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LIMINAL

By Maree
Anderson

 



Book One of the
Liminals series

 


Now you see me, now you
don’t!

 


My name’s Wren, and I’m
a liminal who can phase in and out of the real world.

 


Sounds like an awesome
trick, right? Yeah. Like everything that’s supposed to be cool,
it’s complicated. I’m caught between two warring factions who’d
kill to get a piece of me. Someone’s blocked my energy flows so if
I phase I’ll get trapped in a ghostlike plane called Between… and
die. And to top it all off, I’m totally crushing on my only ally,
mysterious bad boy Kade. Sad thing is he’s keeping secrets from me,
just like everyone else. My life’s spinning out of control. I don’t
know who to trust anymore. And what I find lurking Between is the
biggest shock of all.

 


REVIEWS

 


iBooks Stores
AUS/NZL Best Books of August 2013: “Self-published Kiwi author
Maree Anderson has already established a loyal following with her
Crystal Warriors series. In this novel, she embarks on a new
storyline featuring Wren, a sassy 16-year-old who finds she’s
starting to disappear from her life–literally! She teams up with
mysterious bad boy Kade and learns a thing or two about living
between worlds. This is great young-adult fun for fans of
paranormal fiction.”
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“I found myself
getting lost in Wren’s world in the first few pages of this book.
Wren is an typical, innocent teenager whose life starts to spiral
out of control. It was gut-wrenching reading her struggling with
what was happening to her. Slowly disappearing from the world she
knows. Then in walks Kade—and who wouldn’t fall for this beautiful,
sweet, hunk of a young man. I fell for him instantly—and could not
wait to see what transpired between him and Wren. The whirlwind
that Wren and Kade endures—with Wren finding her birth family and
fighting to steer clear of the bad guys—left me wanting to not put
the book down. The ending was an epic cliffhanger—one in which
makes me want the second book right now! Can’t wait….”
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“[…] There were
some absolutely heart breaking moments between Wren and her family.
I really felt for her, some of the things that happened were just
gut wrenching. The poor girl literally has nowhere to go and no-one
to turn to—well no-one that remembers her anyway!

I really like
Wren. I think she is a great main character, she had some awful
stuff happen which she has to figure out how to deal with but she
doesn’t cry about it all the time!

Then she meets
Kade. I really fell for Kade.

Sexy leather
pants, check!

Sexy motorbike,
check!

Sexy sarcastic
persona, double check!

Wren and Kade
have some great banter, and the tension between them is quite fun
to read. They embark on a journey to save Wren and uncover an array
of secrets and lies along the way. […]”
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Chapter One




WREN

 


Something
compels me to glance down at my hands and my stomach twists into
knots. They look wrong. The skin is fish-belly white, leached of
all color from wrist to fingertips. It’s such a stark contrast to
the tanned skin of my arms, it’s like a corpse’s hands have somehow
been seamlessly grafted to my wrists.

I start to
tremble as I inspect my hands more closely, trying to make sense of
what my lizard-brain already knows at some deep instinctual level.
And when I finally understand what I’m seeing, trembling turns to
full-body shudders. It isn’t static, this process. The remaining
pigment in my skin is draining away. My hands are turning
transparent save for a darker outline etching the shape of
outspread fingers—fingers that are twitching like they’ve been
zapped with an electrical charge… and I am powerless to prevent
it.

My hands
vanish.

Someone’s
whimpering— Oh God, it’s me, the frantic sounds torn from my throat
as I try to shake life back into fingers that I know must be there.
Except I can’t feel them anymore. I. Can’t. Feel. Them!

Worse, so much
worse, the strangeness is spreading, crawling up my arms to suck
the life from them, fading my skin tone to the nothing color of
watery milk. My chest heaves. I feel my lungs inflating, my mouth
stretching into a scream. And in the blink of an eye, I’m standing
before a full-length mirror and the scream strangles unborn in my
throat.

I’m naked. And
my face, my body—all of me—is now colorless and insubstantial, the
merest suggestion of a human figure an artist might sketch with a
soft charcoal pencil.

I lower my
eyelids, shuttering the smears of blackness my eyes have become.
And when I open them again, the mirror reveals no reflection. I
know I’m standing right in front of the mirror. I know it
absolutely. But I’m invisible. To the rest of the world I no longer
exist.

 


~*~

 


If I could
force a genie to grant me three wishes, my first wish would be
simple: I’d wish to be gently coaxed awake by warm streams of
sunlight stroking my face. I’d even settle for twittering birds. Or
my mom calling “Wren, you’ll be late if you don’t get a move on!”
and the hiss of the drapes as she yanks them back to drench my room
in early morning light. But she hasn’t rousted me out of bed since
all this weird crap started.

Anyway, never
thought I’d be saying this, but I miss Mom’s too-cheery morning
voice. Heck, even suffering my brother bouncing on my bed and
whacking me with a pillow, like he used to when we were bratty
kids, would be a welcome change. Anything would be better than this
recurring nightmare that rips me from sleep with a desert-dry mouth
and my heart drumming on the walls of my chest like it desperately
wants to escape.

I’d love to
escape, too, if only I knew how to go about it. If only I could be
certain it wouldn’t follow me. If only I understood exactly what
“it” was, and why it had chosen my life to ruin. Karma, maybe? Mom
says karma always comes back to bite you in the butt. But aside
from some pretty intense make-out sessions with my ex, I’m that
“good” daughter all parents pray for. So I figure I must have been
bad in a previous life. Real bad.

I lay in bed
with my eyelids squeezed tightly shut, debating whether to bother
getting up. But I’d missed dinner last night—again. My mouth
watered at the mere thought of food and the hunger pains stabbing
my insides were too insistent to ignore.

The blackout
drapes that shrouded my room with a cozy gloom didn’t prevent the
headache kicking in the instant I dared peel open my eyelids. I
ignored the throb behind my temples, and flopped out a hand to
grope for my alarm clock and fumble the buzzer switch to off before
it could blast my eardrums. Because I couldn’t help myself, I
lolled my head to the right to check the time.

Yep. Same old,
same old. I’d awoken five minutes before the alarm blared. Uncanny.
And probably a good thing, considering the shrill screeching would
probably make my head explode.

Time to get
going.

One. Two—this
was so gonna hurt. Three. I tensed my stomach muscles and hauled my
protesting body upright. The ache in my skull ratcheted from a dull
throb to bite-your-lips-so-you-don’t-cry.

Guess I could
spend my diminishing allowance on a jumbo packet of
painkillers—swallow a handful and wait ’til they kicked in before
even attempting to get out of bed. But that would be giving in. The
headaches are linked to the now-you-see-me, now-you-don’t stuff. I
don’t know why I know this, but I do. Somehow. And although I can’t
control much in my life right now, I can control whether or not I
pop pain meds.

I tell myself
this is exercising my right to choose—that it helps me stay strong.
But the truth is I’m scared. Medicating the headaches might numb
everything—the pain, the frustration, the anger. The hope, too. And
then I won’t care enough to fight anymore.

Through
sleep-bleared eyes, I picked at the knot of sheet that’d wrapped
about my legs during the night. A few years ago Dad took me and Dan
camping, and spent all weekend trying to teach me how to tie a
decent knot. The verdict? An affectionate ruffle of my hair and the
wry comment that I’d better hope I never had to tie a knot to save
myself. Bet he’d be impressed by this purely unconscious
sheet-knotting ability—

Ah, who am I
kidding? Nothing I do these days impresses either of my parents.
Parents have to remember you exist before you can impress them. And
just so’s you know, when I go on about my parents not remembering I
exist, I’m not being a “poor me” drama-queen. I can see it in their
eyes—that instant of blind panic as they wonder who this strange
girl is, and what the heck she’s doing in their house, before
something clicks in their brains and suddenly they know me
again.

Every time it
happens I silently chant to myself over and over that it’s
temporary, that things will go back to normal soon, and everything
will be peachy keen again. But I wonder whether I truly believe
that anymore. “It” is happening more and more frequently, and
lately I seem to be more invisible than not. It’s like the
nightmare is becoming my reality.

I swung my legs
to the floor and stumbled from my bedroom, careening off a wall and
bruising my elbow as I headed down the hallway to the bathroom I
share with Dan.

I didn’t bother
switching on the light. Getting up close and personal with my
first-thing-in-the-morning reflection isn’t for the fainthearted. I
stuck my head under the faucet and turned the cold on full, letting
the water pound the base of my skull. When everything felt
comfortably numb, I slowly raised my head, testing the pain.
Better. Bearable, even. And cheaper than painkillers. The tension
in my shoulders eased as I straightened from my hunch to blink
water from my eyes, and sluice the moisture from my face with my
hands.

While I was
towel-drying the sopping wet ropes of my hair, the bathroom door
burst open. Dan wandered in, yawning and scratching his butt.
Classy guy, my little brother.

Bending at the
waist, I shook out my hair and positioned the towel at my nape. I
gave the towel a couple of twists at forehead level before flicking
the tail over my head and tucking it under at the back as I
straightened. Experimentally, I shook my head. Perfect turban.
Nice.

Before I could
tell Dan the bathroom was all his, he lifted the toilet seat and
yanked down his boxers.

Getting an
eyeful of my brother’s bare butt? Ewww. A new low, even for me.
Beyond speech, I clapped one hand over my eyes and whacked at the
light switch with the palm of my other hand.

Dan yelped. And
then swore. “What the fuck?”

And when I
dared peek, blinking in the harsh brightness now piercing the
bathroom, he’d whipped up his boxers. Goody. I wouldn’t be gouging
my eyes out with a spoon today.

I couldn’t be
sure he’d seen me, though. He might have been reacting to the
weirdness of a light somehow switching on all by itself. So I
unwound the towel from my head, shook it out, and flicked it at
him.

The hemmed edge
got him right on his boxer-clad butt.

Dan yelped
again and skittered to one side. His gaze locked onto mine. He gave
me a long, slow head-to-toer. And then his eyes widened. “Shit!
Sorry— Uh, hang on…. Who the hell are—?”

“The f-bomb and
flashing your butt?” I interrupted before he could finish his
sentence and totally sink my day before it even started. “Not to
mention forgetting to knock. Jeez, bro, way to go. You’re so lucky
it was me you barged in on and not Mom. If she’d been using this
bathroom you’d be getting a monumentally huge lecture right
now.”

I watched him
processing my words, absorbing the subtext. Wait for it—

Ah, there.
Recognition smacking him upside the head, alarm at discovering a
strange girl in the bathroom receding. “Shit,” he said again,
scrubbing his fingers through his hair so it stood up in untidy
hedgehog spikes. “Sorry, sis. Didn’t see you lurking there.”

“Story of my
life,” I muttered.

“Still half
asleep, yanno? Can you—?” Slashes of crimson painted his cheeks as
he flapped his hands and made shooing motions.

I left Dan to
it rather than claiming first dibs on the bathroom and making him
suffer. I’m nice like that. My little bro doesn’t know how lucky he
is.

It took mere
minutes to get ready for school. When your classmates generally
don’t notice you unless you make mammoth efforts to attract their
attention, there’s little point angsting over your appearance.
Faded jeans washed so many times they were butter-soft and the
first t-shirt I grabbed from my drawer were my “look” for today—and
pretty much every day, to be honest. Grungy canvas sneakers
completed my “who cares?” ensemble. I finger-combed my hair and
tucked it behind my ears. That was it for grooming. And that’s me
these days: every high school fashionista’s nightmare.

Some remnant of
the girly-girl who’d once been Mitchell’s girlfriend halted me
mid-step.

Mitchell’s a
jock and a real sweetie—the two don’t have to be mutually
exclusive. We were inseparable until all the weirdness started. In
fact, my first real clue all was not right in Wren’s World was
Mitchell morphing overnight from best boyfriend ever, to a guy who
didn’t know how to react to me rushing up to hug him in the school
corridor, like I usually did. Instead of enthusiastically planting
one on me, like he usually did, he acted like I’d just flown in
from another planet—as though I was a total stranger. And within
the week he’d scored a shiny new girlfriend.

I’d been gutted
by Mitchell’s oh-so-humiliating public rejection—still was, even if
I now understood the reason for it. Well, as much as I understood
anything about any of this.

I ducked back
into my room to grab a comb and drag it through the mess of
still-damp tangles. Seems I hadn’t lost all sense of pride. Not
yet, anyway.

I was perched
on the countertop, scoffing a bowl of Dan’s favorite cereal—one
perk of the whole invisibility thing, ’cause he’d never realize it
was me emptying the box—when Mom careened into the kitchen. As per
every weekday morning she was on auto-pilot, her gaze unfocussed,
mind busy with important Mom-stuff as she slapped a stack of
sandwiches together for Dan’s lunch. I watched her grab one of the
heinously expensive protein bars he’d nagged her into buying from
the cupboard, an apple and two kiwis from the fruit bowl, and pop
the lot in a sturdy brown paper bag. A couple of bucks from the
change jar on the counter joined the food in the bag.

Mom tells
anyone who’ll listen that our school cafeteria food has the
nutritional equivalent of cardboard. Of course that doesn’t mean
Dan can’t have a treat if he wants one. Aside from coming down real
hard on us for swearing, Mom’s a bit of a soft-touch. Even so,
Dan’ll be toast if she finds out he usually tosses the sandwiches
because he wheedles Dad into slipping him lunch money, too. I’d
love to be a fly on the wall for that conversation.

Mom rolled down
the top of the bag and twisted the ends to make a secure package.
Being Mom, she wrote Dan’s name on the bag with a purple
Sharpie—you know, in the highly unlikely event another student
might be tempted to swipe a homemade lunch.

I snickered.
Today’s guaranteed to embarrass special addition artwork was a big
purple smiley face with zigzag hair. Dan would pretend to have a
cow when he saw it but he’d be secretly disappointed if she didn’t
bother.

The snicker got
all mixed up with my mouthful of cereal and the lump of wistful
sadness in my throat. One lunch bag. Guess it was too much to hope
she’d remember to make my lunch, too.

I choked down
the sadness and thumped my breastbone until I managed to swallow
the lump.

Mom slanted a
glance in my direction. Her brow was pleated, face all scrunched up
like it gets when she’s thinking about something important.

I froze, my
heart skipping a beat and then racing like a mad thing and echoing
thunderously in my ears. I’m right here, Mom. It’s not that hard.
All you have to do is notice me… and then remember you have a
daughter. Remember me. Please?

Tiny dark blobs
danced in my vision as I held my breath. Waiting. Hoping. And when
I couldn’t bear it any longer, my breath whooshed out and I leaned
forward to nudge her arm, forcing her to see me. “M-Mom? A-are you
gonna pack me a lunch, too?” My voice was thick and rough with
tears I stubbornly refused to shed.

She blinked.
Her eyes glazed with shock.

I waited,
stomach muscles tensed so hard they ached, and lips compressed in a
tight line to stop them trembling. It’s like an “on” switch is
flicked in people’s brains and I abruptly become part of their
reality again. And right now I could almost see the memories
flooding back and lodging in her consciousness.

Her panicked
expression finally smoothed and she smiled. “Of course I am,
sweetie,” she said. “Bologna okay?”

I puffed out a
jagged sigh. I despise bologna. The texture, with its almost slimy
coating, and the too-pink-to-be-real color of it, makes me want to
barf. She’s my mom. She’s supposed to remember that stuff, right?
Just like she’s supposed to remember to wake me in the morning when
I oversleep so I don’t have to set the alarm. “Hey, don’t worry
about it, Mom. You go finish getting ready for work. I’ll grab
something.”

“Thanks,
sweetie.”

She dropped a
kiss atop my head and I resisted the desire to lean in and hug her
tight. Or scream at her and demand to know why she couldn’t fix
this—aren’t parents supposed to be able to sort all their kids’
problems? But it wasn’t her fault. I was the one with the waaay the
heck out there problem that was waaay beyond anyone’s
comprehension, let alone a parent’s ability to fix.

Yeah. Back to
my problem. Remember that genie? Wish number two would be to know
the exact nature of my “problem” so I could fix it. And number
three, the most important wish of all, how to stop it from ever
happening again.

As soon as Mom
rushed off upstairs, I grabbed my backpack and fled the house. Dan
would be running late, as usual. And Dad would offer him a ride to
school, as usual. But it was more than I could bear to hang around
and wait in vain for Dad to offer to drive me to school, too. Sure,
I could race upstairs and confront him, launch myself at him and
hug him tight… then quickly back off and wait, my heart in my
throat and my mind yammering worst case scenarios, until he
remembered who I was. Sure, I could make an effort to bring myself
to his attention, like I’d done with Mom, but his horrified,
omigod-how-could-I-have-forgotten-Wren expression would only
smother me with guilt, and I’d end up feeling even more helpless
and depressed. Sometimes it’s easier—less heartbreaking and
soul-destroying—to run rather than stay and fight a losing
battle.

I kicked at a
stone, skittering it ahead of me along the sidewalk. With any luck
there’d be someone already waiting at the bus shelter so I wouldn’t
have to walk. See, I’m not usually so slow on the uptake but it’d
taken me an entire month to realize the school bus wasn’t zooming
past my stop because the driver was a grade-A jerk. When I finally
worked through the logic and figured it out, I was so freaking
relieved I bawled like a baby. The driver hadn’t taken an instant
and violent dislike to me, it was simply that most of the time he
didn’t see me at all. If I was the lone person at the stop, nine
times out of ten he’d drive on past, seemingly ignoring my frantic
waving. If I had company, though, he’d always slam on the brakes
and bring the bus to a screeching shuddering halt. Logical. Kind
of.

This morning I
lucked in. A shaggy-haired guy was leaning against the bus shelter.
Mmm. Hadn’t seen him ’round before.

Chances were
ridiculously high he wouldn’t notice me unless I got right up in
his face, so I grabbed at the perfect opportunity to check him out.
Blatantly. Maybe a year or two older than me. Taller than Dan—and
my younger brother’s no slouch in the height department. Tanned.
Muscles in all the right places, but not gym-junkie overdone. Light
blue Siberian Husky eyes, the kind that are so intense and bright
they look almost unnatural.

Nice.

Very nice. Yum,
in fact. The kind of guy who makes even ultra-confident girls
swallow their tongues and drool.

He had the
whole bad-boy thing going on, from his bored
I-don’t-give-a-rat’s-ass expression, to a rumpled t-shirt that was
so faded I couldn’t make out the slogan. Looked like his scuffed
leather pants weren’t just for show, either. They’d had more than a
few encounters with hard surfaces. Even his boots looked hardcore
genuine. I was pretty sure they were Joe Rocket leather motorbike
boots, the same ones Dan had circled in the catalog and kept
begging Mom to buy for his birthday. Which, honestly, was plain
stupid considering my brother would never own a motorbike in a
million years if Mom had anything to do with it.

The leather
jacket slung over his shoulder shouted real deal, too. All he was
missing was the tricked out street bike and a helmet dangling from
his wrist. Or maybe not the helmet. He looked too cool to be
worried about safety.

It hit me then
that his bike could be parked nearby, and he might be hanging here
waiting to meet up with someone. Meaning if he got tired of waiting
and took off in the next few minutes, he’d leave me stranded
if—when—the bus driver drove right on past my stop. Wouldn’t that
be the frosting on this craptastic start to the day cake? I sighed,
feeling sorrier for myself than usual.

Fingers
crossed, I glanced around the bus shelter. And for good measure, up
and down the street. Nope, no sign of a bike. Looked more and more
likely Leather Pants Dude was slumming it this morning and catching
the bus.

Relief made me
slump. I’d jogged what would usually be a fifteen minute bus ride
every day this week, and today I was beyond grateful to catch a
break.

I leaned
against the trunk of the large tree shading the stop, and tried to
figure out if I was doing my invisible-thing right now, or merely
beneath his notice. Hard to tell. He wasn’t giving anything
away.

Acting purely
on impulse, I levered myself upright and clicked my fingers at
him.

Nothing.

Some little
devil inside prodded me to be really uncool and do a few jumping
jacks.

No
what-the-heck-is-she-nuts-or-something? reaction. No reaction at
all. So yep, I’d say that confirmed I was doing the whole “unseen
and unnoticed” thing again.

Hmmm. Would he
spot the clumps of long grass flattened beneath my invisible feet,
and wonder at them?

His expression
didn’t change as he crossed one booted foot over the other.
Apparently he wasn’t that observant. But then, in my experience
most people aren’t. It’s like on TV shows with paranormal
storylines—if characters do spot something weird, either their
minds come up with some halfway rational explanation to justify the
weirdness or they just shrug it off.

I sank into a
daydream. Pathetic I know, but I pretended Leather Pants Dude could
see me. And, even better, liked what he saw. I pretended he was
trying to pluck up enough courage to talk to me—maybe even ask for
my number. I pretended I was a normal girl, with a normal life.

My headache
eased. A buzz of warm contentment filled the emptiness inside me. I
stretched the cricks out of my back. Wow. I hadn’t felt this great
in ages.

“Thank God,”
LPD said, sounding all
I’ve-just-crawled-outta-bed-after-partying-half-the-night husky.
“About bloody time.”

English accent.
Yum. His hotness factor blew past ten out of ten and headed into
the stratosphere, and—

Hang on. Had
that comment been directed at me? My gaze whipped to his in time to
see his lips curve briefly upward before they flattened again to a
neutral line.

Had that been a
smile? I searched his face for clues as he stared past me at
something in the distance.

The rumble of
the approaching school bus gave me my answer, and the rush of hope
zinging through me seeped away, leaving me wrung out and weary.
Riiight. “About bloody time” the bus got here. Wren Gibson, you are
three kinds of idiot. I mean, invisibility issues aside, why would
a totally gorgeous guy like him condescend to notice a girl like
me?

The bus slowed
and pulled up to the curb. My headache rocketed from barely
noticeable to whimper-worthy in the mere seconds it took the doors
to squeal open. The sound was a thousand times worse than nails
raking across a chalkboard. I gritted my teeth, forced myself to
move and rushed up the steps ahead of LPD. Being last aboard was
practically begging the driver to shut the doors on me, which, take
it from me, is not a whole lot of fun.

I waved my
student bus pass at the driver, beyond caring whether or not he saw
it—or me. The pass was valid. Wasn’t like I was taking advantage of
my weird ability to skulk around unnoticed and get away without
paying. Why would I? That’d be accepting what’s happening to me,
using it. I refuse to accept it. I just want it to go away.

I slid into the
nearest empty seat and wedged myself into the corner by the window.
Out of habit, I stuck my pack on the seat beside me—a barrier to
discourage anyone from sitting there. From what I’d been able to
figure, there were some hard and fast rules to this whole
invisibility curse. Like, if I held my pack in my lap, the
invisibility thing affected it, too, and the seat would appear
entirely vacant. But if I stuck it next to me on the seat and I
wasn’t touching it, my pack could be seen just fine by other
people. My this-seat’s-taken ploy usually worked, unless of course
some kid shoved the “ownerless” bag on the floor, forcing me to
make my presence felt.

I know, I know.
Stop hogging an entire seat, and sit next to someone, right? Sure,
if only I could be one-hundred-percent confident of being visible
when I sat down, and remaining visible throughout the bus trip.
Because believe me, the novelty of sharing a seat with someone
who’s oblivious to your presence wears off real quick—in my case,
around the third time I slid into whoever had scored the window
seat when the bus driver took a corner a little too fast. Reactions
range from shrill screeches and impressive swearing, to mute
white-faced shock. One girl even fainted all over me when we bumped
hips and I “appeared”. And let’s not even get into the shock value
if someone tries to sit on me. Apparently abrupt visibility has a
somewhat negative effect on your average teen’s mental health.

The bus’s
idling engine vibrated the windowpane against my temple. It was
more comforting than irritating, so I closed my eyes, shutting out
the world.

Someone clomped
past my seat, and I resisted the desire to peek beneath my lashes
to check where LPD had decided to sit. If he wasn’t going to choose
my seat it wasn’t any concern of mine, right?

Right.

The bus lurched
into gear and chugged off toward school, leaving me free to indulge
my warm, fuzzy daydreams. Having my teachers mark me present
without a fuss or a struggle. My former friends seeking me out,
including me in their plans. Mitchell begging me to take him back.
Being normal.

I don’t quite
know when Mitchell morphed into LPD, but hey, it was a daydream—a
fantasy. I went with it. And, picturing the expression on my mom’s
face if I ever dared bring home a hot English guy in leather pants
and biker boots, dragged a smile to my lips. That’d get her
attention, for sure. And Dad’s, too.

My smile sagged
a little at the corners…. And then fell off my face. Hah.
Daydreaming was a waste of time when I was living a nightmare, and
couldn’t figure out how to fight my way free.
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Chapter Two




Friday. One
more day to endure before the weekend—something any high school
student in their right mind would be looking forward to, right? Me,
not so much. Whenever a weekend loomed I had a hard time picturing
enough good stuff to balance out the inevitable bad.

Look on the
bright side, Wren. The weekend means two whole days—and nights—to
find a way to beat this. No more hiding out in your room feeling
sorry for yourself, okay? There has to be a way to fix this. Stay
strong, focused. You can do this.

As my teacher
shuffled into the classroom, I rolled my shoulders and pretended
the inner pep-talk had worked a treat.

Mr. Brook
starts each class by comparing his seating chart to occupied desks,
noting each student present or absent in his register. This morning
was no exception. I observed him carefully, watching his head bob
as he switched his gaze between students and the register. I hid a
smile. He reminded me of those bobble-head toys people stick in the
back windows of their cars.

Shortly after
the whole inconvenient invisibility thing started, I’d realized my
apparently unexplained absences would make me seem like a serial
truant unless I took action. Trial and error proved my best
strategy was simply to wait ’til the lesson ended, and stop by the
teacher’s desk on my way out. Fiddling with an item on their desk
while asking them to clarify something we’d covered in class often
worked a treat. Ditto with personally handing over a homework
assignment rather than leaving it on the pile with all the others.
Then, after forcing each teacher to see me, I would straight out
request that they please check whether they’d marked me present.
And stick around ’til they did it. Otherwise, when I exited the
room it could slip their minds.

While a couple
of my teachers didn’t handle the whole
student-they-might-have-marked-absent-getting-up-in-their-face-about-it
particularly well, most were just plain embarrassed about their
“mistake” and happy to rectify it. But when it came to teachers
handing back assignments, or handing out pop quizzes, I quickly
learned the only surefire way to get noticed was to get physical.
Yeah, I know: There’s only so many ways a student can yank on a
teacher’s arm without it coming across like aforementioned student
has a serious problem with personal boundaries. But hey, it beats
the heck out of accidentally on purpose stepping on the teacher’s
foot, or tripping them up.

Fingers
crossed that this time I wouldn’t need to—

Mr. Brook’s
gaze drifted past me. He focused on his chart again, pursed his
lips, and then raised his head to scan the four corners of the
classroom through narrowed eyes.

The frown
between his bushy brows etched deeper.

My stomach
bottomed out. Great. Just fricking great. He was going to mark me
absent—again. Meaning I’d have to force him to notice me…
again.

The
ever-present headache ratcheted up a notch. My vision temporarily
skewed, and everything and everyone in the room went all shimmery
around the edges, as if some cosmic force was saying, “Neener
neener! Full-blown migraine alert—try ignoring this one, Wren
Gibson.”

Craptastic. I
shouldn’t let it get to me like this. But Mr. Brook’s reaction to
my various “strategies” makes me feel like crap. His gaze turns
hunted. His ears redden, and he invariably stammers something about
his failing eyesight while he fumbles to correct his register. Poor
guy probably lies in bed at night wondering if he’s slowly going
insane. He’s a cool guy. I love his teaching style. And I kinda
cringe every time I have to make a scene and embarrass him. But
today, now, I was sick and tired of being invisible. I’d had
enough.

Heat danced
across my skin and a spike of frustration drove through my skull.
Not good. Getting all emotional always makes the headaches worse.
Need to calm down….

Calm down,
Wren! Suck in a breath. Hold it… keep holding it…. Slowly
exhale….

Didn’t help.
Neither did clenching my hands until the tendons in my wrists
ached. I tried visualizing a calm pool of water—like I’d read about
in one of Mom’s meditation books. Ripples spoiled the surface. And
when my virtual pool erupted into choppy waves, I gave up that
idea.

Energy flushed
through my veins, compelling me to do something. Anything.

The “anything”
turned out to be shooting to my feet so fast I knocked over my
chair. While I stood there, jaw clamped tight, wondering what to do
next, my classmates eyed the chair and cast suspicious gazes around
the room. I didn’t need to be Einstein to figure out they were
wondering what unseen force of nature had tipped over the
chair.

The unseen
force of nature? That would be the now-you-see-me-now-you-don’t
girl. God. I hate this. I hate what’s happened to me!

Mr. Brook had
glanced up from his register. “Who knocked over that chair?” he
asked, the edge to his voice indicating he was so not in the mood
for student shenanigans.

Mutely I
stared at my oblivious teacher, willing him to see me. Willing it
so hard, little fuzzy spots danced across my vision.

His eyes
drilled right through me. “Well?” He tapped his pen on his
desk.

I’m standing
right here, Mr. Brook, I thought at him. Me. Wren Gibson! I’m not
invisible. I’m here. All you have to do is see me.

He huffed and
dropped his gaze to his register… where he made a decisive X with
his pen.

I squeezed my
eyes shut. My fists clenched so tightly at my sides that my nails
dug into my palms. And the fury simmering in the pit of my stomach
boiled upward.

“Look at me,
dammit!” The screech seared my throat. Something clicked inside my
head, like a switch had been thrown. My eyelids popped open… and
for an instant, reality shifted. My teacher’s cluttered desk was
still there, solid and unchanged. But Mr. Brook was nothing more
than a flickering, human-shaped smudge of dim colors.

I blinked. He
snapped back to his normal bespectacled self again. His jaw sagged
and then he blinked, too. And followed it up by shaking his head.
His Adam’s apple bobbed, like he was swallowing something nasty.
His mouth closed, opened again, but no words came out.

My heart
fluttered like the injured bird I’d saved from a neighbor’s evil
cat. Because I knew my teacher was focusing on me.

He could
see me.

Omigod. Oh.
My. God. I’d done it!

A hush
shrouded the room. I glanced to my left, my gaze zooming in on
Annette, a too-thin try-hard blonde who fancies herself one of the
in-crowd. She stared back at me, doing a truly stellar imitation of
an owl who’d overdone the liquid eyeliner.

Her
lip-glossed mouth shut with a snap and she ducked her head,
unwilling to meet my gaze. Could hardly blame her. It was all to
easy to crash and burn by association, after all. For Annette’s
type, social cachet is everything, and even if I hadn’t already
lost mine months ago, I sure was losing it now in a big way.

My focus cut
to the boy seated at the desk behind her. Mitchell. My first real
crush. My first real boyfriend. His gaze cruised over me,
lingering, like he was rediscovering something he’d once
appreciated. A lot.

Beneath his
heated gaze my skin tingled, and my hormones chose that moment to
remind me how much I missed Mitchell, how his lips had felt on mine
the first time we’d kissed. It’d been my first kiss…. And I’d liked
it. A lot. I fought the impulse to do a super-girly hair-toss. And
silently thanked whatever instinct had dragged me back into my
bedroom to comb my hair this morning.

His current
girlfriend leaned over to poke him with her ruler, and drove her
point home by hitting him with What the eff, Mitchell?
evils.

Ooops. Busted.
His gaze skittered away from me, face reddening at being caught out
ogling another girl.

A glow of
warmth curled in my belly. My lips curved into a smile—something I
did so rarely these days that it felt tight and lopsided and
unnatural. Not that I cared. Hmmm. Might be worth making an effort
with my appearance from now on and—

I mentally
smacked myself upside the head. Shouldn’t be getting ahead of
myself. Had to make sure it wasn’t fluke. Please let it not be a
fluke!

Slowly I
turned full circle, my gaze searching out each and every student in
the room. Astonished gapes, perplexed frowns, sneers—none of them
fazed me. My smile stretched wider, until my cheeks ached from
smiling. Making a huge spectacle of myself and confirming to my
peers that I was a raving nut-job? Best feeling in the whole
freaking world.

“Wren Gibson?”
Mr. Brook’s tentative voice drifted to my ears and my attention
snapped back to the front of the room. My teacher’s brows were
bushy peaks of astonishment, as if he still couldn’t quite believe
what he was seeing.

I beamed at
him. “Present!”

He summoned a
strained smile at my overly cheerful tone. “Ah, yes. So you are.
Good. Ah, would you like to take your seat now, Miss Gibson?”

His
oh-so-careful, soothing-the-savage-student tone shattered what
remained of my control. I remembered just in time to right my chair
before I collapsed into it, overwhelmed by a relief so intense I
had to bite my lips to keep from screaming it aloud. Hot tears
spilled down my cheeks. My exhalations were shuddering sobs, limbs
loose and shaky—kind of like the time I’d stupidly gone for a run
in the midday heat and forgotten to take a water bottle. I blotted
my face with the heels of my hands and pulled it together, blinking
until my vision cleared enough to read the notes I’d scrawled
during yesterday’s class. And when I turned to a fresh page, my
hand shook so much I tore the paper.

My teacher, my
classmates…. They could all see me. I’d made them see me. I
hadn’t had to touch anyone. I’d just willed it to happen.
The nightmare was over. It was over.

Mr. Brook
pivoted on his heel and strode to the whiteboard. The marker
squealed as he covered the board with his spidery chicken
scratches. The sound usually sets my teeth on edge but right now I
couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this happy, this grateful.
I couldn’t wait for my next class. I couldn’t wait to get home. I
couldn’t wait to hug my parents, and unmercifully tease Dan—for us
all to be a proper family again.

Everything was
going to be all right.

The scratching
stopped. And I heard Mr. Brook say, “Ah, Miss Keyes?”

“Yup?” A pause
from Annette. And then a hasty, “I mean, yes, Mr. Brook?”

I bit my lips
to hide a smirk. I didn’t need to see Annette’s expression to guess
she’d been smacked with a killer version of The Look Mr. Brook uses
to convey extreme displeasure.

“Did you see
anyone leave the room?” The edge of confusion in my teacher’s voice
compelled me to glance up from my notepad.

“Uh, no, Mr.
Brook. No one’s left the room.” Annette’s tone left no doubt she
thought he was losing it.

My teacher’s
gaze roamed in my direction. He blinked and scratched his head,
like he couldn’t figure something out.

Panic needled
my skin. No. This couldn’t be happening. Please, no.

Mr. Brook
pinched the bridge of his nose beneath his glasses. And then, while
I watched, anxious and hopeful, a pulse throbbing so wildly in my
temple it had to be visible to anyone who cared to look, his
confused expression cleared. “I could have sworn— Ah, never mind.
Right, class, today we’ll be watching part one of a documentary on
all things mammalian.”

He paused to
let the inevitable groans wash over him. “On the board you’ll find
a list of questions that must be answered in the essay you’ll be
writing for me this weekend. I strongly suggest you stay focused.
Or if not focused, at least awake. I strongly recommend you write
extensive notes. About the documentary, that is.” He smiled at his
own weak joke.

I forced
myself to scribble down the questions. And somehow, I summoned a
reservoir of stubbornness that pinned me to my chair while the
lights were dimmed. But as the video flickered on the projection
screen, and the narrator droned on, the urgency pricking at my skin
and needling my mind grew more intense. My muscles twitched and
jerked. I knew I needed to escape this claustrophobic room and my
clueless, unintentionally cruel peers. I needed to… to… outrun this
squirming hot sickness in my belly, the suffocating tightness in my
chest, the panic clawing my mind. If I stayed here I would implode.
And the fallout wouldn’t be pretty.

I shoved my
books into my pack, climbed unsteadily to my feet, and lurched
toward the exit doors… one of which abruptly opened as I neared it.
And stayed open, like someone was holding it for me. Except, no one
was there.

These days I
have a high tolerance for weirdness, so I barreled through the
doorway and refused to give a second thought to how a door had
opened all on its own. But the weirdness factor of the voice
whispering “Hang in there, luv” as the door swung closed was much
harder to ignore.

That voice….
It hadn’t been one of my classmates but it’d been strangely
familiar.

Shock and
desperate hope choked the flow of adrenaline powering my headlong
rush. I skidded to an arm-wheeling halt and stood in the corridor,
panting, fighting for calmness and some semblance of logical
thought. The voice had been male, with an accent that reminded me
of Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s Spike. I’d swear up and down it
belonged to Leather Pants Dude, the guy from the bus shelter—the
guy who’d provoked silly daydreams someone like me shouldn’t have
been dreaming.

I held my
breath until more of those little black spots fuzzed my vision, and
finally exhaled slowly through my nose. Okay, Wren. Think. Someone
just spoke to you. Logically that means that right now someone can
see you.

I swiveled on
my heel and glanced back toward the classroom. Empty corridor. No
one lurking in the doorway. No one there.

Right. Of
course no one’s there. Talk about delusional, Wren. That’s what
happens when you dare to hope. All the hope gets sucked out of you,
and you feel a thousand times worse than you felt before. Hopeless.
Bleak. So very, very, alone.

My forgotten
headache flared viciously again. I pressed my knuckles into my
temples, slit my eyelids, and concentrated on dragging one foot
after another. Down a flight of stairs that went on forever,
through the heavy main doors that groaned shut behind me like a
doomsday knell, into the too-bright fake cheeriness of the world
outside.

My eyes
watered in the sunlight but at least they weren’t tears. That had
to count for something, right?

I slumped
against a stair rail, hunched over and hurting, torn between a
craving for the familiarity of home and the agony of knowing that
even there I was on my own. The sun beat down on my nape,
remorseless and unforgiving. The heat of the railing seeped through
the thin cotton of my t-shirt to brand my spine. The bitter
metallic stench of sun-warmed metal mingled with the harsh chemical
odor of fresh paint, and spoiled fruit from a nearby garbage can. I
wrinkled my nose to suppress the urge to sneeze.

Sure I felt
crappy now, but it’d only be ten times worse rattling around in an
empty house.

Huh. Some
choice. I sucked it up and slunk back to class.

 


~*~

 


Moments before
the lunch bell rang, my stomach gave a huge rumbling gurgle that
seemed to go on forever—just like this school day seemed to be
going on forever. Heat blossomed on my cheeks. I darted glances
left and right and over my shoulder, mildly surprised to discover
none of my classmates were snickering and pointing the finger after
my very loud, very embarrassing display. Oh right. Invisible.
Apparently there are some advantages to being me.

Once the rush
to exit the classroom cleared, I headed for the lockers. From the
bottom of my backpack I scrounged enough loose change to cover a
sandwich and a soda, before shoving the pack in my locker and
slamming the door. The girl rummaging in the locker two down from
mine glanced up, eyes huge, face a classic picture of “Where the
hell did you come from?”

Visible again.
Yay. I grimaced, muttered a half-hearted apology, and stalked
off.

Of course the
visibility didn’t last until I hit the cafeteria. That would be too
much to ask. Worse, it took me ten embarrassing seconds of trying
to catch the attention of the bored-looking woman behind the
register to confirm my lack of visibility. Mind you, I gotta admit
buying lunch in the cafeteria isn’t that big of a deal for a mostly
invisible girl—not that I treat myself very often these days.
There’s something too pathetic about having to constantly remind
your parents to give you your allowance. And sure, I could have
taken the food without paying at all, but the thought of stealing
makes me squirm. Since I’d grabbed a sandwich from the prepackaged
food section, I left enough cash to cover it, plus a soda, on the
counter by the till.

For some
perverse reason, I decided to sit at one of the more popular tables
by the window to eat my sandwich. Refusing to let “it” beat me
down. Taking control and all that. Yeah, riiight. Way to go when
the table’s empty, Wren.

I took a huge,
savage bite of my sandwich, only to gag at the taste of ham. Uck.
I’d meant to grab a salad one.

Used to be I
was an enthusiastic carnivore. And don’t ask me why I’ve gone off
meat because I have no idea. It sure isn’t an ethical decision. I
washed down the wafer-thin piece of processed pig with a mouthful
of soda and then checked my sandwich in case there was any more of
the nasty stuff lurking.

I’d just
braved another bite when someone yanked my chair back from the
table and sat right on top of me.

Mitchell is no
lightweight. His startled yelp echoed what would have been my
appallingly loud squeal of protest if I hadn’t had my mouth full of
sandwich, and all the breath squished out of me. Instead, all that
erupted was a strangled gargle.

“Shit!” His
food-laden tray tilted and he shifted his grip, grasping it so
tightly his knuckles went white.

“G’rroff me!”
I shoved him off my lap and choked down my mouthful before I did
something really humiliating, like barf half-masticated bread all
over him.

He managed to
set his tray on the table without spilling his soda or dumping his
two burgers and bowl of fries on the floor. The boy had talent.

“Sorry,
ah—”

His struggle
to remember my name shattered my heart all over again. “It’s Wren,”
I snapped, hoping my bitchy tone would cover my distress. “With a
W.”

From the
corner of my eye, I spotted his friends grinning and nudging each
other. And his girlfriend giving me a “watch your back, you skanky
ho” glare.

My attention
switched back to Mitchell, who stood staring down at me with
confusion scrawled all over his face. “Are you okay?” he finally
managed to ask.

“I’m fine.”
Total lie of course, because what was fine about any of this?

“How could I
not have seen you sitting there?” he muttered.

I figured he
hadn’t meant to ask the question aloud but I answered anyway.
“Because I just happened to be invisible at the time. Duh.”

He treated me
to an eye-roll, and the little half-smile that had always tugged at
my heartstrings made an appearance. “Sure you were,” he said. “Very
funny.”

Yeah. Very
funny. For everyone else.

“Maybe you
need your eyes tested.” I grabbed my soda and stood, on the verge
of tears and in no mood to play nice. “If you want my chair so bad,
here. Take it. It’s yours.”

“Wren. I’m
real sorry I didn’t see you.”

The soft
concern in his voice and the worry crinkling his brows undid me.
Something inside me broke. I wanted to go back to a time when I’d
been his girlfriend, and he’d cared about me for real—not solely
because he felt like crap about squashing some poor girl he barely
recognized. I wanted to yell at him for dumping me and ripping out
my heart. I wanted to upend my tray in his lap and make a scene and
embarrass the hell out him, like he’d just embarrassed me.

Satisfying as
those reactions would be, I did neither. His hangdog expression
told me he was genuinely sorry. Which shouldn’t surprise me. He’s
an all around decent guy, after all. And I could hardly blame him
for all the weird things happening in my life.

I left the
table, spine stiff, head held high. Mitchell would just have to
deal with the remains of my lunch. The back of my neck tingled as I
pictured the staring eyes, the snickers and whispers, the
speculation—that weirdo girl, wassername, making another scene.

On the plus
side, at least I’d gotten noticed with no effort on my part for a
change. That little scene where Mitchell plunked his butt right in
my lap wouldn’t be forgotten in a hurry. Heck, if I was really
lucky, someone might have snapped it with their phone and by this
afternoon it’d have gone viral. I’ll say this about public
humiliation, it’s way better than drifting through life in a
pseudo-ghostlike state, ignored and forgotten and—

Whoa. Cruel
realization stung my skin with hot-cold-hot prickles. I was
seriously on the brink of convincing myself that any
attention at all—like having my ex-boyfriend sit on me and forget
my name and embarrass me in front of half the school—was a
positive. I’d hit rock bottom. It was a desolate, frightening place
to be.

I clapped a
hand over my mouth and hoped to God I didn’t lose my lunch. Because
with my luck I’d still be visible, and that’d be something everyone
would remember. I held it together until I got out of the
cafeteria, and then took to my heels and sprinted down the corridor
toward my locker. Enough. I’d reached my limit. I was cutting
afternoon classes and heading home. I didn’t care about sticking
’round and fighting to convince my teachers I wasn’t absent. I
didn’t care about maintaining my GPA. I didn’t care about anything.
I just wanted—

I just wanted
to be normal. I wanted things to go back to the way they’d been
before, when the most taxing things in my life centered around what
to wear on a date with Mitchell, and how to wheedle Mom into buying
me another tube of my favorite lip-gloss. Was that too much to
ask?

I tried my
darnedest to dial the combination for my locker but my fingers kept
sliding over the lock. And then both the lock and my locker
turned all blurry-shimmery and unreal, like I was looking at them
underwater.

Great. Just
freaking great. How much more of this woo-woo crap did I have to
take before it ended?

Frustration
and a big old dose of “why me?” prodded me to slam my palm into the
metal door. My breath hitched as I waited for the pain to hit. But
I felt nothing—a nothing that was a curious absence of sensation,
as though my hand was no longer part of the physical world and
subject to its natural laws. I smacked the locker door over and
over, and finally, the sharp pain I’d been waiting for flared in my
palm and snaked to my wrist.

Man, it felt
good—necessary in some strange way. And only when my palm turned a
bright angry red and my wrist throbbed and ached did I quit
smacking the locker. And then, cradling my wrist against my chest,
I slid down until my butt hit the floor, buried my face against my
bent knees, and gave in to a crying jag. I didn’t care whether
anyone could see me. Right now I was beyond caring about anything
much at all.

I thought I
was imagining the voice at first.

“Aw, poor
little thing,” it—he—crooned.

I jerked up my
chin, glanced around. Through the blur of tears I confirmed no one
was lurking to witness my latest humiliation.

My brain
kicked up a gear. Weird. The whole corridor was empty. Normally
there’d be students slamming lockers as they fetched books for
their afternoon classes, huddles of kids hanging out, gossiping and
madly texting their friends and planning to hook up over the
weekend. Instead it was deathly quiet, as if the area had been
designated a no-go zone.

A loud
crackling ripped through the silence. It reminded me of cellophane
being scrunched. A truckload of cellophane. I struggled to my feet,
keeping my back against the wall of lockers.

An invisible
force skimmed my skin. I stuck out my arm and watched the fine
hairs rise until they stood straight up.

“Having a
rough time, eh?”

That English
voice again….

I glanced up.
A disembodied English voice—no body in sight. What the
eff?

Gnawing my
lower lip, I worked through the logic…. And then wished I hadn’t
bothered. Great. Now I could add hearing voices to my woe-is-me
list. And not just any voices, ones with sexy-as English accents.
How pathetic was tha—

The voice’s
owner blinked into existence.

“Hello, luv.
Remember me?”

Leather Pants
Dude sauntered toward me, oozing bad-boy charm. The lazy smile
quirking his lips announced he knew the effect he had on girls, was
certain I’d fall at his feet and worship his kick-butt Joe Rocket
boots. But my throat was too tight from imprisoning all the
emotions bubbling up inside me to form actual words. The voice I’d
been hearing was his. And I’d bet my life that at the bus shelter
this morning he had been able to see me. Just like he could
see me now.

As he came
closer I thrust out a hand, but whether I intended to grab him and
shake him until his teeth rattled, or draw him even closer so I
could bury my face in his leather biker jacket and shake with
relief, I didn’t know. He’d ignored me while I ogled him and did
jumping jacks. He’d whispered in my ear and made me believe I was
losing it. Why would he do that to me—torture me like that? Did he
get off on watching me make a dork of myself and believe I was
hearing things? Why wait ’til now to reveal that he could see me
when others couldn’t?

Unless he
wasn’t real.

His eyes
widened as he absorbed my expression. God knows what I looked like.
Borderline terrified most likely. And he had enough smarts to
realize I was perilously close to a meltdown, for he halted a
little out of reach and stood perfectly still, letting me do
whatever it was I needed to do.

I pushed off
from the safety of the lockers and took that one small but
mega-scary step to close the gap between us.

My hand
trembled as I stroked his cheek. It was smooth. He’d shaved
recently.

I brushed his
mouth with my fingertips. His lips were soft, the lower slightly
fuller than the upper. There was an intriguing little dimple in his
chin and—

I jerked back
my hand, fisting it against my torso. He wasn’t a figment of my
imagination. He was real. And he could see me. And he’d just
appeared out of thin air. And… and… too much. I couldn’t deal.

“Aw, don’t get
all teary-eyed on me, luv. You’re a lim. The good stuff far
outweighs the bad. Once you get the hang of it, of course. Which is
why I’m here.”

“W-what the
h-heck are you t-talking about?”

“I’m gonna
teach you all about being a lim.”

“A
w-w-what?”

“Liminal. You
know, like subliminal. Only the complete opposite.”

“Huh?”

He rolled his
eyes ceiling-ward and heaved a disgruntled sigh. “Had you figured
for a smart girl. Here’s a little demo for you, luv.”

He grabbed my
wrist, holding it so tightly his fingertips dug into my skin.
Afraid I would try to run from him? He had nothing to worry about.
My muscles had turned to Jell-O. I wasn’t going anywhere in a
hurry.

“Now you see
me liminal.” The gesture he made with his spare hand was a
magician’s flourish. “Now you see me subliminal.
Ta-daaaa.”

And….

He
disappeared.

My brain
overloaded, whirling with conflicting information. Was something
buzzing nearby or was it only inside my head? Could I truly feel
his hand bracketing my wrist, the almost bruising grasp of his
fingers? I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

I squeaked and
nearly swallowed my tongue as he appeared again, leaning in to
whisper in my ear. “You couldn’t see me, right?”

“I…
c-c-couldn’t see you. Right.”

“Subliminal.
Beyond the threshold of conscious perception.” Now his tone was
singsong, like a kid reciting a rote phrase. “Get it?” he
asked.


“Subliminal.”

He vanished
again as the “Got it,” left my lips. The roaring in my head
escalated. A vice squeezed my skull. My knees buckled.

“Aw, shit!” He
popped back into view in time to grab me as I sagged.

I stared up at
his face. His features blurred, going fuzzy around the edges.

“Wren. Stay
with me, luv.” He scooped me into his arms and jiggled me when my
too-heavy head lolled back. “Wren!”

I wanted to
stay with him. God, how I wanted to. Because there were so many
questions I wanted to ask. Would I fall through his arms if he
disappeared again? Or would he still be physically there, even if I
couldn’t feel him holding me?

And if someone
walked past, would they see me floating in mid-air?

What if
I disappeared? Or was I already invisible, and only he could
see me?

