedside.
Moreover, she doesn’t want to talk about the disturbing reflection that briefly stared back at her in the blade of her knife.
 





 
 
 
EPILOGUE



CHAPTER Ø

The Dawn of A New Age
 
The Sentinel District
Amaranthe, 2348 CE
– One Week Ago
 
Rachel ‘Red’ Jenkins flips the page of a Braille book, enjoying a quiet afternoon in the sun.
Sitting on a park bench that overlooks the ocean and the Fringe District in the distance, the view would be spectacular … if only she could see it. Blind since she was a baby, Red—a nickname given to her because of her long red hair—has trained her other senses to compensate.
“Who are you?” She addresses her question to the stranger who took so much effort to sit down beside her without making a sound.
“Lovely scenery, isn’t it?” the stranger replies.
From those few short words, Red makes a few swift deductions: female, foreign, thirties, confident.
She keeps reading, refusing to take the bait. “I wouldn’t know.”
“You will. Soon enough.”
Silence.
Red closes the book. “I don’t think I caught your name.”
The foreigner breaks into a smile. She’s dressed in civilian clothes with her sleeves rolled up to the elbows. Her short brown hair is pulled into two tiny pigtails, and there’s nothing in the least bit conspicuous about her … except for a small ace of spades tattoo on her inner left wrist.
“My name is Major Rebecca J. Jones, and I think the two of us are going to work very well together.”
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