And there was
one question that burned to be asked—the most important question of
all: Was he the only one out there like me, or were there more of
us? But they all floated away unasked as I slid into oblivion.
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Chapter
Three




I might have
been able to convince myself the whole encounter with LPD had been
a dream but for the fact I woke curled across his lap. His jacket
was unzipped. My cheek nestled against his chest and I could hear
the steady ka-thud of his heartbeat through the soft cotton
of his t-shirt. When he brushed a tangle of hair back from my face
and his fingertips lingered on my cheek, my breath hitched.
Shivering, I forced open my eyelids.

The grin he
greeted me with did nothing for my peace of mind. It was
knowing—too knowing. I quickly lowered my gaze. There’s nothing
more unsettling than being at the mercy of a guy who’s fully aware
of his devastating effect on your rampaging female hormones. It
leaves you scrambling to tip the balance of power back in your
favor.

“Hello there.”
He crooned the words, drawing out each syllable. “Figured you’d be
waking soon.”

My stomach did
a little “OMG, he’s sooo hot!” somersault and I swear even my
earlobes blushed. I refused to look at him. The rows of perfectly
spaced trees whizzing past the window were safer.

Hang on,
where—?

Oookay. We
were in the rear of a moving vehicle—a taxi. I noticed the driver
shooting glances at us in his rearview mirror. Obviously I was
visible again. And if I had to guess, I’d say the driver was the
tiniest bit concerned for me and my current circumstances. The man
had good instincts. I was worried about me, too.

My pulse
tripped. Unease churned my stomach. Didn’t matter how freaking
good-looking LPD happened to be and how darn good it felt to be in
his arms, this unexpected trip to God only knew where wasn’t my
idea of getting to know each other better.

Calm down,
Wren. Being in a taxi is a good thing. A whack-job wouldn’t abduct
a girl via taxi. Right?

Right. So if I
felt threatened I’d ask the driver for help. Simple. I held the
power here, not some hot guy who’d been messing with my head, and
who’d somehow gotten me off the school grounds and poured me into a
taxi while I was out cold.

I made a
concerted effort to relax the tension from my muscles.

“Poor thing,”
LPD said, his tone dripping fake concern. “These migraines knock my
little cousin ’round something wicked. Hope she doesn’t upchuck her
lunch.” He directed these comments at the nosy driver… who promptly
planted his foot.

The sudden
acceleration plastered me against LPD’s chest and I got even more
up close and personal with the heat radiating from his body, his
clean male scent mingling with warmed cotton and old leather and
something astringent and spicy.

I inhaled,
eyelids fluttering as I drew his scent deep into my lungs—

Too close. Too
intimate. Too much.

Panicking, I
tried to squirm from his lap but his arms caged me and he bent
forward to whisper in my ear. “Better sit still, luv. I’m not a
saint, you know.”

As the meaning
of his words registered, I stilled. Something I didn’t dare analyze
flowered in the pit of my stomach and on cue, my face flamed.

“Relax,” he
murmured, his lips tickling my ear and making me all shivery again
for reasons I couldn’t think about too closely. “If you’re all
uptight I might not be able to keep you in phase—it’s hard enough
already. And if you vanish into thin air, what’ll I tell our
friendly cabbie?”

“How about you
tell him I jumped out of the car rather than put up with a bunch of
BS from my so-called cousin?” I hissed the words low and
sharp so the driver wouldn’t overhear.

The warm huff
of LPD’s laughter goosed my earlobe and set my heart racing again.
“You’d rather jump from a moving vehicle than cuddle with me?
Gutted.”

I squashed a
little-girl-way-out-of-her-depth-and-needing-comfort thought that
cuddling with him was nice. Okay, a lot more than nice. I told
myself it meant nothing. A girl needs hugs. And when she doesn’t
get them from her family or friends any longer, is it any surprise
she feels a little needy? It was merely lack of physical contact
overall making me feel this way, not him.

“You bet I’d
rather jump,” I said, snapping the words to cover growing worry
that I was in biiig trouble. And this time, my voice was loud
enough for the driver to overhear and throw us another frown in his
rearview mirror.

“Harsh,” LPD
said. “Just as well we’re here then, eh?”

“Where’s
here?”

“Home, of
course. She’s still a bit spacey from the meds the school nurse
gave her,” he said to the driver. “Lucky she’s got me to look out
for her. I’d hate to think what might happen to her wandering
around alone in this state.”

Smooth.

As the taxi
slowed to pull up to the curb, LPD leaned forward slightly to rifle
in the back pocket of his battered leather pants—no mean feat,
considering they hugged him like a second skin. And if I’d had my
wits about me, I’d have dived for the door while he had one hand
stuck in his pocket. Instead, I hesitated. And he must have guessed
my thoughts, or read my mind, or something, because he
anchored me closer to his chest with his free hand.

I muffled a
squeak, my heartbeat revving into overdrive.

“I’m warning
you,” he murmured, “don’t try anything daft or you will be very,
very sorry. Just roll with it, and I promise I’ll tell you
everything you need to know.” He tossed a couple of bank notes at
the driver, and gave me no chance to scramble from his lap as he
opened the car door, eased from the vehicle, and straightened with
me held tightly in his arms.

I opened my
mouth to protest, let him know I wasn’t some helpless girly-girl
content to let the big strong guy with all the muscles take
control, but he jiggled me until I flung my arms around his
neck.

“I mean it,”
he said. “Hush.”

As tempting as
it was to test him, the ground was a long way down. Kissing the
concrete from this height was going to hurt. Big-time. Not to
mention an injury could seriously impede my chances of taking off
the instant he put me down. Well, maybe not the instant he
put me down, but as soon as he answered a couple of questions about
this— What had he called it again? This liminal stuff.

“Sorry ’bout
the door,” LPD called to the driver. “I’d shut it for you but I’ve
kinda got my hands full.” He grinned down at me again. “Lucky
me.”

The look he
was giving me—one eyebrow quirked, a crooked smile teasing his
lips—seemed to dare me to retaliate.

Saying
something cutting would be excellent right about now. Typically, I
had nothing. His grin got wider, and then he swung into motion and,
anxious not to make even more of an idiot of myself, I focused on
the house.

“Home” did not
fit LPD’s bad boy image one bit. It was a large, two-level brick
house with a pitched tile roof and a garage at the side. It looked
pretty much like all the other houses in the street. Neat gardens,
freshly mowed lawns. Nor was it a cheap neighborhood by any stretch
of the imagination. His folks were doing more than all right.

“Reckon you
can stay upright for a bit?” he asked.

“Yes.” Maybe.
Hopefully.

“Good.” He set
me down on the front stoop, keeping one arm around my waist.

A previously
forgotten parental lecture about not getting into cars with strange
boys, and definitely not going home with them, stifled my craving
to hear what this strange boy had to say about my…
condition. Affliction. Whatever the heck it was. And now I’d had a
chance to think about it, I didn’t much like the sound of his
veiled threats, either. You’ll be very, very sorry. Um,
yeah. Way to make a girl shut up and do what you want—not.

I decided I
wasn’t taking any chances. LPD had already found me once—twice if
you counted the bus shelter encounter. He could find me again. But
next time, I’d be prepared. Next time, I’d make darn sure I called
all the shots.

A car door
slammed. I glanced back to see the taxi driver heading around to
the driver’s side and climbing back into his vehicle. The engine
revved and then the taxi zoomed off down the street.

Too late, my
sluggish brain finally kicked into full-blown self-preservation
mode. Dammit. So should have come up with some excuse for
the driver to wait around. There went my easiest escape option.

LPD fished a
key from his pants’ pocket. The contortions that simple act
required would have been highly amusing, and well worth
appreciating, if I hadn’t been so anxious. When he bent to fit his
key in the lock, and his attention was momentarily diverted from
me, I snatched my opportunity. Cupping my right fist in the palm of
my other hand, I rose up on tiptoes and slammed him between the
shoulder blades with my elbow. Hard.

His breath
whooshed out with a grunt, and he sank to his knees.

It worked. Go
Wren!

I darted
across the lawn, heading for the street. But I’d taken no more than
a dozen steps from the stoop when something slammed into me. I felt
the impact from head to heels, stumbled, regained my balance… and
found I could no longer coordinate my muscles enough to move. I had
no choice but to stand there, making like a statue. Not that I
cared what I might look like to a passerby. I was too busy counting
each well of warmth that had begun to expand in a straight line
from my forehead to my lower belly. There were seven of them, and
whoa, they felt awesome. I felt awesome! All warm and
tingly, and vibrantly alive.

Abruptly, as
though to punish me for being so terribly naïve, the pools of
warmth exploded into something not so awesome. Currents of energy
pulsed through my veins, making them buzz and throb. Minute tremors
rolled over me, and through me…. Vibrations. I was vibrating
like a tuning fork. And it wasn’t a harmonious series of
vibrations. They were “off”. They jarred, like I desperately needed
a tune-up or I was going to shake myself apart.

LPD shouted
something incomprehensible in a voice that was hoarse,
pain-racked.

My
nerve-endings flared like exploding mini firecrackers. I couldn’t
control my twitching limbs, or any part of my body. Even my eyelids
were flickering uncontrollably. I had time to think, Oh, so
this is what being very, very sorry means before the energy
burst from me in a heated rush… leaving behind a cold dark well of
utter emptiness.

All my muscles
went noodle-limp. And the neatly paved path reared up to meet
me.
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A groan. Mine.
I peeled open my eyelids and hauled myself upright. Unghh. Bad
idea. The room spun and the soggy washcloth someone had
thoughtfully folded and draped over my forehead plopped into my
lap, soaking through my jeans. I flopped back against the pillows,
and replaced the washcloth over my face, thankful for its coolness
seeping into my heated skin while I waited for the spinning room to
slow… and hopefully get around to remaining in one place real
soon.

“Don’t ever do
that to me again.”

I lifted the
corner of the cloth and cut my fuzzy-eyed gaze to the right.

The blur
resolved into LPD. Who lay sprawled in a recliner with one
leather-clad thigh draped over the arm, nursing a beer. “Gawd,” he
said. “Feel like I’ve been run over by a bloody truck.”

Ditto.

He noticed me
eyeing the bottle in his hand. “Want one?”

Mmmm. Although
I’d tasted beer a couple of times and hated it, my mouth watered. I
could almost taste the malty bittersweetness on my tongue, feel the
cool liquid slipping down my throat. I stared at the bottle,
watching the beads of condensation dripping down the sides,
watching him lift it to his mouth to take another swallow….

A slow blink.
And another. And one more, before I realized he’d mesmerized me
with barely any effort on his part. Whoa. I had it bad—real
bad.

I sucked in a
sharp breath that sandpapered the lining of my über-dry throat and
made my head spin again. Calm down, Wren. Focus. He was only
offering you a beer. “Don’t ever do what again?” I asked,
proud that my voice didn’t tremble.

“Toss me out
of a sync. Not only is it rude as hell when I’m trying to
help you, the kickback is a bitch. Peeling you off the path and
lugging you inside nearly killed me. Not to mention the big-arse
bruise I can feel forming between my shoulder blades thanks to your
sharp little elbow. I’d compliment you on your self-defense moves
but it bloody hurts too much.”

“Oh. Sorry.”
Kind of. Maybe more so if I had a clue what he was going on
about.

“You copped
some bumps and scrapes,” he said, “but nothing too major. Could
have a concussion, though. Should probably have a doctor check you
out.”

Hmmm. He
didn’t sound particularly thrilled by the prospect of dragging me
off to the nearest ER. In fact, going by the tight line of his lips
and the way he dropped his gaze to his suddenly fascinating beer
bottle, I’d say he was freaked by the thought of it.


Interesting.

“I don’t need
a doctor,” I said. Truth. Because what I needed was
information.

“How’s your
head?”

“Fine.”

“Liar.”

I gave up
hiding behind the washcloth and folded it into a rectangle again.
With careful fingers, I probed the egg-shaped lump on my temple. It
was wince-worthy, sure, but in the past few months I’d developed a
high tolerance for pain. I slapped the washcloth over the lump and
ignored it. “I’m not lying. This little bump on the head is nothing
compared to the killer migraines.”

His lazy gaze
sharpened. “How often do you get those?”

I ignored the
question. If anyone was going to be asking the questions it’d be
me. “Where are we?”

A pause for
another swallow of beer. “My place.”

“I mean, what
suburb?”

He quirked an
eyebrow. “C’mon now, luv. That really what you want to ask me after
everything that’s gone down?”

Good point.
“Fine. How did you get me off the school grounds without being
spotted? Or did you give some BS excuse that’ll come back to bite
me come Monday?”

He swigged his
beer again and I tried my darnedest to ignore the fact that I was
in his bedroom, lying on his bed. And we were alone. And did
I mention he was heart-thumpingly rock star gorgeous?

“You didn’t
make it easy,” he said. “First, I had to use a handy dandy
electronic device that emits a nasty subliminal whine.”

“Like a dog
whistle?”

“More or
less.” He gestured expansively with his beer bottle before setting
it on the floor beside the chair. “It’s a nifty little thing.”

If he was
waiting for me to be impressed and ask for more details he was
doomed to disappointment.

There was a
glint in his eyes that hinted he might be clued into my attempts to
play it cool despite all the questions bubbling in my brain. I
hoped not. Sure didn’t want him thinking he held all the cards.

“It encouraged
everyone to avoid the locker area for a few minutes,” he said. “The
plan being, I rocked on up and convinced you to go somewhere for a
private talk. But you screwed up aforementioned brilliant plan by
phasing out when you did the dying swan act. I could hardly toss
you over my manly shoulder and stroll off after you pulled that one
on me.”

Manly
shoulder. I fought the impulse to roll my eyes. Talk about laying
it on real thick. “How come?” I asked.

“When you
phase you’re pure energy. You haven’t got a physical body, per se.
I might as well have tried to wrestle with air. Make sense?”

I nodded.
Because it did make sense. Kind of.

“So I had to
do the old lock, link and sync.”

At my blank
expression he elaborated. “Lock on to your energy signature,
establish a link, and sync with you, so I could
pig-a-back you along with me, and get you off the grounds ASAP.
Pity I couldn’t have phased us both straight back home, but I
couldn’t risk it.”

Oookay then. I
figured it might be best to gloss over all the truly bizarre stuff
I didn’t have the faintest clue about, and settle for asking the
obvious. “Why not?”

“Didn’t want
you going AWOL. Once we were in the clear, I pulled you back into
phase. Again, you didn’t make it easy. Even out for the count you
put up quite a fight for such an itty bitty little thing.”

His tone was
admiring enough that I had to clamp down on a bizarre desire to
preen. And then he ruined the moment by waggling his eyebrows and
saying, “But I had my wicked way with you in the end.”

I refused to
react to his flirtatious tone. Things were just getting
interesting, and Dad says the best way to learn stuff is to shut up
and let the other guy fill in the silences. So I put on my best
neutral face, figuring while LPD was trying to impress me with his
cleverness, he was more likely to slip up and reveal more important
stuff to do with my “problem”.

He cocked an
eyebrow and smirked.

Ah, crap. He
knew exactly what game I was playing.

He obliged me
regardless. “Once I had you stabilized, I scooped you up and hauled
arse to the nearest cab rack. Would have preferred my motorbike,
but hey, beggars toting cute unconscious girlies can’t be choosers.
None of the teaching staff bothered me, by the way. Your reputation
is safe. For now, at least.”

This time he
grinned openly at me, leaving no doubt he expected me to be
impressed.

And I
was impressed. He’d hauled me half a block to the taxi rack.
Those muscles I’d noticed definitely weren’t for show. But no way
was I going to inflate his already high opinion of himself by
acknowledging that—or anything else, for that matter. No way. Not
even if the memory of being held in his arms and cuddled so tightly
against his chest did make my breath catch in my throat.

“A-and if you
hadn’t been able to, uh, do whatever it was you said to, uh,
phase me back in?” I asked.

“Sync
with you?”

“Yeah. That.”
Whatever that was.

He shrugged.
“I’d have thought of something. I always do.”

I got the
distinct feeling that wasn’t an idle boast. I inched up the
mattress until I could prop my back against the padded headrest. It
wasn’t exactly comfortable so I shoved a pillow beneath the small
of my back. Ah. Bliss. And right now, it would be even more
blissful to close my eyes and shut out the world for a few hours. I
couldn’t get my head around what had happened, let alone process
his explanations. I couldn’t even imagine the extent of the fuss if
someone reported my apparent kidnapping from the school grounds to
my parents. Provided anyone remembered seeing me at school in the
first place without me to remind them.

Hah. Fat
chance of—

Hey. That taxi
driver had been able to see me. So, what if LPD doing that… that…
sync thingie to… to… phase me back in, had fixed
me—even temporarily? How long would it last?

Maybe I should
play nice—try’n convince this guy to stick around so I could have a
chance at a normal life. Or at the very least, graduating high
school. I had some savings—Christmas and birthday money I’d
squirreled away along with my allowance. How much would it cost me
to convince him to, say, pretend to be my boyfriend and become my
shadow?

I eyed him
from beneath my lashes as he snatched up his beer again and took a
long swig. He was Mitchell’s polar opposite but he was ticking all
the right boxes. And the accent was a definite plus. Majorly yum.
Sure wouldn’t be a hardship having him dogging my footsteps. Or, it
wouldn’t be if he didn’t have a knack for saying things that
embarrassed the heck out of me.

As if sensing
the direction of my thoughts—again—his gaze licked me from head to
toe. He took his time about it, too.

I fought not
to squirm. And got the impression I hadn’t been entirely
successful, because when he finally spoke, amusement laced his
tone. “So, if you’re not concussed, are you planning on getting
your cute little behind off my bed? Or is this your way of hinting
I should join you? I gotta say, most girls wouldn’t be so coy.
They’d simply come right out and say it.”

Huh? Way to
confuse me with a complete change of subject. “Say what,
exactly?”

“That you
think I’m hot.”

Oh. Oh,
crap. I opened my mouth, and promptly shut it again. No way
could I reveal what I’d been thinking about him. No freaking way.
So I snorted loudly, and hoped my attempt at derision was
convincing enough to put him off. “You’re hardly my type.”

“Reckon I’m
exactly your type, luv.” His eyebrows waggled. “Lucky me.”

I hit him with
my best you-are-so-far-off-base-I’m-embarrassed-for-you glare. “In.
Your. Dreams.” There. That had sounded pretty darned
convincing.

“Uh uh.” His
lips curved into that infuriating smug grin again. “In yours. You
talk in your sleep, Wren. Did you know that?”

Damning heat
scorched my cheeks. Oh no. Not good. Sooo not good. And about the
only thing that could salvage this disaster was a bluff.

I blotted my
face with the washcloth, desperately trying for nonchalance.
“Really. What did I say about you?”

“Oh, a bunch
of stuff about how my sexy-as English accent makes your heart
flutter, and how you’d lurve to jump my bones and do wicked
things to my body. It was all very flattering.”

“You’re making
that up.”

“Where’d be
the fun in that?”

I hoped the
pause while I struggled for something suitably cutting to say,
didn’t lance the sting from whatever retort finally popped into my
head. Okay. Here goes. “Wow.” I batted my eyelashes at him. “You’re
so full of yourself. There’re so many hot guys at my school,
I could have been talking about anyone. My boyfriend, for
instance.” Ex-boyfriend, but he didn’t have to know that.

“Pathetic.
You’ll have to try harder than that, luv.” He laughed at me—made no
effort to hide it, either.

I lobbed the
washcloth at him but he batted it away.

Jerk. A really
hot jerk, but a jerk just the same. Enough. I clambered off the bed
and headed for the nearest door.

“Ensuite
bathroom,” he said.

I pivoted to
change direction and stalked past him into the next room… which
turned out to be a living room dominated by a big-screen TV, a
surround-sound system, and a couple of gaming consoles. Dan would
be drooling with envy right about now.

LPD had
followed me. Of course. No surprises there. “You can’t leave, luv,”
he said.

Hah. We’d see
about that. “Sure I can. Watch me walk out the door.”

“Have it your
way, then. Been nice knowing you, Wren. I’ll be sure and come to
your funeral.”
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Chapter Four




I hesitated by
the front door, chilled by his matter-of-fact tone. No flirty BS
this time. Simply a stark statement. Ringing with such truth, my
stomach pitched and rolled and it was abruptly very easy to ignore
my attraction to him. “What did you say?”

He spoke to my
stiff, unwilling back. “If you don’t learn to control your phasing,
one day soon—very soon—you’ll phase out all the way and get stuck,
unable to phase back to the physical world. But you won’t die for a
while. You’re strong, Wren. You’ll hang on. And you’ll keep on
fighting, trying to find a way back until your mind shatters.”

Horror clawed
my spine. I slowly turned to face him, needing to gauge his
expression. “You’ve seen it happen,” I whispered.

His face had
smoothed to a neutral mask but his eyes were so haunted with
remembered anguish that I flinched. I leaned against the doorframe
for support but my knees gave way and I collapsed until my butt hit
the carpet. “I’m sorry.” Tragic and clichéd, but right now I
couldn’t think of anything else to say.

He drank off
the last of his beer, ditched the bottle on a bookcase and
approached me, one hand outstretched. “Kade Jordan.”

Bemused by the
super-fast switch to polite introductions, I didn’t over think it.
I simply reached up and shook his hand.

“But Leather
Pants Dude does have a certain ring to it,” he said.

I met his
amused gaze and cringed. Crap. I really had been talking in my
sleep. I tried to snatch back my hand but he tugged me to my feet
and toward the couch. When I didn’t oblige by doing the obvious, he
released my hand… and then his palms landed heavy on my shoulders,
applying downward pressure until my knees caved and I sat.

He stayed
standing, looming over me. Perhaps he was worried I’d bolt for the
door. Smart guy. A girl can only take so much shock and humiliation
before she needs to dive under the covers with her favorite stuffed
animal and stay there for the rest of the year. Since my favorite
stuffed toy, unimaginatively christened Brown Bear by my
two-year-old self, sat in my bedroom at home, and the only bed I’d
seen so far belonged to Kade—the source of my current shock and
humiliation—I slumped back against the couch cushions, defeated.
But only for now, I told myself as I gazed up at him, scared and
hopeful and so relieved to finally have someone to share this
nightmare with that I wanted to bawl.

“Tell me
everything I need to know. If you leave anything out, I swear I’ll
make you cry like a… like a… girl.” Ack. That was pathetic.
But I took some pride in the fact my voice was fierce and didn’t
crack. And my reward was seeing Kade blink and dance back a step,
eyeing me like the cute fluffy kitten he’d brought home had just
shown him her claws.

An insanely
short time later, the metaphorical cute fluffy kitten reeeally
wanted to shred something. I was ready to bet if I looked up
“frustration” in a dictionary right here, right now, there would be
a one-word definition: Kade.

He’d kept his
explanation to the bare essentials of my “situation” as he liked to
call it, but I wasn’t feeling the love for those bare essentials
one iota.

To sum up: If
I walked out of here, I’d die—sooner rather than later.

If didn’t
learn to control my phasing, I’d die.

If I didn’t
listen to him and do exactly what he said, I’d—you guessed
it—die. With big fat capital letters D I and E.

Guess he
figured my poor little female brain would explode if he gave me
anything but the Cliff’s Notes version. Hah. Boy, did he have a lot
to learn.

“Spare me the
OTT scare tactics, Kade. They don’t impress me a bit and I don’t
scare that easily.” Total bravado but he couldn’t know that.

I strangled
the cushion I held in my lap some more and blew out a slow jagged
breath. “Here’s the deal.” I resolutely ignored his arched brows…
and resisted the impulse to launch myself at him and whack him
senseless with the cushion. Instead, I settled for hitting him with
my best
I-don’t-care-how-hot-you-are-if-you-screw-with-me-you’re-toast
expression. “You’re going to tell me how I got this way, and
exactly what I need to do to fix it and be normal again.
Okay?”

But rather
than being reduced to a gibbering mess, he raked his fingers
through his shaggy hair. And when he linked his hands and arched
them over his head to stretch his spine, and his t-shirt rode up to
reveal tanned and toned abs, I had to lock my jaw so I didn’t make
even more of an idiot of myself. I mean, sleep-talking? About the
guy who’s in a prime position to overhear you? Sheesh.
Über-embarrassing. I couldn’t imagine Kade letting me forget that
one in a hurry.

He clicked his
fingers beneath my nose to command my full attention. “You aren’t
normal, luv,” he said. “You will never be normal. You’re a
lim. Get over it. Quit shagging ’round and deal with it.”

My jaw sagged.
“Excuse me?” This unexpected “deal with it” bluntness was shocking
as a face-full of cold water.

His response
was an uninhibited yawn. “I’m knackered. Gonna go catch some Zs.
You should get some rest, too. You can either share my bed, or make
yourself comfy in one of the other bedrooms. Your choice. But in
the interests of full disclosure, I’m a snuggler. Consider yourself
officially warned.”

I goggled at
him. “W-what?”

All remnants
of flirty teasing drained away with his sigh. “Get some rest, Wren.
I’ll answer all your questions when my head doesn’t feel like it’s
gonna topple off my neck. I’m so dangerously low on energy I’m
barely functional. When you unsynched back there, you knocked me
’round pretty bloody bad.”

I battled to
escape the embrace of the too-squishy couch cushions. “You
seriously can’t think I’m hanging here ’til you feel up to
answering my questions.”

“Yeah. I
seriously can. Because you seriously are.” A pause, while he
gave me the fish-eye. “Seriously.”

He had my tone
and cadence so dead on that I flushed. But there was no ducking my
head to hide my red face because this situation screamed for a
blunt response that a guy like Kade would understand. I looked him
dead in the eye. “No fricking way I’m staying here. You got
that?”

“Yeah,” he
said. “I got that. But here’s the thing, luv. I didn’t realize how
bad you were until I synched with you. You have a month, tops. And
like it or not, I’m all you’ve got.”

“What do you
mean, ‘a month’?”

His
killer-blue eyes turned hard and cold and unforgiving as the sea in
winter. “Migraines. Muscle spasms. Bone-deep aches. Nausea. Any of
this sounding familiar, Wren?”

“Uh—”

“Shut up and
listen.”

An insane
desire to dominate this conversation got the better of me. “Don’t
forget the nightmares that seem so real, you wake up shaking and
scared as hell,” I blurted.

“You’re not
the only one who has nightmares,” he said.

“Not like
these.”

“That’s what
you think.” Uttered so softly I almost missed it. “Those are
symptoms,” he continued.

“You think?
Tell me something I don’t know.” Considering I’d have dearly loved
to wipe the floor with his I’m-the-one-with-all-the-answers
attitude, I figured I handled that pretty well.

“What about
hardly bothering to eat because nothing tastes any good anymore?”
he shot back. “Hearing buzzing or roaring sounds, by any
chance?”

“I haven’t
gone completely off food. Sure, there’s more and more stuff I can’t
stand, but—”

“Soon you
won’t want to eat at all. You’ll have to force nourishment down
your throat. And it’s only going to get worse.”

I decided it
was in my best interests to shut up and let him talk. You know, so
I didn’t end up anorexic or anything. I gave him a “get on with it,
already” wave of my hand.

“Liminals are
humans with the ability to vibrate at a different frequency—outside
the range that normal human senses can perceive.” He threw me a
“you got that?” kind of look complete with arched eyebrows and the
tiniest hint of a smirk.

It was that
look you frequently see on the faces of people who believe they’re
way smarter than everyone else—like they think no one could
possibly understand what they’ve said and they just know they’re
gonna have to dumb it down. This time I didn’t censor myself: I
rolled my eyes. “Got it.”

“We’re all
energy,” he said. “To help us understand our world we’ve
categorized it, given everything that we can perceive a label.
Animal, vegetable or mineral, animate or inanimate, etcetera. But
in reality, everything that we can perceive is essentially the
same because everything, even the smallest component—doesn’t
matter whether it’s a human, an animal or a bug, a particle of dirt
or a speck of dust—exists as pure energy.”

I resorted to
a loud snort to let him know exactly where I stood on all this.
“FYI, I’m no slouch at physics. This is universally accepted stuff,
Kade. You know, in case you were under the impression it was all
new and exciting to me.”

My sarcasm
rolled off him and he carried on like I hadn’t even spoken. “All
energy physically vibrates. How fast it vibrates is governed by how
dense the object is. Still with me?”

I didn’t
bother to respond. My expression should have made it very clear I
was “still with him”.

“Okay,
good.”

Gee. Was that
a measure of respect glimmering in his eyes? I hoped so.

“Humans can
see physical representations of this energy because it vibrates
within the frequency range that our senses can perceive.”

“Still not
telling me anything I don’t already know, Kade.”

“At the moment
you’re only partially phasing—slipping just enough out of phase to
make your physical body imperceptible to the naked eye. You haven’t
phased out fully yet. You will, though. It’s inevitable.”

“Okay. I’m
your average, girl-sized vibrator. I get it. So what?” Lame joke
but this was getting too intense. He’d flipped from a guy who
couldn’t let a minute pass without hinting he was totally
irresistible, to full-on serious lecturer. The kind of lecturer who
really, really knew his stuff. Kade’s tall-dark-and-serious
side was seriously weirding me out. Seriously.

He seemed to
be counting beneath his breath. Apparently my flippant attitude had
finally gotten to him. Yay?

He rubbed the
back of his neck and then flung himself onto the couch opposite me.
A twinge of remorse flicked my conscience as I took in the lines
bracketing his mouth and the fatigue shadowing his eyes. If he’d
been hit with anything like the force that’d smacked me upside the
head when I broke away from him at the front stoop, he must be
feeling drained and crappy right now. But that was his fault, not
mine. I hadn’t asked for him to sync with me. I hadn’t asked for
his help.

I hadn’t asked
for any of this.

“You still
don’t get it,” he said. “You don’t ‘get’ anything, Wren. Your
energy flows are obstructed.” He threw up a hand to prevent the
inevitable question that had bubbled to my lips. “Sometimes it
happens naturally—we don’t know why. Sometimes a trauma will result
in the body unconsciously throwing up protective barriers as a
defense mechanism, and generally the blockages resolve themselves.
But sometimes those barriers will be so strong they won’t
automatically dissolve once the trauma is healed.”

He narrowed
his eyes, gauging my expression to check he hadn’t lost me with the
explanation. I bit my lips and nodded, sensing he was about to get
to the good stuff, and unwilling to interrupt when he was on a
roll.

“Anyway, none
of that matters right now. What matters is this: When a lim is what
we call ‘blocked’, increasing vibration forces energy through the
body and it pools around the blocked areas, forming unnatural
energy wells. Eventually the pooling energy can no longer be
contained and it overflows—or worse, bursts free all at
once—causing energy surges and dangerous fluctuations.”

Finally. Now
we were getting somewhere. “This is more like it, Kade. Though if
you’d told me this right from the beginning—”

“Do you want
to hear the ugly truth or not, Wren? Last chance.” His mouth was
set in a grim line and his body language shouted bad news ahoy. One
hand fisted at his side. Jaw working. Expression set like I’d
pushed him too far and he’d dearly love to lunge from the couch and
pounce and shake some sense into me. Whatever he was about to
reveal wasn’t anything good.

I nodded,
giving him the go-ahead. Because despite suspecting ignorance
really might be bliss in this instance, I needed to know the truth.
Desperately. I couldn’t take not knowing anymore.

“If blocked
lims like you don’t figure out how to control these energy surges,
after a while their default vibration rate becomes permanently
stuck outside the range of normal human perception. They
become—”

“Permanently
invisible.” I didn’t have to struggle to understand the concept. It
was blazingly clear to me. I’d become a kind of poltergeist.
Unseen. So frustrated I’d resort to haunting people and chucking
things at them to try and force them to see me.


OhGodohGodohGod. I wrapped my arms around my middle and held on
tight, my fingertips digging into my waist hard enough to bruise.
The self-inflicted pain was a desperate attempt to ground myself so
I could banish the fear. It didn’t work. Not when I was chilled to
the bone, scared half to death, and part of me was wishing Kade had
lied instead of telling me the bald truth.

Kade’s voice
yanked me back to real-time horror instead of imagined horror. It
was a toss-up which was worse. “Instead of phasing to an actual
place, they become stuck in another reality,” he said. “Eventually
they use up all their energy reserves and starve. It takes a long
time. And if they’re fortunate they’ve lost their marbles well
before it gets to that point.”

Shivers used
my skin as a racetrack. It wasn’t a pretty picture he was painting.
Tempting to accuse him of exaggerating and trying to spook me for
some warped reason of his own—angling for me to seek comfort from
him, perhaps? Except he believed what he was telling me. It showed
in his face, in his serious eyes and stark, somber expression.

Surely it
couldn’t have happened to someone close to him? That was too awful
to—

“She was just
a little kid.”

The softly
spoken words slapped at me. I flinched. Oh. My. God. It really
had happened to someone he knew. And it really could happen
to me.

He uncoiled
from the couch and bounced to his feet. He stood there, staring
down at me, pity oozing from every pore. “There’s no going back to
normal, Wren. Not for you. And even if we do figure out how
to unblock you before—”

His gaze
flicked away. And, coward that I was, I didn’t call him on it. “You
will never be normal,” he finally said.

“Thanks. I got
that part loud and clear.” I didn’t want to think about the “if” I
could be unblocked part. Couldn’t think about it or I’d lose it big
time and the fluttering in my throat would turn to choked,
despairing whimpers.

“One more
thing.”

Couldn’t he
see I was still reeling from all the other “things”? I honestly
didn’t think I could handle “one more thing” without screaming. I
stared up at him, mutely pleading for him to understand that I
needed him to stop talking and give me space to deal.

But he was
relentless. “Even though you’re blocked, to my knowledge no lim has
ever been able to do what you can do, Wren.”

It hurt to
keep the question bottled up inside, physically hurt. Stabbing
pains that make you want to shriek type of hurt. And the shitty
thing was that I was painfully aware the answer might hurt much
worse. The answer might mean losing all hope of ever going back to
my old life.

Choose, Wren.
The bliss of ignorance? Or the horror of knowledge that, once
understood and accepted as truth, was with you forever.

What the heck.
Knowledge is power, right? I pressed my palms to my diaphragm and
forced the question out. “What can I do?”

“You’re a
researcher’s wet dream. I know a corporation that’d kill to get
their hands on you. And believe me, you do not want their
researchers interested in you.”

He hadn’t
answered my question but— “Researchers? The mad scientist kind who
do cut-you-up-to-figure-out-how-you-work type research?”

His gaze
turned dark and haunted again. His fists clenched, unclenched.
Clenched again, this time so tightly his knuckles were white and
bloodless. “You can do something they’ve never seen before,
Wren—something they don’t even have a name for.”

Whoa. This was
no BS he’d fabricated to pull me into line and make me more
inclined to believe him. He’d endured something big and bad and
horrifying. The memories of it still terrorized him. He feared it
might happen again. He feared it might happen to me, too.

“What can I do
that’s so darn special?” I repeated the question, not because I was
brave and courageous and facing my fears, but because if I didn’t
ask, I’d wimp out completely. That “knowledge is power” stuff is
total crap, by the way. Whoever said that had never been forced to
confront something this scary.

“People don’t
just not see you when you phase, Wren, they forget
you. They don’t remember you exist.”

“Duh.” I
choked on the lump of panic forming in my throat and had to swallow
a couple of times before I could out get the rest of the words.
“Tell me something I don’t already know.”

And then I had
a thought that made me want to give in right then and there, and
give up the fight. The words formed like jagged glass shards in my
throat, making them almost too agonizing to voice. “Is it going to
get worse? Will you end up forgetting I exist, too? Like my
parents, a-and my brother, and… everyone else?”

I immediately
wished I hadn’t asked. The mere thought was devastating enough. If
Kade forgot me, too, I’d be on my own. There’d be no one left to
help me get through this. No one who cared what happened to me.

When Kade
didn’t respond, I gave a ragged, sad attempt at a laugh, which I’m
sure didn’t fool him one iota. “Hey, at least those mad-scientist
types would forget all about me the first time I phased. That’s
gotta be a plus, right?”

He gave me a
crooked grin and I braced myself for the platitude that was
supposed to make me feel better. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m sure
I couldn’t forget you if I tried.”

Wow. Sarcasm,
much? “Thanks a lot!”

“Unfortunately
for you, I suspect other lims won’t have a problem remembering you,
either. And as for the mad-scientist types, take it from me they’ll
pump so much evil shit into your veins you won’t be doing anything
much except drooling.”

“That’s why
you’re trying to help me—so I don’t end up being experimented on.
Like… you were experimented on?”

So far as
guesses went it was right on. Kade blanched. His jaw worked as
though he teetered on the verge of saying something, perhaps
spilling his guts, but then he compressed his lips. His answering
nod was the merest jerk of his chin.

All the
adrenaline that had been keeping me functioning through shock after
shock abruptly drained away. My muscles were first to surrender.
They went all marshmallow-soft, and I listed to one side. Rather
than fight to stay upright, I went with it. I curled my legs,
burrowed into the cool leather of the couch, and closed my
eyes.

The house
seemed to take on an unnatural eye-of-the-storm calm. But outside,
the world continued on as it always did. A car horn beeped. A dog
yapped. Birds squawked angrily at something or someone—perhaps the
group of women calling encouragement to one another as they jogged
along the sidewalk or cycled down the street. I hated that
everything could go on as normal while my whole world fell apart
and my “problem” escalated into life-and-death drama.

Kade’s
footfalls were muffled by the plush carpet, so when his hand
brushed my hair before coming to rest on my shoulder, I jumped like
a cat startled from a nap. And fought the need to nuzzle his wrist
with my cheek, and give in to the tears that lurked just below my
controlled surface, and beg him to comfort me.

“You
okay?”

“Yeah.” Please
buy the lie—please!

“Good. I’m
gonna catch some rest and recharge. Promise me you won’t go
anywhere, and I won’t handcuff you to a spare bed.”

I gave
that statement the treatment it so richly deserved: the
silent treatment.

“Wren.”

The walls of
the light, airy, modern room shrank and closed in on me. I could
sense Kade hovering, observing. Weighing and judging.

“Wren!”

Tension
stiffened my spine.

“You can’t go
home, okay? You can’t stay there anymore. It’s too dangerous. You
got me?”

I refused to
answer, refused to believe him.

“Do you
understand, Wren?”

The words
erupted from my mouth in staccato bursts. “No. I don’t
understand.” Home was Mom and Dad and Dan. My family, who loved me.
How could it be dangerous?

“I promise
I’ll explain everything soon.”

I opened my
mouth to insist that if he wanted my cooperation, “soon” better be
right now, but he cut in. “I wasn’t kidding about the handcuffs. If
I can’t trust you to stay put, I’ll have to restrain you.”

Oh boy. He
meant it. I could tell by the lack of emotion in his voice and the
dead expression in his eyes.

“Wren.”

“Whatever. I
promise, okay? Go have a nap. It’s not like I’ve got anything
better to do.” I alligator-rolled to face the back of the couch,
and buried my face in a cushion. I didn’t want to face him. Didn’t
want to glimpse the pity I knew I’d see lurking in those startling
blue eyes.

He locked the
front door before he headed for his bedroom. And I didn’t hear the
door to his room close behind him. Hah. So much for trust. Not that
I was capable of much in the way of defiance right now. Combine too
many shocks and passing out a couple of times, with lack of sleep
and a half-eaten sandwich a lifetime ago and, well, you get the
picture. The complete opposite of boundless energy.

It was the
silence that eventually got to me. I rolled to my back and gazed at
the wall clock. Wow. Thirty whole minutes had gone by in the blink
of an eye. Happens when you’re contemplating death and regretting
all the things you haven’t had time to do, I guess.

I stood,
stretched out kinked muscles, and tiptoed over to Kade’s bedroom.
It took far longer than it should have to pluck up enough courage
to peek inside.

He lay
sprawled on his back, eyes closed. I watched him for a while,
half-expecting he’d crack his eyelids and pin me to the spot with
that knowing gaze. And then almost-curl his lip in that
arrogant-but-omigod-hot way he had, and make some smart comment
about being so gosh-darned attractive I hadn’t been able to resist
peeking at him.

Or obviously
being a fan of kinky stuff, ’cause now he’d have to use the
handcuffs. Soooo not going there.

His breathing
remained deep and even, and I exhaled slowly through my nose. Now
that I wasn’t being overwhelmed by those glacial-blue all-seeing
eyes, I noted the bruise-like smudges of too-little sleep. His lips
were slightly parted, and his face had softened into a younger,
less worldly version of the Kade I knew.

Not that I
really knew him at all.

And as for
handcuffs…. Yeah, right. Like he’d risk anyone arriving home to
find me handcuffed to a bed and—

Wait a minute.
Kade had said “we”. Repeatedly. And surely his parents would be all
over this liminal stuff like a rash. I mean, what kind of parent
left their son deal to deal with this weirdness—not to mention a
burden like me—on his own? Unless…. They were completely clueless,
and Kade had decided to help a fellow liminal for reasons of his
own. After all, my parents had no idea what I was going
through.

And what if
Kade was the only liminal in his family? Logically, he must know
other liminals. Someone had taught him all this liminal stuff—no
way could he have figured it all out on his own. And someone
had helped him escape from those researchers he’d mentioned.
And—

And maybe Kade
wasn’t a good guy at all. Maybe he aimed to keep me here, scared
and compliant, until he could hand me over to a bunch of mad
scientists. Maybe they were even paying him oodles of money to
bring me in. Like… like… he was a liminal bounty hunter and I was
the bounty.

There was too
much I didn’t know about Kade—about any of this. And what I
had learned was causing a major information overload. It was
getting tougher by the minute to weave together a logical next step
from all unsubstantiated “facts” churning in my brain. And if
there’d ever been a time I needed my parents’ unconditional love
and support it was now, when I’d been informed there was a real
good chance what ailed me was terminal.

If only I
could—

Duh. How
stupid was I? All I had to do was tell my parents everything Kade
had told me about this liminal stuff. Make them believe me. Show
them, and they’d have to believe me, right? They could help me
figure out Kade’s deal. They could help me find other liminals,
too. And together we could get my life back on track.

The solution
was so simple it made me feel lightheaded with relief.

I backed out
of the bedroom and headed for the front door. Deadlocked. No key in
sight. Probably safely ensconced in the pocket of Kade’s snug
leather pants. Ulp. Sooo not going there.

Same deal with
the back door off the laundry. And all the ground floor windows had
security latches that prevented them opening more than a couple of
inches. Someone sure took security to heart.

I snooped
around the entire house—including the upper level, which had been
converted to a huge office decked out like a boardroom, complete
with impressive conference table. The room bristled with high tech
equipment. I counted two computers and two laptops. Huh. Who the
heck needed multiple laptops as well as PCs? Unless Kade was an
über-geek gamer in disguise…. Nah. No way. That image sure didn’t
fit what I knew of him.

Maybe his
dad—?

A fold of
banknotes tossed carelessly on the desk by one of the laptops
caught my eye. I swiped a fifty, figuring it’d be more than enough
to pay for a taxi home if—when—I got out of here. I refused to feel
guilty about stealing, either. How did that saying go? Desperate
times call for desperate measures. And hopefully Kade wouldn’t get
into too much trouble if someone noticed the fold was short fifty
bucks.

I slunk
downstairs to check on him.

He was still
sleeping like the dead. I heaved a sigh, profoundly relieved he
hadn’t discovered me snooping and I didn’t have to witness his
disappointment when he learned I’d broken my promise—or would break
my promise, just as soon as I found a way out of this charming
suburban prison.

Methodically I
checked the ground floor again, and finally lucked out with a ranch
slider that had a security latch engaged but not deadlocked.
Gotcha.

I eased
outside, shutting the slider behind me. Instead of triumph, I was
smothered by a sickening rush of dread that cramped my stomach and
made me hunch. I had to chew my lower lip to stop it trembling. Not
good. This was shaping up to be a full-blown panic attack—the kind
that suddenly overwhelms a person who’s been dragged from one
shocking situation to the next.

I huddled by
the ranch slider, desperately trying to coax a decision from my
besieged brain. Corporations? Researchers? Targeting me?
That was…. Insane. That was a plot right out of a thriller—and a
darned disturbing one, at that. Kade had to be exaggerating. Guys
did that all the time to impress girls.

I clung to
that tenuous piece of almost-logic. Like I clung to the belief that
my parents would be able to help me when I revealed all this
liminal stuff to them. Besides, this wasn’t some thriller—this was
real life. And in real life, what girl in her right mind would
vanish without a trace and allow the people she loved to forget her
on the say-so of some guy she’d just met?

Not this
girl.

But what if
everything Kade had told me was true, and I was putting my family
at risk by returning home? I’d never forgive myself if anything
happened to them because of me.

The minutes
ticked by.

Make a
decision, Wren. Any damn decision!

The flight
reflex won out. Head down, still trying to hide from Kade’s awful
truths, I bolted toward the main street before I could change my
mind and take the easy way out. The easy way being not
having to figure out how to stay liminal long enough to convince my
parents their daughter was a freak of nature. Not having to
cope with this crap on my own anymore.

The easy way
being Kade.

A part of me
whimpered and protested and begged that I turn around and go back.
Because it would be so much easier to let him call the shots, put
myself entirely in his hands and let him take control, let him help
me learn to live with what I’d become. But another part of me knew
I couldn’t leave it up to Kade. I didn’t know him well enough to
trust him with my life and my future. And so I ran flat out until
my breaths rasped in my throat, my eyes watered, and the only thing
I could hear was the panicked drumming of my heartbeat echoing in
my ears.

I might have
escaped Kade but I couldn’t escape the stark truth. I’d run from
the only person I knew who understood what I was—who was like me.
And if everything went pear-shaped, if I ran out of time and the
ticking bomb inside me exploded, there’d be nobody but myself to
blame.
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Chapter Five




Getting home
proved more difficult than I’d figured. One, I hadn’t the faintest
clue where Kade’s house happened to be located in relation to my
high school let alone my family home. Two, not ten minutes after I
fled his house I went subliminal again.

How come I
even realized this rather important fact? Here’s the thing: it’s
pretty darn obvious when the jogger sprinting up behind you almost
mows you down. Which gives you such a heckuva fright that
you yelp, and he skids to an arm-wheeling halt… and
stares at you all wild-eyed because apparently you’ve materialized
from nowhere. Then he cuts off his apology midway and starts
muttering about needing a checkup because he’s seeing things and
talking to people who aren’t even there. Poor guy. I can only
imagine what was going through his head.

Nearest I
could figure, I’d flashed in and out of phase in super-quick
succession and that had never happened to me before. At
least, I didn’t think it’d happened before. And boy, did it take
quite some time to quit wigging out.

Eventually I
convinced myself to chill because hey, wasn’t like I could do
anything about it right now in any case. I wandered up a couple of
suburban streets, heading in the direction most of the traffic
seemed to be flowing…. Which turned out to be the local Wal-Mart.
Yay. Now I knew where I was. Well, not exactly where I
was—no way would I find my way home without a whole lot of luck or
a map—but I recognized the name of the suburb at least, and it
wasn’t too far from my home.

I spotted a
taxi rack. Not that I’d ever caught a taxi alone and had to cover
the fare before, but I figured the fifty bucks burning a hole in my
jeans’ pocket would be enough. Almost home free. And then reality
smacked me upside the head and my spirits took a swan-dive. I
wouldn’t be able to catch a ride like a normal person until I’d
learned to go liminal at will and stay that way—at least for the
duration of the trip. Taxis were out.

Or… maybe not.
One unoccupied taxi was parked outside a side entrance to the mall.
The driver was probably grabbing a late lunch at the food hall.

I debated my
options. Kade wouldn’t stay zoned out forever. When he woke he
might decide to come looking for me. And, if he was as smart as I
thought he was, the first place he’d check would be bus shelters or
a taxi rack.

I’d have a
better chance of escaping his notice if I was hidden in the
backseat of a taxi. Plus, if synching with me meant he could track
my vibrations, maybe being inside a vehicle would make it more
difficult. Or, if I really lucked out, impossible. I didn’t want to
think about what could happen if he turned up at my house, so I
shoved it from my mind.

I sidled over
to the car and stared fixedly at the rear door. The back of my neck
prickled. Sweat pearled on my brow. Surely it wasn’t a crime to
check whether a taxi’s door was unlocked and hop inside—wasn’t like
I was trying to steal it or anything. And Kade had said I was
partially phasing in and out all the time, so…. So if I could sit
at my desk while subliminal without falling through my chair, and
sleep in my bed without sinking through the mattress, then it
followed I should be able to open a car door. Right?

Right.
Thinking about it too hard made my head ache. After months of
coping with this stuff, I’d believed I understood “the rules” that
governed me. Now I wasn’t so sure I understood anything anymore.
And that traitorous part of me again wished I’d stayed with Kade. I
could be picking his brains about all this stuff and getting useful
answers instead of fighting off sick-making jolts of panic every
five minutes.

Enough of the
self-doubt, Wren. Quit it. Right now.

I concentrated
on my right hand, my fingers, visualizing pure energy becoming
corporeal, picturing phantom bones and tendons and joints being
covered with layers of tissue and skin.

You know when
you’ve rolled over in the night and your arm’s gone to sleep, and
you can’t feel it, so it’s like a dead, useless weight? That’s what
my hand felt like. I pushed away the thought that this was all
uncannily similar to my recurring nightmare about shedding my flesh
and disappearing for good. I shut out everything else and
visualized my hand as a normal hand, doing a normal thing that
hands did every day—opening a car door.

The taxi
shimmered and went all oily-looking like it was liquefying. And
then it solidified again.

Whoa…. Too.
Darn. Freaky. For. Words.

I reached for
the door. My fingers brushed the hot metal of the handle and—

It was
unlocked. Before I could indulge in a huge gloat-fest that would
tempt karma to smack me upside the head, I opened the door just
enough to squeeze inside and quickly pulled shut it behind me. I
wedged myself in the far corner of the backseat and took a moment
to pull it together—no easy thing to do when your heart’s thumping
like a mad thing and you’re feeling giddy at succeeding and guilty
as heck that you’re doing something bad.

When my heart
quit thumping, I took stock of my new, hopefully improved
situation, and peeked over the driver’s seat to check out the ID
fixed to the center console.

Max Kuresh’s
ID photo depicted a darker-skinned, dark-haired version of Santa
Claus. Which was to say he looked nice enough. So long as you
didn’t have a phobia about men with really bushy beards. He didn’t
look the type who’d kick a stranded teen out of his vehicle and
leave her to find her own way home, and that was good enough for
me.

A glance in
the rearview mirror showed me as me—visible, that is. Which
wasn’t necessarily helpful. Could be liminal, could be subliminal.
After all, I had no idea whether I could cast a reflection while
phased out. For all I knew, each time I’d glanced in a mirror over
the past who-knew-how-many months, I’d seen not my own reflection
but whatever I’d expected to see conjured from my
unconscious mind. Or something. There was so much I needed to find
out, so much I needed to know.

I sagged
against the seatback. Nothing to do now but wait. At least my hand
didn’t feel like a dead thing anymore. I rubbed it, tracing my
knuckles and the shape of my fingers. The sun blazed in, heating
the interior of the car even through the tinted windows. I soaked
up the warmth and rehearsed what to say if I “appeared” out of thin
air. Distraction was my best option. Gloss over the how I
came to be in the backseat, and cut straight to the why I needed a
taxi.

Kidnapped from
the school grounds and taken to a stranger’s house?

I let rip with
a huge snort. Telling anything like the truth would provoke a huge
ruckus and bring down a bunch of unwanted attention on my head. And
Kade’s. Not to mention reporting it to the authorities might send
up a red flag for any mad-scientist-type researchers who wanted to
get their hands on a clueless liminal.

An argument
with my boyfriend? Leading to me getting dumped in the middle of
nowhere?

Mmm. That had
potential. A whole lot of potential….

Voices yanked
me from a pleasant doze featuring Kade in the role of my boyfriend.
Uh oh. Was that the trunk opening?

Yes, it was,
and the car’s chassis dipped slightly from added weight before the
trunk slammed shut.

Oh, God. If I
was liminal right now, the boyfriend excuse was going have
to do. Please let this work. Please….

I clenched my
fists to prevent my hands shaking. Stop it, Wren. This would work.
It had to.

But what
if—?

There were too
many “what ifs”, prodding me to seriously consider jumping from the
car and making a run for it—

Too late. The
rear door opened and an elderly lady climbed in back with me.

I opened my
mouth. Nothing came out. The clever explanation milling in my brain
poofed, leaving me with a big fat blank.

Mr. Kuresh
heaved his bulk into the driver’s seat, and twisted around to speak
to his passenger. “You all right back there, Mrs. Andrews? Need a
hand with your safety belt?”

“No, thank
you, dear. I’ve got it.” She eased the belt over her chest.

In the back of
my mind I noted the muted click when she fastened the belt, but I
was too worked up to pay it much attention.

The taxi
accelerated. Muscle by muscle, I allowed myself to relax as Mrs.
Andrews chatted with Mr. Kuresh. Either I was subliminal, or both
of them were majorly visually impaired. I was betting on the
former. Maybe my situation wasn’t so bad after all. I was headed
away from Kade’s house—toward my own suburb if I could trust my
not-so-hot sense of direction. All I had to do was wait a bit
longer, wave my magic wand and become visible—preferably without
giving the driver the raging heebie-jeebies and causing a car
wreck, or giving his little old lady passenger heart failure…. And
then convince them to stop and let me out. After giving me
directions, of course.

A vehicle shot
out of a street-side parking space and cut us off, forcing Mr.
Kuresh to brake sharply to avoid rear-ending the car. Mrs. Andrews
lurched forward, her thin, frail body straining against her safety
belt. It tightened momentarily and then unfastened. All that issued
from her mouth was a shocked squeak as she threw up her hands to
try and protect herself.

I didn’t
think. I lunged and grabbed her before she ended up plastered
against the back of the seat and injured her fragile, birdlike
bones. She shot me a startled glance as I eased her back and
refastened her safety belt, making sure it firmly clicked in place
this time.

She smiled at
me. “Goodness! Thank you, dear. I’m sure I would have suffered a
nasty injury if not for you.”

Mr. Kuresh
craned his neck to snatch a glance at the backseat and did a
classic double-take. The taxi lurched as he inadvertently stomped
on the brake before recovering from his shock. “Where’n the heck
did you come from?”

Two from two.
Guess that confirmed it—I was liminal again. So much for my
brilliant plan.

“Mrs. Andrews,
you shoulda told me we had a stowaway in the back. And as for you,
young lady.” Mr. Kuresh scowled at me in the rearview mirror. “You
should be ashamed of yourself, taking advantage of an elderly lady
like this.”

“Now, now, Mr.
Kuresh. The young woman saved me from hurting myself when the
seatbelt unfastened. And I’m sure she has a perfectly logical
explanation.” She fixed her faded blue eyes on my face. “Don’t you,
dear?”

I blinked. Mrs
Andrews exuded sympathy. Kindness. She had to have been wondering
how she hadn’t seen me in the backseat until now but she didn’t
mention the weirdness. She didn’t even know me, but she was willing
to give me a chance. Was it any wonder I felt all emotional?

“I was, uh,
hiding? I-I’m sorry.” I sniffed. And burst into noisy tears. Not
fake ones, either. These were the result of all my bottled up
fears, and the strain of the past few hours having, as Kade would
say, their wicked way with me.

A gentle palm
batted at my shoulder. “There, there, dear. Nothing under the sun
is that bad, surely?”

“Y-you have no
idea.” I nearly choked on the need to blurt everything that had
happened to this sweet old lady, who seemed to almost vibrate with
sympathy. But even if by some miracle she did believe me, there was
nothing she could do to help. And if I gave in to the temptation, I
suspected Mr Kuresh might turn the car around and head for the
nearest psych ward.

“I g-got
stranded,” I finally managed. “A-and I wasn’t sure where I was, or
h-how to get home. I c-couldn’t think what else to do. So I
j-jumped in the taxi. I h-have money. I can pay!” I fished the
fifty buck note from my pocket and waved it frantically at Mr.
Kuresh like a surrender flag. “I j-just want to go home!”

I didn’t much
like all the crying I was doing lately. Tears made me weak and
shaky, vulnerable. So the tears were going to have to stop—just as
soon as I got over this lot. I blotted my face with the heels of my
hands. “I was scared. I’m so sorry.”

“Shhhh, dear.
My good friend Mr. Kuresh will see you home. Won’t you, Mr.
Kuresh?”

Mr. Kuresh,
bless his heart, didn’t miss a beat. “Sure thing,” he said,
exchanging a glance with Mrs. Andrews. “Where d’you live,
sweetheart?”

So far as
plans went, crying and reverting to a sniveling wreck turned out to
be a good one. Apparently I lived a mere ten minutes drive from
sweet old Mrs Andrews’ house.

After I helped
her to the front door, and Mr. Kuresh removed her parcels from the
trunk and took them inside for her, he insisted I get back in the
car so he could drop me right at my door. He refused to take my—I
mean, Kade’s—money for his fare. And as I thanked him all over the
place, he pressed a business card into my hand. “You need a lift
you call. Not just any old taxi, you call me, okay? I’ll see
you home safe.”

I promised I
would call him next time, and that I would program his number into
my mobile phone. Like, when I got back to school on Monday and
freed it from my locker. And, as I waved goodbye to Mr. Kuresh, I
had the warm fuzzies for all of thirty seconds until it hit me that
if there ever was a next time, he probably wouldn’t remember who I
was. To him I’d simply be one more passenger. A virtual
stranger.

My door key
was in my backpack—the same backpack that was stuck in my school
locker for the weekend. No problem. But I gotta say, it’s lucky we
live in a pretty safe neighborhood, ’cause beneath one of only
three rocks in the garden by the front porch is not much of a
hiding place for a spare key. If I was a burglar, under those rocks
is the first place I’d look.

I fished the
spare door key from its hiding place. The relief I felt at the
simple act of being physically able to stick the key in the lock,
and open the door of my house, was huge. The prospect of going
subliminal permanently and having to fight to reenter the physical
world? Terrifying. It scared me spitless.

Kade thought
he had me all figured out. He’d insisted I was strong. He was
wrong. I was a hot mess.

My parents
were still at work, and Dan had practice after school. I’d have the
house to myself for a few hours. And before I faced my family, I
wanted face time with my computer to find out everything I could
about people like me. Liminals. If I had the slightest
chance of surviving this mess without turning into a raving
nut-job, I needed all the information I could lay my hands on.
Besides, gaining that information would distract me from giving in
to my fears and crawling back to Kade and begging him to teach me
how to live with this. Or fix me. Whatever worked.

I took a quick
shower, changed into my pjs, and headed for my room, where I spent
a grand total of one whole hour Googling liminal,
lim, subliminal, phasing, energy,
density, vibrations and every other darn thing I
remembered Kade mentioning. The ever-present headache pounded in my
skull, the pain steadily escalating until everything was gray and
fuzzy ’round the edges.

Finally I
couldn’t ignore it any longer. I gave in. I grabbed a couple of
painkillers from mom and dad’s ensuite bathroom and downed them
with a huge glass of water. After the day I’d had? You’d better
believe I deserved them.

Back in my
room, I pulled my curtains shut and let the lure of a soft pillow
and cool sheets have their wicked way with—

Good grief.
Kade had really done a number on me. I’d only met him mere hours
ago and already his quirky sayings had infected my brain.

I cast him
from my thoughts, closed my eyes and zoned out.

The recurring
nightmare about fading into invisibility woke me around midnight.
Eventually the sweat dried and the shakes subsided, leaving me
empty and hollow. And ravenous.

Kade had
mentioned going off food completely so I figured this was a good
thing—excellent, even. Proof that he didn’t know as much as he
liked to think he did.

Hah. Not
surprising given he’d already admitted no one had encountered a
liminal like me before.

Envisioning
him pissed to the max about how off the mark he’d been made me grin
as I wandered downstairs to grab a snack. Okay, okay, scrounge in
the refrigerator for leftovers. Which, being Friday night, meant
pizza. We always ordered three. Dad and Dan scoffed a whole one
each, and Mom and I would share the last one. I couldn’t imagine
Mom scarfing a whole pizza on her own. Should be at least three
pieces to nom on.

I stuck my
head inside the fridge to investigate the leftovers. Meat-lovers
pizza? Ick. Cue a fully-body shudder as I scraped most of the
toppings straight into the trash. And then I leaned my hip against
the kitchen counter and wolfed down one piece before the taste got
to me and I couldn’t stomach any more.

My headache
hadn’t gone but it was at least bearable enough that I could chill
and enjoy some quality time with my computer—AKA spying on the kids
who’d once been my friends, and checking out what they’d been up to
online. That’s if they hadn’t unfriended me. Lately there’d been a
spate of people cleaning out their friends lists and dumping anyone
they didn’t know that well. Or couldn’t remember ever knowing. Like
me.

Mitchell had
unfriended plenty of people but weirdly enough, not me. Not yet.
Meaning I could still go straight to his page and majorly torture
myself by checking out new photo uploads, and reading all the
sugary sweet messages his new girlfriend had posted.

His
girlfriend. Barf. Sienna came across all nice as pie in the screeds
of photos, but some of her comments on other girls’ posts were
bitchy in the extreme. He could do so much better than Sienna. Me,
for instance.

The “me” I
used to be, at least.

I swallowed
the lump that had formed in my throat, which suddenly felt dry—all
hot and scratchy, like I was incubating a flu virus.

Great. All I
needed. To console myself, I swiped one of Dan’s raspberry sodas
from the fridge and headed back upstairs.

Halfway up, I
tripped—as you’re prone to doing if you don’t bother to turn on the
lights, and it’s pitch black, and you’re busy comparing your former
boyfriend to the hot guy you’ve just met who’s turned your life on
its head. I crashed elbow-first into the wall. My arm went numb and
I dropped the soda. My yelp, and a bunch of ominous bumpity-bumps
as the soda can escaped via the stairs, echoed down the stairwell.
Fabulous. Not to mention by tomorrow I’d have a nice-sized bruise
on my elbow to add to the one on my forehead.

I felt my way
blindly up the remaining few stairs and smacked my palm over the
hallway light switch. Yeow. Felt like daggers piercing my eyeballs.
Narrowing my gaze, I squinted until my eyesight adjusted. Sure
enough, the soda can had come to rest at the very bottom of the
staircase.

“Freaking
great.” I blew out a loud, POed breath. Chances I was sooo going to
spray soda all over me when I opened the can? Extremely high.

Light bulb
moment. Better that I wasn’t the one who opened it then,
right?


Abso-freaking-lutely.

I tromped back
downstairs to retrieve the soda. And as I replaced it in the
fridge, right up front where it’d be the first can Dan would grab,
I visualized my brother getting a face-full. Used to be we played
those kinds of stupid tricks on each other all the time. I
snickered at the awesome mental visual and carefully selected a
replacement can from the back row.

My grin lasted
all the way back to my bedroom. It faltered a little at the full
realization of everything I’d missed this evening. If I’d been
awake, I would have made a point of being noticed and joining my
family for pizza night. Done whatever it took to become visible,
and remain that way, so I’d be included in Mom’s kind of lame “And
what’s been happening with you this week?” interrogation.

I popped the
tab on my soda and kicked the bedroom door with one foot, wincing a
little when the door slammed. Yikes. It had sounded hideously loud
in the too-quiet stillness of the night. Sure hope it hadn’t woken
anyone or I’d be in for a lecture.

I waited,
poised to dive toward my bed and huddle under the covers and
pretend to be sleeping.

Nothing?
Excellent. I chugged the soda until my throat started to burn.
Ahhh. Magic. Funny, but I always feel more alive and ready to take
on the world after a soda-burn.

I raised the
can to my lips again and patted the wall with my spare hand,
searching for the light switch—

My bedroom
doorknob smacked me in the spine with such force it sent me—and
half the soda from my can—flying across the room. I landed hard,
catching myself on my elbows and knees. Yeeeowwww! What the
ever-loving eff?

As I rolled
onto my butt and sat up, wincing and rubbing what was surely going
to be a huge bruise, I caught a flicker of movement.

A shadow
stalked into my room.

Instinct
kicked in, wiping all thoughts of bruises and bumps and
carpet-burned skin from my mind. I stilled, barely daring to
breathe.

In the
poison-green light thrown out by my computer’s screensaver, my
dad’s features had morphed into something shadowed and alien. In
his white-knuckled grip he clutched a baseball bat. His stance
screamed fierce and determined. Menacing.

Somehow I’d
managed to keep hold of the soda, but now it slipped from my
nerveless fingers, splattering the rest of the contents all over me
and the carpet. I swallowed, fear clenching my belly. The skin of
my neck and spine prickled, as though some part of me had sensed
spectral fingers hovering behind me, poised to strike. The
prickling got worse and despite my better judgment, I chanced a
glance over my shoulder to see who Dad was glaring at, who—or
what—he was so afraid of that he believed he needed a weapon.

But except for
Dad and me, the room was empty.
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Chapter Six

 


A fierce chill
slimed my skin. All I could hear were Dad’s harsh panting breaths.
And my own.

I faced him
again and although I couldn’t make out his expression, his
silhouette was enough to scare me spitless. It seemed to quiver
with fury. I backed up, shuffling my butt across the carpet until I
hit the sturdy wooden leg of my desk.

Don’t be
stupid, Wren. This is your dad. He’s not going to hurt you. He
wouldn’t—

He smacked the
light switch with his palm and as he blinked, adjusting to the
sudden brightness, I sucked in my breath, holding it, waiting….

My heart
clenched and my stomach dropped to my toes. There was not an ounce
of recognition in his slit-eyed glare.

“Dad.” My
voice sounded weak and quavery, not like mine at all. “It’s
me.”

“Honey?” Mom’s
voice. “What’s going on?”

“Stay in the
bedroom, Jen,” Dad yelled, without taking his flinty-eyed gaze from
me. “Lock the door.”

Oh God. I was
liminal—obviously—and he didn’t know who the heck I was. My own
father thought I was a threat. “Dad,” I said, trying to infuse my
tone with calm. “It’s me, Wren. I’m your daughter. Remember?”

And then the
solution to this stand-off smacked me upside the head, and the
relief was so intense it almost swamped me. I dragged myself to my
feet, fighting wobbly limbs and trembling muscles. If I touched him
he’d remember. That’s all I needed to do to make this right and put
this nightmare behind me. If I could touch him—

I’d barely
translated thought to movement before Dad brandished the bat like
he meant business. “Stay put.”

I sank back to
my knees. “Dad!” Any pretense at calmness had fled and my plea
reeked of desperation. My heartbeat thundered in my ears and the
pressure building behind my eyes made my vision waver.

His response
was a flat-eyed snarl. “Shut the hell up, you sick little bitch.
I’m not your father.”

Oh my God. How
could he speak to me like that? There had to be something I could
say to defuse the tension, something that would convince him I
wasn’t an intruder, wasn’t a threat.

I couldn’t
think of anything. And I knew if I opened my mouth, all that’d come
bursting out would be that same desperate plea. The room seemed to
twist and shudder before it resettled into a terrifying new
reality.

“What’s all
the noise about?” Dan yelled. He sounded mega-grumpy at being
woken. It was such a normal reaction from him that in any other
circumstances I’d have rolled my eyes. Now all it did was ratchet
up my pulse rate and flood my veins with adrenaline-fueled
indecision. Would yelling out to provoke my brother to race into my
room, and act as Dad’s back-up, make this situation better or
worse?

“Call the
cops, Dan,” my dad yelled back. “Tell them it’s an emergency. We’ve
got a mentally disturbed intruder in the house.”

Mentally
disturbed? No. No, no, no!

“I’m not an
intruder. It’s me, Wren. Please, Dad. You’ve got to remember me!”
The words spilled from my lips, tripping over themselves in their
rush to be heard. Running through my mind was one thought: If I
touched him, he’d remember me. Even if I had to tackle him and slap
him silly and force him, he would remember me. And then
everything would be okay.

I pushed to my
feet.

Dad had
stilled but I could sense the coiled tension in his stance.

Desperate, my
breaths reduced to despair-filled hiccups, I lurched forward, arms
outstretched in a mute plea.

His eyes
rounded like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing—hadn’t believed
I would dare take him on. And then he bellowed incoherently and
swung the bat.

Something
smacked the back of my calves, sweeping my feet from under me. As I
fell, I heard a hair-raising crack!—the bat connecting with
plastic and metal, overlaid with the harsh dissonance of something
shattering. I kissed the floor butt first and caught myself on my
elbows. I didn’t even realize the carpet had skimmed off another
layer of skin until a burning pain cut through the numbness of my
shock.

Dad bellowed
again, his face contorted with rage.

I choked back
sobs, scooting backward until my spine grated against the wall.
There was nowhere else to go so I cowered in the corner, fists
crammed against my mouth to stifle the screams scalding my throat.
Squeezing my eyes tightly shut temporarily blocked out the
nightmare but this whole situation was like driving past a car
wreck. Something deep inside compelled me to look, compelled me to
face what was coming.

I peeled open
my eyelids.

A shadowy
human-shaped blob lurked by my desk.

My father? I
blinked, and abruptly my vision cleared and I could see him
properly again. And wished I couldn’t. His brows were crinkled with
confusion, chest heaving, bat poised to swing again.

“Huh?” I heard
him mutter. Then louder, “What the fuck?”

I spotted
another movement in the doorway. Dan. My brother took one hesitant
step inside my room and then he, too, blurred into a Dan-shaped
blob.

“Shee-it,
Dad,” I heard him say. “Mom’s gonna be real pissed when she cops an
eyeful of this mess.”

Blink. I could
see clearly again.

Blink.
Everything in the room turned to insubstantial shadows.

One more
blink, just in time to see my dad lower the bat to shake out the
tension in his arms. Only then did it occur to me that maybe being
invisible wasn’t so bad right now. Because it could have been
me lying broken and shattered on the carpet, instead of a
bunch of now almost unrecognizable computer parts.

It could have
been me.

The couple of
bites of pizza I’d managed to eat churned up my throat. I dry
heaved, and only sheer will prevented me barfing. This time when
the world fuzzed I didn’t fight. And all I felt was relief.

Dad puffed out
a harsh breath. “Huh. Could have sworn I heard someone in
here.”

Dan has a
smart mouth but there are times even he’s savvy enough to know when
to keep it shut. Now, when one of his parents appeared to be losing
it, was one of those times. I heard his footfalls as he took off
down the hallway at a run, calling reassurances to Mom.

The enormity
of what had just happened flooded my brain. I buried my face in my
hands, shivered and shook, bit my lips to keep from howling.

An eternity
later, I heard footsteps.

“What a mess.”
Mom’s dismay blanketed the room. “Guess we’ll need to buy another
PC for that home office I was planning.”

“I’m going
back to bed,” Dan muttered from behind her.

“Okay,
honey.”

I peered
through my fingers at my parents—the whole can’t help but look
temptation again. They were more substantial this time, like I was
seeing them through a thin veil of gauze. They couldn’t see me,
though. And right now I was beyond grateful for that. Trying to
force them to remember me would have done me in.

“I know you’ve
had a rough week, Steve,” my mom was saying, “but perhaps you
shouldn’t have had so many beers with the pizza. When you’re
stressed and tired, they go straight to your head.”

Dad shook his
head and scratched his chin, his expression morphing from
bewildered to sheepish. “Shit. I better call the cops and tell them
it was a false alarm.”

“Language,”
Mom chided absently, her gaze switching from the debris-littered
desk and the soda-stained carpet to my rumpled bed. “Don’t worry,
I’ve already rung them and explained.”

Hope snatched
at my despair when my mother’s brow furrowed. Yes. Yes! Look
around. Think. This is a girl’s bedroom. Someone’s been using it.
See the clothes on the floor? The books and knickknacks on the
shelves. Who do they belong to? Think! Remember. Remember me.
Please?

I couldn’t
tear my gaze from her. She kept shaking her head as she glanced
around the room, like every piece of furniture, every poster on the
wall, every stuffed animal and framed photo was a puzzle to
solve.

Omigod.
Photos. The photo.

I stared at
her, willing her to walk over to my bedside cabinet and pick up the
photo Dad had snapped of Mom, Dan and me at the beach on Memorial
Day, mere days before my sixteenth birthday. We were wet and sandy,
and sporting huge grins as we knelt beside the seaweed-draped
monstrosity of a sandcastle we’d built. It was one of my favorite
photos.

Mom took one
step toward my bed. And another.

This was it.
Make or break time. And my heart stuttered as Mom sank onto the bed
and reached for the photo frame. “Such a pity she and Dan are no
longer friends,” she said.

Oh no….

Dad studied
the photo. “Seem to remember she was a real sweet kid. What was her
name again?”

Noooo….

Mom’s brow
wrinkled. And then she shrugged and said, “Funny, I can’t recall,
either,” and my last hope shriveled and died.

Somehow I
endured the rest of the conversation without howling like a wounded
animal. “I wish she was still around, though,” my mom was saying.
“You know, to set a good example? This latest crush of Dan’s—the
things she wears. I’d never let any daughter of mine go out in
public dressed like that.” She clucked her tongue. Her gaze flicked
to the lurid red soda splatters on the carpet. “Thank goodness you
didn’t go storming into Dan’s room after an imaginary
intruder. He’d never forgive you for using his precious computer
for batting practice.”

Dad pinched
the bridge of his nose. “Sorry, honey. Don’t know what came over
me.”

She stood and
threw him a funny little smile—the sort of intimate smile that
would normally have made me squirm if I hadn’t been so
shell-shocked and gutted by what was happening to me right now. “I
love a man who rides to my rescue… even when I don’t need
rescuing,” she said in a low, husky voice. And then, more briskly,
“And this mess you’ve made is the perfect excuse to finally clear
out this room. I’m still undecided whether to use it for the home
office or leave it as a guestroom, though. What do you think,
Steve?”

They’d
convinced themselves I used to be one of my brother’s friends, that
my bedroom—my sanctuary—was a spare room.

I barely
registered Mom ushering my dad from the room and closing the
bedroom door behind them. In a moment of perfect clarity, I
understood both intellectually and viscerally that Kade had been
right: It wasn’t safe for me to stay, even if I could somehow bear
it. I was an intruder in my own home. My family, the people I
loved, truly didn’t remember me at all. Without me to constantly
get up in their faces and prompt them, they didn’t remember they
had a daughter, a sister. For them, I didn’t truly exist. Somehow
they would rationalize and explain away every single one of my
belongings—baby albums, school reports, books, my much-loved
stuffed bear—the way people rationalize anything they don’t fully
understand.

I crumpled.
The room grayed out as I cried great choking sobs that wrenched my
stomach muscles and made my ribs ache like I’d been kicked.

Through the
fog of misery, I felt a tingle in my limbs, and then gentle warmth
pooling in my groin, moving upward, forming little wells of heat in
my belly, my chest… the last well ending at the crown of my head. A
hum vibrated inside my skull, like the strings of an instrument
held close to my ear had been plucked. It was discordant at first,
setting my teeth on edge. But after a while the vibrations sang in
harmony, and I heard a familiar voice.

“Wren. I’m
sorry, luv. I’m so bloody sorry it ended up like this. I wish you
hadn’t needed to go through this to understand why you can’t stay
here.”

I let Kade
scoop me off the floor and carry me to the bed. I let him curl up
behind me and hold me tight, cocooning me in warmth until the
shivering stopped and the sobs faded to whimpers. I let him whisper
to me over and over that I’d be okay, even though I knew he was
lying.

My whole world
was falling apart. What I was—it couldn’t be fixed, merely endured.
And the one thing I knew for sure was that I wouldn’t be okay.
There was nothing “okay” about it.

 


~*~

 


Kade sprawled
on my bed, watching me shove clothes into an overnight bag. I was
über-aware of his scrutiny. And über-hopeful he didn’t have a clue
how hot and bothered that scrutiny was making me. I absently rubbed
a skinned elbow… which stung like blazes. And then, unable to bear
the weighted silence any longer, I cleared my throat. “Thanks for
knocking me on my butt when my dad…. Yeah. Well, thanks.”

“No problem,
luv. Lucky you instinctively went subliminal so I didn’t have to
take on your dad. I could take your brother with one hand tied
behind my back, but your dad swings a bat like he knows what he’s
doing. Got a tad worried when you kept partially phasing in and
out, though. Reckoned they’d spot you for sure.”

“Yeah.” We
were conversing in whispers, neither of us eager to provoke another
close encounter with my dad and his bat.

Mmm. It’d be
incredibly useful to know how Kade had managed to swipe my feet out
from under me while he remained subliminal. Mind you, I’d done
something similar when I’d opened the taxi door—

Or had I? For
all I knew, my hand might have been visible, while the rest
of me remained unseen. Yikes. What a freak show that would’ve been.
Second thoughts, not a good idea to insist on a whole bunch of what
were bound to be complex explanations right now. There were more
important things to consider. Like, holding it together and
pretending I could walk away from my family without a backward
glance.

My hope that
this liminal situation was only a temporary setback had
taken a direct hit. Ditto with my belief that after Kade did…
whatever he was going to do to help me, I could waltz back into my
life and pick up where I’d left off. And I was beyond grateful for
an excuse to focus on something else. Namely, what to take with me
and what I could bear to leave behind.

I yanked open
a drawer to grab a handful of bras and panties. And ducked my head
to hide the inevitable blush as I stuffed them into the bag.

“How bad does
it hurt?” Kade asked.

I threw him a
sideways glance. “You would be wincing, too, if you’d been slammed
in the back with a doorknob and knocked on your butt.”

“Do you need a
doctor to check you out? I’ve got painkillers at home but if you
think you might have cracked your tailbone or something—”

“I’m
fine.”

The instant
the terse response left my mouth he flopped onto his back and
stared up at the ceiling. It was like he’d been holding onto a heap
of tension, and only now I’d refused medical attention could he
relax. The expression that had briefly crossed his face sparked my
curiosity, too. Profoundly relieved, much?

“Not a fan of
doctors, huh?” I said. “Or is it hospitals in general?” As soon as
the words left my mouth, I cursed inwardly. Good one, Wren. Kade
hadn’t denied it when I’d broached the subject before and if he
had been experimented on, of course he’d have a phobia about
doctors. Who wouldn’t?

He turned his
head to look directly at me, his face carefully blanked of
expression. “Are you going to be much longer?”

Not-so-subtle
change of subject. Okay. Guess I deserved that for being so
insensitive. “What were you doing lurking in my bedroom, anyway?” I
asked. “Not that I’m ungrateful or anything, considering what
happened. But—”

“No time for
chitchat, luv. We need to get out of here. I can’t guarantee I’ll
be able to maintain the sync and keep you liminal for a prolonged
period of time. You’re too bloody unstable.”

I gave him my
back, determinedly ignoring him to rifle in my wardrobe for my
boots. My bedroom had always been a haven, the place I retreated to
whenever I couldn’t handle the suckfest my life had become. Now the
room was tainted. It freaked me out so much I wanted desperately to
be gone. But that didn’t mean I was going to walk out wearing only
the clothes on my back.

“Leave it all
behind,” Kade said. “Clean break. I’ll buy you anything you
need.”

I contemplated
two lightweight sweaters. Sure it was warm now but thunderstorms
weren’t uncommon at this time of year, and getting caught out in
one was no picnic. A girl could never be too prepared. One of the
sweaters went in the bag.

“Wren!” His
voice was sharp enough to make me wince but low enough that it
wouldn’t carry. “I said, I’ll buy you whatever you need.”

“I heard you
the first time.” I glanced at his battered pants and the worn
t-shirt beneath his leather jacket. “And you can pull the other
one. It’s got Christmas bells on it.”

“I’m not
exactly cash-poor, luv. Notice I haven’t asked for fifty bucks you
nicked.”

Should have
known he would realize I’d swiped some cash. That bad-boy image hid
a sharp intelligence that I’d be foolish to underestimate. I
clicked my fingers at him. “Photo.”

He heaved a
sigh and stretched to reach for the photo on my nightstand.

He was right,
I could leave most things behind because they were just that:
things. And the photo would only remind me of the worst night of my
life. “Second thoughts, forget the photo. Just give me Brown
Bear.”

He snatched
the shabby stuffed toy from its perch atop a pillow and waved it.
“This old thing?”


“Non-negotiable,” I said, refusing to be embarrassed about needing
to take this relic of a happy, uncomplicated childhood with me.

Kade lobbed
Brown Bear toward me and I snatched the toy before it hit the
ground. “Cute pjs, by the way,” he said.

I glanced down
at my black “Mooo-dy But Marvelous” tank and cowhide-patterned
cotton sleep shorts, now black and white and
raspberry-stained. Ack. Talk about childish. Cue full-body blush
this time. “I need to get changed,” I told him. “And you so
need to get out of my room while I get changed.”

The rumble of
a powerful engine cut through whatever smartass retort he’d been
about to make. He surged from the bed and bounded over to the
window to peer into the darkness. His back and shoulders stiffened,
shouting tension. “Shit,” he said. “We have to go. Now.”
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Chapter
Seven




“Why? What’s
wrong?” I clutched Brown Bear to my chest. “Who’s out there?”

“No one you
want to know. Move it.”

Kade’s tone
was dead urgent. My heart raced. “B-but I’m wearing pajamas.”

“Could be
worse, luv. You could be wearing a baby-doll nightie, and that’d be
real interesting on a motorbike.” He was trying for light and
amusing but it was off. He turned from the window and headed my way
with a determined gleam in his eyes—the kind of gleam that might
lead to him stuffing a gag in my mouth and dragging me out by my
hair if I didn’t hurry up and do what he wanted.

Ulp. I backed
away, glancing behind me to avoid the smashed remnants of the link
to my former friends. “A motorbike? You’ve got to be kidding me. No
way I’m getting on a motorbike dressed like this.”

He grabbed me
by the wrist and yanked me across the room, hauling me in close to
his side when I stumbled. “Hey!”

“Shush. Unless
you’re keen to go another round with dearest daddy’s baseball
bat?”

I clamped my
lips tightly shut against a whimper that seemed determined to
escape.

We’d almost
made it downstairs when the front porch security lights triggered.
I mistimed my step. My stomach gave a sickening jolt as the arch of
my bare foot slid off the bottom riser. Kade reacted instantly,
grabbing my elbow and keeping me upright.

As we were
passing by the front door, the doorbell blared. I yelped, and Kade
again reacted quickly, this time jerking me backward into his chest
and clapping a hand over my mouth. “Hush,” he murmured, his lips
brushing my ear. “If they hear us, we’re screwed. Understand?”

While I was
still trying to kick-start my brain, he released me, only to grasp
my wrist and drag me toward the laundry room… and the back
door.

He knew the
layout of my house. Which made me wonder how many times he’d been
here before. Subliminal. Watching me sprawled across my bed,
staring at the ceiling and struggling to make sense of the
nightmare my life had become, failing to suppress frustrated, angry
tears and wondering if I’d ever be happy again. How much more
bearable would the past few months had been if Kade had revealed
himself to me earlier, and I’d known I wasn’t going mad, wasn’t
alone? I strangled the anger that flared. Now definitely wasn’t the
time to pick a fight.

The doorbell
blared again. Loud. Insistent. Someone who wouldn’t take “it’s late
and we’re trying to sleep, so come back tomorrow” for an
answer.

The ragged
breath I’d inhaled clogged my throat. Kade’s grip on my wrist had
tightened, grinding the bones. “Owww,” I whispered on a long,
pained exhalation that made my head spin. I pushed past the pain
and concentrated on breathing evenly. Passing out again and waking
up God knows where, wasn’t a scenario I was particularly keen on
embracing right now.

“Sorry,” Kade
muttered, easing up on his vice-like grip.

I dared a
searching glance up at him as he hurried me onward. Pale, set
features. Tight-lipped mouth. Furrow etched deep between his brows.
He was worried—seriously worried.

That was
enough for me. Yes, I was being forced to make a life-changing
choice under less than ideal circumstances, but I chose the devil I
knew. I had no doubt Kade was withholding crucial information, but
right now he seemed a much better option than the unknown quantity
standing on the front porch in the dead of night abusing the
doorbell. There’d be time enough for explanations—and cluing Kade
in to my feelings about being spied on—later. When we were
safe.

Footfalls
echoed from upstairs—doubtless one of my parents rousted out of bed
by the racket. My resolve faltered. “Maybe we should tell them
everything,” I whispered. “Surely they could—?”

“You willing
to risk your parents and your brother?”

I searched his
face for truths that were still too shocking to take on faith.

“Yes,” he
said, before I could summon actual words. “Those men standing on
your doorstep are that bloody dangerous. The only reason
they’re bothering to knock is because they have no clue I’m here,
and they’re pretending they give a shite about appearances. The
best way to keep your family safe is to keep them ignorant. And for
you to leave. Now.”

I nodded,
unable to speak through the lump in my throat and the frantic
thudding of my heartbeat echoing in my skull.

Kade unlatched
the back door. And blocked my rush to exit with one hastily
outthrust forearm while he craned his neck to peer outside.

I braced
myself on his shoulder and stood on tiptoes to whisper in his ear.
“Should we go subliminal so they can’t see us?”

“Can’t risk
it. Now’s not the time to experiment with seeing if I can shield
both of us—not to mention the energy it’d cost me to bring you back
into phase in a tearing hurry. We’d be too vulnerable. We’re gonna
have to do this the old fashioned way. Coast is clear.” He tugged
me outside.

“You can let
go my hand,” I whispered. “I believe you about my family being in
danger. I’m not going to run away again, okay?”

He stared deep
into my eyes, ferreting out the truth. A slow nod, and then he
freed me, using both hands to pull the door near soundlessly shut
behind us.

The downstairs
lights flared, illuminating swathes of the backyard. Kade swore a
blue streak beneath his breath. It’d be a matter of minutes before
someone answered the door, and whoever Kade was so freaked about
gained entry to the house. We’d be sitting ducks.

I squeezed his
biceps and hissed, “See the vegetable patch? The kids who lived
here before us liked to play with the current neighbors’ grandkids,
and to the left there’s a gate in the fence that leads into the
neighbor’s garden. They don’t own a dog, either, so we should be
okay.”

He nodded.
“Good thinking. Fast as you can, luv. Run. I’ll be right behind
you.”

I shot across
the lawn, arms pumping, swerving to avoid shrubs and a couple of
fruit trees that had irritated the heck out of Mom by never
fruiting. Funny the mundane things that invade your mind when
everything’s turning to custard and you’re scared half out of your
mind.

Kade skidded
to a halt behind me as I reached for the corroded latch and worked
it open as quietly as I could. He shouldered through the gate and
yanked me after him. I couldn’t keep running, as instinct prodded
me to do, because he’d recaptured my hand. He closed the gate
behind us, wincing when its hinges squealed. And then he reached
over the gate and worked the latch back into its original position.
Disguising our escape route, I realized, impressed by his presence
of mind.

“Across the
yard,” he whispered, “then wait at the side of the house where
you’re out of sight if anyone looks over the fence. Don’t stand in
front of any windows. I’ll be right behind you. Ready?”

“Yes.” No! Not
hardly. I had time to gulp a breath before Kade’s hand on the small
of my back urged me into a run.

We sprinted
across the neighbor’s yard, and rounded the far corner of their
house. Kade gave me a moment to catch my breath before he grabbed
my hand, leading me along the side of the house. I heard him curse
again—this time over “bloody fuckwits” who planted big hedges next
to fences.

Guessing he’d
intended to boost me over the fence, I nudged him to get his
attention. “There’s no fence at all out front of this house—just
more hedge plantings. Once we push through the hedge to the
sidewalk, it’ll provide some cover.”

“Good stuff.
’Bout time we caught a break.”

And then we
were flitting across the front garden, dodging flowerbeds until we
hit the front hedge where we paused, hunching in the shadows.

“Stay here,”
he said. “I’m going for the bike. As soon as I pull up, hop on back
and hold on tight. Got it?”

I didn’t want
him to go. I didn’t want to be left alone. I gulped and sucked it
up. “Got it.”

His gaze
cruised over me and a hint of a grin quirked his lips. “Can’t
believe you’ve kept hold of that toy while we’ve been running for
our lives.”

Shock
skittered over my bared skin. I clutched Brown Bear a little more
tightly. “Have we? Been running for our lives, I mean.”

That glimmer
of a smile faded. “Here.” He shucked his leather jacket and held it
out. “You need it more than me. I’ll be as quick as I can. Try not
to go subliminal on me, huh? That would really screw us.”

“Kade?”

“What?”

“Be
careful.”

His eyes
glinted in the darkness. He nodded once, and then he pushed through
the hedge.

Tightly packed
branches bent and snapped. Abruptly I recalled his bared arms. Ow.
That’s gotta hurt. Sure wasn’t looking forward to my turn. Flimsy
cotton shorts weren’t going to be much protection. Note to self:
trackpants and a long-sleeve tee were a far better option for
sleepwear. Not to mention track shoes, which I would start leaving
beside my bed at night. Provided I ever got to sleep in a real bed
again.

I pulled on
Kade’s jacket. The leftover warmth of his body enveloped me as I
zipped it up—I hadn’t realized how chilled I’d become until now.
Brown Bear went into a pocket, where he’d be safe. He was all I’d
taken with me and I’d be gutted to lose him. He represented the
life I was running from… and hoped one day to reclaim.

By the time I
thought to find a gap in the hedge to use as a peephole, Kade was
nowhere to be seen. I tried to concentrate on my keeping my
breathing slow and even—not so easy when my brain persisted with
imagining the worst in a never-ending loop. This was a bad idea. I
should have gone with Kade. Why hadn’t he taken me with him? I was
too vulnerable here—

Stay calm,
Wren. Stay calm….

Hah. Bother
this for a joke. I might not have the faintest clue how to
deliberately control my phasing, but being scared out of my shorts
someone would discover the not-so-secret garden gate and sneak up
behind me, sure wasn’t helping. I buried my face in the crook of
one elbow and pushed through the hedge.

The severely
pruned branches poked and scraped my bare legs and feet. Now I knew
firsthand what being dragged through a bush felt like. Yay.

A sliver of
moon and a sprinkling of stars dotted a syrupy night sky—a perfect
time for skulking and getting up to no good. Or, it would have been
perfect except for the nearby street lamp casting a telltale glow
over my little piece of sidewalk. I crouched on the grass at the
base of the hedge and tucked Kade’s jacket over my knees. The black
leather should be camouflage enough. And if I spotted anyone
heading my way I’d crawl back through the dratted hedge.

Weary to my
bones, I licked my forefinger and rubbed the worst of the bleeding
scrapes on my calves. I wanted to lay down and sleep for a week.
Chances of that happening any time soon? Sub-zero. And this night
just kept getting better and better.

An engine
coughed and screamed to life. I craned my neck and spotted a
motorbike rounding the street corner, cruising toward me. My
relieved sigh choked off when I heard voices. Followed by a door
slamming.

Conversation
drifted to my ears and I strained to make sense of it. Three
different voices, so far as I could tell. All male. And none of
them sounded like my dad or my brother.

I caught one
word clearly. Wren.

Hearing my
name thrust me from a this-can’t-be-happening surreal daze, to
you’d-better-believe-it-so-get-your-head-in-the-game stark reality.
I froze, momentarily too scared to move. And then the adrenaline
seared through my veins and I freed my legs from the jacket,
scrambled to my feet, and bolted toward Kade like a scared little
rabbit.

Unlike me, he
didn’t panic. He kept the bike at cruise speed, and only when I was
a few paces away did he slow to a stop. “Hold tight,” was all he
said as I straddled the bike and wrapped my arms around his
waist.

He accelerated
slowly, taking it nice and easy—just a guy taking a girl for a
ride.

Riiight. Like
a barefoot girl in cow-patterned pajamas clinging to a guy on a
motorbike in middle of the night wasn’t a dead giveaway that
something was up.

As we passed
my house, I couldn’t resist checking out the guys who’d gotten Kade
all antsy. The trio stood by a shiny black SUV parked in the
driveway. Two older men and a startlingly good-looking younger man
I judged to be in his early twenties. His white-blond hair shone
like a beacon beneath the security lights. And, as though sensing
he was being watched, his attention shifted. To me.

Our gazes
clashed.

I shivered,
and clutched Kade as though he could ward off the sudden downward
spike in temperature.

“Don’t look
back,” Kade yelled over the now screaming engine. “Fergodsakes
don’t let him get a fix on you.”

If by a “get a
fix on me” Kade meant letting this guy see my face, then crap. I
was in big trouble. “Um, Kade? I’m sorry, I—”

“Blank your
mind!”

Okay, I was
officially freaked out. I squeezed my eyes shut and buried my nose
between Kade’s shoulder blades. I tried to think of nothing but
that blond guy’s face kept intruding. Eyes the cold green of very
deep water formed in my mind… and abruptly sharpened to fiery
emerald beams that burned through me like lasers.

“Kade? I… I
can’t stop thinking about him.” I wasn’t sure Kade would be able to
hear me over the bike’s engine but I had to try.

“Bloody
bollocking hell. Hold on, Wren!”

I had time to
register that Kade’s voice sounded thready, strained, and then
energy lashed through my body, a harsh energy that pummeled my
insides as it filled me to bursting. It was searing heat and
intense vibrations that rattled my teeth and spasmed my muscles
with sharp electric shocks. Pain bit the base of my skull, flared
into white-hot agony. A whimper ripped from my throat. I dragged
open my eyelids and pressed my cheek against Kade’s back, trying to
distract myself from the pain by watching the world blur past as we
sped away, traveling faster than I’d ever gone in my life.

And then the
pain vanished as quickly as it had come, leaving me with a
bone-deep exhaustion that would have scared me witless if I hadn’t
been too drained to care. I sagged against Kade, unable to summon
even the small amount of energy required to stiffen my spine and
keep myself upright.

“Stay with me,
Wren. I know you’re exhausted but you need to hang on for a bit
longer.”

I nodded, and
belatedly realized that he couldn’t see the gesture. “Okay.” It
came out slurred because my tongue was thick in my mouth. My
eyelids drooped. I lost the battle to keep them open.

Kade squeezed
my hand, digging his fingernails into my skin and jerking me awake.
And each time I nodded off, he squeezed again. By the time we
pulled into the driveway of his house, the skin on the back of my
hand was raw and throbbing. And I was beyond grateful. That blond
guy…. He’d done something to me, tried to force me into some kind
of subliminal state. And Kade had brought me back. I don’t know how
I knew that but I did.

Thank God for
Kade.

He hauled me
off the bike seat and I toppled sideways into his arms. He slung an
arm about my waist, his grip the only thing keeping me upright as
we stumbled up the path to his front door. I slid a glance his way.
His mouth was pinched, eyes hollow smudges. He looked as shattered
as I felt. And when he opened the front door, I shuffled inside and
barely made it to a couch before I crashed.

 


~*~

 


I woke to a
disgustingly normal Saturday morning. Sunlight piercing the
windowpanes, birds chirping, a mower whining in the distance. And
for a nice change, no clammy sweat-slicked body caused by dreams of
dead hands being grafted onto my wrists. Yay. Things were looking
up.

This whole
scenario would have been wish-on-a-genie perfection except for the
reminder that my life had gone to hell KOed on the opposite couch.
Fully clothed, thank all popular gods. No way was I ready to cope
with bare muscular chests and rippling abs at this hour of the
morning. Mind you, the more time I spent with Kade, the more I
doubted I could cope with him at any time. He was a handful and
then some.

He’d
extricated me from his jacket and tucked it around me as a
makeshift blanket. And from his position on the couch, I figured
he’d then staggered over to it and toppled face-first over the arm.
He was totally out to it—hadn’t even taken off his boots. God only
knew how he’d managed to hold it together and get us both home in
one piece.

Home….

Not my home.
Kade’s home. I would have to rely on him for everything I
needed, just like I’d relied on my parents. And boy, that really
sucked. Because I didn’t know exactly what I wanted from Kade—not
yet—but I sure didn’t want him treating me like a helpless little
girl who couldn’t look after herself.

I rolled off
the couch, wincing as the leather peeled from my scraped skin.
Thankfully, I gained my feet without too much effort. Go me.

I tested my
balance with a tentative step. No face-plants into the carpet. So
far so good. And then the sickly sweet smell of the raspberry soda
staining my sleep-shorts wafted to my nostrils and I gagged… which
my stomach muscles didn’t appreciate at all. Owww. I was starting
to feel like I’d been put through a wringer.

Crinkling my
nose, I headed for Kade’s bedroom to ferret out some clean clothes.
This time I intended to keep my promise about sticking around, but
there was a built-in time limit Kade didn’t need to know about.
Once I learned what I needed to know, and could control this… this…
phasing thing, I would get in touch with my family and
explain everything—including the risks—in the hope they’d accept
what I was and welcome me back into their lives. If they were
willing to take me back, I figured I could keep my head down and
live a pretty normal life. But I’d tell Kade straight up what I
intended on doing before I walked out the door.

Yeah. I kind
of liked that rationale.

I fished Brown
Bear from the pocket of Kade’s jacket and propped the toy on the
tallboy while I investigated the contents of the drawers.

Kade topped my
height by at least a foot. Meaning all I could find that might fit
me were an old shrunken t-shirt, and a pair of shorts with a
drawstring waist that I could at least cinch so they didn’t end up
around my ankles. It was either those or risk a pair of Kade’s
boxers, which just seemed… wrong. Not to mention ratcheted up my
pulse and flamed my face until it felt like it was on fire.

The lure of
the bedroom’s ensuite bathroom couldn’t be ignored. Toilet, vanity,
nice big shower—what more could a girl in my situation want? A long
hot bath, of course. Not to mention a toothbrush. But a shower
would do for a start.

I locked the
door, attended to some, uh, personal stuff, and then stripped off
to assess the damage. Yikes. The impressive crop of bruises I’d
accumulated weren’t pretty, but at least the bump on my forehead
was less noticeable this morning.

I craned my
neck to check out my rear view in Kade’s mirror, and prodded a
mottled patch of skin. Yeowch. That one was shaping up to be a real
beauty, no doubt about it. It was the one I’d gotten when Dad
slammed the doorknob into me.

Dad….

Tears pricked.
I blinked them back and stepped into the shower jets, letting the
streams of hot water scour away the misery. The scratches on my
thighs and legs stung like crazy but once I could breathe without
hissing, I wallowed beneath the water for as long as I dared. I
felt almost human again by the time I’d combed the snarls from my
hair with Kade’s comb. And brushed my teeth with his toothbrush.
Hey, I couldn’t afford to be picky. And if he didn’t like sharing,
tough.

I unlocked the
door, and the instant I peeked into the bedroom, my gaze smacked
into Kade’s.

He lay on his
back on the bed, interlocked fingers cradling his head and elbows
sticking out at right angles. Brown Bear was perched on his chest.
He scooped the little bear up and made the toy wave at me. “’Bout
time, luv,” he said. “Thought you might have passed out in there.
Was seriously considering picking the lock on the door and checking
up on you.”

My stomach
performed a lazy somersault at the thought of Kade walking in on me
in the bathroom. He sure had a knack for yanking me out of my
comfort zone. “Sorry. I, er, used your towel. And your toothpaste
and, um, stuff. And my, uh, pjs are in your hamper, too. Just so’s
you know.”

“No problem.
Need an icepack for your bruises? Painkillers?”

I shook my
head. “I’ll survive.”

“Tough girl,
huh? I have a soft spot for tough girls.”

With an
inordinate amount of care, he placed Brown Bear on a spare pillow
and adjusted the toy until it was sitting upright. Then he leaned
back on his elbows and shot me a thorough head-to-toer that spiked
my internal temperature until spontaneous human combustion was a
distinct possibility.

Please God, he
would attribute my flushed skin to the hot shower I’d just
taken.

“Breakfast,
then we hit the mall,” he said.

“Huh?” WTH?
Surely I hadn’t heard right. “The mall? What are you, nuts? What if
those guys from last night spot us? My house isn’t all that far
from yours. And if they can track us—”

Kade dismissed
my worries with a curt wave of a hand. “Chill, luv. The risks are
minimal—I’m betting the mall is the last place they’re likely to
look for you. Crowds make it tricky to separate out individual
energy signatures. Plus, there’re too many potential
witnesses.”

“Online
shopping?” I blurted, hoping he’d jump at the idea. Most guys
would.

“Good try, but
I prefer to pay cash. It’s harder to track. Besides it’ll be
fun.”

“Fun? Hardly.
Torture, more like.”

He gave me a
total guy-look that screamed “What’s wrong with you?”

I exhaled
sharply through my nose and came clean. “I hate the mall.”

“You sure
you’re a real girl?”

“Last time I
looked I had all the necessary bits and pieces.”

His eyes
gleamed with suppressed laughter. “Prove it.”

Uh oh. Here
comes the dratted full-body blush—complete with tomato-red face if
that burning sensation on my earlobes was anything to go by.
“Excuse me?” I finally managed to splutter.

This time he
laughed aloud. “Settle down, luv. I can see you have all the, ah,
necessary bits and pieces. What I meant was, real girls love
buying clothes and spending other people’s money.”

I stuck out my
lower lip. “Whatever.”

“You need
clothes and shoes and a bunch of girl stuff, Wren.”

Uh oh.
Whenever he started calling me Wren instead of “luv” it was a sign
things were getting serious. “What I need is to find out
what that blond guy did to me. Not to mention how to control my
phasing before I turn into Casper the unfriendly poltergeist. And
you need to teach me everything I need to know before I….”
My mind shied from the word. “Before it’s too late. If you don’t, I
promise I will haunt you and make your life a misery. Believe me, a
visit to the mall is waaay the heck at the bottom of my ‘to do’
list.”

Kade blew out
a heavy sigh that seemed to go on forever, and followed it up with
long-suffering “why me?” eyes. “Let me put it this way—in simple
words that even a strong-willed badass chick like you will
understand. Can undies wait? Not that I have the least problem with
girls going commando. Or braless. But you don’t strike me as the
kinda girl who’s cool with advertizing her bounce to the
ounce.”

How a guy
who’d just made it clear he knew I wasn’t wearing a bra or panties
could look so darned innocent, I had no idea. I crossed my arms
over my braless, B-cup chest, and gave him slitty-eyes. “Has anyone
ever told you you’re a pervert?”

“All the time,
luv. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m male. Perving at
underwear-challenged chicks is coded in my DNA.”

My lips
twitched. He was such a smartass. But for some reason it was
impossible for me to stay mad at him. And right now I was grateful
for his smart mouth because it was distracting me from the
emotional danger zones of having walked away from my family. Oh,
and possibly going insane. Not to mention dying.

“Think of this
shopping expedition as your first lesson,” he said, in such
reasonable tones that my suspicions were immediately roused.
“You’ll have to work at staying in phase if you’re trying on
clothes. Nothing like learning on the job.”

Sounded like a
weak excuse to me. “And is this ‘learning on the job’ going to help
unblock me?”

Because Kade
appeared to be gnawing on the inside of his cheek, considering his
response very seriously indeed, I dampened my impatience and
waited.

“Bottom line’s
this,” he finally said. “I can stuff your head with all the theory
in the world and yak away ’til I’m hoarse, but nothing beats just
doing it.”

“So ‘just
doing it’ will unblock me?” I wondered if he’d try to sugarcoat
it.

“I hope so.
Right now you’re running on instinct. I figure we start with the
basics and get you doing simple stuff deliberately—because you
want to, not by accident. That way, when we get to the
harder, more advanced stuff, you’ll be less likely to throw up
those strong defenses of yours, and cause me more major headaches.
Make sense?”

“Yep.” Not a
lie, because it really did.

“Thank Christ
for that.” Lucky for him he stopped short of an eye-roll. “Now what
do you want for breakfast?” he asked.

I hitched up
my—his—shorts. Traipsing around stores, buying whole new sets of
clothes? Woot. Exactly what I felt like doing today. “I’m not
hungry. Let’s go. Now. I want to get the basics over with so I can
start learning the really important stuff.” The stuff that would
give me the ability to cope with this liminal curse and live a
somewhat normal life.

Normal….

At the back of
my mind an insidious thought niggled and nagged. The men who’d come
for me last night wanted Special Snowflake Liminal Wren, not
Normal Wren. They wouldn’t allow me to be normal.

I shunted the
thought aside. First I’d learn what I needed to know to survive.
Then I’d reclaim my family. Hopefully, I’d never see those men
again. Sounded like a plan.

“I’m starved.”
Kade’s tone was firm and uncompromising.

Uh oh.

“And you need
to refuel, too,” he said. “Remember what I said about not feeling
like eating?”

“Yeah, yeah. I
remember.”

“Waffles?”

I made a “meh”
face. But when he opened his mouth I said quickly, “I suppose I
might be able to stomach a waffle.”

“Make it two,
and you can spend up large in any store you want. My treat.
Deal?”

“Are you
seriously trying to bribe me to eat properly? Jeez. You sound like
my mom. She always used to—” Deep breath, Wren. Don’t go down that
road right now. You can’t be crying all over Kade every five
minutes. You can’t be crying over every little setback full-stop.
Harden up.

“I’m
absolutely trying to bribe you.” Kade’s gaze searched mine, and the
worry I glimpsed in his eyes soothed the lurking panic I was trying
so hard to suppress. Kade cared about what happened to me. Whatever
his motives, I liked that he cared. It felt like no one had given a
crap about me in too long.

“Deal?” he
asked.

“Deal,” I
agreed, and basked just a tiny bit in the relief that flooded his
gaze. “Um, I don’t suppose you’ve got any flip-flops I can borrow?
I don’t fancy wandering around the mall in bare feet.”
Underwear-less was bad enough already—as Kade had so kindly pointed
out.

“I’ll find
something for you after I grab a shower. In the meantime, you
should choose a bedroom—whichever one takes your fancy.”

“Okay.
Thanks.” It was on the tip of my tongue to interrogate him about
his absentee parents, but the sight of him stripping off his
t-shirt distracted me.

Hoh boy. Those
abs really did ripple.

I blinked,
realized I was gaping at him, making a total idiot of myself and
practically begging him to tease me. Pivoting on my heel, I fled
the room as fast as my bruised butt allowed.

Once safely
out of sight, I fanned my face with my hands. Hormones. Dang things
had no respect. Death and insanity were staring me in the face and
here I was, majorly overcome by an incredibly drool-worthy set of
abs. Pathetic.

One mental
slap upside the head and a stern talking to later, I started my
official tour of the ground floor.

Funny how much
I hadn’t taken in when I’d been trying to escape Kade’s house. Like
the state of the art kitchen. Oh yeah. Mom would love
this—especially the fancy espresso machine and other gadgets. She
would—

No. Don’t go
there again, Wren. Do not go there.

I distracted
myself by checking out the contents of the huge refrigerator. Chock
full of healthy stuff. Nice. Looked like we wouldn’t starve in a
hurry.

I spotted a
waffle maker on the counter. Seemed Kade hadn’t been kidding when
he promised waffles. Thought if he expected me to play happy
homemaker and whip up a waffle batter, he’d be doomed to
disappointment. I hadn’t the faintest idea where to start.

Dining area
off the kitchen—pretty standard layout. The dining suite was a
little too ultra-modern for my tastes. I’m not a huge fan of glass
and chrome. Fingerprints and dust—who needs it? And tinted glass
tabletops make me feel compelled to sit nicely, with my legs
crossed, like I’m on display. Far too indigestion-inducing.

The main
bathroom was so ultra-clean and shiny it hurt to look at it. Even
the bar of soap was still in its wrapper. The room smelled fresh,
too. Unlike the bathroom I shared with Dan, which always reeked of
sweaty sports gear and deodorant and hair gels.

Thinking about
my brother ripped the scab from that unhealed wound again and made
it bleed. I leaned against the doorway and closed my eyes. Quit
thinking about them. They won’t be thinking about you. They
won’t remember you. They don’t even realize you’re gone. Deep
breaths….

I pried open
my eyelids and stared at the decadent big tub, determinedly
imagining myself wallowing in it.

Much better. I
made a mental note to stop by a bookstore and buy a book or three,
so I had something to read when I got around to soaking away the
aches and pains. Tonight, I promised myself. After the hellish trip
to the mall Kade was planning, a long soak was so going to
be on my agenda.

This time
’round, because I wasn’t in a half-panicked hurry, I noted the
built-in bar that all but dominated the rec room. A pool table with
all the accessories lorded over the jukebox and pinball machine,
and a couple of leather couches were angled to take the best
advantage of another big-screen TV. Couldn’t vouch for the other
“toys” but the dartboard looked like it got a regular workout.
Kade’s parents had to be loaded.

It wasn’t
until I poked my head through the doorway of the second of the two
smaller bedrooms that it hit me what was missing. This room, too,
was fully furnished with queen-size bed, nightstand and chest of
drawers. But nothing suggested it was occupied—or ever had been. No
photos. No magazines or knickknacks or loose change. No personal
stuff, like a brush or a comb.

A quick search
revealed empty drawers and a walk-in wardrobe that seemed to echo
from long disuse.

I checked out
the other bedroom again. Same deal. The queen-sized bed was made up
with bed linen, ready for guests, but there was no trace of anyone
occupying the room right now. No one had for quite some time, if
the thin layer of dust on the nightstand was anything to go by.

Nibbling my
lower lip, and wondering whether my memory was playing tricks, I
wandered upstairs, telling myself those two lower floor bedrooms
were probably used as guestrooms. Kade’s parents, or guardian, or
whoever, must have a bedroom upstairs, off the office.

Except, nope.
The entire upper floor had been converted to office space, exactly
as I remembered.

God. How could
I have been so stupid? Kade didn’t have any parents to boss him
around. Or guardians, for that matter. He was a lone wolf, who just
happened to own a motorbike, two fancy computers with extravagantly
large monitors, two laptops, and a bunch of expensive toys that
would have Dan turning green with envy. And it couldn’t be
coincidence that Kade lived close by my house—but not so close that
I might have noticed him hanging out, pretending to be one of the
local kids.

So how had he
known what I was, and to come looking for me? Why was he even
interested in me and my OTT problems in the first place? Could he
simply be an all around nice guy, who’d recognized what I was, and
wanted to help me because he could see I was in trouble?

Maybe.

Huh. Maybe
not. So what was his deal?

I chewed my
lip. And made a decision. Kade and I were sooo going to have a
“conversation”, with me asking all the questions this time, just as
soon as he got out of the shower. But in the meantime, one
computer’s flickering screensaver beckoned.

Bending over
it, I edged my hand toward the mouse. If there was a screensaver
password….

There wasn’t.
Careless of him. He should have powered it down.

My mouth went
dry. I tossed a glance over my shoulder. Now or never, Wren.

I chose now,
and perched on the edge of the chair to scan the desktop
applications. Hmm. Nothing unusual. The browser history revealed
nothing that screamed conspiracy, either. I dug deeper and checked
the directories. If Kade walked in on me I would have no defense,
but damned if I’d let that stop me. This was too good an
opportunity to waste.

A file folder
captured my attention. It stood out from the others because it had
only three capital letters as an identifier: WAG.

Could it be
coincidence those letters were also my initials?

Nyuh uh. Where
Kade was concerned, I didn’t believe in coincidences anymore.

I clicked the
mouse to open the folder… and a mind-boggling heap of image files
greeted me.

Most of the
file names were combinations of numbers. Curiouser and curiouser. I
randomly chose image 9-6, and clicked on it.

The image of a
girl filled the screen. And not just any girl. Me. WG, 9yrs
6m according to the photo caption.

My stomach did
a slow, queasy-making cartwheel and a tight ache of foreknowledge
banded my forehead. This was so not good.
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Chapter
Eight




Image 6-0.
Click. A gap-toothed child clutching an adult’s hand. The child’s
hair had been braided with red ribbons. Her freckled face was a
little scrunched but her eyes were bright and lips ever-so-slightly
curved, as though she didn’t know whether to grin or burst into
tears. And just in case I hadn’t already identified the child and
the place, the caption confirmed it. WG, 6yrs, Baverstock
Sch.

Image 0-3.
Click. A sleeping infant. Discounting the caption, even if I hadn’t
recognized the cradle and room décor, I sure recognized the small
stuffed bear—Mom’s gift to me as a newborn. Brown Bear had been my
favorite toy. When I was little, I wouldn’t go to sleep without
him.

The baby
blanket embroidered with little birds was another clincher.
According to Mom, the grandmother I’d been named for had sewn it
for me. I don’t remember Grandma Wren—I was barely out of diapers
when she passed away. But I do recall going through a stage where I
hated having to prompt people to spell my name with a W “like the
bird”. And whining to my parents about letting me use my middle
name instead, because Alexandra was a real girl’s
name.

The older I
got, the more I’d grown to love the uniqueness of my name. But now,
when I looked at my initials and all those image files, and
considered what they represented, I felt sickened. This
Wren’s privacy had been invaded in the worst way. People had been
watching this Wren her whole life.

I didn’t want
to be that girl. But I couldn’t help myself: I kept opening
files.

Image 16-0.
Click. My sixteenth birthday party. Mom had shown me a trick with
liquid eyeliner that had made me feel like a pop diva. My friends
had loved it and begged her to show them how to achieve the same
look. They’d told me I was lucky, that she was “the best mom ever”.
And the next morning all the liminal weirdness had started. I’d
come downstairs for breakfast and ended up screaming at Mom for
ignoring me, little realizing back then that she’d had no clue I
was standing there in front of her, red-faced with frustration and
waving my arms.

God. I pinched
the bridge of my nose until the pricking of imminent tears
subsided. The one thing that kept me from flying downstairs and
punching Kade in the nose was that logic told me he couldn’t
have taken all these photos because he was only a little older than
me. He must have copied them from somewhere. Or been given them by
someone. Apparently the trio who’d turned up at my house weren’t
the only ones keeping tabs on me.

Some instinct
prompted me to click on an image file with a different filename
convention. It turned out to be a report card from school. Another
one—a medical record from a trip to the family doctor. And the
image file labeled WG-BC was a scanned birth certificate. Mine, of
course.

By now I was
beyond shock that a copy of my birth certificate would be stored on
Kade’s computer. These files contained a digitalized catalog of my
life. I didn’t have to be a freaking rocket scientist to know
there’d be dental records and exam results stored in these files,
too… along with every other conceivable freaking record, test and
significant what-the-freak-ever these faceless people had managed
to get their hands on—

Wait a
second.

What the
heck?

I leaned
closer to verify the information on the birth certificate… which
had to be a fake. Because they’d gotten stuff wrong—important
stuff. My mother’s name, for instance. Instead of Jennifer Marie
Gibson, my mother was listed as Liane Chase—no middle name. And
printed in the field where my father’s name should have been was
the word “Unknown”.

Unknown?

Ohhh. The
realization was like someone had dumped water all over me and I’d
been flash-frozen. I sat there, statue-like, stuck in a timeless
loop, incapable of doing anything but stare at the computer monitor
and read the chilling evidence over and over again.

I registered
footsteps and my brain forced me to blink, snapping me from the
weird stasis that had trapped me. Shivers coursed through my body
but I ignored them. God. This certificate had to be a fake—had to
be. But what if it wasn’t? The photos hadn’t been fakes.
Someone had gone to an awful lot of time and effort to catalogue my
entire life. So, logically, the birth certificate had to be real,
too. There was no falling back on a comforting “what if?” scenario.
Not this time.

I sensed Kade
looming behind my chair. I didn’t turn to confront him, didn’t want
to face the pity I knew I’d see in his eyes as the truths hit
home.

Jennifer Marie
Gibson, my mom, was not my birth mother.

Her husband,
Steven Andrew Gibson, might still be my father. But I
doubted it. Why list my birth father as “unknown” if the man who’d
raised me truly was my birth father? That didn’t make any
sense.

So who was
I?

I tried to
speak, coughed and hacked, had to swallow to work up enough
moisture to eject the words through a throat gone desert-dry from
shock. “Spill, Kade. Now.”

Silence, stark
and brooding, heavy with unspoken truths.

I waited.

And then there
was the sigh of his breath and the inadequate warmth of his palms
resting on the shock-chilled skin of my shoulders. “You were given
to the Gibsons when you were a week old,” he said.

“So I’m
adopted.” Okay. I could cope with that.

Maybe.

“No,” he said.
“They were prevented from legally adopting you. Best think of them
as your caregivers.”


Prevented? Whoa. I knew there was more—there had to be.
Because the atmosphere in the room reeked with naïve illusions
waiting to be shattered.

“Paid
caregivers,” he elaborated.

“Wh-what?” I
craned my neck, needing to see his face and gauge his
expression.

“They were
paid a heap of money to take care of you.”

“They didn’t
want me? They had to be paid to take care of me?” A vice
clamped my chest. I concentrated on breathing in and out, in and
out, forcing back the anguish.

“It’s not as
bad as you’re thinking,” he said. “They wanted you, Wren. They
thought they couldn’t have kids. They were fed a story they were
more than willing to believe. And paying them in exchange for their
silence made sure they didn’t go digging into your past to find out
where you really came from.”

“Who
fed them a story? My birth parents? Are they the ones paying
J-Jennifer and Steve?” It didn’t feel right to call them that. It
didn’t feel right to call them Mom and Dad, either.

“I’ve done
some digging. The same organization that sent those people to your
home last night, pays the Gibsons to look after you.”

The
Gibsons. It sounded so clinical. The vice in my chest
tightened. “How much money?”

“A hundred
grand up front,” he said. “Plus another three rounds of IVF
treatments. That was the clincher, I think. Jennifer and Steve had
already taken out a second mortgage and couldn’t afford another
round. It was their last shot at having a kid of their own.”

“Dan,” I
whispered. And then, sensing there was more, motioned Kade to
continue.

“An annual
stipend of twenty grand until you leave home. Any medical expenses
covered. College tuition paid in full.”

I shook my
head, still unwilling to believe him but knowing in my heart Kade
spoke the truth. “Do they know what I am? A liminal?”

“No. They’re
clueless.”

“And my real
mother? Liane?” I stumbled over the pronunciation.

A long pause
and then, “It’s Lee-AH-na. I believe it’s German
origin.”

Liane. The
name whispered in my mind. Liane. Liane Chase….

“Haven’t been
able to figure out what happened to her,” Kade was saying when I
tuned in again. “But I will, I promise. Closure helps you live with
it.”

Closure?
Sounded like she was—

Oh. I closed
my eyes, shutting out Kade’s pity, wishing I could shut out the
truth with as little effort.

And then, as
if I hadn’t enough to cope with, another question burned through my
brain and my eyelids flew open. “What about my ‘unknown’ father?” I
blurted.

Kade flinched.
He opened his mouth, hesitated, and I flung up a hand to stop him
before he could answer. “Don’t bother. I guess he either didn’t
know she was pregnant with me, or didn’t care.”

“I’m sorry,
Wren.”

Each answer
had been a sledgehammer blow driving a deeper wedge between me and
everything I’d believed in. If I’d been capable of feeling anything
other than shock right now, I might have felt hatred. Toward Kade.
For telling me the truth. And it would be grossly unfair to blame
him so it was just as well I couldn’t feel anything.

Last
night—God, had it only been last night? So much had happened since
then. Last night, when I’d been holed up in my bedroom researching
“liminals”, I’d come across a reference to liminal beings. They
were supposedly creatures such as centaurs, demon-human hybrids,
cyborgs, and ghostlike beings that were neither dead nor alive.
They were classed as “liminal” because they straddled two different
worlds and didn’t truly belong to either.

Okay, so I
wasn’t half-horse or anything weird like that. But another link had
helpfully informed me that liminal was derived from some
Latin word that meant “a threshold”, as in “being on or between the
threshold of two different planes of existence”. It hadn’t made
much sense at the time but it sure resonated with me now. Because
right now I was liminal in that exact sense of the
word. On a threshold. Caught between two pasts. In a kind of limbo
because the past I knew as mine was being rewritten, and the
instant I accepted it as truth, I’d be catapulted into a whole new
reality.

My vision
grayed, all brightness and color leaching away along with my
capacity to feel. Everything I’d believed about myself was sucked
away, leaving the dry husk of a girl who had believed herself to be
Wren Alexandra Gibson. Scant moments before, I’d been a girl whose
life was defined by the knowledge she was the granddaughter of a
woman also called Wren, the daughter of Jennifer and Steve Gibson,
the sister of Dan Gibson. Now I was a girl who was falling apart—
literally, it felt like—after learning that everything she’d
believed in was a lie.

The humming
sound in my ears escalated to a discordant whine, segued into a
teeth-jarring roar.

I sensed Kade
was talking to me but his words were drowned by the blare of white
noise echoing inside my skull. Sensation rippled down my bare arms.
I glanced down to see goose-pimpled skin with fine hairs standing
upright. The back of my neck, my shoulders, my spine, buzzed with
electrical impulses that made my muscles spasm. The butterfly
fluttering in my chest swelled to claw-tipped raptor wings, beating
furiously, trying to rip me apart.

Inside my
head, I screamed. Inside my body, my heart constricted to a fist,
pausing for an interminable moment as though deciding whether to
continue beating. Then energy surged through my heart, and through
me, expanding until my skin felt so tight I thought it might split
like a too-ripe fruit.

Kade jerked my
chair so I faced him. His hands clamped on my shoulders and he
shook me. Hard. So violently my head flopped about on my neck. I
didn’t feel the whiplash—couldn’t because I was already
disconnecting from my body, leaving behind the emotional anguish
that would shred me as soon as I allowed myself to feel again.

I didn’t fight
it. Why would I?

Kade’s lips
were moving, forming my name over and over, as he stared into my
eyes. His burned with worry and what I vaguely thought might be
fear. And then there was only vibrations strumming through my body…
the air around me shimmering… Kade wavering on the edges of my
vision…. And vanishing.
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Chapter Nine




I could feel
myself vibrating gently, as though some divine being had ever so
softly strummed each individual molecule that formed my body.
This body, this version of me, felt no physical pain. No
throbbing headache, no galloping heart, no sore muscles or
bone-deep bruises or abraded skin. Only warmth. And a faint almost
subliminal hum that should have been irritating, but instead,
soothed.

Kade’s
upstairs office appeared like the kind of residual image that burns
onto your retinas after you’ve stared into bright sunlight for too
long. I sat in the same chair, at the same desk, but they were
shadowy facsimiles, neither solid nor real.

I rose from
the chair, and the instant I did so it dissolved into nothingness.
As did the desk and the filing cabinets—everything in the room, and
finally, the room itself, leaving me adrift in a gray haze.

Oh crap. This
could not be good. I’d slipped between realities, phased to that
between place that some of us never escaped from. The place
that drove trapped liminals insane.

Discordant
buzzes of panic and fear stung my subliminal body, provoking
involuntary physical reactions. It didn’t hurt but I couldn’t stop
them, and I hung in nothingness, a helpless marionette, powerless
to control my jerking, twitching muscles.

Kade hadn’t
mentioned anything about this.

Kade.

Thoughts of
him curled through the panic, mingling with my fears and braiding
them into skeins of certainty. I wouldn’t be stuck here. If I
couldn’t get back on my own, Kade would know what to do. He’d trace
my energy signature—do that lock, link and sync thing, and pull me
back to the real world. He hadn’t gone to all the trouble of
finding me and protecting me, only to let me slowly starve to death
in this place.

Like that
little kid he’d told me about had starved….

Panic welled
again. My body resembled the hand from my nightmare—washed-out,
drained of color and substance. OhGodohGodohGod I was practically a
ghost!

I fought to
control my emotions, commanding myself to relax, muscle by muscle,
working from my head down to my toes, until I’d regained control of
my body—such as it was. Finally I was calm enough to take stock of
my surroundings, which were a sea of ghostly gray blah-ness as far
as the eye could see.

Huh. “Ghost
plane” was a good name for this place. There was nothing here that
gave me the slightest clue where I might be in relation to Kade’s
upstairs office. For all I knew I might have slid through a bunch
of dimensions, or “planes”, or what-the-freak-ever, before ending
up here. And with my current run of bad luck, I suspected my next
accidental phase would be some hostile real-world place. Like the
Sahara Desert. Or the Amazon jungle. Or… or… Siberia.

The sensible
thing would be to stay put, wait for Kade, and let him take it from
here. But a determined, stubborn part of me rebelled. I so did not
want to hang ’round and wait to be rescued again. I
wanted—needed—to learn how to control this… this… ability.

Hmmm. I’d been
thinking of it as a curse, but Kade didn’t think of it that way. He
made being a liminal work for him. I needed to figure out how to
make it work for me. And I couldn’t help a twinge of anticipatory
glee when I pictured his expression if—when!—I managed to get back
to his house on my own.

He’d have to
take me seriously then. And I would leverage my success at rescuing
my own damn self to get him to teach me what I needed to know
now, not when it suited him and his private agenda. We’d be
equals.

Now if only I
knew where the heck to start with the whole
damsel-in-distress-determined-to-rescue-herself thing.

Wait a minute.
When I’d first phased here, Kade’s office had arrived along with
me. Well, not his real office, obviously, but a visual echo of his
office that had lasted until I moved from the chair. So, what if I
visualized that room in Kade’s house and willed myself back there?
Kinda like one of those fictional characters with psychic powers
who could transport themselves to a place so long as they could
accurately visualize it or had a photo of it.

Yes. Sounded
like a plan.

I refused to
dwell on the lamentable fact it was the only plan I had.

I squeezed my
eyelids shut and visualized Kade’s upstairs office space. Dormer
windows. Walls painted in a rich vanilla ice-cream shade.
Chocolate-stained hardwood floors that I much preferred over the
blueberry-toned carpet of the downstairs living areas. Ice-cream
and chocolate and blueberry. Mmm. Really hungry right now. Sooo
hungry—

Crap.
Concentrate, Wren!

Okay. Filing
cabinets, lined against one wall like sentinels guarding the room.
Gleaming chrome-and-glass desks, matching conference table and
high-backed padded leather chairs. Electronic whiteboard.
Kitchenette area with coffeemaker. Commercial water cooler.
Smallish refrigerator. A couple of black leather couches set around
a low table. Everything you could want if you were… if you were…
whatever Kade happened to be aside from a hot bad-boy liminal with
a whole heap of secrets.

There was only
one teensy problem with my determination to save myself: My mind
wasn’t disciplined enough to follow through with my brilliant plan.
My thoughts kept drifting, superimposing images of other offices
overtop my memories of the office in Kade’s house—ones that I’d
either read about, or seen on TV or in the movies, or personally
visited.

Again, I
mentally erased my high school principal’s traditional, chunky,
polished wood desk, and attempted to replace it with what I
remembered of Kade’s ultra-modern one. And this time I ended up
with a bizarre melding of the two; a solid wood desk with cut-out
glass insets and misshapen chrome legs.

Aaargh.
Obviously my visualization skills sucked.

I tried again.
And again. Until my brain felt like it was going to explode, and
visualizing any darn desk that actually resembled a desk
would have been a bonus. And if a desk had morphed into my
reality right now, I’d have used it for a classic head-desk
gesture. I was beginning to see why the liminals who got stuck here
ended up certifiable.

Disgusted, I
banished the office idea in favor of some very unsatisfying
brooding. Jeez. I would have liked the chance to say goodbye to a
couple of people before I vanished, never to be seen or heard from
again. People like Mitchell….

Mental slap
upside the head. Pining over my ex-boyfriend was not an option
right now. Neither was fretting over the people I’d believed were
my mom and dad and brother. The place inside me that had always
been reserved for them was gutted to a hollow core of disbelief.
And the sad fact was, even if I could picture them in my
mind and work some magic mojo to wish myself back home, chances
were they’d take one look at me and call the cops about the
delusional intruder in their house. I couldn’t go back until I was
in control of my liminal abilities.

On cue, my
scattered brain cells formed another face.

Kade’s. My
recollections of him were incredibly vivid, a detailed snapshot I
could summon up to view at will. I told myself I wasn’t obsessing.
He was the only person who seemed to genuinely care about what was
happening to me. Made perfect sense that I remembered every little
thing about his expressions, his swagger when he walked, the way my
name sounded on his lips, the way he’d held me and I’d felt so
safe…. Didn’t it?

But he’d been
keeping secrets from me. Big ones. So how trustworthy was he? I
brooded on that for a bit, too. Until I decided enough was enough,
and tried to clear my mind—to think of nothing at all. Which proved
to be a monumentally bad move. Because my blank slate mind was
apparently begging something—or someone—to etch their mark on me.
In this case it was a someone whose white-blond hair framed a lean,
clever face. Eyes like chiseled green gems, cold and secretive. A
bladelike nose. Dimples that, when he deigned to smile, softened
his face enough to give the impression he might be
approachable.

In my mind’s
eye he wasn’t smiling, though. His lips were set in the
ever-so-slight upward smirk of a guy who looks down on everyone
else and believes himself superior. He was that guy you hope
doesn’t notice you. That guy who waits for you to smile tentatively
at him, then tosses you an offhand comment that cuts bone-deep,
leaving you feeling insignificant and small.

I knew him
from somewhere….

Energy danced
over me, slid through me. A click, like something locking
into place, resounded in my skull. I distinctly heard the words,
“Got you!” And then I was back in the real world—in an office,
sprawled in a fancy black leather chair before an even fancier
black lacquered desk that was so shiny I could see my face in
it.

I’d done it,
saved myself instead of waiting for Kade to charge to the rescue.
Yes! Cue mental fist-punch in the air. Go me!

One minor
setback: It wasn’t the same office I’d phased out of. And the guy
lounging in the power chair opposite me wasn’t Kade. The blond guy
I’d envisioned in my mind had become my reality—which was pretty
darned cool now I came to think of it.

My elation
abruptly drained when I abruptly recalled where I’d seen Blondie
before. And remembered Kade’s less-than-positive reaction to him.
Um… maybe I shouldn’t be congratulating myself quite yet?

I covertly
checked him out. Straight out of a Gap catalog in dress pants, a
shirt with sleeves rolled up his forearms, and, I kid you not, a
sweater vest. Combined with his carefully mussed blond hair and it
was all a bit much, like he had labored over a particular image he
wanted to convey. To me it shouted “try hard”. And I much preferred
Kade’s couldn’t care less style.

Blondie shot
me a glance that banished all thoughts of Kade and made the fine
hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention. His smirk as he
spoke into a fancy earpiece-mic-thingy only confirmed he was
inordinately pleased with himself about something.

Pleased about
me being here? I hoped not… but suspected my hopes were about to be
dashed.

His next words
confirmed my suspicions. “Took some doing but I’ve got her.”

He gave me the
kind of once-over that had me tugging down the hem of the t-shirt
I’d borrowed from Kade and lifting a hand to finger-comb my hair…
and then halting mid gesture when I realized what I was doing. His
lip curled. “Not to worry, I’ll make her see sense.”

Second
thoughts, this was not cool at all. And neither was he. If anyone
needed an attitude adjustment it was this guy. In the flesh he
reminded me of a Lord of the Rings elf minus the pointy ears.
Painfully good-looking but majorly lacking in the empathy
department. Totally craptastic boyfriend material, even if
twenty-something guys hadn’t been way out of my league.

Not that I was
at all interested in him that way. “I hope for your sake
you’re not talking about me,” I said, curling my fingers against a
reckless desire to smack that superior expression off his face.

“Hello, Wren.”
He attempted a smile. And probably expected me to faint from sheer
delight that he’d finished his conversation and was now giving me
his full attention. Not to mention that he knew my name.

Epic fail. The
“isn’t this nice, just the two of us” smile sat uncomfortably on
his face and didn’t reach those calculating witch-green eyes. It
was the sort of smile an owner gives a pedigree pet that has
exceeded their expectations. A self-satisfied,
I-knew-I-hadn’t-wasted-the-money-I-spent-on-your-purchase kind of
smile. Bigheaded jerk.

“Nice to
finally meet you,” he said. “I’m Reilly.”

I blurted the
first thing that popped into my head. “Isn’t Riley a girl’s name?
Bet you caught hell at school.”

The
temperature in the room seemed to plummet about ten degrees.
“Reilly,” he snapped. “R-E-I-L-L-Y. It’s Irish. It means
‘courageous or valiant’.”

“Fascinating.”
I faked boredom by pretending to examine my nails. The tic
fluttering beside my left eye felt hugely obvious, like he’d have
to be blind not to notice it and realize how freaked out I was. It
took every bit of self-control I possessed not to peer at him from
beneath my lashes.

When I’d
decided that my nails weren’t going to benefit from any more
examination, I stood and smoothed Kade’s t-shirt over
my—his—shorts. “Okay, Captain Courageous. Sorry to have
interrupted your… whatever. I’m sure you have lots to be getting on
with. So if you’ll direct me to the nearest taxi rack, I’ll be out
of your hair in a jiffy.”

I couldn’t for
the life of me recall Mr. Kuresh’s phone number but I remembered
the name of his taxi company. I figured I’d wheedle some friendly
passerby into calling him to come get me. Right now it didn’t
matter whether or not Mr. Kuresh remembered me. He would be a
friendly face—someone I could trust to get me back to Kade.

I made it to
the door before Reilly responded. “Nice try, Wren. But you’re not
going anywhere. You’re staying until I say otherwise. Get used to
it.”

I paused, hand
outstretched toward the door handle. “That so?”

“You’d better
believe it.”

I twisted the
handle and opened the door. The two men on guard duty had their
backs to me but didn’t bother to move—not even a twitch. They were
that sure of my compliance.

Chilling. It
made me think twice about taking to my heels and running like hell.
They’d probably shoot me in the ass with a tranq gun—or something
worse.

I glanced down
what appeared to be a long corridor with a bunch of heavy-duty
doors that bristled with seriously hi-tech keypad-thingies.
Offices? Storage rooms? Or something more sinister.

Dread
slithered across my skin and burrowed into the pit of my stomach.
Kade had mentioned researchers. And turned white, like he was about
to toss his cookies. If these rooms were labs, then I didn’t want
to be anywhere near them. I backed into the office and shut the
door on the guards.

It took far
longer than I liked to force all trace of fear from my face, from
my body, and turn to confront Reilly again. I rested my shoulder
blades against the door for some much-needed support, and crossed
my arms over my chest. I was going for a pose with attitude.
Hopefully it didn’t come across defensive and scared as heck.

Reilly cocked
an eyebrow. “Decided to do as we’re told, have we?”

“We haven’t
decided anything of the sort.”

“Really.”

“Yes. Really.”
I mimicked his tone and intonation. And afterward, clenched my
teeth so I wouldn’t blurt something that would spoil my “Wren is
cool, calm, and collected” performance.

My jaw started
to ache.

His gaze never
left mine as he spoke into his earpiece. “Stand down. She’s decided
to cooperate.”

My breath eked
out in a soft, slow sigh. But as much as I dearly wanted to slay
him with some smartass comment that’d puncture his arrogance, the
best I could come up with was, “You have no idea who you’re dealing
with.”

He quirked an
eyebrow in a challenge that shrieked “Show me what you’re made of,
then”.

I’m always
eager to oblige. I squinched my eyelids shut, screwed up my face,
and tried to phase.

I didn’t have
a particular place in mind. Foremost in my thoughts was that
anywhere but here would be real good right now. Even getting stuck
in the ghost plane again was a better prospect than Reilly’s
office, with those guards lurking behind the closed door awaiting
his command. But when I dared open my eyes, all I saw was the same
blandly neutral walls that only served to highlight my nemesis’
spooky green eyes.

Zilch success.
Worse, now I felt weak-kneed and drained. Crap. Phasing to the
ghost plane and getting myself here must have used up more energy
than I’d realized.

That damnable
smug smile of his got wider. “Only those who’ve had their energy
signatures programmed into the security system can phase in and out
of this building at will.”

“Then how did
I get here?” The question popped out before I could censor my
tongue.

“You really
don’t know very much, do you?”

Before I could
agree with him—you know, just to play nice so I might get some more
information that could prove useful—Reilly decided to elaborate and
save me the bother. “You hitched a ride on my energy signature,” he
said.

I’d opened my
mouth to inform him that if that were the case, there was one
honking great hole in his fancy schmancy security system, when
commonsense prevailed. I shut my mouth. If there was an issue with
security I should exploit it, not tell him all about it.

His smile told
me he’d already guessed where my thoughts were headed. “Only a
select number of people are cleared to carry… guests. If other
employees try to sneak people in, let’s just say they don’t try it
a second time.”

The hairs on
my forearms bolted upright. I chafed my arms. Yikes. From his cold
tone, the consequences sounded extremely unpleasant—definitely not
something I’d want to bring down on myself. And then, from nowhere,
a buzz goosed my skin, making me shiver all over.

What the—?

Ow!
There was sting at my temple… which intensified until it felt like
something was drilling through to my brain. I slumped against the
door, whimpering like a kicked puppy. And then Reilly was there,
grabbing me beneath my armpits, preventing me from slipping to the
floor and curling into a tight little ball of Wren.

“If you stop
fighting me it won’t hurt.”

I raised my
head, staring at him through pain-bleared eyes. “You’re… doing…
this?”

“It’s called
mapping your mental signature. And it’s for your own good,
Wren.”

“Like hell.” I
could feel him burrowing in my mind, battering against barriers I
hadn’t known I’d erected. And somehow, through the jackhammer
pounding in my head and the fear that threatened to steal all the
fight from me, I beat him back.

The throbbing
in my head eased.

I glimpsed his
eyes widening. Taking advantage of his shock, I tried to phase
again.

This time I
felt a familiar tingling of my limbs, heat pooling in different
areas of my body, energy-currents pulsing through my veins. Yes. It
was working. Yes!

I concentrated
harder, refused to acknowledge that Reilly had cupped my chin and
was staring intently into my eyes, as though willing me to give him
access to the deepest darkest recesses of my soul.

A questioning
hum vibrated inside my skull. Instinctively I knew I needed to shut
out the borderline painful throbbing in my veins, shut out Reilly,
concentrate… force that almost discordant hum to sing in tune.
Almost there. Come on, Wren. Come on!

One perfect
note. And then another.

I’d done it. A
surge of pure satisfaction thrummed through me.

Reilly hovered
on the edge of whatever I’d created. I could feel him probing,
trying to push his way in to synchronize with the complex pattern
of vibrations. I could feel him gathering his strength….

Hah. Too late.
I was already beginning to slip from this reality into another.

At the last
instant, Reilly thrust himself into the vibrations. His intrusion
was so needle-sharp there was a microsecond of shocked numbness
before my pain receptors bloomed. One discordant strum echoed in my
head and vibrated down my body, and then there was him and
me, the two of us in perfect harmony as he pulled me back in
phase.

No. No!

My mental
scream segued to a real one. I lashed out, head-butting him in the
chest, shoving him away from me both psychically and physically.
The next thing I knew, I’d followed him down to the floor and was
sitting astride him, pummeling him with my fists.

Grasping hands
dragged me off him.

“Get out of my
head. Get out!” The shriek was so loud I winced… and then realized
I was the one screaming—at Reilly. Over and over, until my throat
was hot and raw and aching.

Through tears
and tangled hair, I watched the men help Reilly to his feet. The
one holding me shook me as if to say “Quit screaming
fergodsakes.”

I clamped my
jaw shut. Or tried to at least, because all my muscles chose the
same moment to go lax. I sagged in my captor’s grip and he let me
fall forward, onto my hands and knees.

“What do you
want done with her, sir?”

I couldn’t
make out Reilly’s reply. I had the barest instant to register his
startled face and think, Oh no, not again, as my weakened
mind was invaded and I was swept up and carried away.
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Chapter Ten




I came to
lying on my back, on a surface that was half cold and hard and
uncomfortable, half warm and textured and cushioning. I chose the
warm half and, biting my lips against a groan, flopped onto my
side. Owww. Felt like I’d come off worse in a close
encounter with a steamroller… while plugged into a live electrical
socket. I waited a bit for my eyes to figure out how to focus
properly.

Turned out the
warm cushiony surface was a floor rug. Nice. More comfortable than
the linoleum in any case. But the instant I shifted my head to get
a better look at the room, I really, really wished I hadn’t. I
squeezed my eyelids tightly shut and bit my lips until everything
quit seesawing.

Okay. Let’s
try that again.

I was in a
smallish room. Windowless. With a door… which had one small window
reinforced with metal webbing. WTH? And even more perplexing, who
had phased me here? ’Cause one thing I knew for sure, it hadn’t
been me.

A whisper of
fabric rubbing against a surface niggled at my senses. My nape
prickled hot-cold-hot. I wasn’t alone. Slowly I turned my head,
heart in my mouth, pulse laboring, dreading what I would find.

It wasn’t at
all what I was expecting.

A largish bed
nestled against the far corner of the room, and the sound I’d
detected came from a girl edging up the mattress. As I watched, she
shifted, little by little, until her spine pressed against the
wall.

It was hard to
guess her age. At first glance she seemed no more than a couple of
years older than me. But her eyes…. I shivered. She was no stranger
to suffering.

She was
dressed in the palest apricot silky pajamas and her feet were bare.
Her hair had been shaved so close to her scalp it was the barest of
fuzz. She hugged a stuffed animal—a seal. There were at least a
dozen more of them, toy seals in all colors, shapes and sizes,
lined neatly against the wall like plump soldiers. “Welcome to my
nightmare,” she said. And before I could gather my wits to respond,
she laughed.

It wasn’t
happy laughter. It was discordant and jagged—the kind of laughter
that sets your teeth on edge.

Cringing, I
dragged myself to a seated position and rested, elbows on knees. At
least the room didn’t spin this time. I surveyed it, taking my
time.

Huh. Aside
from a toilet and miniscule hand basin, the bed was the sole piece
of furniture. This wasn’t exactly the improvement in circumstances
I’d been hoping for but, on the plus side, this girl wasn’t trying
to map my mental signature—whatever the hell that meant.

Her laughter
cranked up a notch, rising in pitch until it set my teeth on
edge.

Poor thing.
I’d be borderline hysterical, too, if I was stuck in an almost bare
room with no books, no music to listen to, and only a bunch of
stuffed seals to keep me company. “It’s okay,” I said, striving for
a calm, soothing tone while my heartbeat ratcheted up a few more
levels until it slammed against the wall of my chest. “It’s going
to be okay.”

Her gaze
snapped to mine… and the laughter tipped over to full blown
hysteria. “’S okay. ’S okay. ’S okay. ’S okay.”

The echoes of
her screeches careened about the room, mocking my naïvety. God. Had
I somehow landed in a psychiatric ward?

On cue, as if
she’d somehow heard my thoughts, she banged the back of her skull
against the wall. Once. Twice. Three times. Pause.

I had barely
released my shocked inhalation when she did it again. And
again.

Nausea gripped
my belly as I watched her, mesmerized and horrified in equal
measure. There was a rhythm to her madness. Three solid whacks
against the wall and a long pause, as if to catch her breath,
before she began again. I’d never witnessed anything so awful in my
life as this pale ghost of a girl with her blank gaze and
distracted smile, her soft humming blending with the muffled sounds
of her skull connecting with the wall.

I crawled
across the rug and used the side of the bed to haul myself up. And
as I grabbed her shoulders, and tensed to pull her away from the
wall, I realized why I’d heard only dull thuds whenever her head
smacked what should have been a hard surface.

The walls were
padded.

Somehow that
knowledge didn’t comfort me at all. Nor did it mean I was going to
do nothing while she continued with the head-banging. Watching her
deliberate attempts to injure herself was too much to bear.

She struggled
in my grip as I hauled her down the mattress, desperately crooning
the kind of nonsense people used to soothe babies and frightened
children. “It’s all right. I’ve got you. There’s nothing to be
scared of. It’s all right. I’m here. Don’t be scared.”

Her gaze
latched onto mine, and in her pale gray eyes I saw a spark of
awareness that gave me hope.

Abruptly she
stopped thrashing about. I settled her on the bed, pulling down her
pajama top where it’d ridden up to reveal milk-pale skin and an
angry-looking small round scab on her lower spine. The first thing
that jumped into my mind was “spinal tap”. One of Dan’s friends’d
had one for some reason I couldn’t recall. But I still remembered
him showing me the scab and grossing me out with the gory
details.

I shook my
head. God. I didn’t want to think about why this girl was here, or
what was being done to her.

She rolled
over and curled into a ball, facing toward me, her toy seal clasped
against her heart. I perched on the edge of the mattress and rubbed
gentle circles between her shoulder blades like my mom…. Like
Jennifer Gibson used to do for me when I couldn’t sleep. And I
choked down the memories and fought not to let all the emotional
baggage of the past couple of days swallow me whole.

After a few
moments the girl relaxed. She wasn’t asleep, though. Her eyes were
open, staring through me, as though I had slipped from her mind—as
though I wasn’t even there. An improvement on banging her head
against the wall at least.

Huh. No way
could this tragic, damaged girl have pulled me from Reilly’s office
and brought me here. No way could she have snatched me from beneath
the nose of a powerful liminal like Reilly. So who had? And
why?

I wasn’t
sticking around to find out. Time to leave—the usual way, not the
liminal way. But after the last attempt I still felt bruised inside
and out, and my head throbbed. I needed a few more minutes to
recuperate before trying anything fancy. I walked briskly to the
door and tried the handle.

Locked.

Of course it
was. Duh. No point confining someone to a padded room if she could
leave any time she liked.

I pivoted and
stalked over to flop on the rug beside the bed. Wonder if my now
too-still companion would mind if I cuddled one of her seals? Pity
I didn’t have Brown Bear. The two of us would make quite a pair,
both clutching our favorite stuffed animals.

A harsh beep
broke the increasingly unnerving silence.

I bit back a
squeak as the door swung open and a middle-aged woman wearing a
white smock entered, pushing a wheeled trolley. It was far too late
to dive beneath the bed. I’d have to brazen it out and hope for the
best.

“Megan,
sweetie, it’s time for your—”

The woman’s
too-bright fake smile slid from her face. Her eyes went
saucer-wide. “Who are you? How’d you get in here?”

“To be quite
honest I’m, um, not entirely sure?”

“Not sure who
you are, or how you got here?”

“How I got
here,” I said.

The girl on
the bed—Megan—uncurled from her fetal position and flopped onto her
back. “I took her,” she said to the ceiling.

“You?”
The word burst from my lips before I thought better of it. Last
thing I wanted was to diss Megan. Her situation was wretched
enough.

The attendant,
or nurse, or whatever she was supposed to be, had been glued to the
spot, apparently too stunned by my presence to move. Now she
approached me and crouched to whisper for my ears alone, “You and I
both know she didn’t bring you here. Megan doesn’t have the
strength or focus to grab a lim from mid-phase. Best humor her,
though. There’s no arguing with her when she gets like this.”

“She got a bit
upset before,” I whispered back. “It took me a while to calm her
down.”

“Thank you for
trying to help her. What’s your name, honey?”

I opened my
mouth to tell her, and then thought better of it.

The attendant
gave me a wry smile. “It was worth a try.” She straightened and
moved to sit on the side of the bed, where she reached out a hand
to stroke Megan’s fuzz-covered scalp.

Megan cringed,
and uttered a low, throaty moan.

The
attendant’s response was a sigh full of sadness and regret, but
when she spoke her tone was bright and breezy. “Sounds like you’ve
had an adventure, Megan. Do you want to tell me all about it?”

“Don’t want
him to have her. He hurts people. He hurt me. He’ll hurt
her, too.” Megan’s voice was filled with loathing, and her
childlike expression sharpened with an emotion that was so strong
and pure you’d have to be an idiot to mistake it. Whoever “he” was,
Megan hated him with a passion.

In a jerky
movement she sat up, wrapping her arms about her middle, the toy
seal wedged securely against her torso. “Don’t want him to have
her,” she said. And those words became an eerie hair-raising
chant.

“It’s all
right Megan,” the attendant said. “Calm down. No one’s going to
hurt her.”

But Megan was
lost in her own private hell. “Don’t want him to have her. Don’t
want him to have her.”

The attendant
rose to fetch the trolley and wheeled it beside the bed. She placed
a hand on Megan’s shoulder. “It’s time for your meds, Megan. And
afterward, you can eat lunch. It’s your favorite—see? Will you take
your pills for me like a good girl?”

Megan
compressed her lips and shook her head. She started to rock back
and forth. And her chant got faster and faster, until the words
were a barely comprehensible slur. “Don’wan’im’av’er.
Don’wan’im’av’er.”

The attendant
huffed sharply through her nose. She selected a hypodermic from her
tray of lotions and potions. She seemed happy to ignore me for the
moment, so as she prepped Megan for the shot, I pushed to my feet
and edged away.

At the door I
paused, glancing back at Megan. She’d slumped in the corner and
only the wall kept her upright. She was staring in my direction but
it was a vacant stare. Right now there was nobody home inside that
fragile physical shell.

My stomach
tried to crawl up my throat. Megan was practically comatose
already. The medication in that hypodermic was potent stuff and I
didn’t want it anywhere near me. I tried the door, yanking
frantically on the handle when it didn’t budge.

“I can escort
you to security if you like.”

I glanced over
my shoulder to see the attendant watching me, head cocked to one
side. “I know you’re scared,” she said. “Simply tell them the truth
about how you got here and they’ll sort it all out.”

I swallowed a
couple of times, not at all reassured by her soothing tone. “I need
to leave,” I said. “There’s someone who wants to— I just need to
leave. Please.”

“No one’s
stopping you.”

As I turned to
face her, I shrugged and gave her helpless puppy-dog eyes. “Um,
yeah. I can’t risk phasing while I’m so stressed. I think I’d end
up stuck in the ghost plane again.” Please God I’d done the right
thing admitting I was a lim.

I found myself
facing a tilted chin and narrowed eyes that screamed “Now you’ve
made me curious”. Uh oh. Too late, I recalled what Kade had said
about curious researchers.

“You’re not
one of our research subjects, are you?” she asked.

“I’m a…
friend of Reilly’s, actually. He’s… he’s… waiting for me
back in his office.”

She advanced
toward me, her rubber-soled shoes squeaking when they hit the
linoleum.

I cringed back
from her, expecting… I don’t know what. A stab from another
hypodermic?

What I got was
a casual swipe of a card she fished from her pocket through a card
reader by the door.

As the door
swung open, I debated making a grab for the swipe card—it might be
useful if there were more locked doors to deal with. But a closer
glance revealed it was attached by a stretchy cord to her belt.
Grab the card and I’d be taking her along for the ride. Sooo not
ideal.

“Thank you,” I
said as I darted through the doorway, shoulders hunched, expecting
any instant that she’d laugh and say she was joking about letting
me leave.

When she
called after me I stiffened, but kept on walking. “You might as
well turn yourself in, you know,” she said. “Security will track
you down. They always do.”

Crap. That was
the spur I needed to take to my heels.

I fled down
the corridor, passing door after door. More cells with mentally
disturbed inhabitants—liminals, like Megan? Would this have been my
fate, too, if Kade hadn’t found me in time?

A horrible
little gloating voice inside me jeered, Who’s to say he found
you in time? I smothered it. Didn’t want to think about that.
Not now.

I rounded a
corner, and another, and flew by the stairwell fire door before I
even registered what it was. I skidded to an arm-wheeling halt.
Hope fluttered in my belly. An exit!

I’d pivoted,
and was backtracking toward the door, when I heard the heavy,
echoing treads. Sounded like they were coming from the stairwell.
What were the chances security had come looking for me? Pretty
darned good, I figured. And I wasn’t keen on hanging ’round to find
out for sure. I took off at a run again and this time, I kept on
running.

As I rounded
another corner I realized that, for the moment, I was safely hidden
from the view of whoever was coming for me. I slowed up just enough
to try random doors, willing one to open.

No such luck.
But up ahead loomed two large double doors that looked
promising.

I sprinted
toward them and halted, panting, trying to catch my breath as I
yanked on the sturdy handles… which got me exactly nowhere.

I glanced over
my shoulder. Still no one in sight but the back of my neck was
prickling like crazy, making me über-antsy.

Beside the
door was a device that looked like some kind of high-tech
fingerprint scanner. My stomach plummeted to my toes. Fantastic. I
was so screwed.

I had just
enough time to register a buzzing, as though the air around me had
become electrically charged, before he spoke. “Would you like a
tour of the lab facilities?”

It took a few
heartbeats for me to snarl a response, what with having to climb
back into my skin and pretend he hadn’t scared me half to death and
all. “Are you trying to give me heart failure? Next time try
warning me.”

“Kind of
defeats the purpose of sneaking up on someone if you warn them,”
Reilly said.

He had a
point. I turned to face him, leaning against the wall and
pretending to stare at a spot past his shoulder.

“The labs here
at Kincaid Pharmaceuticals boast cutting-edge tech. It’s like
stepping into the future.” He sounded reverent, like some religious
fanatic.

I didn’t say
anything.

“Lab tour or
back to my office?” He cocked his head, staring at me as though I
was a perplexing specimen that refused to act the way it should.
“And if you’re considering another escape attempt, don’t bother.
You’ll be too low on energy to successfully phase on your own a
second time. It would be foolhardy to try.”

I narrowed my
eyes at him. “There are other ways to exit buildings, you know.
Kicking you in the groin and running like hell for the nearest exit
is one option.”

“You can try.
You won’t get very far, however. Even the fire doors have security
panels. And we’re underground.”

“Like a bunker
or something?”

“Or
something.”

Nice. I’m sure
Health and Safety would have something to say about—

My brain
finally caught up with the meaning behind one of his previous
statements. Reilly thought I had initiated the phase that
had plucked me from his office. Like the attendant, he didn’t
realize Megan had somehow latched on to me and yanked me into her
room.

Interesting.
Obviously Megan wasn’t as “damaged” as her caregivers believed.
Plus, it worked in my favor that Reilly believed me dangerously low
on energy and incapable of phasing again for an extended period.
Maybe he’d get careless. And maybe, if I ever got out of here, I
could find a way to help Megan.

“I’ll take the
tour,” I said. Might as well delay the inevitable—namely another
round of cat and mouse tactics before Reilly tried to get inside my
head again.

A shiver
skimmed my spine, threatening to turn my knees to water. Kade had
been desperate that Reilly not so much as glimpse my face when we’d
escaped my house. So I couldn’t imagine letting Reilly ferret about
in my head was a good thing.

Kade.
My heart clenched and an ache of longing took up residence in the
pit of my stomach. What I wouldn’t give to have him here right now,
shooting none too subtle innuendoes at me to make me blush. If Kade
were here, with me, I wouldn’t feel so vulnerable—so far out of my
depth it was beyond laughable. So alone.

Reilly stuck
his hand in the scanner-thingy and the doors into the lab shooshed
open.

I don’t know
precisely what I’d imagined I might see. Animals cowering in cages.
Organs preserved in jars. A naked brain plopped on a stainless
steel dish, bristling with electrodes. And sure my views on “secret
labs” were spawned by watching too many B-grade horrors, but the
reality was a little disappointing. The huge space was… neat.
Tidy-neat, not wow-neat. Rows of high-tech microscopes.
Generic-looking equipment that could have come straight from a CSI
set and probably cost as much as a small country. Computers and
printers. A half-dozen white-coated people who looked entirely
normal—ditch the coat and they could walk from a bank manager’s
office to greet you, and you wouldn’t bat an eyelid.

“Any progress
to report?” Reilly asked a pleasant-looking man with a receding
hairline and watery-blue eyes.

“Analysis of
the latest samples will be completed on schedule, sir. The
preliminary results look promising. You’ll have my report on your
desk Friday morning.”

The discussion
that followed was peppered with references to enzymes and hormones
and chemical compounds I’d never heard of, and quickly became so
technical I gave up trying to making sense of it.

I slanted
Reilly an assessing gaze. I’d kinda figured he acted like he was in
charge because he was some super-duper-strong liminal. But
apparently there was an über-intelligent scientific mind lurking
inside those preppy clothes.

I edged away,
drawn toward a cage that looked like it might have some sort of
live specimen inside it.

Mice? Rats? I
felt a bit faint at the prospect of seeing partially paralyzed or
deformed critters. Or critters with weird stuff growing out of
them, like that hairless rat I’d seen on TV with an ear growing out
of its back. Gross.

I approached
the cage with my face screwed up, swallowing excess saliva, fully
expecting to be squicked, and knowing I probably shouldn’t look but
wanting to look anyway. I peered closer. It was—

I blinked.
Really? A hamster?

The woman
seated at the desk nearest the cage glanced up from her computer
monitor and grinned. “His name’s Button.”

“Cute.”

“As a
button!”

I couldn’t
help but grin back at her. I’d walked right into that one.

“You can feed
him a couple of pellets if you like.” She turned back to the
incomprehensible screed of data displayed on her monitor.

Tucked beside
the cage was a small tin. I unscrewed the lid and shook out two
hamster nuggets. Button twitched his whiskers and blinked his black
button eyes. I dropped the nuggets into his bowl and watched him
scamper over and tuck right in.

“He’s a pet,
right?” I blurted. “I mean, he’s not used in experiments or
anything, right?”

The woman
darted a quick glance my way. “Of course not,” she said, short and
sharp. “We don’t do animal testing.” Mouth downturned, she angled
herself away from me and focused again on her monitor.

Ouch. I’d
majorly offended her. Wonder how she’d react if I asked whether
that meant they preferred human testing. She’d probably feed
me to Button. Or ask if I wanted to volunteer for those human
trials I guessed were taking place right now, somewhere in this
building.

“Seen
enough?”

Reilly had
done the creeping up behind me thing again. Seemed he could be just
as stealthy in person as he was liminally—if “liminally” was even a
word. “Yep,” I said. “You can take me back to your office for more
torture now.”

“Very funny,
Wren.”

“I thought so.
Especially considering what you tried to do to me not so long ago
was really, really painful. Agonizing, even.”

“As I told you
before, it wouldn’t have hurt so much if you hadn’t fought so
hard.”

And it’s the
victim’s fault if she gets hurt while fighting back? Well, screw
that for a joke. “That doesn’t make it okay, Reilly.”

He opened his
mouth, paused, and then said, “You’re right. I’m sorry, Wren. It
was a shitty thing to do.”

Talk about
render me speechless with an apology. I picked my jaw up off the
metaphorical floor as he escorted me from the oh-so-normal-looking
it simply had to be a front for something nefarious lab.

I managed not
to jump out of my skin again as the doors whooshed shut behind me.
“So what do you all do here, anyway?” There. That had sounded
casual enough. No sign of the fact that my nerves were jangling and
I wanted out of here so bad my skin was clammy and the t-shirt I’d
borrowed from Kade was sticking to my back.

“It’s a
research facility. We’re trying to find ways to help lims like the
one you’ve recently met. Megan.”

My gaze darted
to his face. “How did you—? Second thought, scratch that. There’re
cameras everywhere, I suppose. And if there aren’t, you have your
ways.” My best guess would be the attendant phoning in to report
what’d gone down was one of those “ways”.

He didn’t say
anything.

“How come
you’re playing nice with apologies and taking me on a tour? Is this
my last taste of freedom before your goons lock me up and pump me
full of happy-juice, like that nurse did with Megan?”

“That
shouldn’t be necessary—”

“Good to know.
Can I go now?”

“No.”

“What’s to
stop me phasing? When I have enough energy, I mean.” Might as well
know up front and save myself a nasty surprise.

He answered
readily, obviously keen for me to cooperate and not cause any more
trouble. “Your energy signature hasn’t been programmed into the
system, so the security protocols will attempt to prevent you from
leaving. Only very powerful liminals can override them. And even
then, the results can be… unpleasant.” Unsaid was the fact that he
didn’t believe me to be one of those powerful liminals.

“So I
am a prisoner.” Fear surged though me and my heart thumped a
rapid tattoo against my chest. I eyed him beneath my lashes,
debating where to kick him first.

“I prefer the
term ‘student’. You need to learn some control, Wren. You can’t
keep on with this haphazard phasing. Megan’s room was relatively
safe—a happy accident, if you will. Next time you might end up
somewhere harmful, or somewhere you can’t escape from.”

I didn’t
appreciate his condescending tone. “You mean somewhere harmful like
your office?” I said. “Where some asshole will try to invade
my mind without permission and then get peeved when I try to defend
myself?”

Reilly closed
his eyes. He seemed to be counting beneath his breath. When he
opened them again he said, “As I told you before, Wren, I was
trying to map your mental signature. It’s a safety precaution. So
next time you get stuck somewhere, I won’t have to wait until you
accidentally send me an invite. Instead, I’ll be able to track you
down, synchronize with you, and pull you out.”

Oh. So that’s
what I’d done by glomming onto Reilly’s face while I was stuck on
the ghost plane—sent him an invitation to snatch me. Note to self:
might pay to be real careful who you visualize from now on.

“If you drop
your shields and let me map you,” Reilly was saying, “it’ll make
the process easier on both of us.”

My BS-meter
shrieked like a siren. I wasn’t buying the “for your own safety”
stuff. If anyone screamed ulterior motive it was this guy. “No way.
If you want to map me, you’ll have to do it the hard way. And if
you hurt me again, let the record state I’ll never trust you
and I’ll never cooperate.”

“I’m sorry to
hear that.”

Yeah. I just
bet he was.

“Is there
anything else you’d like to see?” he surprised me by saying.

“The front
doors leading onto the street would be nice.”

When he didn’t
deign to respond I said, “Fine. Take me back to your office.” I
figured the farther from the labs and the accommodations,
the better.

With one hand
firmly on the small of my back, Reilly ushered me down the
corridor, while I occupied myself trying to keep track of all the
twists and turns. God, this building was huge. It was like
navigating a maze.

Hmmm. This
part looked kinda familiar. And it was a sad indication of the hot
mess I’d gotten myself into, that sheer relief cascaded through me
when I recognized the guards standing outside the door.

Reilly nodded
to the men before opening the door to his office and standing aside
to let me through.

I headed for
the chair in front of his desk and flopped into it. “So,” I said,
swiveling the chair back and forth. “What happened to poor Megan
that she ended up in this delightful place?”

I’d hoped my
question might disconcert him, poke a hole in that irritatingly
cool reserve he wrapped about himself. I was disappointed. “I
presume you’ve phased to a place that can only be described as
endless gray nothingness?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“It’s a
default plane, if you will. It’s where we end up if a phase goes
wrong for whatever reason. Megan was a strong liminal who got
dangerously low on energy and became trapped there. By the time we
got a lock on her and got her out, she’d suffered a mental
breakdown caused by prolonged sensory deprivation. That’s why,
purely as a safety precaution, it’s now policy to mind-map all our
people.”

I shivered.
Poor Megan. That place…. Even my short stay had done my head in.
“Can I ask you something?”

“It depends.
I’ve already shown you my top-secret laboratory. If I reveal any
more of my secrets I’ll have to kill you.”

I recoiled,
slamming my spine against the chair-back, openmouthed with shock
that he’d come right out and said it.

“I’m kidding,
Wren.”

He must have
correctly interpreted the doubt on my face for he gave a disgusted
snort. “What kind of a monster do you think I am?”

When I didn’t
answer he made an impatient motion with his hand. “What do you want
to know?”

I managed to
compose myself enough to say, “You seem to know an awful lot about
me. Do you have any idea who my father is?”

Reilly’s gaze
turned speculative. “What do you know about him?”

“I don’t know
anything about him. He’s listed as ‘unknown’ on my birth
certificate—but I’m sure you already knew that.”

“Yes.”

Great.
Apparently everyone knew more about me than I did. It was starting
to seriously piss me off.

I glared at
him.

He stared
back, his expression revealing exactly nothing.

God. Did he
have to be such a royal pain in my butt? “So, do you know who he
is?”

The instant
the question left my lips, the migraine slammed me.

Reilly split
in two. Ack. As if one of him wasn’t bad enough already.

Kade’s t-shirt
rode up my back as I slid off the chair. On the way down, before my
butt hit the floor, I blinked once. Twice. Huh? Two desks. Two of
everything now. Ohhh. Double-vision. Which meant there wasn’t
really two Reillys to cope with. Yay?

The pounding
ache in my skull ramped up to an eleven-out-of-ten on my personal
pain scale. I compressed my lips into a tight line but a whimper
escaped anyway. Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes. I hunched
over, clutching my forehead, my fingertips digging into my temples,
wishing I could gouge out the pain with my fingernails.

Reilly loomed
over me. “Wren?’

“Hurts,” I
said, my voice reduced to a hoarse whisper.

He squatted
beside me, tugged my hands away from my face and tilted my chin
upward. I blinked until I could focus enough that the two Reillys I
was seeing became one. But his white-blond hair was a searing halo
that hurt to look at for long. My watery-eyed gaze slid to his
eyes—still too bright. My gaze dropped to his mouth. Better.
Marginally.

His lips
formed the words, “Where does it hurt?”

I opened my
mouth to say something pithy like, “Duh, where d’you think it
hurts?” but the effort was too great. All I managed was, “Killer.
Headache.”

He swore
beneath his breath. The concerned lines bracketing his mouth
shocked me. That he worried about my suffering didn’t fit my
impressions of him. But right now, I didn’t much care what dilemma
he was wrestling with so long as he took away the pain.

The air behind
him rippled and split open.

I blinked
again but couldn’t make any sense of what I was seeing. A
disembodied fist raised like a club. Descending… to connect with
the vulnerable nape of Reilly’s neck.

I glimpsed
shocked green eyes before they rolled up in his head and Reilly
toppled face first into my lap.
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Chapter
Eleven




The
disembodied fist resolved into a human-shaped blob, and then Kade’s
features swam into view. He dragged Reilly off me, and shoved him
onto his back.

I wanted to
ask how Kade had gotten here, how he’d done what he’d done. I
managed a croaky, “How?” through a throat gone desert-dry.

“I’m a bit
special, luv. Fancy-arse security systems don’t work on me when I’m
subliminal. Never have.”

Nice trick.
And doubtless why he’d been tagged as a lab-rat in the first place.
I raised a way-too-heavy hand to gesture at Reilly. “Earpiece,” I
said. At least, that’s what I tried to say. God knows what it
sounded like.

“Already on
it.” Kade plucked the device from Reilly’s ear, dropped it to the
floor and ground it beneath his heel.

Through
slitted, pain-bleared eyes, I watched him pull what looked like an
EpiPen from the inner pocket of his jacket. He uncapped it, and
jammed the needle into Reilly’s upper thigh, right through his
trousers. “Muscle relaxant,” he said, answering my unspoken
question.

I must have
appeared hopeful because he shook his head. “Sorry, luv. Even with
my help you won’t be able to phase if you’re doped up to the
eyeballs.”

“Crap.”

“Bad this
time, huh?”

“Uh huh.” Ice
pick drilling through my skull bad. “Thought of something. Mr.
Kuresh. We need a ride. He’ll save us.”

“Hush. You’re
babbling. Upsy daisy.” He grabbed my arm and heaved me to my
feet.

My skull went
supernova, complete with tiny silver stars dancing in my headspace.
The room spun. And when I could see and feel and comprehend the
world again, Kade had draped my arm over his shoulder and looped an
arm about my waist. “Wren,” he said, “I need to sync with you so I
can get you out of here. I haven’t got time to be gentle. This is
gonna hurt a bit.”

He wasn’t
exaggerating. It felt like thousands of red-hot, vibrating needles
pushing through my skin. I grit my teeth and buried my face against
his chest. I inhaled his scent—soap and antiperspirant and leather
and Kade—and tried to focus on that instead of the pain.

“I know, luv,”
he said, his voice gruff. “I’m bloody sorry. If there was any other
way—”

“Th’is,” a
slurred voice insisted.

Reilly.

“Leave. I’ll
teach… ev’thing sh’ needs t’know.”

“You’ll warp
her,” Kade said. “Just like they warped you.”

“Die… if sh’
stays… wi’ you.”

Kade growled
deep in his throat. “Shut the fuck up, arse-wipe. She’s better off
taking her chances with me than a bunch of sadistic pricks.” He
murmured in my ear, “Don’t listen to him, Wren. I can help you. I
promise you’ll be okay.”

“Wha’ d’ya
gimme?”

Reilly again,
barely coherent. That muscle relaxant was impressive stuff.

“Nothing you
need to worry about. Unlike you fuckwits, I’m morally opposed to
murder—no matter how prettied up it is with talk of scientific
breakthroughs and the needs of the many and all that bollocks.
Nighty night, Pretty Boy. Don’t call us, we’ll call you—when hell
fucking well freezes over.”

I heard Reilly
warning Kade not to trust someone, but the name was lost as our
surroundings fuzzed to gray.

By the time
the hazy silhouettes of Reilly’s office furniture had dissolved, my
headache was nothing more than a faint tightness behind my eyes. I
huffed a shaky sigh.

Better?
Kade’s voice echoed weirdly inside my head.

Yeah, I
said. That migraine was a killer.

Huh? What
gives? I could feel my lips moving, but rather than hearing myself
speaking it was only echoes in my mind. Not good. Sooo not good.
Please God, whatever had affected me back there, in the real world,
would wear off real soon.

Kade unhooked
my arm from his shoulder, testing my balance but keeping his arm
about my waist.

His hip nudged
mine. Because this was the ghost plane, I figured what I felt was
more of an impression that he touched me, as though my brain was
telling me I should physically feel something. But
emotionally? Oh boy. Whole ’nother story. His hand on my waist, his
hip against mine—they were intimate gestures, boyfriend-girlfriend
type gestures. And regardless of whether I had a physical body
right now, my stupid brain was telling me that my pulse was doing
the happy dance and my heart was fluttering.

Please, please
let him not notice my reactions… and guess the reason.

Desperate, I
resorted to sarcasm, an attention-diverting tactic that had served
me so well in the past. Lemme guess, I’m about to have a crash
course in Liminal for Dummies.

You got
it. His hand slid from my waist to clasp mine. Don’t let go,
okay? If we lose contact with each other in this place, we’ll be in
real trouble. We need to get out of here, STAT.

Holding hands.
Never mind that it was a natural, sensible gesture considering Kade
didn’t want to lose me in the ghost plane. Never mind that here,
and now, couldn’t be remotely compared to a situation where the hot
guy I’d been daydreaming about finally made his move, and showed me
the sort of attention I’d only, well, dreamed about. Never mind any
of that. My breath hitched and my pulse raced and something
fluttered in the pit of my stomach.

So here’s
what you need to do, Kade was saying. Clear your mind and
picture my office in as much detail as you can. Can you do
that?

Was it
inappropriate to be watching Kade’s lips, and thinking about how
much I’d like to kiss him right now? To thank him for rescuing me
from Reilly and the mad-scientist bogeymen, of course. Among other
reasons. Ones that I sooo was not prepared to confront right
now.

Quit it, Wren.
I can’t concentrate.

Quit what?

You know what.
This is hardly the time. Or the place, for that matter, since we
don’t have true physical bodies here. Communicating like this makes
it hard enough to focus as it is.

I searched for
something sensible to say. I call this place the ghost
plane.

Huh. Pretty
apt, I guess.

Hang on.
Communicating like what?

Mind-to-mind.
Projecting what we want to say into the other person’s mind.

Is that what
we’re doing?

Yep.

Cool!
Uh…. Hold up. Oh no. No no no. Have you been reading my
mind?

I can only
access your thoughts when we’re synched.

Oh. Good.

Wait, weren’t
we synched right now? And—

Oh no! This
was bad—real bad. Not only had I blathered in my sleep about how
hot Kade was, now my thoughts were telling him the same thing while
we were synched? Gahhh! Sooo not fair. I was never gonna live this
one down.

I concentrated
really, really hard on not thinking about kissing Kade, and—

Bloody hell,
Wren. You’re not making this easy.

Kade projected
exasperation directly into my mind, where it should have
embarrassed the heck out of me. Except that I was beginning to get
the hang of winnowing through the chaos of his thoughts, too. And
just as I reached for an elusive thought that had given a
tantalizing glimpse of me, one I was sure would reveal something
truly important, he yanked on my hand and pulled me close. I
give up. Let’s get it over with.

Huh?
Get what over with?

He curled his
spare hand around my nape. Remember, you asked for this. I’m
only doing what you wanted. So go easy on the instinctive
retaliation, okay?

Before I could
ask what he was playing at, he kissed me.

Mitchell’s
kisses had been sweet and tender, exciting because he’d been my
first serious boyfriend and it was all so new. Kade’s kiss? It
devastated me.

Despite the
lack of physical sensation, Kade’s kiss drowned me in an intimacy
that relegated holding hands to kindergarten stuff. It was emotions
stripped bare, needing and wanting and hoping, daring to believe in
a future where we’d be together—a couple. He teased my senses until
I wanted more and pressed closer, seeking something that I couldn’t
put a name to. His lips melded with mine. Our energies merged. And
what I felt then—it was more than mere physical passion, so much
more. It was heat and raw emotion coursing through me—through us.
Kade consumed me. Or I consumed him. I couldn’t tell the
difference. And if I’d been capable of rational thought, perhaps I
should have been terrified of losing myself in Kade but I didn’t
care. I embraced it. I wanted this. I needed this.

I needed
him.

And then the
him-and-me that had become “us”, felt the sharp shocking agony of
something piercing our protective energy-shells. We screamed in
unison as the brilliant, vibrant energy we had forged together was
stolen, siphoned from us in long greedy swallows. We struggled. We
grew weaker. And the last of our protective barriers fell, laying
us bare and vulnerable to the creature preying on us.

The gulping
paused, replaced by the sensation of something alien burrowing
inside our brain, separating the interwoven skeins of our
personalities, discovering something that delighted and horrified
in equal measure.

A voice echoed
inside our head. Wren. So that’s what they named you.

The invader
was female. Her essence resonated with mine, like calling to like.
And when she disengaged from me, I was left with an overwhelming
sensation of profound grief and loss.

Wren, you must
leave. It’s not safe for you here. I’m not safe.

Who are
you? I struggled to discern her features through the shimmering
energy that danced around her form. But all I could see was a
vaguely human-shaped, inky black core, pulsing like an obscene
cocoon about to hatch.

You must
leave. Now.

I can’t. I
don’t know how. Last time I tried, I ended up someplace not-so-hot
and Kade had to come rescue me. Again.

She seemed to
be extracting the information she needed directly from my mind
because a parade of faces danced through my head. The faces
switched to static scenes, then morphed to videos playing out all
the little dramas I’d endured on a daily basis. A particularly
disastrous trip to the mall where no one would serve me at the food
court because they couldn’t see me, and I’d been so frustrated I
cried all the way home. Fast forward to the nightmare that high
school had become. And then the gut-wrenching emotional turmoil of
home. The woman I’d believed was my mother, unaware of my presence,
oblivious to my soul-deep misery as she went about her morning
routine. The times Steve Gibson, the man I’d called “Dad”, had
driven off without me, or ignored me, his entire focus on his son’s
achievements. And his twisted, hate-filled snarl as he called me a
“sick little bitch” and swung the baseball bat.

I see.

Her words were
mild, her tone inflectionless, but the energy surrounding her
boiled and surged, infected by a violent red-orange swirl. I sensed
intense anger, but it wasn’t directed at me. And I understood that
she didn’t want to hurt me. Rather, she sought to protect me. What
I could see and feel emanating from her was a fierce kind of
fury—the sort that provokes people to lash out when someone they
care about has been harmed. Except in her case, I didn’t believe it
would be confined to yelling at whoever had hurt me. She’d be more
likely to incinerate them with the wildfire of her rage.

Sure could
have done with her around to sock it to Reilly when he’d tried to
mind-map me.

Reilly?
That digging sensation in my mind again, followed by a flow of
memories featuring him. And then, Ah. I should have known.
Stubborn little devil.

Devil? With
his white-blond hair and those unusual green eyes, Reilly looked
more like an angel. Okay, perhaps a fallen angel. A particularly
arrogant one, who needed a good slap upside—

No! Don’t
think of him, Wren.

The halo of
Reilly’s hair burst into flames and his features shattered,
banished from my mind by the force of her will. I waited, forcing
back the questions that seethed through my brain, too scared to
speak and perhaps become the unintended victim of that hungry
rage.

She calmed,
her colors muting, losing their searing, too bright to look at
quality. I’m sorry, she said. Lately it has become far
more difficult to control my… needs. Reilly is even now
seeking you, trying to lock onto your energy signature and call you
back. He must not get his hands on you again. He must accept that
some things cannot be changed. Do you understand, Wren?

Don’t
worry, I thought at her. I’m not too eager for more
face-time with Captain Courageous. And apparently
Kade dislikes Reilly as much as I do. He’ll help me stay
clear.

I sensed
surprise before she was a blank slate again, impossible to
read.

Here is
what you must do to escape this place, Wren. Focus on an object
that is significant to you. A slight pause and then, Brown
Bear. Picture him in your mind. And if you care at all for this
Kade of yours, don’t let go of him. I cannot guarantee his safety
if you leave him behind to regain his strength.

Recognition
teased my senses. I reached for it but it disintegrated and was
replaced by the image of a battered stuffed toy, most of its fur
loved away, its wonky glass button eyes giving it an appealingly
baffled expression.

Kade’s mind
chose that moment to awaken as if from a trance. My connection with
him began to slip and weaken as he fought to separate from me and
regain his sense of self. I couldn’t let that happen. Not yet. I
knew in my soul that his connection to me, his being a part of me,
was all that was keeping him safe from this… this… creature who was
trying to help me.

A potential
that was coiled inside me—something I wasn’t yet able to command at
will—reacted to my panic. It lashed out with a whip of energy that
smacked Kade into submission. And a surge of dark satisfaction
filled me, a wicked glee. I wasn’t sure if it was wholly my
emotion, or whether I was somehow being infected by her.
Regardless, I took it and used it.

I mentally
grasped hold of Kade. Calm down. You’re making this harder than
it needs to be.

Wren? What the
fuck?

I ignored his
protests to focus solely on the being that had once been a woman,
and was now a creature stripped of her humanity, eternally
hungering, fighting to hold on to the essence of what she’d once
been.

She’d
succeeded this time. She’d backed off from draining me—us—dry. Why?
What was I to her? Who was she?

How do you
know about Brown Bear? I asked her.

He was a
gift.

From my
mother.

Yes. From your
mother.

Before I could
formulate the one question that could change everything, she turned
the full force of her personality on me. She was a dark, twisted,
secretive thing—a being that fed on the energy of others. But
wreathed in that stolen energy, as she now was, I could see beauty,
too. And even as I feared her, feared what she might do to Kade—and
perhaps, if I defied her and angered her enough, to me—I admired
her strength of will and determination to survive in this dead,
soulless place.

Will you
accept another gift, Wren?

Are you
bloody insane? Kade’s shout echoed in the confines of my
mind.

Shut up,
Kade. I know what I’m doing. I hoped. Yes, I said to
her. Yes, I accept.

The energy
wreathing her roiled and surged.

A fireball of
energy shot from her, heading straight for us. God, please let me
be right about this….

It slammed
into us. We screamed with the agony and ecstasy of it… and absorbed
it. Energy filled us to bursting point. And then the dams blocking
my energy flows and holding me from my true potential exploded.

I give you
back what I stole, she said. And right the wrong I did to
you. Everything I did was to keep you safe, Wren. I wanted you to
have choices, to live a normal life—at least for a little while. I
hope one day you’ll be able to forgive me.

Her form
dimmed, fading into the bleak grayness until she’d vanished without
trace.

Bloody
buggering bollocks. That’s one helluva energy fix. Kade crowed
like a maniac, wallowing in the glut of energy coursing through
us.

The
metaphorical well inside me wasn’t just filling up, it was
overflowing. I felt powerful, capable of anything. And it
was just as well, what with Kade doing the drunk-on-energy Snoopy
dance. Right now he was no freaking use whatsoever. It was up to me
to get us home. Only problem was… how?

I’d read
somewhere about clairvoyants having a third eye that allows them to
see visions of the future and stuff. And the instant that hazy
thought formed, my vision dimmed and somehow switched to that
mysterious third eye. And then the fuzzy nothingness of the ghost
plane parted, opening a view to a room.

Kade’s
bedroom.

The scene
narrowed to his bed, and still more, to focus on his pillow. And
finally, to a scruffy, worn out toy, that for me had always
represented comfort and the safety of home. Brown Bear expanded,
filling my mind until I could discern every tiny detail, from the
tiny chip in the amber glass of his left eye, and the ragged edges
of the ribbon around his neck, to the fraying, discolored stitching
of his seams.

The ghost
plane rippled.

I melded my
energy more firmly with Kade’s. Memories of Brown Bear cascaded
through my mind, towing us forward, and we slid through the ripples
like they were merely water instead of traps for the unwary and the
ignorant.

A breath later
we were in Kade’s bedroom, sprawled across his bed, side by side,
holding hands and staring vacantly at the ceiling.

I recovered
first, pulling away from Kade’s lax grip to crawl on my hands and
knees up the mattress, and grab our unexpected savior from his
pillowy throne. I propped my back against the padded leather
headboard, crossed my legs and closed my eyes. My hands, cradling
the battered little bear in my lap, shook the tiniest bit, but that
was my only outward reaction to the freak-show my life had
become.

On top of
everything that had happened, everything I’d learned, this latest
revelation was big. Huge. I should have been a mess. I should have
been barely able to contain the anger and horror and despair, let
alone suppress it. The old me would have been sobbing all over Kade
right about now. And I wasn’t sure I appreciated this steely
backbone I’d suddenly grown. Having Kade comfort me, lie to me and
promise it would be okay, sounded like a real good alternative to
lonely self-sufficiency.

Kade cleared
his throat. It took a couple of attempts before he could speak.
“What the sodding hell was that?”

“I think you
mean ‘who’.”

“Who? That
thing that tried to suck us both dry before it nailed us with an
energy bomb was a who?”

“That
thing is my mother,” I said. “My birth mother, I
mean.”

Silence. I
cracked an eyelid. Witnessing Kade lost for words was too tempting
to miss.

He’d rolled
his head to the side to lie with his cheek resting on the mattress,
so of course he spotted me peeking. He immediately wrestled his
features into a semblance of his usual “I’m totally in control of
the situation” expression.

“That thing is
Liane Chase. Your birth mother.” His tone was calm and even but he
wasn’t fooling me. He was as gob-smacked as I was by this latest
development in The Saga of Wren Alexandra Gibson— I mean, Wren
Alexandra Chase.

When he
realized I wasn’t buying the staunch guy act, Kade gave me a
sheepish grin before his gaze was pulled back to his extremely
fascinating bedroom ceiling. “Ho-ly shite.”

“Yeah. You can
say that again.” I’d compartmentalized the horror, cut it into
smaller, palatable pieces that I could pretend to ignore until I
felt ready to take each part out and examine it bit by bit. I mean,
what else could I do? Lose it? Curl into a fetal ball and give into
the grief? Not an option. I had to keep going. Had to learn how to
survive this dangerous new world I’d been catapulted into. Had to
learn everything I could about being a liminal… so I could find a
way to help Megan. So I could find a way to help my mother, too. If
she could be helped.

I stiffened my
spine and swallowed the lump in my throat. And when I spoke my
voice was steady. “She’s the reason behind me being blocked, by the
way. She must have done something when I was born.”

Kade flung out
a hand in a half-hearted attempt grab a pillow. I snagged one and
leaned forward to drop it on his face. I do pride myself on being
über-helpful.

“Thanks.” He
rolled onto his stomach, shoved the pillow beneath his chest, and
rested his chin on his hands. Apparently my face, and my reactions,
and me as a whole, had become way more interesting than the
ceiling.

“You sure?” he
asked.

“Sure about
her being my real mother, or sure about her blocking me?”

“Either.” He
worried his bottom lip with his teeth and then crossed his eyes in
such a comical fashion that I giggled. “Christ,” he muttered.
“Both, I guess.”

“Yep. I’m
sure.” I told him what she’d said about Brown Bear, a toy I’d had
since birth. And about righting the wrong she’d done to me, which I
wholeheartedly believed referred to blocking my liminal abilities.
It helped to know that she’d cared about me—tried to keep me safe.
It made the pain of abandonment a little bit easier to bear. But
the knowledge did little to temper the horror of what she’d
become.

“Bit of a
stretch.” Kade flicked a hand to ward off my protests. “But it
fits. Liane Chase left behind no clues about what had happened to
her. It was like she’d vanished from the face of the earth. We know
Reilly’s goon-squad have been monitoring you since you were given
to the Gibsons, watching to see if you manifested any liminal
abilities. And you didn’t until—”

“Until I
turned sixteen and started partially phasing all over the
place.”

“Yeah.”

A subtle but
insistent pressure blanketed me. I wasn’t alarmed because I knew it
was Kade, trying to sync with me so he could check whether I was
truly unblocked or merely indulging in a dose of wishful
thinking.

Unlike Reilly,
who seemed to favor brute force, Kade’s usual modus operandi was a
teasingly gentle intrusion that didn’t provoke me to slam up my
barriers. Which was probably why he’d been successful when he’d
synched with me before. Only this time, I didn’t have to passively
allow the sync. I had a choice. I was crammed full of raw energy
begging to be used. Untrained or not, I was strong enough to resist
Kade’s tricks. Strong enough to encase myself in an impermeable
shell even he couldn’t pierce without a heap more energy than he
currently possessed. Whether I matched him in strength when the
glut of energy that had been fired into us faded, remained to be
seen. I was kinda looking forward to finding out.

The owl-eyed
shock on his face made me grin. “Oh, all right,” I said, and let my
shields fall. “Do your worst.”

He slid
through me, testing me out in a tingling stream of warmth that
swept through my body from crown of head to tips of toes. And then
he was gone, leaving me shivering and yearning for more warmth.
More Kade.

“You’re not
blocked anymore. All your energy pathways are clear.”

“I know. No
more knocking at death’s door. Yay.”

He narrowed
his gaze, searching my face. “You’re unnaturally calm about all
this.”

“I don’t have
a choice, Kade. It’s either cope or lose it. And if I lose it, I
don’t know what’ll happen.”

He nodded.
“Been there. Okay, tell me your version of what happened.” And just
like that he’d switched to brusque and businesslike, intent on
getting answers.

Oh no. Nyuh
uh. We weren’t going there again. Not ’til I got some answers of my
own. I pinned him with a glare that should have shriveled him like
a prune. Or at the very least had him spilling his guts and telling
me everything I needed to know.

Silence. Hmmm.
Not the reaction I’d hoped for. Time to bring in the big guns. “You
first,” I said, sugar-sweet and deadly. “Starting with what the
hell happened when you kissed me.”
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Chapter
Twelve




“That?” Kade’s
gaze slid from mine. He ran a palm over the coverlet, plucked a
piece of lint, made a production out of flicking it to the floor.
“It was just a kiss,” he muttered. “Nothing to get all worked up
about. Forget it.”

Forget it?
What planet was he on? Hello, teenage girl with rampant hormones
who’d been kissed to within an inch of her life by a hot guy. Of
course I wasn’t going to forget about that mind-blowing kiss.
Of course I was going to get “all worked up” about it. I
mean, come on. For those of us of the female persuasion, getting
worked up about something this… this… epic was an immutable
law of the universe. And I knew I’d replay that kiss over and over
in my mind just as soon as I had a moment to fully indulge. Not to
mention angst over it all in a big way. Because Kade’s “Let’s get
it over with” comment, that had kicked off the whole encounter,
wasn’t exactly doing much for my self-esteem.

I didn’t make
a habit of locking lips with guys I barely knew. And if liminals
couldn’t even kiss without sharing energy and doing…what
we’d done, then that was something I really needed to know.

“Don’t make me
spell it out, Kade,” I said. “I’m warning you, so not in the
mood.”

“Okay, okay.
It was just a little energy sharing.” He flung up a hand to ward
off my next question. “Lims sometimes do it to get a bit of a
buzz.”

I prodded his
shoulder with my toe until he batted my foot away and conceded to
look me in the eye. “A bit of a buzz?” I snorted. “Puhlease. That
was way more than a bit of a buzz. Try full-on throw yourself into
a raging current and get swept away.”

The old Kade
made an appearance then, complete with typically male smug grin. He
smacked the mattress with his palm. “That good, huh?”

“You know it
was,” I said, in such a matter-of-fact tone that he blinked.

We’d been
attuned— No, more than attuned. We’d merged. He had to have
known what I’d been thinking at the time. No point in trying to
hide it.

“It was that
good,” I told him. “You were that good.” And now to address
the elephant in the room. “But I’m sorry for, you know, getting a
bit carried away. I’m not, uh— I haven’t…. I haven’t had much
experience with, uh, that sort of thing.” I ducked my head to hide
my blush. Oh God. Please let the floor open up and swallow me right
now.

“I’m not.”

I peeped at
him from beneath my hair. “Not what?”

“Not sorry you
got carried away.”

Cue awkward
silence. And then Kade said in a teasing tone, “Any time you feel
like doing it again, I’m in.”

“In your
dreams,” I shot back.

“I should be
so lucky to dream of that,” he murmured, and I got the distinct
impression he’d not intended me to hear his comment.

“Is it always
like, uh, that when two liminals merge their energy?” I
blurted.

The wistful
expression in his eyes turned hunted. “Merge?”

“Yes. Merge.
As in, combine, amalgamate—” I racked my brain for another synonym.
“Fuse.”

“Merge. Yeah.
Guess that’s what we did all right.” His mouth turned down at the
corners and his features settled into a brooding frown.

I poked him
with my toe again. “Why are you looking all OMG freaked out?”

He swallowed
and scratched his chin, looking distinctly uncomfortable with the
turn this conversation was taking. “It’s hard to explain.”

“Try.”

“S’pose it’s
too much to hope you’ll drop this so we can move on to more
important things?”

“Gold star for
you.”

He stared at
the blank, evidently highly fascinating wall… and remained
stubbornly mute.

“Kade.”

“All right,
all right! Don’t get your knickers in a knot. Seems when I kissed
you, we cut right to the lim version of so far past home base, it’s
reputedly only achieved by couples in long-term relationships. Also
known as merging.”

“Oh. My. God.”
I catapulted off the bed and stood beside it, fanning the heat
suffusing my face with the first thing that came to hand. Which
happened to be Brown Bear. And I’m sure I looked ridiculous, using
a stuffed toy as a fan, but at least “ridiculous” would disguise
all the other things I was feeling. Such as pissed he’d only wanted
to “get it over with”, pleased he’d kissed me anyway, a little
horrified by how quickly it’d all gotten out of control, and very,
very curious.

Would kissing
Kade be that good when we were both liminal? Like now?

I shook my
head. Get real, Wren. The last thing you need is more
complications. Like the kind that might result from Kade suspecting
you’re eager for a repeat performance.

I dared a
glance at Kade, who’d rolled onto his back again and starfished
across the bed. His t-shirt had ridden up, exposing a strip of
ripped belly.

I blinked.
Yeah, Wren. And you just keep telling yourself you’re not
interested in revisiting Kade’s version of a “bit of a buzz”.

I focused on
other complications. Specifically, being the target of a bunch of
badasses working for some secret corporation, and not knowing
whether I could learn to control my gift. Just because I was now
unblocked, and could access all my liminal superpowers, didn’t mean
I knew how to use them. Nor did it mean I would be able to rescue
myself again if I ended up stuck in the ghost plane. I’d been
overconfident and lucky. Or unlucky, depending on how you looked at
it. A bad combination.

Bottom line?
Right now I didn’t need a potential boyfriend. I needed a
tutor.

Kade propped
himself on his elbows to peer at me, and then flopped back to stare
moodily at the ceiling. “You don’t have to look so bloody appalled
at what went down,” he said. “Jeez. Talk about deflate a guy’s ego.
What was I supposed to do when you wouldn’t quit thinking about
locking lips with me? Wasn’t like I planned this—any of it. The
kiss just happened. Ditto with the merge. It just….” He scrubbed
his face with a hand. “Happened.”

Me, deflate
his ego? After he’d made it painfully clear he’d not been
that keen to kiss me in the first place? That he’d only kissed me
out of pity because he’d known how desperately I wanted him to?
Hah.

And then it
struck me. Maybe he was having an attack of the guilts because he
had a girlfriend tucked away somewhere—some pouty blonde with a
daring but still girly tat. Who looked amazing in leather pants and
her own matching Joe Rocket boots. Who knew exactly how to kiss
Kade like there was no tomorrow… and handle that “bit of a buzz”
without over thinking it.

I loathed her
already. Jealousy burned through me, sharpening my tongue and
throwing me on the offensive. “Oh? And does jumping straight to
home base ‘just happen’ often with random girls you barely
know?”

Kade scrambled
to sit up in a big hurry. “No! I—”

“Gee, Kade.
With that buzz in your repertoire, I’m surprised you’re not
mobbed by panting females the instant you show your face in public.
Your girlfriend must be very forgiving.” I tossed Brown Bear back
on the bed before I walloped Kade and the little bear’s dodgy arm
fell off.

Kade snorted,
blissfully oblivious to how close he’d come to being smacked silly
by a stuffed toy. “I’ve never done that before. I—”

“I’m the first
girl you’ve ‘buzzed’?” I emphasized the word with fingers curled
into air quotes. “A player like you? Wow, Kade. You’re a little off
your game.”

“I am not off
my bloody game. And I don’t have a— Hang on, what are you so pissed
about? I’m the one should be pissed.”

“You? Why?
Because I made you kiss me? If it was going to be such a
hardship—”

“Wren! Shut
the feck up. First off, kissing you wasn’t a hardship, okay?
Second, I don’t cheat on my girlfriends. Ever.”

He didn’t
cheat on his girlfriends? So if he’d kissed me, he didn’t
have….

Oh. Ohhh. I
bit back a dopey grin as I floated over to the chair and folded
myself into it.

“And third—”
he ticked the last point off on his finger “—the only other female
lims I’ve met were old enough to be my mum. Or married. Or wearing
white coats and running tests on me. So how the shagging hell would
I have a clue if what happened with us is normal when I’m going on
hearsay? It’s not like I’ve had any personal experience with
merging before, okay?”

So Kade was a
“virgin” when it came to lims and I was his first. The giggle
bubbled up and escaped before I could prevent it. His stony-eyed
scowl made me giggle even harder.

“What’s so
bloody funny?”

“You. Feeling
like you have to come up with excuses for not having dated some hot
liminal chick. Like it’s a big bad blot on your bad-boy reputation.
I mean, come on, Kade. After everything that’s gone down since we
met? Really?”

He puffed out
a breath that was half snort, half laugh. “It’s taken a lot of time
and effort to build this bad-boy reputation, luv.”

“I can only
imagine.”

His gaze
turned serious. Uh oh. Big fat justification for how far we’d gone
ahoy. Wait for it….

“Maybe it got
out of hand because we were stuck Between.”


“Between? Sounds like someone’s a fan of Anne McCaffrey’s
Dragonriders series.”

That scored a
genuine grin. “Wouldn’t surprise me. Between’s what you call
the ghost plane. Getting stuck Between—even temporarily—screws with
a lim big-time—or so I’ve been told. It’s never happened to me
before. Getting stuck Between, I mean.” He sounded like he was
trying very hard to convince himself that merging with me had been
an anomaly… rather than an instinctive reaction neither of us had
been able to control because we fit together, matched in ways we
couldn’t begin to comprehend.

Like soul
mates.

Yikes.
Intense, much? And where the heck had that soul mate idea come
from, anyway? The mere thought of it gave me goose bumps. I wasn’t
quite seventeen yet. I’d only had one serious boyfriend, and we’d
never gone all the way. Kade and me? Soul mates?

I licked lips
gone dry, realized what I was doing, and that Kade was staring at
my mouth. I flushed and mumbled, “Yeah. I guess that must be it. So
no more fooling around on the ghosties and ghoulies plane for
us.”

“Between,” he
corrected, his gaze still lingering on my mouth.

“Whatever.” My
stomach squirmed—in a good way. But my logical brain screamed
“Danger.” And the words that rushed from my mouth had the same
effect as if I’d stuck my head in a bucket of cold water. “We can’t
afford distractions at the moment. We need to stay focused.
Right?”

He hesitated a
smidgeon too long before answering. “Right.”

“Good.” And
was it my imagination, or did he seem a little relieved by my
declaration? I gave myself a mental smack upside my stupid head,
and told myself it was childish to feel disappointed that we were
both going to be sensible. I mean, this was real life, not some
badly scripted movie where the hero and heroine indulged in
inappropriate passionate interludes while the bad guys crept up and
surrounded them.

Speaking of
bad guys. “Reilly—”

“Yeah. Reilly.
How the bloody hell did that piece of shite get his hands on
you?”

I screwed up
my nose. Big fat embarrassing admission time. “I think that was my
fault. I was stuck in the ghost plane—Between—trying to
visualize your office ’cause I thought that might help me phase
back there. But I kept getting distracted. And suddenly it was
like…. It was like I was seeing a close-up of Reilly’s face in my
mind.”

“Reilly’s
face.”

I nibbled my
lower lip. “Yeah. Every single feature was crystal clear. Even
details I couldn’t possibly have seen from the back of your bike.
Like his dimples and stuff. Weird, huh? And then, bam! I was
sitting at his desk.”

By the time it
registered Kade had muttered his original question and probably
hadn’t meant to voice it aloud, and it might not have been a good
idea to go on and on about Reilly, it was already too late. Kade
had drawn his brows together in a truly impressive scowl. Even his
eyes looked stormy and ready to do grievous bodily harm.

Uh oh. He was
really POed.

“Shite.” He
spat the word from between clenched teeth. “A truckload of shite.
What the effing hell were you doing, getting all dreamy-eyed over
that poncey bastard, Wren? Do you have any idea what he could have
done to you?”

I rolled my
eyes ceiling-ward. “Duh. Like I have any control over what thoughts
enter my head.”

“Like you
better learn some control real damn quick. Mooning over that
arse-wipe is what allowed him to forge a strong enough link that he
could locate you and drag you from Between.”

“Mooning? Over
Reilly? Oh, come on. I was doing nothing of the sort.”

Kade opened
his mouth and I hurried on before he could say anything more. “All
right, you got me. I’d kill to have his hair. That shade of blond
is to die for.” OMG, shut up, Wren. You’re only making it
worse!

Noting Kade’s
stony face and narrowed eyes, I knew it couldn’t get much worse
than this. “Please,” I said. “He’s an arrogant douche-bag. He acted
like he expected me to kneel and kiss his designer loafers.”

“Dimples
and designer loafers? Get me a bucket. What the feck
next?”

Man, I was
really screwing this up. “Next would be that dorky sweater vest of
his,” I blurted. “He’s the poster boy for
trying-way-too-hard-to-be-preppy.”

Kade’s mouth
pinched, like he’d swallowed something nasty. “You must have
checked him out bloody thoroughly if you remember exactly what he
was wearing, right down to his bloody shoes.”

Whoa. I hadn’t
been imagining the slight edge to his voice. Seems I wasn’t the
only one capable of irrational jealousy. And I’d have been smugly
pleased if I hadn’t felt compelled to defend myself. Because
honestly, Kade’s presumption I was dumb enough to fall for a guy
who clearly had bucket-loads of ulterior motives and had
hurt me badly, was just plain insulting.

“I notice
things like that, okay? Just like I noticed your amazing blue eyes
and that your boots were Joe Rockets the first time I saw
you. So what?” I mimicked his previous tone to hopefully
devastating effect. “Nothing to get all worked up about. Forget
it.”

His lips
quirked upward with what I hoped was reluctant admiration at me
twisting his own words back on him. “Touché.”

“You started
it. Besides, he’s a bit too old for me, don’t you think?”

“You’re almost
seventeen.”

“And he’s
what? Twenty-two? I rest my case.”

“Twenty, if
you must know. And I once went out with a chick who turned out to
be three years older than me. Age don’t mean squat.”

“Oh really.
Three years, huh? Good for you.” Not. What kind of woman thinks
it’s okay to hook up with a teenage boy three years her junior?
Cougar-ish, much?

I ground my
teeth. Kade had no reason to be jealous. Reilly was a like a shiny
red apple, all polished and perfect, but if you were tempted to
take a bite, you’d discover it was rotten inside because it had
been cold-stored too long. I’d take Kade over Reilly any day. I
knew where I stood with Kade.

Kind of.

“Why do you
hate him so much?” I asked.

“What makes
you think I hate him?”

I gave him The
Look.

“You hungry?”
he asked.

Another one of
those subtle changes of subject. Riiight. “Starving. But before you
try to distract me with waffles, there’s something else I want to
know.”

“Shoot.”

Hmm. Given
that deeply etched scowl had made another appearance, I got the
feeling Kade would only answer if I wasn’t asking about a certain
person whose name began with R.

“How did you
know about me?” I asked. “And why are you so keen to help me,
anyway?” I glanced down at my borrowed clothes, wondering why the
hell a guy like Kade, with everything going for him, would
volunteer to take on an inexperienced not-quite-seventeen-year-old
with only a battered stuffed toy and a pair of pajamas to her name.
Not exactly a responsibility most guys would be willing to
shoulder.

Unless Kade,
too, was being paid a heap of cash to do so. Like the Gibsons.

He gave me
thoughtful eyes. And answered my unspoken question. Which was
downright spooky. “No, Wren. I’m not being paid to help you. So you
can chill on that account, okay? But I suppose I do owe you an
explanation.”

I rolled my
eyes. “You think?”

A sigh eked
from his lips. And then he said, “Long story short, after my
parents died I ended up as a lab-rat.”

Before I could
tell him how sorry I was about his parents and the lab-rat thing,
he cut me off. “I’ve spent a long time trying to forget about it.
Let’s just say it wasn’t a fun few years and leave it at that,
okay?”

I nodded,
respecting his wishes. As much as I wanted to know, I couldn’t
insist that Kade dust off a traumatic past to satisfy my insatiable
curiosity about him.

“The group who
took me in after I got sprung from the research facility knew all
about you,” he continued. “Once they’d set me up with an
off-the-grid identity, they gave me copies of your files. My job
was to keep an eye on you and step in if you needed help.”

Now I knew him
a little better, I couldn’t see him abusing his liminal abilities
by lurking in my bedroom unseen, watching me go about my life. He
wasn’t the sort of guy who got his thrills by subliminally spying
on clueless girls. He was more the type to get his thrills by
charming those clueless girls face-to-face. But that didn’t mean I
was comfortable with having my life documented like I was the
unwitting star of some reality show.

“I’m not a
perv,” he said, again seeming to tap into my thoughts. “I
never—”

“I know.”

My instant
response got a smile that smacked of relief, and the crease etched
between his brows smoothed.

“So,” I said,
“the ‘group’ you work for—they’re the same people who own this
house, and provide you with the wads of cash you leave lying
around, right?”

“Barp!
That would be incorrect. The house is mine. As is the cash. I’m
loaded. Untraceable offshore accounts and nest-eggs up the
wahzoo.”

“Really?”

“Really. Think
of me as a bit of a—”

“Thief?”

“I was going
to say financial whizz-kid. I dabble in stocks and bonds and
futures trading. Among other things.”

I snickered.
“Would insider trading be among those ‘other’ things?”

“On occasion.
How’d you guess?”

“You seem to
like being a lim. I figure you’ve had plenty of practice using it
to your advantage. Care to spill? You know, help out a fellow lim
who hasn’t got a dime to her name?”

He winked and
grinned. And then seemed to think better about making light of it,
for the grin slid off his face. “Uh uh. That would be telling. And
corrupting minors. Let’s say I learned very quickly how to take
advantage of certain opportunities available to someone like me.”
He rubbed a hand over his stubbled chin. “And most of them were
even legal.”

I could only
imagine the “opportunities” he’d taken advantage of. My mind took
flight. A whole new world beckoned—a world far removed from my
previous goals of figuring out how to pay my way through college
once I graduated from high school. The prospect was both exciting
and terrifying.

I was so
immersed in those prospects that Kade’s voice made me jump. “Don’t
even think about trying to cheat the system, Wren.”

Dammit. Was I
that transparent?

He laughed. “I
hate to break it to you, luv, but you’re an open book. And unless
you’re a computer hacker extraordinaire, you’ll leave a trail that
can be traced, and it will come back and bite you on the
arse. Besides, it’s not like you have to worry about
money.”

“Huh? What
makes you say that?”

“I’ve copped
an eyeful of your bank balance.”

This time my
snicker lacked any trace of humor. “Yeah? What of it? You’d have to
be a miracle-worker to make the few hundred bucks I’ve managed to
save stretch very far.”

“Not that
account. Your other account. The one the Gibsons don’t know
about.”

“I have
another bank account?”

“Not just any
old account. A bloody huge trust fund.”

“Who set it
up? And how huge is huge?”

“Your mum,
maybe? Haven’t been able to figure that one out. Yet. And obscenely
huge. A cool couple of mill. You can’t access it ’til you’re
twenty-one, though.”

“Wow.” Now the
possibilities stretching before me boggled my mind.

And then,
after I’d unboggled my brain and thought about it some more, the
logic brought me back to earth. “Twenty-one? I’m destitute for
another four freaking years? Bummer. Major bummer, in fact.” Four
years was a lifetime. But… there was no point getting worked up
about money I’d never known I had and couldn’t access, right? A
hundred thousand to play with would have been rather nice though. I
could buy a car. Rent an apartment rather than staying on a college
campus.

Ah, who was I
kidding? It seemed highly unlikely I’d be graduating high school,
let alone taking the next step.

“Not so
major,” Kade said. “I can spot you a few bucks until we figure out
how to get at the funds without setting off alarm bells.”

“You really
think you can access my trust fund?”

“Yep. I’ll
crack it eventually. Can’t rush these things. In the meantime, I’m
your meal ticket. So you better start being nice to me.”

“Thanks,
Kade.”

“Don’t thank
me, luv. I’m paying it forward, you know? People helped me when I
needed help. So now I’m helping you. You do the same for someone
else who needs it and we’re square.”

I liked that
philosophy. And if it was Kade’s way of trying to make me feel
better about accepting charity, I liked him all the more for
it.

I hung my legs
over the arm of the easy chair and stared at my toenails. Used to
be I painted them a different color every week. I hadn’t bothered
since my birthday. I’d left the polish to chip and eventually wear
off.

Maybe I’d
start painting them again. Maybe I’d splurge on lip gloss and
eyeliner, too. And some mascara. Hey, when a girl is faced with the
depressing prospect of always looking over her shoulder, wondering
when a bunch of goons might show up to snatch her for their own
nefarious purposes, she’s forced to wring all the joy she can from
the little things. Like owning the latest Maybelline mascara.

I forked
fingers through my hair, wincing when I encountered a snarl. Not to
mention owning a hairbrush.

Kade bounced
off the bed and stretched, treating me to another peepshow of
tanned skin and breath-stealingly taut abs. “How about we go grab
something to eat?” he asked.

Tempting but….
There were still a few important things I needed to know. I batted
my eyelashes at him and slugged him right between the eyes with
important thing number one. “How about you tell me how long you’ve
been ‘keeping an eye on me’?”

He stilled
mid-stretch. “I was assigned to you full-time a few months
back.”

My gaze had
drifted to his abs again. I dragged it back to his face and scolded
my stupid hormones until they simmered down and behaved. Kind of.
When my brain came back on line I said, “Full-time, huh? And what
about before that?”

He lowered his
arms to his sides and rolled his shoulders a few times. “I’ve been
checking up on you on and off since midway through your eighth
grade year.” He shrugged. “It’s far easier for a kid to hang ’round
schools without raising suspicions. When I got bored, I’d sit in on
classes. In between I kept an eye on Reilly’s toadies.”

My brows
pleated as I tried to pin down his age.

“I’m
eighteen,” he said. “I look worn out because I’ve had such a hard
life.” He gave me puppy-dog eyes, fishing for sympathy.

My jaw sagged.
“You’ve been spying on me since you were… were…”

“Fifteen.”


“Fifteen? What the heck kind of people expect a kid to take
on something like that?”

He contorted
his arms into a pretzel-like shoulder stretch that made me wince.
“Chill, Wren. Loads of kids younger than that end up fending for
themselves. I did fine. And before you ask, my parents died a long
time ago.”

“I’m
sorry.”

His lips
flattened. “Yeah. Me, too. But I’ve done okay.”

Sure he had.
“Just out of interest, where are these
make-the-kid-do-their-dirty-work guys right now?” I had my
suspicions but I wanted to hear what he’d say. The bald truth would
be nice. But Kade still might be under the mistaken impression he
needed to keep me in the dark about the really important stuff. You
know, in case my poor little girl-brain overheated.

“They check in
regularly for updates.”

Evasion.
Wasn’t buying it. “I imagine you ‘checked in’ with them when I went
AWOL. And if you hadn’t been able to rescue me from Reilly’s
clutches, you’d have ‘checked in’ with them again. Right?”

He
grunted.

“That would be
a ‘yes’, then. And I imagine if we’d been sucked dry by whatever my
mother has turned into, they would eventually turn up to
investigate what had happened to us.”

“I imagine
so.”

“Yeah. Me,
too. And I can just imagine them gathered ’round that fancy
conference table in your huge upstairs office space—you know,
having a confab about how to proceed from there. Maybe powering up
those laptops and the PCs and checking on some stuff. Not to
mention rifling through all those super-secret files in those fancy
cabinets.”

Kade was still
playing it cool. “Lucky it didn’t come to that, huh?”

I didn’t feel
like playing any more. “When are these mysterious guys
arriving?”

He stared at
me, unblinking. “What makes you think anyone’s arriving?”

“Quit treating
me like an idiot. When, Kade?”

He caved.
“There’s a meeting scheduled tonight.”

I nodded
slowly. “Good. It’s about time I got the full story.”

Kade uttered a
muffled snort. “I doubt they’ll reveal anything they don’t want you
to know. Reckon you’ll give them a run for their money, though,
that’s for damn sure.”

“Count on it,”
I said, projecting bravado for all I was worth. “And I think it’d
be better if we didn’t mention my mother—my birth mother, I mean—to
anyone. At least, not until we have more information.”

“And
confirmation she is who you think she is.”

“I don’t need
confirmation, Kade. I know what I know.”

His blue eyes
darkened and his lips thinned to a grim line. Abruptly he looked
older. More… ruthless. He nodded once, short and sharp. “Okay.”

“Good.” I
rubbed my arms to banish the unease rippling over my skin. I’d
believed I was close to figuring out the real Kade, but now I
wasn’t so sure. I suspected I didn’t know him at all. Time for a
distraction. “How ’bout you leave me your credit card and go make
waffles, while I hop online and grab some basics.”

He slanted me
a good-try-but-not-so-fast look. “I’m sure I’ve mentioned the
credit cards are for emergencies. But there’s a wad of cash in the
safe with your name on it. Provided you don’t pull any more
disappearing acts on me.”

I groaned.
“Guess it’s mall-hell after all. Great.”

He glanced at
his watch. “We’re running short on time. We either hit the mall now
and grab something to eat on the run, or you raid my wardrobe
again. Your choice.”

I wrinkled my
nose. Why the rush? The mysterious guys who somehow kept Kade in
line weren’t showing up ’til tonight. “What is the time,
anyway?”

“Two o’clock
in the afternoon.” He paused. “That’s Sunday afternoon, by
the way.”

My stomach
lurched and I felt my eyes widen to something resembling
saucer-sized. “Sunday afternoon? But that’s…. That’s impossible.” I
hadn’t been up for all that long this morning before I did my
disappearing trick. And it had been Saturday morning. I was
hardly going to forget the previous night’s close call with a
baseball bat. It was etched indelibly onto my brain.

Kade’s gaze
turned ultra-serious. “Wren. I didn’t phase into Reilly’s office
until midday today. Sunday. It took me that long to get an
accurate fix on you. Time moves differently when you’re Between.
What feels like minutes can be hours in real time.”

“Oh.”
Ohhh.

He grabbed my
limp hand and yanked me to my feet. “C’mon, luv. Even tough girls
like you have limits. You’ve had a rough couple of days. I’m
surprised you’re still upright let alone thinking logically.”

He sounding
admiring. That was something, I guess.

“What you need
is junk food and retail therapy,” he said.

Junk food,
yes. A few basics, definitely. Retail therapy? Retail tenth circle
of hell, more like. “Gee. It’s gonna be heaps of fun toting a bunch
of bags on your motorbike,” I said. “I think we should ring a
taxi.”

His eyes shone
with unholy glee and a huge grin bloomed on his face. “Oh ye of
little faith. Wait ’til you see what I have in the garage. You’re
gonna love her.”

I allowed him
to tug me from the bedroom while I processed that last statement.
“Her?”

“My pride and
joy.”

So far as I
was concerned, any guy who thought of his car as female had issues.
But hey, even if “she” turned out to be some tricked out muscle car
I wouldn’t normally be seen dead in, a car won hands down over a
motorbike any day. So imagine my horror when Kade opened the
internal garage door and revealed another motorbike… complete with
a deathtrap of a contraption known as a sidecar.
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The only good
thing about my second close encounter with a motorcycle was at
least this time, I wasn’t on the verge of blacking out and toppling
off the back. Plus—luckily—I hadn’t eaten anything in a while so
there was nothing in my stomach to lose along the way.

I didn’t much
care whether Kade’s pride and joy did happen to be a “R60
BMW” with a Swiss sidecar called a Gecko. Nor that it
sported a nifty little trailer to stow my purchases. The Swiss
lizard-thing I was sitting in freaked me out. I was so not looking
forward to the trip home.

Kade had to
pry me from the sidecar and lift me on to the pavement. I was so
tense from holding on for dear life, and gritting my teeth so I
didn’t shriek like a banshee as we’d blatted along the road, that I
couldn’t immediately unlock my muscles. I clung to him while he
unfastened my helmet. And as he peered into my eyes, I knew the
tough girl image I’d been trying for had been knocked out of the
ballpark.

“You okay,
Wren?”

“Yep. Fine.
Let’s get this over with.” I loosened my death grip on his arm and
stalked off, making like being terrified out of my mind was an
everyday occurrence. At least, that’s how I intended to stalk off.
Unfortunately, I ruined a perfectly good stalk when I tripped on
the freaking boat-sized flip-flops Kade had loaned me.

Kade caught up
just in time to save me from toppling on my face. He steadied me
and slung an arm around my shoulders. “Food first. Before you faint
on me again.”

“You’re the
boss.” I resisted the impulse to snuggle in close.

“Yeah, I am.
And don’t you forget it, luv.”

I dug my elbow
into his side and he retaliated by flicking my earlobe with a
fingertip.

“Ow. Hey, I
was just humoring you,” I said. “You know, so you won’t moan when
you have to fork over your hard-earned cash for every little thing
you’re so determined I need.”

I must have
sounded sour because he spun me to face him. “Wren. It’s not a big
deal, okay? I have more dosh than I know what to do with. It’s no
hardship to spend a tiny chunk of it on you. So can you at least
pretend to be the type of chick who’d rub her greedy little
paws together at the prospect of a guy buying her a bunch of
clothes and stuff? You know, to pander to my delicate male
ego?”

A reluctant
smile escaped. “Okay.”

“Good girl.”
He bent his head to brush my lips lightly with his.

My stomach did
cartwheels, and for good measure a couple of back flips. “Wh-what
was that for?”

He grinned
down at me. And had opened his mouth reply, when a voice dripping
sarcasm intruded on our intimate little moment. “Yes, Kade. Do tell
us all about that little PDA. We’re all ears.”

Kade tensed
and his face blanked of all expression. He pivoted slowly, putting
me behind him. “You’re early,” he said, clipped and controlled and
razor-sharp.

I stood on
tiptoes to peer over his shoulder at the man who’d spoken. His hair
was an unusual white-blond, cut short and sticking up in spikes. He
wore dark shades. They looked expensive, a stark contrast to his
disreputable brownish-colored t-shirt, tattered jeans, and boots so
scuffed they looked gray rather than black. Some kind of tribal
tattoo ringing his biceps, and a ring piercing one eyebrow,
completed the picture.

I took an
instant dislike to him. I had no idea why. It was more of a
deep-seated instinct than anything concrete. It bothered me.
He bothered me.

“PDA?” I
asked, even though I knew very well what the acronym meant. For
good measure, I frowned for all I was worth in an attempt to hide
my disquiet.

“Public
Display of Affection. You must be Wren.”

Since Kade
wasn’t volunteering any information or telling me to hush, I
figured there was no harm in admitting the fact. “Must be. And you
would be?”

“Liam,” Kade
interjected, his tone too-carefully neutral. “How’d you find
us?”

“Lucky
guess.”

“Really. Would
it have killed you to clue me in you were arriving early?”

“What can I
say?” Liam shrugged. “I like surprising people. You never know what
dirty little secrets you’ll uncover.”

Despite his
lazy tone, that had sounded like an accusation.

“Anything
you’d like to tell me, Kade?” he asked.

“Nothing that
can’t wait.”

And that had
sounded like a challenge. There were some totally weird
undercurrents going on here. I stepped out from behind Kade, doing
a quick dance to the side when he made a grab for me. At least this
time I didn’t trip over my feet.

“Nice to meet
you, Liam.” Not. But I figured I could suck it up and be polite to
Kade’s boss. Or whoever this guy was.

Kade
side-shuffled, and before I could evade him again his hands clamped
on my shoulders. His breath ruffled my hair. He was standing behind
me, so I couldn’t gauge his expression, but his tension was obvious
as he squeezed and relaxed his fingers, using my shoulders as a
stress-ball substitute. His tone was still abrupt, but this time it
carried an undertone of pleading. “You should head back to my
place, Liam. Wren left with only the clothes on her back. You know
what girls are like. She needs a bunch of stuff STAT so we’re
hitting the mall.”

Liam hooked a
finger over the bridge of his sunglasses and slid them halfway down
his nose, all the better to eye me over the rims. His gaze swept me
from head to toe, noting every little detail. I didn’t much like
being the sole focus of those coldly incisive sea-green eyes. They
stripped me bare of all bravado, took my measure, and… apparently
found me lacking.

I shivered.
Here in public, with people wandering past, I should have felt
safe. But more than anything I wanted Liam to go away so I could
indulge in a private meltdown. Over a nice big plate of fast
food.

Liam uttered a
tut-tut sound that was almost absurd coming from a guy who
resembled a member of a grunge rock band. The most badass
member—the one who did drugs and beat on people who looked at him
sideways. “Perhaps you should have waited for us to assist with the
retrieval, Kade. All those scrapes and bruises…. She’s gotten a bit
knocked around, hasn’t she?”

Until that
precise moment, I hadn’t paid much attention to my scratched legs
or bruised butt and back, or even the still visible lump on my
temple from kissing the path when I’d first tried to run from Kade.
Now it was as though Liam’s scrutiny had goosed my dulled
pain-receptors. Every injury I’d collected began to throb and sting
and ache.

Had he
done that? Pulled some weird liminal mojo on me?

Hah. If he’d
thought to kick back and enjoy my reaction to his petty little
trick, he had another think coming. I compartmentalized the pains
and ignored them—something I excelled at.

“You haven’t
been looking after her, have you, Kade.”

It wasn’t a
question.

“I’m fine.” I
made direct eye contact with Liam without flinching. And refused to
admit to myself how hard that was to do. “Kade can’t be held
responsible for me tripping over my feet. You have no idea what
we’ve been through. Without him, I’d have—”

“If I choose
to hold Kade responsible, then he is. Period.” Liam curled his lip
at me. “Not that it’s any of your fucking business how I choose to
handle Kade, little bird.”

Little
bird? Who did he think he was?

Now I was
pissed off. No way was I letting him belittle me like that. And no
way was I letting him blame Kade for what had happened. A coil of
heated fury surged through me. It burned like a bad case of
indigestion. Without consciously thinking about what I was doing, I
drew the heat out of me and cast it at Liam.

He rocked back
on his heels with an audible “Ooof!”

Excellent. Go
me. That would show him I wasn’t as small and harmless as my
namesake. “Unchoose,” I said. “Or there’s plenty more where that
came from.”

“So I
see.”

To my relief,
Liam didn’t call me on my threat. He merely pushed his sunglasses
back into position, shuttering his spooky eyes, and rubbed his
breastbone with the heel of his hand. Just as well, because I
hadn’t a clue how to repeat that energy blast to the chest
trick.

My brain
kicked up a gear. Mmm. There was something about him, something
hauntingly familiar. “You remind me of someone,” I said. “Who are
you? And I’m not talking about your name. I want the truth. And you
better believe I’ll know if you’re lying.”

“You might
prefer lies, little bird. In my experience, ignorance is far more
blissful than the ugly truth. Especially when the truth involves
the family skeletons in your closet.”

Kade’s hands
tightened until his fingernails dug into my skin, and I gritted my
teeth against a wince.

Liam’s gaze
slid past me. I figured he was gauging Kade’s reactions. Whatever
he saw made him grin. It was a nasty, triumphant sort of grin, like
he’d won this round and he was going to take great delight rubbing
Kade’s nose in it.

Liam focused
his attention back on me and cocked an eyebrow. “Who am I?
I’m—”

“Feck off,
Liam. This is hardly the place for this kind of shite.” Kade’s
words lashed out with such venom they left me gasping.

I was guessing
from Liam’s attitude that he was definitely Kade’s boss, or
superior, or whatever. And although I’d only just met him, I
understood on a visceral level that Liam wasn’t the sort to take
crap from a subordinate. I’d been dumped in the middle of some
major testosterone-fueled guy issues. And I’d have to be dumber
than mud not to realize that things were likely to go downhill
pretty fast from here.

I wasn’t
running, though. No way. I hadn’t a clue what Liam’s deal was, but
if baiting Kade and me so we’d lose it and overreact was Liam’s
idea of endearing himself, and enrolling me in his cause, he needed
to sign up for a course in how to win friends and influence people
in a big hurry. I knew whose side I was taking. And if Kade told
Liam to take a hike, I’d be right there beside him, cheering him
on.

I leaned back
against Kade’s chest, absorbing his warmth, trying to convey with
my body what I didn’t dare speak aloud.

Kade must have
concluded he was adding to my collection of bruises and released my
shoulders. He skimmed his palms up and down my arms in an attempt
to rub some warmth back into my chilled skin. And as he did so, he
hunched over me, his stance screaming protectiveness.

I was grateful
for the gesture. I don’t often take an instant dislike to people
I’ve just met. First there’d been Reilly, whose obvious belief in
his own superiority had gotten right up my nose. But Liam? Hoh boy.
He was heading for a category all of his own. A stay well clear
because he’s a first-degree douche with a mean streak category. But
if I couldn’t stay well clear, instinct told me I was going to have
to stand up for myself or he’d walk all over me.

“Tell me who
you are,” I said. “I—”

Kade cut me
off, his voice thick with desperation. “Wren, I don’t think—”

“I want to
know.”

Liam’s feral
grin widened to display excellent teeth and a tongue piercing. He
was savoring the moment, enjoying needling Kade and stringing me
along. I suppressed a shudder. This entire encounter was unsettling
to the max.

Abruptly I
changed my mind. I didn’t want Liam to answer my question after
all. It wasn’t paranoia, it was instinct again. With a healthy dose
of stark, overwhelming terror at what he would say. Because right
then I knew—knew without a single doubt—that I wasn’t going to like
his answer.

“Who am I?”
Liam drawled. “I’m your brother.”
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Chapter
Thirteen




“Wh-what?” I’d
half-suspected some revelation about my father—you know,
because it seemed logical Liam had some unsavory stuff on him that
would prove hugely humiliating if it came to light. Because Liam
struck me as the kind of person who’d get off on having something
juicy to hold over my head. “I know all kinds of embarrassing
tidbits about your daddy” kind of manipulation would be right up
his alley. But this I hadn’t seen coming at all.

Kade’s hands
had stilled on my arms. “You prick. You could’ve come clean and
told me she was your bloody sister.”

The fury in
his voice yanked me from zoning out and taking refuge in
comfortably numb shock. And I’m telling you, being dumped back into
here and now wasn’t much fun at all. Abandoned by my mother in some
misguided attempt to keep me safe. A father who’d never cared
enough to make himself known. And now a brother who’d never
bothered to claim me as family. Wow. It sure felt fantastic to be
wanted.

“The
information was right in front of your nose, Kade.” Liam was
relishing rubbing it in. “Don’t blame me if you were too distracted
to wade through all the clues and put two and two together.
Frankly, I’m disappointed. I expected better of you.”

I could almost
hear the gears whirring in Kade’s brain. “Your mum always went by
the name Lee,” he said. “So I’d hazard a guess the birth
certificate listed her maiden name. Those bastards are good. They
covered it up real well.” He sounded both disgusted and reluctantly
admiring.

“Better late
to the party than never, I suppose,” Liam said.

“Christ,
Liam.” Now Kade’s tone was all about disgust. “This isn’t just any
bollocking secret. Didn’t you bother to read my account of what
happened when she found out about the Gibsons?”

His voice
hissed past my ear with such vehemence that I winced, even though
it wasn’t me Kade was pissed off with. “You could’ve let me break
it to her gently,” he said. “Do you want her to freak out and go
AWOL Between again? I might not be able to bring her back next
time. And she doesn’t need to deal with any more bullshit right
now. She’s been through enough.”

Kade’s arms
wrapped around my waist, holding me tight against him to shield me
from the brunt of Liam’s malicious delight. I could feel him
shaking, struggling to contain the anger boiling just below the
surface.

“Chill, Kade.
She’s tough—isn’t that what you told me? She can take it. Can’t
you, little bird?”

I didn’t
bother to reply. I was a little busy sifting through all the
information I’d gleaned, and comparing two green-eyed men—one who
could have stepped out of an up-market men’s clothing catalog, the
other straight out of a sleazy pool hall. Haircuts, piercings and
clothing tastes aside, it couldn’t be coincidence they were both
toxic and they resembled each other so closely.

I forced
myself to grin at my brother. It was the kind of bright sparkly
grin you plaster on your face when someone’s tried their utmost to
hurt you but you’ve shrugged it off—’til you’re alone and away from
prying eyes, at least. I was trying for Teflon Girl or some other
mythical superhero oblivious to insults, veiled barbs, and the
shock of losing her family and acquiring a new one in double quick
time. With any luck, I’d be so convincing Liam wouldn’t figure out
how bad he’d messed with my head.

He blinked at
my toothy smile. Doubt skittered across his eyes. And his smirk got
all tight and forced.

That was all
the evidence I needed. I could pull this off. Provided my
voice didn’t crack during delivery. Provided I didn’t give in to
the desire to launch myself at him and smack him for being such an
insensitive jerk.

“Gee.” I
mimicked his lazy drawl. “Two assholes for brothers. How
unlucky can a girl get? My fake brother Dan Gibson is looking
better and better all the time.”

Liam expelled
his breath in a surprised huff. I hoped there might be some
grudging respect in that huff, too. But I wasn’t willing to bet any
of Kade’s wads of cash on it.

“Yeah,” I
continued, taking full advantage of having the upper hand. “I’m not
as dumb as I look. It’s obvious you and Reilly are brothers—I’d
even go out on a limb and say you were twins.” I paused for maximum
effect. “Which is probably why you’ve got so many issues,
right? I mean, you’re trying way too hard to be his total opposite.
And I have to say, that whole dumpster-diving fashion thing you’ve
got going on? Not a good look for you, Liam. I never thought I’d
have anything positive to say about Reilly but at least he has
some clue about personal grooming.”

Liam’s gaze
narrowed to slits but I didn’t give him time to rally. “So,” I
said. “Why pick now to give me the wonderful news that I have
siblings? Is it because now I’ve proven I’m a lim I’m suddenly
useful to you? Please. Do you really believe I’m so grateful
to have a real brother I’m going to fawn all over you? I’ve
survived nearly seventeen years without knowing either of you
existed. And now I’ve met you both, I’d rather be an only child,
thank you very much.”

Okay. That
last bit might have been going a bit too far. Needing to show Liam
I was no pushover was one thing, but provoking him? Talk about
poking sticks at tigers. Stupid, Wren. When are you going to learn
to zip your lip and quit while you’re ahead?

The peculiar
half-choked gargling sound coming from Kade became even more
pronounced. Yay. I’d made him laugh, diffused the tension. Point to
me.

I shook my
head. Man. My life wasn’t just turning into a soap opera of
monumental proportions, it was one. Funny thing was, the
shock of discovering I had two “real” brothers—a fact that should
have tilted my already shaky world on its axis—was already fading.
The impact of this startling new knowledge had been minimized,
reduced to simply one more craptastic thing to heap in with all the
other craptastic things that I’d learned lately. And for me,
leaving behind the only family I’d known, and discovering my birth
mother was some kind of energy-sucking vampire-thing, was far more
world-shifting than learning I had two older siblings.

Reilly and
Liam were abstract ideas, kind of like distant relatives you only
see when you’re dragged along to some sappy family reunion. They
were grown men, too. And I didn’t much like either of them,
couldn’t relate to them in any way, shape, or form. Bottom line? If
it wasn’t for all this liminal stuff, I could walk away from them
both, and be quite happy not to see either of them again. Ever.
Still, even low impact shocks would be much easier to handle over
the biggest ice-cream sundae Kade’s money could buy. Or maybe an
Oreo shake and a huge bowl of chili fries. Comfort food was high on
my preferred menu right now.

And as for
Kade…. He had to have known Reilly and Liam were brothers. And
twins. So I wasn’t gonna let him off the hook entirely. He needed
to come clean and tell me what he knew. Because I was really,
really tired of being smacked in the face with potentially
life-changing information. I mean sure, Kade’s desire to protect me
from Liam turned my insides all warm and tingly, but it bordered on
over-protective. And until I learned why I needed to be protected,
I wasn’t putting up with it any longer. Besides, I didn’t want Liam
thinking of me as weak. Or imagining I could be used as leverage to
keep Kade in line.

I patted
Kade’s arms and leaned forward, trying to extricate myself from his
embrace. “Kade. I’m fine. I’m dealing. I’m not going to keel over
again, okay?” At least, not so long as he bought me flip-flops that
actually fit, and got around to feeding me in the very near future.
Like, before I wasted away to nothing.

When he didn’t
take the hint I squeezed the uppermost wrist he’d folded over my
midriff. “You owe me big-time and feeding me will do for a start.”
Followed by the heap of information he didn’t yet know I was going
to extract from him.

Kade released
me, stepping back so abruptly that I risked turning my back on Liam
to check what the deal was.

Hangdog
expression multiplied by a hundred?

Ah. Got it. I
didn’t have to sync with Kade to understand he was worried I might
be so furious about this latest revelation, I’d tell him to, as
Kade himself would probably say, bugger off. I linked
my fingers through his and tugged his hand. “I’m starving. Since
you’re not offering homemade waffles, I want something sickly sweet
and calorific. Now.”

Kade rewarded
my efforts with a tentative smile but before he could say anything,
Liam bet him to the punch. “I’ll come with,” my brother said, all
friendly and unaffected, like nothing had gone down. “I haven’t
eaten in a while.”

I glanced back
over my shoulder at him and smiled sweetly. “You can
fuck off back to wherever you were lurking. You’re
not invited.” Oooh. That felt good. Really good.

Liam did the
sunglasses down the nose thing again, staring at me like visitors
examine a recent addition to the local zoo that’s just performed a
cool new trick. Then he laughed. “Kade was right: You can hold your
own. Meet you back at the house. Don’t be late. The guys and I
don’t appreciate being kept waiting. And Kade, here’s some friendly
advice: Don’t let her break your balls—you might need them one day
soon.” And with that sage advice, my brother puckered up to blow me
a mocking kiss, and sauntered off.

Kade gave in
to my urging and allowed me to tow him toward the mall entrance.
Once we were safely inside and mingling with the crowds of
shoppers, I relaxed. I’d bested Liam, shown him he couldn’t push me
around. Hah. Take that, big bro.

Kade didn’t
share my euphoria. He remained tense and watchful, his chin moving
left to right as he scanned the mall.

“Hey,” I said.
“He’s gone. So the only person you’ve got to worry about right now
is me.”

“Maybe. Maybe
not. He could have phased and followed us.”

I went cold
with shock. “Oh. Didn’t think of that.” God. Why hadn’t I thought
of that?

“You’re still
new at this game. Never forget that lims are sneaky buggers. We
know all the tricks in the book. And never ever underestimate Liam.
Reckon we’re in the clear, though. He was just yanking your
chain—he’s got better things to do than spy on our little shopping
expedition.” Kade pointed to a Subway outlet. “That do?”

I wrinkled my
nose. “After what I’ve been through today? I need sugar and fat and
carbs—all the bad stuff.” My stomach growled and I pressed a fist
to my middle, amazed that I could even think about food after
everything that had happened. “Burger, fries, Oreo shake. And maybe
something for the sheer horror I’ll be suffering after you force me
to try on a bunch of clothes. A jumbo chocolate cookie will
do.”

“Your wish is
my command.”

We didn’t have
to queue for long. I caught Kade glancing longingly toward the
Subway outlet and got the distinct feeling he would have preferred
a healthier option. But I didn’t care. He owed me.

We took a
table and I dived right into my food the instant my butt hit the
seat. OMG. I’d never tasted anything so good.

“Slow down,”
Kade said. “No need to bolt your food. We’ve still got a bit of
time to shop before we have to think about heading back.”

“I’m
starving,” I mumbled around a mouthful of fries. “Avert your eyes
if I’m offending you with my table manners.” Mmm. Needed more salt.
I rummaged through the condiment holder for a salt sachet. “So Liam
and Reilly are twins, right?”

“Right.” He
took a bite of his burger, made a face, and tossed it back on the
tray.

“And you
didn’t know I was their sister, right?” Because if he had….

“The birth
certificate names your mother as Liane Chase, remember? Liam
and Reilly’s mum—” He rubbed a hand over his face and exhaled
noisily. “Your mum always went by the name ‘Lee’, and I
never had reason to check her maiden name. Someone went to a lot of
effort hiding the fact they were one and the same. The paper trail
was very convincing—made it appear Liane Chase was one of the
lab-rats who went AWOL, abandoning her baby.” He seemed on the
verge of elaborating but couldn’t bring himself to say more.

“It’s okay,” I
said quickly, not wanting him to dwell on the horrible things that
went on in labs. The haunted look in his eyes whenever that subject
came up made me break out in a cold sweat. “At least now we know
where she ended up.” As a monster haunting Between.

“Can’t believe
I didn’t figure it out.” He grunted. “Must be off my game.”

Unhappiness
oozed from him, infecting the atmosphere around us. I took pity on
him. I had enough unhappiness lurking inside me for the both of us.
“Look, I know you reported in when I went missing. And I get why
you had to do it, okay? Same with the whole Reilly and Liam thing.
I don’t like that I didn’t have a clue they were brothers,
and apparently on opposite sides—because otherwise Liam
wouldn’t need you to spy on Reilly’s goons, right? But I get why
you didn’t tell me. It’s been one freaking crisis after another
since you revealed yourself. And I haven’t exactly been stable.”
Hah. Understatement of the year.

Kade waited,
his gaze raking my face as he toyed with his paper napkin.

I raised my
eyes ceiling-ward. “Running out of patience here. What more do you
want me to say?”

“That it? No
recriminations? No torturing me with the cold silent treatment for
the next century?”

I tilted my
glass to slurp the last of my shake through the straw, then set it
aside and leaned back in the uncomfortable plastic chair. “Nope.
I’m far too full. Consider yourself tortured—so long as you come
clean about a few things before we get to the meeting. I refuse to
resort to begging my jerk-off brother to tell me what I need to
know. He’s insufferable enough already. Deal?”

“Depends on
the things.”

I waited ’til
he took a sip of his soda. “Things like, why you acted all jealous
when I described Reilly that time.”

Kade choked on
his mouthful of drink and I hid a smile. Perfect timing, Wren.

“I wasn’t
jealous.”

I gave him a
slightly muted version of The Look Mr. Brook wielded so
effectively.

“Okay, okay.
You were blathering on about his face and his hair and his clothes.
And back then, you didn’t know he was your brother.”

Logical, I
guess. If you were a guy. “Fair enough. One more thing.”

“I knew
it.”

“Quit pouting.
It’s not like it’s a hard thing. Tell me how long you’ve lived in
the States.”

He seemed
taken aback by my question. “We moved from England when I was
eight. Why?”

“You’ve still
got a strong English accent, is all. Is it real? Or do you fake it
to pull the girls?”

Cue one
massively affronted fellow liminal. “Of course it’s bloody
real.”

This time I
didn’t even attempt to hide my grin. “Good. Very glad to hear
it.

His scowl
turned ever-so-slightly speculative. “Why?”

“It’s
sexy.”

He obviously
hadn’t expected me to be so blunt, and his sagging jaw and stunned
blue eyes were a delicious reward. “Sorry,” I said. “There is one
last thing.”

He groaned and
pinched the bridge of his nose. “Hit me with it.”

“Tell me what
I need to know about the other guys you work with. If Liam’s the
boss, I figure they’ve gotta be real badasses.” And I’d need all
the help I could get so I didn’t get railroaded.

Kade risked
another bite of his burger and this time didn’t even grimace as he
chewed and swallowed. He washed the mouthful down with a swig from
his juice bottle. “Not much to tell. Liam’s a ruthless sonuvabitch,
but he’s saved all our arses at one time or other. Don’t let that
pretty face fool you. He’s the brains behind the operation.”

I snorted. “So
not pretty, and so not my type—even if we weren’t
related.”

Kade reached
across the table for my hand and squeezed it. “I’m serious, Wren.
You think Reilly’s trouble, right?”

“Not really.”
I lowered my gaze so he wouldn’t see the cold sweat pearling my
forehead. Reilly was big trouble—the kind you didn’t see coming
until it was too late.

Kade didn’t
call me on the lie. “Compared with Liam, Reilly’s a pussycat. Don’t
mess with Liam, Wren. He’ll chew you up and spit you out.”

If I could
work on my energy-punch, figure out how I’d done it and summon it
at will, I might be able to show both my brothers a thing or two.
At the very least, if Liam did “chew me up”, I’d give him a huge
case of indigestion before he spat me out.

I kept that
idea to myself. Couldn’t see Kade going for it when I hadn’t even
mastered rudimentary liminal stuff. “If he’s such a… a….” I cast
about for just the right word.

“Arsehole?
Shitbag? Fuckwit?”

“Yeah, all of
those. Why do you put up with him?”

Kade released
my hand and leaned back in his chair. I found myself missing the
warmth and comfort of his touch. Craving it.

“I owe him,”
he said, his voice clipped and cold and distant. “He’s the one who
sprung me from the labs. If not for him, I’d still be a guinea pig.
By now I’d be drooling and climbing walls.”

Or banging his
head against them, like poor Megan. It was on the tip of my tongue
to tell Kade about her. But for now, I figured it might be prudent
to keep my future plans to rescue Megan to myself. Not that I had a
plan. Yet.

That closed
off, grim expression had shrouded Kade’s eyes again.

Good one,
Wren. Way to go. I hated that I’d forced him to remember what he
tried so hard to forget. I had to fix this. “Much as Liam’s not my
favorite person in the world and I can’t see us playing happy
families, I do have one thing to be grateful to him for.”

I exhaled a
long, slow relieved breath when curiosity sparked in Kade’s gaze,
banishing the horrible deadness that’d been lurking there. “What’s
that?” he asked, falling neatly into my trap.

“Rescuing you.
If he hadn’t, you’d never have been sent to spy on me and we’d
never have met.” Oh God. Too sappy for words. Had I overplayed my
hand?

His gaze
softened. A smile played across his lips and I finally allowed
myself to fully relax. “Tell me about the rest of them,” I
said.

“Si’s decent
enough.” Kade stroked his stubbled jaw in a gesture that was
oh-my-God sexy.

I blinked and
gave myself a mental slap upside the head. Concentrate, Wren. “Si.
Right.”

“Big guy.
Shaves his head. Has a thing for fancy coffee and fancier suits.
Get him onside and he’ll watch your back, though. Loyalty goes a
long way with Si. Max is the resident electronics expert.” Kade
snorted. “Long-haired tosser.”

“I’m sensing
some active dislike here.”

“He’s got
skills but—”

“So have
you.”

“You got that
right. Max wasn’t the one who invented the sub-whiner. That was my
idea all the way, baby.”


“Sub-whiner?”

“Subliminal
whiner. The device that cleared the corridor back at your
school.”

“You invented
that?”

“Yep.”

“So you’re an
electronics whiz as well as a computer whiz, huh?”

“Yep.”

“Cool!”

Kade’s pleased
grin faded quickly. “Not that Max’ll give me a chance to prove
myself. I might show him up, meaning he’ll be back doing grunt
work. Anyway, you don’t have to worry about him. He likes to show
off what he knows but he’ll go along with whatever the rest decide.
So will Travis—he’s Liam’s brawn. Handles the rough stuff. Si calls
him Clark Kent but there’s nothing mild-mannered about him. He’s
one tough sonuvabitch. But Red’s the one you’ve really gotta watch.
He’s… warped.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Travis is a
loyal soldier—follows orders and does whatever needs to be done,
but doesn’t get his kicks from hurting people. Red gets off on
it—hurting people, I mean. And he’s figured out how to use his lim
powers to do it.”

I’d been
eyeing up the humungous choc-chip cookie in its cellophane wrapper
and wondering if Kade would think I was a pig for eating it on top
of all the other food I’d polished off. My appetite abruptly
vanished. “How, exactly?”

“He’s
developed a method of reaming a lim’s mind for information. A
painful method.”

Despite the
squick-factor of mind-reams my interest was piqued. “Does he do it
when he synchs with them?”

A muscle
worked in Kade’s jaw. I was about to retract my question and change
the subject when he said, “Yes. He forces a sync and siphons
information from their brains. The more they fight it, the more he
likes it. And the worse the damage. He used to be one of Vaughn’s
key people.”

“Wait. Who’s
Vaughn?”

“Top brass at
Kincaid Pharmaceuticals. Not merely a figurehead, either. He runs
the show.” Kade tore open a sugar sachet and poured it out onto the
tabletop. He drew patterns in it with his fingertip. “I didn’t
believe in true evil ’til I met that bastard.”

Reilly’s boss.
Huh. Explained a lot. Like why Reilly had been willing to hurt me
to map my energy signature. “I’ll remember that if I ever have the
misfortune to meet him.”

“If I have my
way you won’t ever meet him. But back to Red. There’s more stuff
you need to know so listen up. Si told me Red once mind-fucked some
girl he had the hots for. Drove her insane.”

“Jesus!” The
loud exclamation popped out before I could stop it, and a mother
sitting with her kids at the table next to ours gave me the evils.
Sorry, I mouthed at her and angled my chair so I couldn’t
see her face.

“What on earth
possessed him to do that?” I asked quietly.

Kade
swallowed, looking as sick as I felt. “Dunno. Si’s heard rumors Red
was pissed off she wasn’t interested in him or something.”

“Sounds like a
real nice guy. How’d he end up working with Liam?”

“Red wound up
on Vaughn’s shit-list and did a runner. Si says Red turned up one
day, asking for Liam.”

Taking in a
scumbag like Red? My estimation of Liam was already low. Now it was
down there with my opinions on germs and amoeba.

“Liam saw the
sense in taking on someone who could extract information from other
lims,” Kade said. “Figures it’s better to have Red on our side than
theirs.”

I pleated a
spare paper napkin into a fan. “All this talk of soldiers following
orders and ‘sides’ freaks me out. You make it sound like there’s a
war going on.”

Kade looked
like he might be about to give me one of his lectures, but all he
said was, “Red’s called ‘Red’ because he’s a ginger. Keep your head
down ’round him, Wren. Try not to draw too much attention to
yourself.”

“Try not to
irritate him to the max with my smart mouth, you mean?”

That provoked
the ghost of a smile. “Yeah. That.”

“Got it.” I
promised myself I’d keep a tight rein on the sarcastic tongue that
always reared its ugly head whenever I felt self-conscious, unsure,
or under attack. I wouldn’t let Liam provoke me again. My mouth
went dry at the thought of him ordering Red to force a sync and
poke around in my brain. Make that a real tight rein.

So I had
everyone Kade had mentioned straight, I ticked them off on my
fingers. “Red the head-case. Travis, alias Clark Kent. Si the
suit-guy. Oh, and Max the hairy nerd.”

Kade raised
his eyebrows at that last description. “You think I’m a nerd,
too?”

I shook my
head. “Nyuh uh. Nerd is the absolute last thing I’d call you.”

A smile
twitched his lips. The way he was gazing at me, if I hadn’t still
been so unnerved by all this talk of reaming people’s brains and
taking sides I’d have been a girly puddle of goo on the floor.

Kade glanced
over my shoulder. “Shit, is that the time? Better get a move-on or
you’ll be stuck wearing my clothes for the meeting.”

The meeting.
Yay.

I decided to
embrace the prospect of kitting myself out so I could delay
confronting what it meant to be a part of The Most Effed-Up Family
Ever. First, we blew through the budget underwear store. I grabbed
a half dozen pairs of functional cotton panties, four crop-top
style bras that I already knew would fit because of the brand, pjs,
a pair of terry-toweling flip-flops and a multi-pack of socks. No
need to waste time trying anything on. Done. Outta there. And with
a bit of luck, Kade hadn’t noticed my blushes.

Now for less
embarrassing outerwear.

Kade had
obviously never encountered a girl who shopped like me. Even before
my aversion to malls developed, I was that rare female creature who
could walk into a boutique, cast her gaze over the displays and
racks, and instantly know that nothing in stock was going to suit.
The third time I walked into a boutique, stopped, did a
three-sixty, and then walked right out again, he started to look a
little wild around the eyes.

“Wren,
luv?”

“Yup?”

“Unless you
start trying on some actual clothes real soon, you’re gonna be
fronting up to this meeting in your pjs. Just sayin’.”

“Not going to
happen.” We’d just entered the fourth store, a trendy—but not too
trendy—boutique. I performed a slightly slower three-sixty this
time, and as I glanced around, my smile grew. Perfect.

An assistant
approached us, her eyes widening as she took in my ill-fitting
attire. From the hand fluttering at her throat, I gathered I
embodied the term “fashion emergency”.

“Can I help
you?” she said in a way that came across as “Pleeease let me help
you?”

“Can you ever.
I’ve literally lost everything. In a… in a—”

“Fire,” Kade
said.

I shot him a
grateful look. “Yeah. A fire. So I need a whole new wardrobe. And
my… my… uh—” I jerked my chin at Kade.

“Boyfriend?”
The assistant arched her perfectly plucked, expertly shaped
brows.

“Uh, yeah.”
Cue the inevitable fiery blush. “My boyfriend’s loaded, so he’s
paying.”

Her eyes lit
up so much I half-expected her to do a little pirouette of glee. I
hated to rain on her parade but someone had to do it. Apparently
Kade was brooding over something again, so no help there. “Only
trouble is I’ve only got about forty-five minutes before I have to
head to, um, an important meeting. So I’m kind of in a hurry.”

“No problem.”
She hustled me over to the racks. “We’ll start with jeans and
shorts.”

In five
minutes flat she had an armful of clothes for me to try. I huddled
in the dressing room and quickly stripped to don a pair of panties
and a crop-top from my stash. Clean underwear. Actually, underwear
full-stop. Bliss.

Thirty minutes
later, I’d chosen two pairs of jeans, two sweatshirts, one casual
jacket, three t-shirts, four tops, two pairs of shorts, a skirt,
sandals, the cutest street sneakers, and a pair of flip-flops.
She’d even talked me into a dress. And sunglasses from the store’s
in-house range. The woman was magic. She deserved every penny of
her salary or commission or whatever.

I exited the
changing room wearing black denim jeans and a purple tunic top with
the sneakers, and feeling like a whole new person. Only one small
problem: When I got to the counter, Kade was nowhere to be
seen.

I tried my
best to hide my panic. God. How was I going to pay for all this?
And where the heck had Kade gotten to?

“Not to worry,
hon,” the store assistant said, obviously responding to my dismayed
expression. “Your boyfriend gave me two thousand cash—” her
expression turned worshipful “—and we set up a credit account in
your name. He figured since you liked our clothing range so much,
you might want to come back when you’ve got more time.”

“Wow!” The
disingenuous reaction popped out before I could stop it.

“Yeah.” She
winked and grinned at me. “That one’s definitely a keeper. Oh, and
he mentioned he was checking out Boot Me for Joe
Rockets.”

I had an
inkling Kade wasn’t checking for himself. And if that inkling was
correct, then another Wow! was in order. Maybe even a kiss, too. A
“thanks heaps” gesture—to show my appreciation.

My stomach
swooped. Riiight.

“I think he
intended to be back before you finished up,” the assistant was
saying. “Do you want to wait here for him?”

“Thanks, but I
still have to swing by a drugstore to grab a toothbrush and stuff.
I better head on over and meet him. Can you point me in the
direction of the store he mentioned?”

“Boot
Me? Sure.” She rattled off directions and handed me four bags
with my tissue-wrapped purchases. “Footwear in this one, then jeans
and shorts in this one, skirt and dress, and tops and tees.”

“Thanks.
You’ve been amazing.”

“Oh, and don’t
forget your other bag.” She glanced at the logo on the bag and
wrinkled her nose. “Cotton Things is good value, sure, but
the stuff they stock is pretty plain and functional. I recommend
Satin Nights for lingerie. I’m sure your boyfriend wouldn’t
mind hanging out while you browse. In fact—” she threw me a wicked
girl-to-girl smile “—I’m betting he’d be delighted to help you
choose.”

Kade helping
me choose underwear? Yikes. It’d been awkward enough him
paying for underwear I’d chosen myself. I could only imagine the
sort of stuff a guy like him would choose in a high-end store like
Satin Nights. It’d be lingerie, not underwear. And it’d be
scraps of satin and lace that’d barely cover anything. Another
blush stained my cheeks. “Uh, thanks.”

I made my
escape before my whole face turned beetroot, and headed for the
bench seat in the forecourt outside the boutique. I flopped down
and waited for both my face and my overactive imagination to cool.
It took a few minutes. Kade and lingerie weren’t exactly a
combination that allowed for calm, rational thoughts.

Speak of the
devil. I spotted Kade walking toward me, empty-handed. Drat. I
still needed to grill Kade so I’d be prepared if Big Bro Number Two
felt inclined to drop any more nasty-ass bombshells on me, so
unless we wanted to risk The Wrath of Liam, adding a pair of Joe
Rockets to my haul wasn’t likely to happen.

I was about to
call out to Kade when my attention was caught by the trio of men
clustered behind him. They were dressed as security guards but
something about their furtive manner set mental alarm bells
clanging. One of them gave a sharp hand signal, and they all
increased their pace from a leisurely stroll to a jog.

Uneasiness bit
me. The food I’d eaten churned in my stomach. I clambered to my
feet, awkwardly juggling my bags so I could wave to catch Kade’s
attention.

He seemed to
notice me for the first time. His face broke into a grin at the
sight of all my bags…. And faded when he noticed my stiff stance
and anxious expression.

It all
happened so very quickly. I opened my mouth to warn him. He glanced
over his shoulder at the men coming up behind him. For a split
second his body shimmered, and I realized he was going to phase.
Overwhelming relief that he would be safe buckled my knees, and I
clutched the back of the bench for support. And then Kade’s whole
body jerked. His eyes went wide with shock, and he toppled like a
felled tree.

What the—?

He hit the
floor and lay there, fully liminal, the only signs he was alive the
spasmodic twitches of his muscles.

My
lizard-brain instincts shrieked at me, insisting I would be next,
demanding I bolt and find some place to hide. Kade wouldn’t want me
to be next. He would want me to stay safe.

I ignored my
instincts. It took every ounce of willpower I had to turn on my
heel and stroll casually back into the boutique.

Since I hadn’t
panicked and phased, the shop assistant remembered me and I didn’t
have to jump through a bunch of hoops I didn’t have time for. Given
I’d just spent a heap of money in the store, she was more than
happy to pop my purchases behind the counter while I “visited the
bathroom”. I even managed to summon a convincing wry laugh.
“Juggling a heap of bags in a toilet cubicle? Not fun.”

On the pretext
of bending down to retie my shoelace, I lurked inside the doorway
of the boutique and peeked out.

One guard
barked into a headset as he scanned the mall. The other two had
grabbed Kade beneath his armpits and hauled him off the floor. A
small crowd of onlookers gathered to watch them drag him away. I
wondered what BS the guards had come up with to explain their
actions. To my knowledge, minor misdemeanors generally didn’t lead
to getting zapped with something that laid you out cold on the
floor.

Panic tried to
claw its way to the surface but I knew I couldn’t afford to let it
control me. Just like I knew that the logical thing to do would be
to head straight to Kade’s house and let Liam know what had gone
down.

Logic could
take a flying leap. Leave Kade? Not if I could help it. And what
could I tell Liam anyway? Aside from sketchy, from-a-safe-distance
descriptions of the three guards, not heck of a lot that was
useful. If my brother stayed true to type, Liam would merely sneer
and have a dig at me for being so useless, and in the next breath
insist Kade was on his own. If I was going to convince Liam to
mount a rescue, I needed more information. And if I followed the
guards, I might discover where they were taking Kade. Best case
scenario, I might get a chance to rescue him myself.

As I weighed
the pros and cons of what I was about to attempt, the coolness of
calm clarity settled deep in my bones. If I screwed this up, any
normal person who saw me would immediately forget me. And if there
happened to be other liminals lurking amongst the shoppers going
about their business, and they made themselves known to me, perhaps
I could enlist their help. Or not, if they happened to be
affiliated with my other brother. No point in worrying about it
now. I fixed Kade in my mind, and phased.

I didn’t screw
up and immediately default to Between. The energy pulsing through
me ebbed and flowed in a gentle rhythm that felt natural. Too, the
vibrating of my body was the merest hum instead of a discordant
whine. I refused to worry about whether I was doing the phasing
thing right. If I lost control of my unnatural calm and wigged out,
I’d end up stuck Between again, and this time there would be no one
to help me escape. I needed to stay calm and think logically if I
was going to pull this off. I focused on Kade, trusted that I could
remain subliminal and not reveal myself until I willed it to
happen.

I didn’t trail
the guards in the sense of trotting invisibly along behind them.
This time it didn’t work like that. Instead, I watched in wonder as
a tendril of energy snaked from me to latch onto the shimmering
shell of Kade’s outer energy. It seemed to me that his energy
welcomed mine. Wishful thinking? Perhaps, but the result was that
his natural shields accepted my presence and didn’t try to rebuff
me. Even better, I found myself being towed along behind him.

Although I
could still “see” in the physical sense, it was like looking at
everything, and everyone, through weirdly colored prescription
lenses that weren’t suited to my vision. And I quickly discovered
it was easier to view people and things in terms of the energy they
emitted.

I was certain
the men who had taken Kade were not liminals. They looked the same
as all the other humans scurrying about the mall—dim smudges that
suggested the possibility of colors, rather than defined,
recognizable ones. Unlike Kade. He stuck out like a bonfire among
sparklers, a pulsating swirl of dazzling rainbow-hued shades.
Beautiful. Breathtaking. And damaged by what they’d done to him.
His energy signature was faded and dull in patches, like something
had leached the vibrancy from it.

Sad thing was,
it didn’t matter if the guards were liminals or not because there
were three of them and only one of me. And if they did to me
whatever they’d done to Kade, I’d be toast.

I racked my
brains to come up with some brilliant rescue plan as they dragged
Kade through the mall. I came up with a blank. Seemed my only
option was to go along for the ride. And hope that if—when—Kade
came to, we could somehow communicate mentally and he could advise
me how best to help him escape.

It suddenly
hit me we were headed for a mall exit—the same mall
entrance-slash-exit Kade and I had used.

Crap. This was
so not good. My calm determination wavered. I didn’t know enough
about how this subliminal stuff worked. If—when—they loaded him
into a vehicle, I might not be able to follow. Why hadn’t I
considered this before?

The soothing
hum escalated to a buzz as the energy within me responded to my
agitation. Calm thoughts, Wren. It’ll be all right. You can do
this. You—

We were
through the doors and they were dragging Kade toward an
ominous-looking shiny black SUV with tinted windows. Crap on a
cracker. I was so screwed.

Do
something! I thought at Kade, shoving a dart of energy into him
in a desperate effort to jump-start his short-circuited nervous
system.

He stirred and
began to struggle.

The man
bringing up the rear unholstered a weapon. It looked like—

Oh shit!

Because I was
connected to him, the instant the taser’s current hit Kade, all my
nerve endings lit up like firecrackers. I short-circuited. And then
it felt like some giant bat had materialized from the ether and
whacked me from this reality into another.

 


~*~

 


 


 



Chapter
Fourteen




Tasers and
liminals weren’t a happy mix. I cracked my eyelids and saw exactly
what I’d expected to see—the endless gray upon gray of Between.
Except this time ’round there was no residual shadow-world based on
the last place I’d been. Maybe that had something to do with having
my neurons fried by the taser.

One positive
was that, as had happened before, any physical hurts I’d
suffered were numbed in this plane, realm, whatever. Emotionally
was a whole ’nother story. Color me a borderline wreck. I’d lost
Kade. And I possessed not one scrap of information that would help
me get him back.

I was
painfully aware that I needed to shove my fears aside so I could
function as I needed to. I wouldn’t do Kade any good if I was stuck
here while he… while he….

Don’t think
about that now. Breathe, Wren. Just breathe.

Easier said
than done. Did liminals even need to breathe when they were
Between? God, it was doing my head in. There was so much I needed
to learn about what I was, and what I could and couldn’t do. I was
so frickin’ clueless it was terrifying.

I manned up
and took stock of my situation. At least this time I had
some idea how to get out of here and back to the real world
this time. And if all else failed, I could yell for my mother.
Okay, maybe not the best idea. Liane/Lee wasn’t exactly sane. She
might drain me before she figured out who I was. Then I’d really be
screwed—and so would Kade.

A dim smudge
of midnight black intruded on the edges of my vision. My hindbrain
screamed at me to flee. Before I could clamp down on the
instinctive reaction and verify whether the smudge was my mother or
some other trapped liminal, I’d phased.

Dammit! Where
had I ended up this ti—

Oh. It was the
wallpaper that clued me in—a creamy white with delicate branches
and sprays of green foliage that had always given the illusion of
my bed being canopied by a tree. Except there was no bed anymore.
My white-lacquered bedroom set was gone, replaced with a filing
cabinet, one of those futon-style couches that folds down into a
mattress, and a coffee table. My old desk, once littered with
cutesy knick-knacks and notes I’d written to myself, now sported a
diary, a new laptop, and a smart new printer-copier-phone-fax
combo. The rest of the space in the room was taken up by a yoga
mat, hand weights and an exercise ball. Only the built-in bookcases
remained but they were partially empty, not stuffed full of books
like they’d once been.

Numbed and
moving as though in a dream, I drifted over to check out the
titles. A couple of yoga and exercise books. Gardening-related
books. A bunch of manuals about small business management and
accounting. One shelf was completely taken up by back issues of the
women’s mag Mom—Jennifer—subscribed to. Save for the divots
in the carpet where my bed and other freestanding furniture had
stood, all traces that this had once been my bedroom had been
erased. Even the beach photo—the one that’d been my favorite—was
gone.

Voices cut
through the buzz of white noise in my head. I drifted to the window
and peered outside.

A yard
sale.

My stomach
plummeted to my toes and I went hot-cold-hot. Two guesses whose
“junk” was being cleared out in the hopes of making a modest
profit.

Jennifer and
Dan were supervising. As I watched, the boy I’d believed was my
younger brother took the cash he’d been handed and made change. The
kid who’d parted with the cash scooped up a small carton of what
looked like CDs and DVDs, and strolled off with them.

I had to pry
my fingers from the windowsill—I’d been gripping it so tightly my
hands ached. I forced myself to put one foot in front of the other
and exit the room.

Once safely in
the hall, I sucked in a breath, held it until I saw spots, and
released it slowly. Then I forced myself to move again and headed
downstairs.

My head hurt.
My heart ached. I could barely think through the effort of keeping
the pain locked safely inside. But one thing I did know: It
wouldn’t be a good idea to walk through the front door as though I
belonged. If I was spotted…. Well, let’s just say that could lead
to a confrontation I didn’t have it in me to face right now.

I tiptoed down
the stairs.

Nearly
there—

A blare that
sounded like a cheering crowd split the silence and I plastered
myself against the wall. A quick peek into the lounge revealed
Steve Gibson channel-surfing for sports results on TV. Heart in my
mouth, I ghosted past the doorway and bolted for the back door.

If it’d been
nighttime, I’d have risked the same route Kade and I had used when
Reilly and his goons had showed up at the house. But it was
daylight and snatches of conversation drifted from over the fence,
meaning the neighbors were hanging out in the backyard. I skulked
down the side of the house, keeping to the shadows beneath the
eaves.

So far so
good. Now for the tricky part.

I stuck my
head around the corner to gauge the goings on out front of my
former home.

Jennifer and
Dan were both serving customers. Now or never.

Projecting all
the nonchalance I could muster, I headed for a trestle table as
though I had every right to be there.

And then, some
perverted part of me that obviously enjoyed having my heart ripped
from my chest and stomped on, jerked me to a halt beside the table.
I skimmed my gaze over the displayed items, trailed my fingertips
over something—hadn’t a clue what it was. My fingers flexed
convulsively. Before I fully comprehended what I was doing, I’d
picked it up.

As though some
entity wanted to punish me further for my stupidity, Jennifer
Gibson asked, “Do you like robins?”

My gaze
dropped to the item I held… and the bottom dropped out of my
world.

My baby
blanket. The one that had been hand-embroidered by Grandma
Wren.

I’d suspected
it, upstairs in my bedroom, peering down at the goings on. But to
have it confirmed like this was so gut-wrenching, I was afraid I
was going to vomit up every bit of food left in my stomach. They
were selling my belongings—all the stuff I’d collected over
the years. All the gifts I’d been given. My memories. Everything
that had meant so much to me, and was an integral part of who I’d
become.

“Wrens,” I
whispered. And shoved the blanket at Jennifer.

She gave me
startled eyes. “Excuse me?”

I clenched my
hands and dug my fingernails into my palms. “They’re wrens. Not
robins.”

Jennifer
squinted at them, frowning. “Oh, so they are. Such plain little
birds, too. The embroidery is still exquisite though, isn’t
it?”

“Yes. It’s
beautiful. Who—?”

God. This was
so hard. And I knew I was a fool to ask. Just as I knew I was a
fool to dare hope for some spark of recognition from this woman
who’d cared for me like her own daughter for nearly seventeen
years. I swallowed the huge lump in my throat. “Who did it belong
to?”

Jennifer’s
brows pleated as she stroked the blanket, tracing a fingertip over
one delicately embroidered wren. “Funny, I can’t recall exactly. I
think…. I think my mother embroidered it for someone’s baby, but
ended up giving it to me instead. But… I had a boy instead of a
girl.” Her expression brightened. “Do you want to buy it?”

“I-I haven’t
any money on me,” I somehow managed to say.

Her friendly
gaze turned frosty. “This yard sale is a charity fundraiser. You
can’t seriously expect us to give everything away.”

“I don’t. I’m
a… a… friend of Dan’s.”

That
laser-glare I remembered so well eased. Jennifer gave me a thorough
head to toer and smiled, like she approved of what she saw. “I’ll
go get him for you.”

“No!” Please
no. I couldn’t bear it. “I can, uh, see he’s busy. I’ll catch him
at school. I just wanted….” I squeezed my eyes shut. When I opened
them again I was outwardly composed. But deep inside it felt like I
was being ripped apart. “I just wanted to pop ’round and say hi.”
And then, because I couldn’t help myself I asked, “Who did all this
stuff belong to?”

Jennifer
opened her mouth and then paused, brows scrunching again.

I waited,
expecting the worst. Secretly hoping for a miracle.

“We took in a
child who needed a safe environment,” Jennifer finally said, and it
sounded like she was reciting something from rote. “She…
disappeared. No one’s heard from her. No one knows what happened to
her. We… we… we’ve kept her few personal belongings for ages but…
but….”

“But now it’s
time for you to move on,” I whispered. I’d been a fool to think it
wouldn’t turn out this way. Of course the Gibsons would have been
fed a whole bunch of palatable, plausible lies by the same people
who’d placed me with them as a baby. Just in case an inconvenient
memory resurfaced when they cleared out my room and boxed up my
things. Just in case someone who hadn’t been affected by my
forget-me ability asked about my whereabouts. I’d also bet my
school records had been doctored accordingly—along with any other
public records that might not support the “story”. Reilly’s people
had a reputation for thoroughness.

“Yes.” She
cocked her head, and the frown deepened as she examined my face.
“You know, you remind me of someone.”

Oh God.
Jennifer was probably recalling my face from photos she’d recently
packed up, or a suppressed memory was bleeding through to her
subconscious, or… or… something. And as much as a selfish
little-girl part of me wanted to capitalize on that and confess who
I was, blurt everything that had happened, insist she call Dan over
so we could put the boxed remains of my former life somewhere safe,
I couldn’t bring myself to drag them into this mess. Not now. Maybe
not ever. My laugh sounded too raw and pain-filled to go unremarked
but it was all I could muster right now. “People are always saying
that about me.”

“Are you okay,
sweetie?”

Jennifer’s
concerned face swam into view as I blinked eyes gone blurry with
unshed tears. “No. But I will be,” I told her. I would have to be—I
didn’t have a choice.

She opened her
mouth and I hunched my shoulders, wondering how much more I could
take before I broke. And then, thankfully, someone dumped a box of
books on the table next to me. “Five bucks for the lot,” that
someone said.

Jennifer’s
eyes lit up at the prospect of haggling. “Fifteen,” she shot back.
“There’s a bunch of gorgeous picture books in there. They’re all in
great condition, too.” She yanked one from the stack. “See?”

I caught a
glimpse of My Brown Bear Barney, my all-time favorite
storybook as a child. I’d made my parents— I’d made Jennifer and
Steve read it to me over and over, never tiring of the story.

Anguish seared
my bones. A wail of despair welled in my throat. I needed….

I needed Kade.
I needed the comfort only he seemed able to give me.

My bruised
mind settled on an image I’d fixed in my mind once before. That
time hadn’t worked so well. This time it came easy. The mental
image was perfect and the transition effortless, smooth as silk. In
a blink, I was right where I wanted to be, sitting behind Kade’s
desk in a chair… that was already occupied.

The young guy
in whose lap I was currently perched exhaled with a pained huff.
“Uhhh, hello, there.”

He had way
more self-control than I did. When my brain finally caught up and I
figured out what had happened, I loosed a high-pitched squeal and
followed up with an ungainly scramble from his lap. My gaze
skittered about the office, absorbing the expressions of the five
other men seated around the conference table. Mild amusement was
the most common. No expression at all came a close second.

Fighting to
set aside my shock, I turned back to the guy seated at the desk.
“Uh, my bad?” I offered lamely. Think, Wren. Get your head in the
game. Who is this guy?

He had blue
eyes and his long, dirty-blond hair had been scraped back into a
ponytail. Had to be the hairy nerd. What was his name again? I
performed the mental equivalent of snapping my fingers. His name
was Max. “Sorry about that,” I offered.

“So nice of
you to finally join us, Wren,” Liam drawled from his place at the
head of the table. Or the foot, depending on which way you looked
at it. From what I knew of my sibling, I reckoned he firmly
believed it was the head.

“I assume Kade
will be along shortly,” he added.

“You know what
they say about assuming.” I plopped into one of the spare chairs
next to Max, willing my galloping heart to slow down so I could
think. Maybe I should have waited until I was invited to take a
seat but I was dog-tired, gutted over witnessing my former life
being sold off at a yard sale, and Kade’s fate was gnawing my
innards as though I’d swallowed a live vulture. I suspected if I
waited for Liam to invite me to make myself comfortable, I’d be
waiting ’til hell froze over.

“Did you just
call Liam an ass?” Max goggled at me, appearing mildly
scandalized.

Ooops. So much
for watching my Ps and Qs.

A huge belly
laugh rumbled from behind me and I swiveled to focus on a guy with
a shaved head and a neat goatee beard. His grin was so wide it
epitomized ear to ear. Nice to know there was at least one person
in this room who appreciated my warped sense of humor. This guy
stuck out from the rest, not only because of his dark skin, but
because of his formal attire. His charcoal-gray suit fit his
muscle-bound form perfectly, like it was custom-made for him. His
shirt was a gorgeous shade of deep shimmery purple. The outfit must
have set him back a small fortune. Had to be Si-the-suit-guy.

I shrugged,
trying hard for a nonchalance I didn’t feel. “If I recall our
recent encounter correctly, and I’m pretty sure I do, I called Liam
an asshole.” Maybe not to his face, but they didn’t need to
know that.

Si winked at
me and then turned to my brother. “I like her already,” he
said.

“The two of
you can bond later.” Liam pinned me with a look that promised
multiple unpleasant things if I didn’t zip my lip. “You’re more
than an hour late. And where the fuck is Kade?”

“He’s been
kidnapped.”

The grin slid
from Si’s face. “By who?”

“There were
three of them, dressed as mall security guards.” I related the
incident, wondering if my voice sounded as flat and hollow and
bereft as I felt inside. These guys were all adults—professional
whatever-the-hell-they-happened-to-bes. All I had to offer them was
a smart mouth that hid a multitude of fears and insecurities.
Worse, I suspected my feelings for Kade were painfully obvious,
despite my efforts to hide them. And that was hardly going to help
my case.

Liam’s lip had
curled into a sneer as my inability to provide enough details to
identify the kidnappers became painfully evident. It was going to
take a lot more than one lucky energy punch I wasn’t sure I could
duplicate to earn his respect. “They tasered him, threw him into an
SUV parked outside the mall, and drove off,” I finished.

“Tasers.” Si’s
mouth flattened into a thin straight line as he nodded. “Well,
shit. That explains it.”

“Explains
what?” I asked.

“Later,” Liam
said, ignoring both my attempt to give him the evils and my
question. “Why didn’t you tag along with your boyfriend?” He
drawled the word “boyfriend”, his tone intimating my feelings for
Kade were juvenile and pathetic and not worth considering. “Or did
you ditch him once you’d conned him out of a new wardrobe?”

Creep. I
curled my fingers into fists and locked my muscles so I wouldn’t
explode from my chair and sock him in the nose. I matched his tone,
making sure my voice reeked sarcasm. “You mean, aside from the fact
I’ve never ‘piggybacked’ along on a liminal before, and I wasn’t
sure whether I’d be able to stay subliminal when they threw him in
the car, and—”

“You’d have
been okay, sweetheart.” Max didn’t bother to look at me as he
tapped industriously away at the keyboard. “Your subliminal form
would have passed right through the metal body of the car and you’d
have gone along for the ride.”

“Oh. Good to
know. Thanks for the info. Anyway, as I was saying—”

“As you were
saying, you don’t know jack-shit about being a liminal,” Liam said.
“Tell us something we don’t know.”

Enough,
already. “How about you let me finish before I slap you upside the
head with another energy bolt? Only this time, I’ll be sure it
packs enough punch to drop you on your rude, arrogant, jerk-off
ass.”

Si threw back
his head and roared laughing. “Lord have mercy! I really, really
like her.”

An older man,
who’d so far contributed only narrow-eyed unsettling gazes that
made me even more self-conscious, unbent enough to join in the
laughter. The puckered scar running from one side of his mouth to
his ear made his grin gruesomely crooked and his amusement even
more unnerving.

I realized I’d
been staring and quickly focused on Liam again. Kade hadn’t
mentioned this guy. I raised my voice to be heard over the
laughter. “I got jolted Between when they tasered Kade again,” I
told my brother, “and there wasn’t a darn thing I could do about
it. Gee, I know. How we jolt you with one and see how you
react? That could be a real fun experiment. I volunteer to do the
tasering.”

“Cut her a
break, Liam,” Si said, before Liam could snipe at me again. “Being
tasered isn’t for pussies. I’ve seen grown men toss their cookies
and bawl like babies. I’m impressed she managed to get her shit
together enough to phase back here as quickly as she did. Otherwise
we’d still be sitting here with our thumbs up our asses wondering
where they’d both gotten to.”

I threw Si a
tight smile that I hoped conveyed my gratitude.

A sharp-faced
man with slashes for eyebrows, a thin mouth and a shock of ginger
hair started peppering me with questions. “We need better
descriptions of the men who took Kade. Height? Weight and build?
Hair color? Eyes? Distinguishing features? And their uniforms—did
you get a look at the security logo? The vehicle. Make and model?
Color? License plate?” He snapped his fingers. “C’mon, girlie.
Think. Give us something useful.”

Girlie?
Girlie? Despite my desire to slay him with a heavy dose of
sarcasm for speaking down to me, I wasn’t entirely stupid. If he
was Red-the-mind-reamer, as I suspected, I didn’t want to get on
his bad side. I smothered my indignation and carefully modulated my
tone. “My name’s Wren,” I said. “Pleased to meet you. And you must
be Red. Or is it Mr. Red?”

God. Kill me
now.

My efforts at
politeness met with a sharp snort of disgust.

Oookay. That
went well.


Max-the-hairy-nerd cleared his throat. I cut him a sideways glance
and he dragged his attention from his keyboard long enough to ask,
“Can you confirm the mall exit they used, Wren? Might be able to
get some useful footage from the mall security cams.”

“The one
nearest the food court,” I said.

“South-west
entrance,” Liam added, being helpful for a change.

“Thanks,” Max
said. At least, I think that’s what his grunt was supposed to
mean.

“Still
waiting.” Red clicked his fingers to attract my attention.

“Sorry? Still
waiting for what?”


“Descriptions.”

I gave him
what I could but I knew it was all hopelessly vague.

“Useless,” he
said, slouching back in his chair and making his feelings obvious
by scowling and picking at a hangnail.

So happened I
agreed with him but he didn’t have to be such a jerk about it. I
was doing my best.

Worry for Kade
loosened my tongue. “You try getting accurate physical descriptions
when you’re hiding out in a boutique, praying you won’t be targeted
next,” I babbled. “A-and once I went subliminal, they didn’t have
physical characteristics as such. They resembled all the other
non-lims in the mall. They were—” I struggled to describe what I’d
seen and finally came up with, “Dim smudges of insubstantial
energy.”

“Like I said,
girlie. Useless.”

“Red. How many
times I gotta remind you not everyone’s got a freaky brain like
you?” Si turned to me. “He’s got an eidetic memory,” he told me.
“Remembers every little detail. Thinks that makes him special and
we should all kiss his ass. Isn’t that right, Red?”

“Eidetic
memory.” I summoned what was probably a poor excuse for a smile and
heaved a shaky breath. “Wow. That is pretty special.”

Liam’s laugh
really grated on my nerves. “I’m sure Red’s up for some
ass-kissing. Don’t know how your boyfriend’ll take it, though.”

I’d had
enough. I knew he was deliberately provoking me but I was beyond
caring. “So what’s your excuse, Liam? Let me guess, when you’re not
being a Grade-A douche-bag, you do something really useful
like… like… leaping tall buildings in a single bound for the hell
of it.”

The last man
rapped on the conference table with his knuckles. “Enough,
children. Save it for the sandpit.”

I blinked at
him. He wore nerdy-looking glasses, and had a square chin and dark
hair that flopped untidily over his forehead. Kade was right:
Travis-the-enforcer really did have a Clark Kent vibe going on.

Max spoke into
the silence. “Got it.”

I edged my
chair closer to his and peered at the footage of the street outside
the mall. Yep, he’d got it all right. Didn’t look like a grainy
security camera feed, either. Maybe a satellite or something? If
so, he was good. I forced myself to watch Kade being tasered again,
and shoved into the SUV. I thought I’d done a pretty good job of
widening my eyes so the tears wouldn’t fall, and hiding how upset I
was. No way was I giving Liam another reason to take a shot at
me.

Someone
squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t worry, kiddo. We’ll get him back.”

Si. Standing
behind me and offering a brotherly-type comfort that wouldn’t occur
to my real brother in a million years. Even Dan, my fake
brother, would have been more understanding and tried to make me
feel better in his clumsy way.

I missed Dan.
I’d love for him to walk in, right now, and be my shoulder to cry
on. I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about Jennifer and Steve Gibson,
the people who’d been paid to take me, but I’d grown up believing I
was loved and that counted for something. A whole lot of something.
So yeah, I’d be thrilled to see them walk in, too. At least until I
had to “remind” them who I was.

God. What a
hot mess my life had turned into.

“Dammit,” Max
muttered. “Angle’s wrong. Can only get a partial plate. I’ll run it
anyway. Give me a few.”

I thought
about what I’d seen while linked to Kade—or perhaps what I’d
absorbed was a more accurate term. Perhaps I’d unconsciously
observed more than I realized. Acting purely on impulse I turned to
Max. “Got a pen?”

A fancy silver
pen descended into my line of vision and I snatched it from Si.
“Thanks—” Cue an awkward pause because I’d almost blurted my
nick-name for him, Suit-Guy.

“Simon,” he
said. “My friends call me Si.”

“Thanks,
Simon.”

“You
can call me Si.” He squeezed my shoulder again.

I grabbed an
envelope from the desk and flipped it over.

“What’re you
doing?” Max asked.

“Shhh. I’m
trying to think.” I closed my eyes and concentrated on recalling
everything I’d experienced while piggybacked on Kade’s energy. I
didn’t try to direct my recollections in a linear fashion. I let
them form and left them to mingle and drift. At some subconscious
level I observed my hand moving, writing something. And when I
opened my eyes, I discovered I’d scrawled a vehicle license plate
number on the envelope.

I fist-punched
the air. “Cool, it worked!”

“What worked?”
Liam had slunk up behind me. He leaned closer to get a glimpse of
what I’d written.

I handed the
pen back to Si, and shoved the envelope at Max before Liam could
grab it and make some other sarcastic comment that would set me
off. “Here’s the license plate of that SUV,” I said. “Check it—or
whatever it is you do.”

“How’n the
hell did you come up with that? I thought you didn’t get a look at
the plate.” Max’s tone sounded accusatory.

Nice.

“I
didn’t get a look at it,” I said. “I kind of, um,
subconsciously absorbed all the vehicle’s details. And, uh, kind of
told my brain to extract the numbers and letters that were on the
plate. I guess.”

He shot me a
look that said “Are you for real?” as clearly as if he’d spoken the
words aloud.

“It matches
what we can see of the plate, right?” I waited for his reluctant
nod. “So run it, okay? What’ve you got to lose? It’s not like any
of you have any better leads.”

Max’s gaze
shifted to Liam, eyebrows raised. Huh. I wondered what my brother
had done to deserve this group’s respect. Proven himself with that
ruthless mean streak I’d sensed, perhaps? Or maybe he really was
smarter than he looked.

Like Kade.

The muscles in
my chest clamped tight around a gaping emptiness. I missed having
Kade at my back. I was braver when he was around. He made me
braver, more confident.

More.

I swiveled my
chair so I could stare my brother directly in the eye. “I’m going
to catch some sleep before I fall over. Don’t even think about
going after Kade without first cluing me in on your plan.”

Liam smiled.
Nastily. “Who says we’re going after him? Kade knows the
risks.”

“I figured
you’d pull that one. Predictable, much? Here’s the thing, Liam. If
you want me to cooperate, and go along with your plans for world
domination or what-the-freak-ever, then you’d better find a way to
rescue my boyfriend from Captain Courageous.”

“What the fuck
are you babbling about now?”

“Captain
Courageous. Your evil twin.”

Liam’s
witch-green eyes, exactly like his brother’s, pinned me to my
chair. “What makes you think Reilly’s involved?”

“Your dear,
darling, not-so-adorable twin has already tried to snatch me twice.
And succeeded once. Plus, he’s doubtless still nursing a sore head
after his last encounter with Kade and I’m betting he’ll be pissed
about that. So my guess is Reilly snatched Kade to use as bait.”
And if Reilly hurt Kade, brother or not, I would make him regret
the day he’d been born… somehow. I’d think of a way.

“Who else
would it be?” I finished lamely.

“Reckon she’s
got a point,” Si said.

“I’ll be
damned,” Max muttered. “She’s right. Plate’s registered to KP.”

“KP?” I
asked.

“Kincaid
Pharmaceuticals.”

“So that seals
it, right?”

To my
frustration, Liam chose not to respond. Fine. Time for some plain
talking. “You know Reilly’s people took Kade,” I said. “I have no
idea how they knew where to find us but—”

“Because you
told them, perhaps?” Liam drawled.

“I did no such
fricking thing! I wouldn’t—”

“Prove it,
little bird.”

And while I
racked my brains for some way to convince my brother I wasn’t a
traitor, Si jumped to my defense. “Don’t be an asshole, Liam. Tell
her, fergodsakes.”

When Liam
didn’t deign to respond, Max said, “Reilly probably got a bead on
your general whereabouts because you’re family.”

“Blood
relatives have an affinity for each other,” Si elaborated. “Most
lims aren’t trained to exploit it, but you can bet Reilly has
been.”

“Oh. Thanks.”
Explained a lot—like how Liam had found us at the mall, too.
“And to be perfectly clear, I’m not a traitor.”

“You expect us
to take your word for that?” Liam snorted, showing his contempt for
that idea.

“Yes.” I held
his gaze and to my surprise, he looked away first. I pressed my
advantage. “And neither is Kade.”

“Kade may not
be a traitor, but he sure as fuck is bait.” Liam caught his tongue
stud between his teeth, milking the moment. “Reilly’s expecting you
to come running to me, begging me to help rescue your boyfriend.
Which is exactly what you’ve done.”

He had a
point, damn him. “So?”

“Jesus. You
really are as stupid as you look. So, if we go in to snatch
Kade, we’re falling right into his hands.”

“Don’t tell me
you’re scared of your preppy other half. A badass like you?” I
scoffed and gave him my best sneering head-to-toer. “It’s all just
for show, huh. How disappointing.”

Liam slapped
his hands on the arms of my swivel chair, trapping me, so when he
thrust his face close to mine I had nowhere to go. “Don’t try going
head-to-head with me, Wren. I’ll eat you alive.”

I puffed a
sharp breath straight into his glaring eyes, and when he
instinctively reared back, I curled my lip. “I’d like to see you
try. Now that I’m unblocked and not unstable as all heck anymore,
chances are I’ll give as good as I get. Are you willing to take
that risk, brother dear? I’m guessing getting your ass kicked by a
girl won’t do much for your badass reputation.”

His glare
narrowed. “About that. How exactly did Kade manage to unblock
you?”

“Who says it
was Kade?” There. That should screw with his head a bit.

“One of
Vaughn’s sycophants, then. Suppose it’d be too much to hope for a
name. My father likes to pretend his drones don’t have names.
Easier to dehumanize them and consider them expendable that
way.”

Hold up. He’d
spoken of his father—our father—in the present tense. Oh no.
Here we go again…. “Our father’s alive?”

My brother’s
grin was the epitome of such savage delight that I shivered. Liam
knew he’d surprised me, loved that he’d thrown my world into chaos.
Again.

“Vaughn
Kincaid is very much alive,” he said. “He’s CEO and majority
shareholder of Kincaid Pharmaceuticals. Though we hope to rectify
both those regrettable situations sometime in the near future.”

Whoa. Vaughn
wasn’t someone’s surname. Vaughn equaled Vaughn
Kincaid. Big bad boss of Kincaid Pharmaceuticals. My
father—the big “unknown” on my birth certificate—was alive.
I’d presumed he was dead, when he might have been lurking nearby
while Reilly had been showing me around KP. Why hadn’t Kade told
me?

I quashed the
unease laced with a sense of growing betrayal churning in my
stomach. I had to believe Kade had been distracted by other
things—that he would have gotten around to it… if he hadn’t been
snatched.

Of course Liam
wasn’t about to give me time to process this startling new fact
about my father. He was like a dog worrying a bone. “Who unblocked
you?”

“Later,” I
said, going for the same dismissive tone he’d used on me earlier. I
was betting Liam didn’t know anything about our energy-sucking
vampire mom. If he had, doubtless he’d have found some way to use
what she’d become for his own devious purposes. Information about
Liane Chase AKA Lee Kincaid’s fate was my trump card if I ever
needed leverage. Okay, okay. This was Liam, so it’d be when
I needed leverage—

Concentrate,
Wren. Focus. Kade’s relying on you. You can’t afford to screw this
up.

Liam shifted
to full-on interrogation mode. “Tell us what happened when you
phased fully.”

I put on my
game face. “Which time?”

“The time when
you ended up my brother’s unwilling guest and Kade had to pull you
out.” His gaze flicked to Red. “And I’d suggest you don’t leave
anything out.”

That was
definitely a threat. No way did I want to be handed over to Red. I
blurted everything I thought was relevant: A description of Reilly
and his office and the door guards and the corridors. And the
lab—not that I’d seen or heard much of use during my so-called
tour. I didn’t mention Megan. Some deep-seated instinct told me to
keep her a secret, and I figured I had nothing to lose by following
my instincts.

And then Red
started firing questions at me again. I answered as best I could,
but in the end I threw up a hand and called a halt. “There were no
windows, okay? Nothing to see. I asked Reilly if the labs were
underground but he didn’t confirm either way. That’s all I
know.”

“Useless,” Red
said.

“Yeah,” I
snapped. “Got your memo first time ’round.” Oh God. I wanted to
clap both hands over my runaway mouth. Had I really given Red-the
head-case some lip?

He smiled at
me. “You’re a feisty one, girlie. I like that. Makes it more
interesting.”

Bile scorched
my throat and I swallowed it down. “Interesting” was the absolute
last thing I wanted to be where Red was concerned.

“Can it, Red,”
Liam said.

I suppressed a
shiver and hurried on before I lost my nerve. “Bottom line? If you
don’t think Kade’s worth the trouble of rescuing, fine. Cut the BS
and admit it. I’m sure your crew will appreciate confirmation you
don’t give a rat’s ass about anyone but yourself.” God. Pathetic. I
really needed to expand my catalog of swearwords.

“And?” Liam
had assumed a bored tone. “I get the feeling there’s always ‘and’
where you’re concerned.”

“And
I’ll go in and grab him myself.”

“You?” His
snort made me curl my hands into fists. “Please,” he said,
sneering. “You don’t have a shit show in hell of rescuing your
boyfriend on your own. Like Red said, you’re useless.”

I stood to
stretch the kinks from my spine, forcing Liam to back off or cop an
elbow someplace that would, hopefully, hurt. Then I took a step
toward him so I was right up in his face. I poked him in the chest
with my forefinger and he backed off some more to give me plenty of
room. He wasn’t taking any chances I’d fire off another energy
bomb—not in front of his crew, anyway.

Still,
gratifying, much? Hell, yeah.

“Liam. Even if
you are my long lost unlamented brother, screw you and the
unfortunate horse you rode in on. We are not leaving Kade at the
mercy of the mad scientists. And you are not leaving me out of the
loop. Get used to it.”

Whistles and
catcalls and Si’s booming laughter chased me from the room. I took
some consolation that lowering myself to Liam’s level was the only
way I’d get him to take me seriously.

“Sweet Jesus
and merciful Mary,” I heard Si say. “I really like that
little girl.”

“Tell us
something we don’t know,” Scarface said in a resigned tone as I
slammed the door behind me.

The old me
would have rushed downstairs and thrown myself on Kade’s bed to
brood, leaving the grownups and my pain-in-the-ass brother to
scheme and hatch their plans. The old me would then have gotten
POed to the max when their plan turned out to be something I
couldn’t stomach. But I would have gone along with it anyway.
Because the old me would have believed I had no choice in the
matter.

Wren Mark 2
was smarter, sneakier. I didn’t trust the men upstairs to fix my
problems. I didn’t trust my brother as far as I could throw him. I
knew the only person I could rely on to help Kade was
me.

I stomped
downstairs to Kade’s bedroom. For good measure, and to be extra
convincing, I stood outside his bedroom and slammed his door shut.
And then I harnessed the energy inside me and phased to—

I phased
Between, which was so not where I’d intended to end up.

Craptastic.
No. Make that fuck. What was it going to take to gain full
control over my liminal-self? I had a heap to learn, no time at all
to master it, and the only thing I could do was keep trying. I
squeezed my eyelids shut, concentrated on my memories of Kade’s
bedroom, and phased back.

When I opened
my eyes, I found myself standing outside Kade’s bedroom door, right
where I wanted to be. Okay, some progress at least. But that small
success wasn’t enough to prevent worry gripping me by the scruff of
the neck and giving me a good hard shaking. Hunching, I hugged my
middle. What if the phase I’d achieved at the mall when I’d
followed Kade’s abductors had been a fluke? What if I couldn’t
consciously do it again without being taught? What if I really was
useless?

Cool it, Wren.
You can do this. You have to. For Kade.

I accessed a
small amount of the energy inside me, enough for it to tingle
through my veins rather than surging through me in a heated rush. I
let it settle in, adjusted to the alien sensation of it. When it
felt right, I accessed a little more.

The tingle
escalated to a thrum. Faint vibrations caressed my skin. The urge
to let go of my tightly held control, to give myself up to the
vibrations and phase and hope for the best, intensified. I took
more. And a little more. I gritted my teeth, fought not to groan
aloud, fought to subdue whatever was happening inside me and bend
it to my will. And only when I’d mastered the urges and was certain
of my control, only then did I phase.

It was
different this time. It was a slow slide from this reality to
another, a gentle slipping of my skin to shed everything that
anchored me to this world. I felt buoyant, free. Full of pride for
my accomplishment. But had it been too easy? Had I only achieved
some kind of out-of-body experience rather than a true liminal
phase?

I
half-expected to see my physical body slumped by Kade’s bedroom
door and discover that spirit-me was bobbing overhead.

There was no
body.

No
body….

I’d done it.
Achieved a deliberate, controlled phase. Thank you, God.

I was aware of
myself—my energy-form—just as I was aware of all the other energy
sources nearby. Everything in the house was made up of energy—every
single thing, from the walls and the furniture, to a speck of dust
in the corner, and even the tiny spider crouched in its
gossamer-thin silken web in a shadowy corner of the ceiling. And
everything, whether animate or inanimate, animal, vegetable or
mineral, shimmered as it vibrated.

I’d
comprehended the scientific principal of the density of an object
governing how fast that energy can physically vibrate, but I’d not
truly understood it in my gut, in every part of my being. It was so
obvious now that I wanted to crow with laughter.

Elated by my
success, I tried to drift toward the stairs, presuming that
movement would be accomplished in the same way it had been back at
the mall.

Epic fail. My
delight dimmed, and I immediately felt heavier, more substantial. I
pushed back the dismay, centered myself, and when I’d balanced my
emotions it hit me. There was no one to latch on to and piggyback
me this time. In this particular subliminal state, achieving
movement wasn’t about hitching a ride and being towed around.

I focused on
what I wanted to do, where I needed to be, and how I needed to
maintain my current state so I would remain undetected. And, I
don’t know how else to describe it, I translated myself to
Kade’s upstairs office in time to hear Liam say, “I warned the
little shit. He knew the deal. We’re taking him down.”
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Chapter
Fifteen




Taking him
down....


Murder?

My vibration
level increased until I buzzed like a horde of angry bees.

Liam absently
rubbed his arm.

Shit! I was
losing it, on the verge of revealing myself. I held myself together
by the metaphorical skin of my teeth and retreated to a corner of
the office, as far away from the conference table and the men who
were discussing Kade’s fate as I could get without leaving the room
altogether.

“Settle down,
Liam,” Si said. “For chrissakes, I know you hate his guts but he is
your brother.”

Liam’s
brother. Reilly. They weren’t talking about Kade. Thank
God.

A wave of
something that made me giddy—relief?—rushed through me, as though
my subliminal body were struggling to find a way to express my
feelings and emotions.

Don’t lose it
now, Wren. I concentrated until I’d calmed the turbulence to a
gentle ripple.

“I’ve got good
reason to hate his guts,” Liam snarled. “His group has got to be
responsible for the disappearances. I say we take out him
and my father—the whole lot of them.”


Disappearances? What disappearances?

“If
they’re responsible for the missing lims,” Si said.

“They’re
responsible.” The energy that was Liam swirled, flashing with
blood-red streaks shot through with ominous grays and blacks.
“Reilly’s up to his eyeballs in this. I can feel it.”

Si’s energy
was blue and green, colors I instinctively associated with calmness
and level-headedness. Little wonder he appeared to be the voice of
reason. “We’re listening,” he said.

And so was I.
The more information I had right now, the better, and whatever
actions I chose to take would have a far greater chance of success.
I hadn’t being lying to Liam when I’d claimed I would get Kade out
on my own. But if it came down to that kind of drastic action, I’d
prefer to know whether I’d have to watch my back every step of the
way. I wouldn’t put it past Liam to use me, and sacrifice me to his
cause—whatever his cause turned out to be.

“Don’t go off
half-cocked,” Si was saying. “We’re still dealing with the fallout
from the last cluster-fuck. Tell us what you know and we’ll put it
to a vote.”

Mmm. Maybe
Liam wasn’t the boss of everyone after all. Si sure wasn’t letting
him call all the shots. Good to know.

“No vote’s
necessary when a dozen lims are vanishing without trace every
year,” Liam countered. “Who the hell else do you think is
responsible? The fucking Tooth Fairy?”

“We’ve no
proof,” Si said. “There’s a clear trail from those who signed on as
experimental subjects—even those who don’t survive the experiments
are accounted for. But there’s nothing to link these two-hundred
AWOL lims to Kincaid Pharmaceuticals.”


“Two-hundred-and-one missing lims to be exact,” Max
interjected. “A mix of nationalities, and domiciles ranging
anywhere from Australia to fricking Zambia. Big cities, small
towns, you name it. All walks of life, a variety of professions,
and ages ranging from late teens on up. Only thing most of them
have in common is—”

“They’re
strong lims who habitually over-extend themselves and regularly end
up doing a stint Between,” Si said. “Hardly suggests a ‘type’ being
targeted for genetic experimentation, if you ask me. It’s pure
conjecture Vaughn’s responsible. We haven’t got enough to go on—not
yet, anyway.”

“It’s enough
for me,” Liam said. “Lims have been going AWOL for sixteen fucking
years, and—”

“Not strictly
true,” Max said. “The first documented case was sixteen years,
eight months ago. Since then there’s been one a month. Regular as
clockwork. Last disappearance confirmed a couple of days ago.
Incidentally, your sister happens to be sixteen years, ten months
old.”

“For fuck’s
sake, Max,” Liam said. “Enough with the facts and figures. And what
the hell has Wren’s age got to do with anything?”

“Your sister
was a month old when Lee went AWOL. And the first documented
disappearance of a lim occurred when Wren was two months old.”

“Your
point?”

“There’s not
enough data to make a point yet,” Max said. “But it’s an
interesting coincidence, don’t you think?”

“You’re
telling me Wren’s responsible for the disappearances? Jesus
Christ, Max. Get real. How’n the hell could a baby have
taken those lims?”

“I’m not
saying she’s responsible. Just figured it’s worth mentioning there
might be a connection between Wren’s birth, Lee’s disappearance,
and the missing lims.”

I missed
Liam’s response because my brain had latched on to that piece of
information and was trying to reconcile it with what little I knew
about Liane Chase. AKA Lee Kincaid. My mother. Who’d vanished mere
weeks after giving birth to me. Could what she’d become be the
result of some experiment gone horribly wrong? Was that why she and
the other lims had disappeared? And—

“If Lee has
anything to do with the disappearances,” Si was saying, his tone
dismissive, “we’d have evidence of it by now. She’d have left some
sort of a trail.”

No she
wouldn’t. My mind generated the thought and then skittered back
to the moment Kade and I had merged… and she’d fed on us. There’d
been no warning. She’d pounced and—

Oh God. It was
so obvious. Lee was responsible for the missing liminals.
She had fed from all those lims—drained them to sustain
herself.

The
realization was so potentially devastating I had to excise it from
my mind. The risks of freaking out and going liminal and being
caught eavesdropping were too great.

“Agreed,” my
brother said. “And another thing we should agree on right now is
how long we’re gonna sit here jerking off while that insane bastard
snatches our people.”

“And if KP
isn’t responsible?” Travis asked.

There was
something off about the energy surrounding his eyes that had me
going “Huh?” until my brain filled in the gaps. The distortion was
his glasses.

“I don’t think
‘Sorry, we made a mistake—how about we all agree to let bygones be
bygones and go our separate ways’ will cut it,” Travis continued.
“They’ll come after us with everything they’ve got.”

“Not after
we’ve blown the heart of their organization sky high. They’ll be
too busy scrambling to hide their dirty little secrets from the
authorities.” That came from my brother. Typical.

“Bit
extreme.”

My thoughts
exactly, Si.

“It’s doable.”
This from Red, whose energy was made up of too-bright shades that
clashed and made me feel slightly nauseous. Huh. Figured. I hadn’t
much liked him in person, either.

“We plant
evidence they’re doing animal testing,” Red was saying. “Point the
finger at one of those bleeding heart animal rights activist
groups. Simple and elegant.”

Twisted and
wrong, more like. I didn’t like the sound of that plan. Especially
as there’d been no mention of getting Kade out before they bombed
the place. And I’d have no chance to rescue Megan, either….

“What about
Kade?”

Thank you, Si.
At least one of these men was trying to be the voice of reason amid
this insanity. Normal, reasonable human beings didn’t
casually discuss blowing stuff up and setting others up to take the
fall. I did the subliminal equivalent of chewing my lower lip as I
waited for Liam’s response.

“Two words,”
Liam said. “Collateral damage. Kade understood the risks when I
recruited him.”

Si made a
disgusted sound deep in his throat. “The kid was on his own, with
no one to look out for him. Poor little bastard was unlucky enough
to have a unique talent and get tagged as one of Vaughn’s special
lab-rats. Kade would have opened a vein for you after you got him
out of there.”

“Why do you
think I chose him? He was a sure thing. And with his useful talent,
he was far too valuable to leave behind.”

“You are one a
cold son-of-a-bitch,” Si said. “Very cold. Just because the kid’s
formed opinions of his own and doesn’t blindly follow your orders
like he used to, doesn’t mean he’s expendable. He’s done everything
we’ve asked of him and more. Kade’s one of us, Liam. We owe
him.”

“We don’t owe
him shit,” Liam said. “He got nabbed because he was too busy
sucking up to my sister and trying to get into her panties.”

My dislike for
my brother took another swan dive to sub-zero territory. Did he
have to be so crude?

“He rescues
himself or gets caught in the crossfire,” my brother continue.
“Shit happens. End of story.”

“And
Reilly?”

“Same deal. I
begged him to come with me, Si. After everything that bastard
Vaughn’s done to us, Reilly chose him over me, his own
brother. He picked the wrong side. His funeral.”

Compared to
Liam, Reilly seemed downright angelic right now. And as much as I
hadn’t warmed to Reilly, I didn’t think he deserved to be blown to
pieces, either. Ditto Megan. And a whole bunch of other innocent
people. Surely there was another option. Maybe I could inform the
authorities and—

“Reilly’s
misinformed,” Max chimed in, slicing off my train of thought. “If
we come clean with what we know, there’s a good chance we can turn
him and get him to work with us. He’d be an asset.”

Liam sneered.
“Stick to computers, Max. You know fuck-all about people. Reilly’s
an arrogant sonuvabitch. He gets off on being Vaughn’s golden boy
and having the drones suck up to him twenty-four-seven. He’s never
going to admit he’s been duped and come work for us.”

“Send Wren in
after Kade,” Si said. “She’s Reilly’s sister—his family. That’s got
to count for something. And if we clue her in and back her up, I
bet she’d have a good shot at getting Kade out in one piece and
Reilly on-side. We could even leave your brother where he is for
now. Like Max said, he’d make an excellent mole.”

“You’re
seriously suggesting we tell that naïve little bitch all our
secrets and trust her to recruit my brother? Reilly would snatch
her, and turn her against us in the time it took you to text in an
order for that fancy fucking coffee you insist on drinking. I say
we take this opportunity to obliterate KP’s research labs once and
for all.”

“You’re
forgetting one thing,” Si said. “We haven’t been able to get a firm
fix on their new location. All we know for sure is KP’s officially
registered labs are just for show. Wren thinks the labs she visited
are underground, and if I know Vaughn, he’s hiding them in plain
sight. My guess is they’re in the basement of one of thousands of
office buildings in the greater metropolitan area.”

“I agree,” Max
said.

“Reilly’s too
damned smart to screw up and allow one of us to get a lock on him,”
Si said. “But Kade locked on to Wren to pull her out when Reilly
grabbed her, right? So he must have mapped her energy sig. He’s our
best bet for locating the labs. If we trace his energy signature,
we could—”

“Could take
days,” Red said. “Weeks, even. Boy’s got some heavy-duty mental
shields. I’ve never been able to accurately map his sig. Be like
looking for a needle in a haystack.”

“No point in
wasting any more time,” Liam said. “We go in hard and fast. Hit
them with everything we’ve got before Kade spills his guts and they
start making plans. We can’t afford for them to get spooked and
relocate again.”

“Enlighten me.
How the fuck are we supposed to plan a hit when we don’t know the
whereabouts of the target? We’ve been trying for years to find a
way through their security so we can phase in.” Si sounded tired
and disgusted. And resigned. Not a good sign.

“Si’s right.
That energy-sig-targeted security of theirs is state of the art.”
Raw envy colored Max’s tone.

“Wren was in
the heart of KP for a substantial period of time before Kade pulled
her out,” Liam said.

“So?” Si
asked. “She’s already told us everything she remembers.”

“Has she?
She’s proved she can absorb details subconsciously. So Red synchs
with her and does his mind-reaming trick. I’m betting her flighty
little bird-brain’ll point us to exactly where Vaughn and his
cronies are squatting. We’ve been preparing for this. We get the
information we need and we could go in tomorrow night.”

“Shit, Liam.
Mind-reaming?” Now Si sounded sick to the stomach. His energy
started to look a bit ragged and sick around the edges, too. “Red’s
about as subtle as a fucking sledgehammer. You want Wren to end up
a vegetable? It’s too risky.”

“Collateral
damage. Be worth it to get the intel on KP’s labs. And even if
she’s in a vegetative state we can still wave her in front of
Vaughn. He’ll kill to get his hands on her—even if her brain’s
fried.”

Wow. As a
brother, Liam blew chunks.

“He’s right,”
Max said. “It’s worth the risk to pinpoint their headquarters.”

Now Max had
been permanently crossed off my Christmas card list, too.

“She’s just a
kid,” Si said, his calm colors flushing an agitated crimson-shot
purple.

“She’s never
been ‘just a kid’,” Red said. “If she was, we wouldn’t have spent
so much time and effort keeping tabs on her. And now she’s
unblocked, she’s potentially a fuckin’ powerful lim. Any guesses
how that happened, by the way? I’d give my right ball to know.”

“Another good
reason for a mind-ream,” Liam said. “The only reason Vaughn got rid
of her was because he thought she was defective, and had no use for
her until she matured enough to breed little liminal babies for
him.”

Oh God. It was
worse than I’d thought. So very, very much worse. A wave of nausea
gripped my belly, and I only held it together because Kade needed
me. I was his only hope.

“We should
find out who unblocked her,” Red was saying. “And how.”

“And if it was
Kade who unblocked her?” Si argued. “All the more reason to
get him back in one piece if he’s manifesting that degree of
strength and control.”

Liam dismissed
Kade with a snort. “The kid doesn’t have the finesse for that sort
of shit. He’s emotionally involved and he’d have screwed it up for
sure. My guess is Reilly did it. But all we need to know is how.
The mind-ream will tell us that. And I bet any one of us will be
able replicate the technique.”

“Better the
girl’s sacrificed to the cause than Kincaid’s people snatch her
again and use her against us.” This from Scarface. Nice. Pity he
hadn’t zipped his lip and carried on with the strong silent type
thing he had going on.

“Could be an
interesting exercise,” Travis said. “If she’s as strong as Liam
says, maybe she’ll turn the tables on Red and ream his brain
instead. Could only improve his winning personality.”

Red snorted.
“Like that’s a possibility. Girlie will be putty in my hands.”

“If she gets
wind of this, I’m betting she’ll take off and go it alone,” Si
warned. He sounded like he hoped I would do just that.

“She’ll put up
and shut up,” Liam said. “She’s too new, too unsure of herself. Why
do you think she came running to me soon as she lost track of Kade?
She’s a sheltered kid who’s used to mommy and daddy calling the
shots. She’ll do what she’s told.” A slight pause. “Especially if
she’s not informed of the risks.”

My brother was
pure evil.

“Put it to a
vote,” Si said.

“Yes, let’s do
that.” My brother sounded far too smugly confident for my liking.
“Of course we need to make it all official and tie it up in a
pretty bow so it’s more palatable, right, Si?”

“Nothing about
this is palatable,” Si said. “It stinks like shit.”

Now that
sentiment I wholeheartedly agreed with. Red synching with me? That
didn’t sound like my idea of a fun time. And he’d be poking about
in my mind over my dead body. I was reeeally starting to dislike
the term “collateral damage”, too.

No way was I
hanging around waiting for them to decide my fate. Or Kade’s. Which
meant Kade’s rescue team was going to be a team of one. And I had a
queasy-making suspicion that rescuing him was likely to be the easy
part. Convincing him to break all ties with Liam and his crew, and
get the hell out of Dodge, was going to be much more difficult.

Time to make
myself scarce.

I phased to
the safest place I could think of.

Okay, to be
quite honest, Between was the only place I could get to with
any certainty right now. My brain kept zipping here, there, and
everywhere, as though a part of me recognized each new revelation
was more overwhelming than the last, and to dwell on any of them
was a recipe for disaster. I’d been through too much. All the
stress and the struggle of accepting and adapting to a new reality
was smashing down on me at once. And man, the timing royally
sucked.

In the back of
my mind, I’d clung to the naïve belief that everything would work
out the way I wanted. Kade would teach me how to control this
liminal stuff. I would learn how to tone down my annoying
forget-me-a-lot side effect so people would remember me and I could
live a relatively normal life. Reilly and Liam would go back to
their secret war and leave me out of it. Never hearing from either
of them again would be excellent. I was a bit hazy about what would
happen with the people who’d raised me, but to summarize, somehow
I’d find a way back to my former life. Finish high school, get into
the college of my choice—forget all the supernatural woo-woo
stuff.

I had enough
smarts left to realize that a good deal of my turmoil was because I
was grieving for the death of that old life. I wasn’t Wren
Alexandra Gibson any longer. I was Wren Alexandra Chase…
whatever that was worth now I knew my father was a
Kincaid.

And now that
I’d admitted those harsh truths, I had to get on with the important
stuff. I couldn’t afford to indulge any longer. Kade had said time
moved differently Between and I had no real idea how long I’d
lingered here.

While I tried
to get a fix on Kade, I kept a wary eye out for my mother. Dealing
with her right now might push me right over the edge. And I
suspected the fallout wouldn’t be pretty.

There. Got
him.

In my mind’s
eye, Kade segued from an imperfect recollection created solely by
my memories, to a vivid photograph-like image overlaid with the
unique colors of the energy that made him Kade. I held him in my
mind and phased.

My relief at
having succeeded was smacked viciously aside by the realization
that he was unconscious, strapped to a gurney… that had been left
in a room identical to Megan’s, even down to the bed pushed up
against one wall.

I reached out
to Kade, needing to reassure myself that he was
only—only!—unconscious and not something worse. Something
devastating.

My fingers
brushed his cheek, traced his slightly parted lips. The relief that
cascaded through me when I registered the warmth of his skin, and
the steady rise and fall of his chest, almost brought me to my
knees.

I’d bent to
whisper in his ear and try to gently shake him awake, when cold
certainty skimmed my spine.

Oh God.

I turned
slowly, dreading who I would see.

“Finally.”
Reilly unfolded from a chair in the far corner of the room. “Took
you long enough.”

Shit. I was
visible.

Reilly lunged
at me. I glimpsed the weapon in his hand and had enough time to
form the thought, I am so screwed! before my nervous system
went supernova.
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Chapter
Sixteen




“Wren.”
Reilly’s voice, and his hands roughly shaking my shoulders, dragged
me from a pleasant oblivion. “Wake up.”

Back to
reality and boy, did it suck like a vampire. I peeled open my
eyelids and tried to glare at him. Given that I was still woozy and
disoriented and not exactly in top form, I’m sure it didn’t have
the desired effect. But it made me feel a little bit better.

I tried to
check out the room without being obvious about it. No guards, just
Reilly and a closed door. Things were looking up.

“Interesting
that you bypassed most of the security protocols,” my brother
said.

Ulp. A shiver
goosed my spine. I’d forgotten all about those.

“Must have
something to do with Kade’s energy shielding you,” he said. “And by
the way, I haven’t yet confirmed you’ve phased in. So we still have
a little time before your presence is detected.”

“Why the
delay?” Ack. Good one, Wren. Way to sound hostile and suspicious.
So not the way to lull him into a false sense of
security.

“I have my
reasons.”

“Right. Like
you had a reason to use that torture device on me,” I
snapped, fed up with his attitude. Forget about playing nice. This
was war and all bets were off. “Gee, here’s a novel idea—how about
acting like a normal human being and simply asking me to
hang ’round and listen to what you had to say?”

Reilly’s green
eyes flashed derision. “And you wouldn’t have synched with Kade and
gotten the hell out of here the instant the opportunity presented
itself? Please. Credit me with some sense.”

“We’ll never
know, will we?” I struggled to lever myself up on my elbows, all
the better to glare at him from the bed. At least I wasn’t
restrained like Kade.

I cut my gaze
sideways. Yep. He was still out to it. Just as well. He so would
not have been impressed with my inept rescue attempt. “What
have you drugged him with?” Please God, it wasn’t the same evil
stuff that had zombiefied poor Megan.

“He’ll wake up
shortly,” Reilly said, neatly avoiding my question. “And you should
be thanking me, by the way.”

“For tasering
me? Get real.”

“You should be
thankful I did. You have neither the control nor the knowledge to
successfully pull off a rescue of this sort. If you’d synched with
Kade and tried to phase, you’d have ended up Between—”

“And maybe
that’s exactly where I’d planned to end up,” I muttered,
unwilling to admit I wasn’t yet in full control of my liminal
abilities. Finally, I managed to haul myself into a sitting
position.

Bad move.

The room spun.
Whoa. I squeezed my eyes shut and rubbed my temples to ease the
jackhammer headache.

He continued
as though I hadn’t rudely interrupted. “And there would have been a
very good chance neither of you would have made it out of there.
Lee wouldn’t have been able to resist two strong lims like you and
Kade.”

My eyelids
popped open.

Reilly’s
features had settled into that superior, knowing expression that
got right up my nose. I cut him off before he could elaborate and
try to impress me with what I’d already figured out. “Lee? Oh, you
mean Liane. The monster responsible for sucking the energy
from a couple of hundred lims. Our mother.”

I had the
satisfaction of seeing my supercilious brother at a loss for words
and his lips forming a perfect O. Hard on the heels of that
satisfaction was the sucker-punch to the gut confirmation that I
was right: Our mother was responsible. The evidence had been
damning but I’d still hoped….

I wondered how
long Reilly had known. And how he could live with the knowledge. I
swallowed hard and put on my best neutral face. “Been there, met
that. Had it feed on me, too. Who do you think unblocked me?”

“She
unblocked you?”

“Yep. Makes
perfect sense considering she blocked me in the first place. To
protect me, she said.”

Reilly stared
like he’d never truly seen me before. His face had leached of color
until his eyes stood out like emeralds set in marble. His mouth
closed and opened, closed and opened. Nothing came out.

“Hello.” I
flapped a hand in front of his face. “Earth to Captain Courageous.
Do you want me to repeat myself slowly, so even someone like you
can understand?”

“No. Thanks. I
think I’ve… got it.”

I eased from
the bed and tottered over to Kade’s gurney, clutching the foot of
it for support. “Good. So how about you show some sisterly love for
a change, and do me a favor? Shoot Kade full of wake-up juice, and
let me phase him out of here before Liam—”

“Before Liam
what?”

Uh oh. I bit
my lip, silently cursing my runaway mouth. One mention of Liam and
Reilly wasn’t looking dazed anymore. Those witchy eyes of his were
clear and incisive and ready to dissect me.

Should I tell
him?

Heck. I didn’t
have a choice. I had to. He was family. Whatever he’d done to earn
Liam’s enmity, he didn’t deserve to be blown to smithereens. At
least, I hoped he didn’t deserve it. Regardless, Megan sure
didn’t.

“Before Liam
what, Wren?”

Reilly
advanced on me, his hands slightly outstretched—headed for my
shoulders? Odds on he was about to administer a thorough shaking
that would rattle my teeth in my head until I came clean. I
couldn’t let him. Right now, I felt so fragile that if he got hold
of me and shook me hard enough, I suspected my brain might leak out
my ears.

I lurched
around to the opposite side of the gurney, putting it between us.
The brake was on the wheels, but as a last resort, I’d shove it at
Liam and hope for the best…. And that when Kade woke up, he would
forgive me for using the gurney he lay on as a weapon.

“Wren!” Reilly
snarled.

“Before Liam,
um, blows this place sky high.”

“Not even Liam
would be that bloody stupid,” a voice croaked.

Kade. My gaze
whipped to his face, drank him in. “You’re awake,” I said, stating
the obvious around the silly grin that had hijacked my lips.

“Apparently
so.” His answering grin was tight and forced and all too brief, and
his gaze slid from mine as he flexed his arms and legs, testing the
restraints.

My relief and
burgeoning happiness that he was awake and responsive leaked away
like air from a punctured balloon. What had I done wr—?

Ohhh. Cue
mental head-desk gesture. Of course he didn’t look pleased to see
me. He was fighting the effects of multiple taserings and drugs,
and he was strapped to a gurney. He knew Reilly had a weapon and
was prepared to use it. And he had to be frustrated as heck that I
wasn’t even attempting to get the hell out of there.

Yeah, like I
would leave him. I knew if Kade got it together enough to phase and
slip the restraints, no way would he take off and leave me to
Reilly’s not-so-tender mercies. And if he really thought about it,
he must know that the reverse was also true. No way would I leave
him behind, either. Doubtless we’d argue heatedly about that
when the time came, but tough. He didn’t have a choice in the
matter.

“Loosen those
restraints,” I told my brother, my tone brooking no argument. “He
won’t do anything stupid… will you, Kade?” And if he did try
something, he’d be answering to me.

“And what
about you, Wren?” Reilly challenged. “You’re not exactly known for
looking before you jump in feet first.”

Tell me about
it.

“I won’t do
anything dumb if you promise to tell me what happened to our
mother,” I said. “Your mad-scientist types experimented on her,
didn’t they? That’s the reason she’s a monster.”

“We need to
talk,” Reilly said, brushing past me to unbuckle the first of the
straps confining Kade’s wrists. “There’re things you should know
before you ally with Liam.”

“Gee.” I stuck
my fisted hands on my hips and fixed him with my best sarcastic
face. “You think?”

“Already know
everything I need to.” His wrists now freed, Kade uttered a pained
grunt and eased to a sitting position. His eyes narrowed to slits
as he worked on his ankle restraints.

My head
throbbed in sympathy. Bet he was feeling as crappy as I was about
now. Tasers were tools of the devil. Whoever had invented them
needed to be shot with one. Multiple times. On a daily basis.

Kade swung his
legs off the gurney and held out a hand. “If you’re thinking of
trying to recruit me and Wren to your side,” he drawled to Reilly,
“don’t waste your breath. You’re shit out of luck.”

I snuggled
close, relieved when he put his arm around me. I figured I’d best
enjoy the closeness while I could. He wasn’t going to be happy to
hear what I had to say next. “Frankly,” I said, “having overheard
Liam’s plans and his views on acceptable collateral damage—namely
me, you, Reilly, and anyone unlucky enough to be in this building
when they blow it up and blame animal rights activists—I don’t want
to be on his side.”

Kade
stiffened. His fingers dug into my upper arm.

I didn’t dare
look at him. I rushed on before he could argue that I must be
mistaken. “He doesn’t care whether you end up a casualty, Kade.
You’re on your own. And he told that Red guy—the one with the
ginger hair—to mind-ream me. He wanted Red to extract information
about the location of this building from my mind. He didn’t care
whether Red turned me into a drooling vegetable, either. He said
they could still use me, even if I was b-b-brain-damaged. H-he
thought the risk was w-worth it.”

Kade hauled me
around to face him. “He what? Are you sure you didn’t
misunderstand? If Liam knew you were listening in, he could have
been yanking your chain. It’s the kind of fucked-up thing he’d
do.”

A shaky little
laugh burst free. “I was subliminal, Kade. He had no idea I was
listening in, and no reason to be anything other than brutally
honest.”

God. It hadn’t
hit me until now just how shitty it was knowing I meant nothing to
Liam. He didn’t care I was his sister. I was a pawn. He’d use me up
and toss me aside without a second thought. I swallowed, willing my
stomach to settle, determined not to reveal how sick I felt inside.
Kade wasn’t the only one who could do staunch.

“Si was the
only one who stood up for me,” I told him. “The others figured
getting the information they needed to destroy Kincaid
Pharmaceuticals was worth risking my sanity. I’m not going back
there, Kade. No way. You can’t make me go back there.”

He hugged me
to his chest and I huddled there, hoping he would come through for
me. Hoping he would understand and take my side. If he sided with
Liam, I’d be gutted. It might be the last straw that would tip me
over the edge.

“Shit. Wren.
I’m so bloody sorry. I didn’t know. Liam—”

“Is a
ruthless, amoral bastard,” Reilly interjected. “No surprise to me.
You know, being his twin and all.”

“Peas in a
bloody pod.” Kade’s snarl ruffled my hair. “You’re kissing up to
your daddy, hoping to take over from him one day, aren’t you?
Vaughn Kincaid, the bastard who condoned those experiments on me
and a bunch of other vulnerable kids. My parents were killed when I
was snatched. They were collateral damage. Sound familiar? Vaughn
didn’t personally fire the bullets that killed them but he’s
responsible for their deaths. He’s a murderer. And if you side with
him, knowing what he’s done, so are you.”

I went still
in his arms. “My father is responsible for your parents
being killed?”

I didn’t
realize I’d spoken aloud until Kade’s arms tightened around me.
“They fought when Vaughn’s goons tried to take me away. I didn’t
want you to find out like this, Wren.”

I craned my
neck until I could see his face. And what I saw there…. Raw pain.
Despair. God. It made me shrivel inside. “Kade. I’m so sorry.
Please don’t hate me.”

His jaw worked
and I wondered what words he was bottling up and refusing to
release. And how much those words would hurt if he gave up the
fight. “I don’t hate you,” he said. “And you’ve got nothing to be
sorry about.”

If only that
were true. He must have been gutted by the revelation I was Vaughn
Kincaid’s daughter. He must have felt so betrayed.

“Why didn’t
you tell me? Oh my God, Kade. How can you even bear to look at me?”
Me. The girl he’d been helping, the girl he’d kissed—merged
with—was the daughter of the monster who’d killed his parents—the
same monster who’d tortured him. What a twisted, cruel mess. Hot
tears stung my eyes and I blinked them back.

His lips
thinned to a stubborn line. “Doesn’t matter who your father is. I
don’t blame Liam for being a Kincaid, and nor do I blame you. We
don’t get to choose our parents.”

I wished I
could believe that. But I was reaching my limit for taking anything
anyone told me on faith. Kade had promised not to keep any more
secrets from me. But he’d lied. Like everyone else had lied.

“I know you,
Wren,” he whispered. “You’re nothing like him.”

I didn’t know
what to say. I wanted to run and hide. Instead, I stood there,
facing the awful truth head on. I set aside my hurt and the growing
feeling of betrayal. I had to be smart. I couldn’t afford to give
in to my emotions. Neither could Kade. I could feel his heartbeat
tripping beneath my cheek. He was on the verge of losing it
big-time. And I understood his anger—sympathized with him to the
very depths of my soul. But I needed him. If he lashed out at
Reilly and they went one-on-one, he might forfeit any chance we had
of getting out of here.

I turned
awkwardly in his arms, struggling a little until he finally gave me
the space to face my brother. “I’m going to be real blunt,” I told
Reilly. “Even though you and Liam are family, I don’t like either
of you. And I don’t care about your causes, or your private little
war. Count me out. I’m not choosing sides and I want you both to
leave me alone. So far as family obligations go, I’ve warned you
what Liam’s planning and now we’re done. Please, Reilly. Just let
us go.”

“Yeah,” Kade
said. “Just let us go. Wren’s no threat to you.” The words were
innocuous enough but it was what he didn’t say that chilled me. If
I hadn’t been there, Kade would have gone for my brother’s throat.
And he would have played for keeps.

Reilly stared
intently at us. At a guess, he appeared to be debating whether or
not to reveal something important, something that might tip the
balance in his favor.

A frisson
skittered down my spine. Uh oh. I was getting another one of those
sinking feelings. The kind that squawked at me to clap my hands
over my ears because I reeeally didn’t want to hear what was about
to be revealed. “Spit it out,” I snapped, reacting to the dread
coiling in my gut. “Put me out of my misery, already.”

“Tell her what
you know,” Kade said, his voice reduced to a husky hate-filled
snarl. “Now.”

The “or else”
in his tone etched more shivers down my spine. And those shivers
intensified when my brain kicked up a gear. “Wait. What’s the
time?” I asked.

My urgency
must have gotten through to both Reilly and Kade, for they
instinctively glanced at their wristwatches. “Just gone ten,”
Reilly said. “Why?”

“At night?”
There were no windows in this room, no natural light. I couldn’t
tell whether it was night or day, hadn’t the faintest clue how long
I’d remained Between before phasing here. “Is it still Sunday.”

“Yes, at
night. And no, it’s Monday.”

Monday? Shit.
Shit! Yet again I’d lost precious time Between.

“Why?” Reilly
said. “What’s wrong?”

Panic and
worry made my voice shrill. “We have to get out of here—all of us.
The whole building needs to be evacuated. Liam was talking about
going in as soon as tonight once his group got a fix on this
place. They can’t take information from my mind anymore, but if
they’ve somehow narrowed it down and figured out where this
building is—” Oh my God. It’d be a bloodbath.

“Tell her the
truth,” Kade said.

“Kade,
please!” I turned to him, begging with my eyes, my face—every part
of me. “We have to go!”

He ignored me.
His gaze was laser-focused on my brother. “Now, Reilly. Or I’ll
phase out and take her with me, and your little plan to get your
hands on her will be an epic fail. I’d like to see you explain that
one to your daddy.”

Kade’s face
was white, jaw clenched, lips forming a thin, angry line. He wasn’t
going to budge on this.

“Fine. Say
what you have to say, Reilly,” I said. “And make it quick.” It felt
like we all had targets on our backs. It was making me antsy as
heck, and what little experience I’d had with phasing told me
strong emotions wouldn’t help if we needed to phase in a hurry.

“Reilly!” I
jiggled impatiently. We needed to wrap this up. This time we
were the ones in danger of becoming collateral damage.

My brother
opened his mouth and then shut it with a snap. He raked his hands
through his hair, mussing the too-contrived messiness. Seeing him
dog-tired and disheveled gave me a jolt. For the first time he
looked like a young guy who’d gotten in way over his head and
wasn’t sure he could claw his way out of the mess. I felt a
reluctant stab of empathy for him. Perhaps we had more in common
than blood after all. But his reluctance to reveal what he knew
couldn’t be good. That meant more secrets. Really big bad dirty
ones.

“Liam should
have told me about Wren right from the start,” Kade muttered into
the ominous silence.

“Yeah,” Reilly
said, and there was a ton of cynicism in that one word. “But he’s a
manipulative bastard. And telling you the truth about her wouldn’t
have suited his hidden agenda.”

“I’d probably
still be stuck in one of your fucking labs if he hadn’t gotten me
out and taken me in. I owe him.” Kade sounded as though he was
trying to convince himself more than us.

“Liam only
broke you out because you had a talent that was valuable to
Vaughn,” Reilly said. “And because Liam thought you’d prove useful.
Which you have. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, Kade.”

I sucked in my
breath and held it, waiting for his response.

“Yeah. Thanks
a bunch.”

“If that’s it,
can we go now? Please?” Only once the guys had cut their gazes to
me did I realize I was hopping from one foot to the other, doing an
impression of an agitated cartoon bunny. I hopped to a clumsy halt
and scuffed my sneakers on the floor, wincing when the soles
shrieked across the polished floor. “I really, really don’t feel
happy about hanging around here, okay? I’d kind of like us to stay
all in one piece, and you know, alive.”

“Why the
delaying tactics?” Kade said, his tone challenging. “You waiting
for the goon-squad to arrive and lock us in a nice, safe bombproof
bunker until Vaughn decides what to do with us?”

“If you’re
seriously considering choosing Liam’s side that would be an
excellent outcome for you,” Reilly said.

I was beyond
frustrated with both of them. “Like I said, I’m not choosing any
sides. I only came here to get Kade out and warn you about Liam’s
plans.” Well, I’d been planning on making an anonymous phone call
afterward, or leaving a note, rather than telling Reilly in person.
But he didn’t need to know that. “You can’t make me choose sides
when I still don’t know everything that’s at stake! And nothing
you’ve told me so far makes me want to stick around here and meet
my father. Vaughn sounds ten times worse than Liam, if that’s at
all possible.”

“Calm down,
Wren. Dad isn’t going to let anyone hurt you. You’re too valuable
to him.”

I gave him
visual daggers. “Not very comforting, Reilly. Sounds like another
word for lab-rat if you ask me.”

Kade’s snort
of agreement didn’t comfort me much, either. He grabbed my hand.
“C’mon, luv, let’s get out of here.”

Luv.
Not Wren. Although he was touching me, the distance between us
yawned like a vast chasm. I ached for him. And I ached for me,
too.

“Unless you’re
going to try to stop us?” Kade’s lifted chin issued a direct
challenge to my brother. “You’re welcome to try. I’d be more’n
happy to shove the taser in the holster under your jacket right up
your arse.”

Reilly held
both hands palms out by his sides. Classic “I’m harmless” gesture.
Funny that I didn’t believe it. He hadn’t tried any weirdo liminal
stuff on us as yet, but I’d already experienced his strength
firsthand. If he tried to sync with me and force me to stay, I
didn’t like my chances. Not when I was still suffering the effects
of the taser.

“It’s up to
you,” Reilly said. “But if you take Wren into hiding now, you’re
stripping her of the last chance we have to save our mother.”

“What?” I
stared at him. Sure hadn’t been expecting that.

“Why do you
think I’ve stayed on here?” Reilly said, hunching and sticking his
hands in his trouser pockets. “It’s sure as hell not because I give
a shit about Dad’s obsession, or being the golden boy slated to
continue his legacy when he finally does us all a favor and dies.
I’ve stuck around because Dad trusts me. I have unlimited access to
all his research, unlimited funds, and carte blanche to run my own
lab. And I think I’ve figured out how to stabilize Mom’s energy so
we can bring her back from Between.”

Crap. I should
have known he’d have the last word. And that it’d be a really good
one I couldn’t possibly resist. Yes, Lee was a monster who’d killed
hundreds of people to stay alive. But who could say any other lim
wouldn’t have done the same if they’d been trapped Between? And she
was my birth mother, dammit. I deserved a chance to know her—even
if she ended up incarcerated for the term of her natural life to
pay for what she’d done.

Emotion aside,
I figured unless liminals stopped phasing Between and providing Lee
with juicy targets, the only way to stop the killings was to either
bring her back or destroy her. And if we couldn’t save her, deep in
my heart I knew there was only one liminal with the slightest
chance of getting close enough to kill her. Me.

A hand
manacled my wrist. “Kade?” I tugged against his grip. “Let me go. I
have to—”

“Sorry, luv,”
he said. “Not buying it.”

The sync
lacked any attempt at gentleness. Kade shoved the energy into me.
It thrust needle-sharp claws deep inside me, resisting my efforts
to dislodge it.

I didn’t have
enough strength left to fight him. I flung out my hand, begging
Reilly to take it and help me stay.

Reilly didn’t
move. “Be seeing you, Wren,” he said.

The weight of
those words sank into me and I understood the message loud and
clear. I managed one sharp nod before Kade phased me out. It didn’t
matter. I knew from the glint in my brother’s eyes before he faded
from view that he’d gotten my message.

I’d expected
the vast, unrelenting gray of Between, so finding myself standing
inside the boutique where I’d left all my clothing purchases was
disorienting to say the least.

“Easy,” Kade
murmured, grabbing me by the arms and steadying me when I
swayed.

How the heck
had he managed this? He was stronger than I’d thought. Either that
or his powers of recuperation were yet another thing that made him
a target. “Wh-what are we doing here?” I croaked.

“Might as well
pick up the clothes I paid for.” A crooked grin curved his lips.
“You thought about them while we were synched. Since you hate
shopping so much, I figured I wouldn’t put you through that kind of
torture again if I could help it.”

The smile
hadn’t reached his eyes. He was a good actor but not good enough to
fool me. Not anymore. I kept my tone light, too. Coward that I was,
I didn’t want to confront the messy stuff—not right now. “Gee,” I
said. “Thinking about clothes at a time like this? I had no idea I
was so shallow.”

“You can’t
help what thoughts go ’round in your head, right?”

“Right.” My
gaze slid from his. “The store assistant put the bags out back.
Four bags from this boutique, and one from Cotton Things.
She labeled them all with my name so they should be easy to
find.”

“You go. I’ll
keep an eye out for security. The mall’s closed but—” He
shrugged.

I staggered
behind the counter and into the storage area. I located my bags
without too much effort by a rack of clothes, each bag neatly
tagged with my name. “Hope they don’t have security cameras in
store,” I said, as I joined Kade again.

“Not like
we’re stealing.”

“Mmm. If they
do, I wonder if they’ll forget me as soon as we phase?” I even
managed a credible giggle. “That would do their heads in for
sure.”

“I
reckon.”

“What’s
next?”

“Next is
this.” He slid his hand into mine. I didn’t resist and this
time the sync was smooth, effortless.

I blinked as
harsh lights stung my eyes, making them water. We were in the mall
parking lot, standing beside Kade’s motorbike. “Oh.”

“Beats the
hell out of carjacking.”

I wasn’t so
sure about that. It was going to be damn cold in that
Swiss-lizard-from-hell with the wind whistling in my ears.

When he’d
stowed my bags, Kade helped me settle into the sidecar. I didn’t
ask where we were going. So long as it wasn’t back to his house,
where Liam and Red would be lying in wait, it didn’t matter. I’d
trusted Kade before this all blew up in our faces, and I saw no
reason not to trust him now. Those kisses, the intimate connection
we’d shared…. They’d meant something once—to both of us.

I let my
eyelids drift closed and tried not to think of anything at all.
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Chapter
Seventeen




I woke to a
loud metallic clang, which turned out to be automatic security
gates. I’d been so out to it I hadn’t even noticed Kade pulling up
at the entrance. Guess he had the access code memorized or
something.

The bike
juddered over an uneven surface. When my eyesight adjusted to the
inky blackness, I could see shadowy trees looming either side of
us—sentinels, watching over weary travelers, perhaps. I hoped so.
Kade and I were both way overdue some good karma.

As much as I
loathed Kade’s preferred method of transport, and how long it took
me to un-kink my muscles and walk off hours of sitting still, I
considered it a blessing he hadn’t acquired a car. The bike and
sidecar combo made it impossible to talk while he drove. Not that
I’d known what to say to him whenever he pulled over for gas or
food, anyway.

The nights
spent in motels had been the worst. Beyond the kind of small-talk
strangers make for the sake of politeness, Kade had barely spoken
to me. And, piece by piece, my heart had shattered. I didn’t know
how to fix us. With everything that had happened, I feared it was
too late to try.

The uneven
surface proved to be a cobblestoned driveway that wound toward a
glimmer of light. God only knew where we were. I’d lost all sense
of direction days ago. It was well off the beaten track, that was
for sure. Some nice romantic little vacation house, perhaps? Hah.
That’d be a joke.

The bike
grumbled to a halt and I blinked at the mansion. Someone had money.
And a hankering for all things English, because this place
resembled an English country manor. I half-expected a liveried
butler to throw open the door and greet us.

“Stay put.”
Kade hopped off the bike and headed toward the house. In the dim
light afforded by the old-fashioned standard lamps, I watched him
patting his hands over the bricks. He paused, glancing back toward
the entranceway, as if to get his bearings. And then he removed
what looked like a piece of brick from the wall.

Hiding place
for a spare key would be my guess. Looked like we would be spending
tonight somewhere very grand indeed—a welcome change from our
recent accommodations. And maybe Kade would sleep better in his own
room. Maybe tonight I wouldn’t have to creep from my bed to shake
him awake and dodge his flailing arms as he struggled to free
himself from a nightmare. I’d given up trying to coax him to talk
about it. I’d given up trying to get him to talk about anything at
all.

Turned out
Kade’s bike got the luxury accommodations, not us. The apartment
over the huge garage wasn’t so grand as the main house, but it was
clean and dry so I wasn’t about to complain. “Who owns this place?”
I asked, more from habit than because I cared.

“Old friend of
my parents’. He’s back home visiting family in the UK right now. I
thought we’d stay here for a bit. Make plans. Teach you some of the
stuff you need to know to get by.”

“Oh.
Okay.”

That ended the
conversation.

I got the bed
and Kade took the couch. I didn’t offer to swap. It was a waste of
breath. Nor did I offer to share. His reaction that first night had
made it clear I was the last person he wanted to be near anymore.
How naïve I’d been. How childish to believe that two people like me
and Kade could fall so hard for each other so quickly. That in mere
days, our feelings for each other would be strong enough and
resilient enough to see us through the bad times.

I lay curled
in the middle of the bed, trying to convince myself that what I
planned to do was the right thing. Only Kade’s innate decency was
keeping him by my side. As soon as I knew enough to get by, and
he’d insured my safety, he’d cut me loose. I was simply saving him
the trouble. It would be like ripping off a band-aid. No point
worrying at the edges and trying to do it slowly. That only made
the process more painful. I’d do it quick and fast.

This way, I
told myself, Kade wouldn’t be bound by my choices. He could decide
what was best for him. He wouldn’t have me dragging him down
like a millstone around his neck. He could even rejoin Liam if he
wanted to. I had no doubt Kade could give my brother some
convincing BS about escaping Reilly and not having a clue as to my
current whereabouts.

I hoped Kade
didn’t risk it though. Liam was ruthless enough that he might
subject Kade to one of Red’s mind-reams. I shivered, chilled to the
bone at the thought of Kade stripped of his personality and
everything that made him Kade, the guy I’d begun to believe was The
One.

The chill
seeped into my heart. I shoved my fist in my mouth so my whimpers
wouldn’t wake him. If he did manage to seamlessly insert himself
back into Liam’s good graces that, too, would be devastating. I
didn’t want to think about Kade willingly rejoining a group that
spoke of people in terms of collateral damage and showed no remorse
at the thought of innocents dying. It would warp him. Like it had
warped Liam.

The tears had
been falling unheeded long enough that the pillow was damp beneath
my cheek. I blotted my face with the back of a hand. It was time. I
was ready as I’d ever be.

I visualized
Reilly’s face, concentrated on the unique energy that made him
“Reilly”, and cast out a mental invitation. The picture that formed
in my mind was of him seated behind a desk in what I presumed was
his office—the same office he’d pulled me into once before. I felt
a click in my subconscious as he locked on to me. And then I
phased.

“You came,” he
said, flopping back against his chair, the profound relief etched
into his face making him seem older than his years. “I was
beginning to think he’d convinced you I really was the enemy.”

“Are you? My
enemy?”

“No.”

Really. Why
didn’t I believe him? “I had some loose ends to tie up but I’m here
now,” I said. “I always intended to come. How could I not try to
help you save her?”

“Thank you.”
His smile was the first genuine one I’d seen from him.

“Are we safe
here? Has Liam tried anything yet?”

“We’re
shielded. I got you in, but you’re the only exception to the rule.
Liam and his crew can’t phase in—no one can unless their energy
signature is personally vetted.”

I gnawed my
lip. “What’s to stop one of them physically strolling in and
planting a bomb?”

He waved me to
take a seat. “Not gonna happen. We have stringent security measures
in place if anyone is foolish enough to try planting explosives the
normal way.”

The way he
said “normal” made me realize he was referring to people who
weren’t lims. “Good to know. But I bet Kade could still phase in
and pull me out. You couldn’t block him before.”

He didn’t deny
it. “Kade is… elusive. We’ve never managed to replicate the ability
that allows him to bypass energy-targeted blocks and shields. Or
counteract it, for that matter.”

“Ah.” I sank
gratefully into the chair and stuck my legs straight out, crossing
them at the ankles. “One of the reasons our father was so
interested in him.”

“Gold star for
you.”

My reaction to
Reilly’s use of one of my favorite sayings was a slow blink.
Knowing Reilly, it was a subtle attempt at building rapport. No
point trying to read anything into it.

He rubbed the
back of his neck, his eyelids drifting closed, an almost inaudible
groan escaping his lips. When he opened his eyes again he cut right
to the chase. “Do you think Kade will be foolish enough to try and
carry out Liam’s plan on his own?”

“No,” I said.
“I don’t think he will.”

The last of
the tension drained from him. “Do you think he’ll try to get you
back? Kade, I mean.”

I shook my
head. “Nope. We’re done.”

“I’m sorry,
Wren.”

“You seem to
be saying that a lot lately.”

“Yes. I have a
lot to be sorry for.”

“What happens
next?” I asked the question even though I was too tired and too
heart-sore to care very much about the answer.

“How do you
feel about volunteering to be a lab-rat?”

“Better than
being used as breeder.”

Reilly’s lips
compressed and his eyes turned fierce. “I won’t let that
happen.”

God. Liam
hadn’t been exaggerating. My potential to breed liminal babies
really did make me a valuable commodity to my father.

Another
horrible thought slapped me. Is that why they kept Megan locked up?
So they could harvest her eggs to use in their experiments? Or
worse, impregnate her directly?

I rubbed my
arms, chilled to my soul. Yet another reason to stick around. I
wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t at least
try to learn the truth about this research facility. And
maybe, just maybe, if I played my cards right I might be able to
help Megan.

“I mean it,
Wren,” Reilly said, responding to my inner turmoil. “I won’t let
him use you like that.”

“Thanks.” I
scrubbed my hands through my hair. “Do I have a choice about the
lab-rat thing?”

My brother
smiled at me but this time it was tinged with regret. “No. Vaughn
is desperate to know why normals forget you exist when you phase. I
told him I’ve convinced you to participate willingly in the
research because you’re hoping to finally be accepted as part of
the family.”

I sighed. I
wanted to hate Reilly but I couldn’t summon the energy. “You lied
about trying to save Lee. It was all a ruse to get me here
willingly.”

“No. I didn’t
lie. I believe we can do it.”

“How about
now, then? Before the men in white coats come and take me
away?”

“It’s not that
simple, Wren. It’s—”

“Complicated?”
I laughed, and the humorless trill echoed off the stark white walls
of the room. “Funny. It always is.”

The fancy
phone on Reilly’s desk beeped. “You gonna answer that?” I asked
when he made no move.

“We’re out of
time. Your arrival’s triggered the sensors and security’s following
up. Please, Wren, for Mom’s sake don’t mention anything about her
to Vaughn. I’ll explain everything later, I promise.”

Now where had
I heard that before?

He picked up
the receiver. The conversation was short. He listened for a brief
moment, and responded with, “Yes. Notify him she’s here.” And that
was that.

“He could
phase in and eavesdrop on us at any time,” I muttered. “How on
earth are we supposed to keep this a secret?”

Reilly laughed
softly. “He’s not a lim, Wren.”

I clapped a
hand over my mouth to muffle my gasp. “Really. That’s going to make
my special little ability very interesting.”

“Indeed.”
Reilly’s gaze darted to the door and then back to me, his eyes
cautioning me to watch what I said from now on.

The office
door was flung open and a man with an unremarkable face, and
close-cropped brown hair peppered with gray, stood framed in the
doorway. Talk about making an entrance.

I looked him
over. He was average height for a man, average build, too.
Everything about him was average except for eyes so dark they were
almost black. Those eyes saved him from being the kind of person
you’d forget immediately after meeting him. And they shone with a
fervent intensity that brought to mind religious zealots.

His gaze fixed
on my face and he stared at me for so long it was unnerving in the
extreme. I suppressed a shiver and the need to wriggle in my chair.
I got the distinct impression that if Vaughn Kincaid could find a
way to do it, he’d rip out the core of whatever made me a lim and
take it for his own.

Perhaps he
looked at every lim that way. Or perhaps I was that special. Lucky
me.

“Well, hello
there,” he said, cracking a smile.

Yikes. That
smile, meant to put me at ease, gave me the raging
heebie-jeebies.

Reilly did the
introductions. “Wren, this is our father, Vaughn Kincaid.”

It wasn’t hard
to act the part of long-lost daughter, overwhelmed by meeting her
father for the first time. All I had to do was think about Kade,
and how betrayed he’d feel when he woke and found me gone. How much
I wanted to be with him. How much I missed him. My lower lip
quivered and my eyes pricked with unshed tears.

“Wren. My baby
girl. It’s wonderful to have you home at last.”

I lurched from
my chair to throw myself at him, playing my part to the hilt.
“Daddy!”

He hugged me
and I fought not to shudder. “Baby,” he said, “I’m so sorry I had
to give you up to keep you safe. It tore me apart.”

If I hadn’t
been forewarned, I would never have guessed he was faking that hug,
or those heartfelt words, either. He was formidable, all right. But
Kade had helped me realize that so was I.
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Chapter
Eighteen




KADE

 


He woke the
instant Wren phased. Without her, the cramped apartment was
instantly colder, the air he breathed metallic and stale, the
atmosphere soulless… like everything good had been sucked from
it.

The thoughts
going around in his head were like bad poetry. But it was easier to
pretend Wren leaving had some physical effect on the room, rather
than any effect on him personally. Easier to pretend he understood
why she’d left without a word after all they’d been through
together. Easier not to confront the twisted logic that, even
though he’d been so distant he’d pushed her away, now she was gone
he felt like he’d lost his family all over again.

Yeah. Good
one, Kade. You lay there and listened to her crying night after
night. Didn’t even try to reach out and comfort her. Way to go, you
dumb prick.

He’d seen the
anguish she’d not been able to hide whenever she caught his eye,
the guilt she’d shouldered over being the daughter of the man
responsible for his parents’ murder. And what had he done? Fobbed
her off with small-talk. Held her at arm’s length, not let her get
close.

If he’d come
clean, gotten it off his chest instead of being all staunch and
pretending there was nothing wrong, maybe she’d have understood he
didn’t blame her.

Maybe Wren
would still be here, now, with him.

He wasn’t
strong like she was, coping like a pro with everything that’d been
thrown at her. He was still reeling from the shock of a past he’d
never gotten over coming back to bite him, and the stark, vicious
truth about a man he’d once idolized. He’d needed time to get his
shit together and his head on straight. He’d believed Wren would
give him that time.

Now it was too
late. She’d run back to Reilly to try and save her mother.

Kade had been
expecting it of course, but he’d hoped—

Fuck.
Considering everything that’d gone down, he’d been a bloody idiot
to hope anything at all. Bottom line? If someone dangled the chance
to bring his mum back to life in front of him, he’d grab it
with both hands.

He lay in the
dark and brooded about choices. His were currently more limited
than he liked. Smartest thing would be hightailing it back to
Liam’s crew. Keep his mouth shut. Be a good little soldier. Suck up
to Liam, listen and learn whatever he could. And then whisper all
Liam’s dirty little secrets in the right ears, and sit back while
others dealt to the fucker.

If he thought
he had a chance of pulling that off he’d risk it. Sad truth? He
didn’t think he was that good of an actor. And if Liam saw through
him…. Yeah. Kade had seen what happened to those Liam considered
traitors.

In a perfect
world, he’d find a way to take out both Liam’s vicious little
empire and Kincaid Pharmaceuticals’ effing huge monstrous
one at once. Blowing those torture chambers they called “labs”
sky-high would be a particular delight. But he was kidding himself
to believe he had the resources to accomplish anything like that on
his own. Taking out Vaughn Kincaid’s empire and pulling Liam’s
fangs were long-term goals. Being a lab-rat for the better part of
six fricking years had taught him patience at least.

Speaking of
the Kincaid empire: Liane Chase, AKA Lee Kincaid. Now there was one
big-arse dilemma. Did he whisper the juicy little tidbit about her
existence in Si’s ear and leave him and the guys to deal with her?
Or hold off, because there was a remote chance that Reilly’s claim
was true, and he and Wren could bring her back.

One thing for
sure, something would have to be done about Lee—and sooner rather
than later. She couldn’t be left to feed on weakened, unwary
liminals.

Kade pushed
those problems to the back of his mind. For now, the only person
who mattered was Wren.

Reilly had
done a number on her, really yanked her chain. Because of him, Wren
had voluntarily put herself at the mercy of that soulless bastard
masquerading as a human being. She had no clue what she was getting
herself into. God only knew what Vaughn Kincaid would do to her. If
it was anything like what he’d done to Kade and the other kids,
Wren would regret being born.

And if it came
down to a choice between rescuing his mother or keeping his sister
safe from harm, Kade was betting Reilly would sacrifice Wren
without a second thought. He didn’t trust Reilly as far as he could
boot his poncey arse. Reilly was a Kincaid through and through, and
the sooner Wren realized that….

He needed to
get a message to Wren. He needed her to understand that however bad
things had seemed when she left, she could still call on him if she
needed to get out in a hurry. She could always call on him. He
would always come for her. Always.

Something
twisted inside him at the thought of Wren needing him. Please God,
it wouldn’t come to that.

Kade phased
into the kitchenette area of his upstairs office and remained
subliminal, listening.

A council of
war. And Liam, as usual, was in favor of blowing shit up. No
fucking surprises there.

Harrison had
been summoned—Liam had called in the big guns. Interesting. The
scar-faced man was a mercenary with military training. He wasn’t
the type you crossed. Even arrogant buggers like Liam walked
carefully around him.

Kade counted
off the voices. All present and accounted for. Excellent. No one to
accidentally spot him if he screwed up, which was pretty bloody
likely because he was a borderline head-case right now, and he
needed to be at the top of his game to pull this off.

His bedroom
was the next stop. He grabbed what he needed, and was out of there
and back at the garage-top apartment in thirty seconds flat.

The next part
would be more difficult. He had to be ultra-careful, conserve his
energy. He couldn’t risk weakening himself so much that he ended up
Between—not with Lee lying in wait. She might not be so inclined to
let him go the next time he encountered her.

He let Wren
fill his mind. The wild, messy tendrils of hair that framed her
face. The big, hopeful, cocoa-colored eyes. The sprinkling of
freckles across her nose. Her lips, curved in an all-too-rare
smile. And he relived—vividly—what it had been like to touch her,
kiss her….

His heart was
beating ten-to-the-dozen, forehead beaded with sweat. Damned if he
wasn’t shaking. Man. He had it bad. Real bad. He’d been in lust
before, too many times to count. He was a guy, after all. But this?
This wasn’t lust. This could be the real thing.

He banished
the bittersweet memory and bit the inside of his cheek to help
clear his mind.

He started
over. And this time he retained control of the vision, didn’t let
it take him over and suck him in and bury him in regrets.

Scant minutes
later, he sensed an energy signature with a quality that was
strangely similar to Wren’s. Before he could think to protect
himself, it’d gotten a lock on him and—

The ponderous
gray of Between parted.

Feck! Kade
knew he was in trouble the instant he spotted the shimmering energy
shrouding a pulsing, ink-black core. He threw up his shields—a last
ditch attempt to shut Lee out. But she was still connected to him.
The tentacles that’d pulled him from one plane to another were sunk
deep into his energy signature. To rip them out would damage him,
and, like any predator, odds were high she enjoyed the chase. If he
struggled, she would be on him in an instant.

He didn’t
struggle. But while he waited for her to make the first move, he
racked his brains for a viable escape method that wouldn’t leave
him weakened and easily subdued.

There had to
be another way—a smarter way….

Not that he
could think of one. Foremost in his mind was their previous
encounter. The greedy swallows that’d hurt like forty bastards as
she siphoned his life force. The panic and overwhelming
helplessness as he’d grown weaker. A helluva way to go out, with a
whimper instead of a bang.

Kade knew he
would fight to the bitter end once she began to feed. As shitful as
his life might be right now, he had someone else to think
about—someone he cared for deeply. He was the only one who
truly cared enough about Wren to help her. And, if the worst came
to pass and Vaughn damaged her mentally as well as physically, he
would be the only one who truly understood what had been done to
her and could, God willing, help her heal.

The clinical
part of his mind that had saved him each time he’d made an error in
judgment, and gotten in too deep, analyzed how Lee had brought him
here. Must have been when she fed from him. She’d mapped his energy
signature and memorized it with whatever passed for a brain now
she’d become a monster.

Bloody
bollocking hell. That wasn’t good. If he got out of this alive,
he’d have to find a way to shield himself so she couldn’t grab him
again.

I did not
bring you here to feed. The words echoed weirdly in his head,
like she was having to struggle to make them comprehensible.

Good to
know, he sent back to her. Why did you bring me here,
then?

I need
information.

Don’t we all,
luv. Information makes the world go ’round.

Her form
pulsed with angry reds and oranges. Watch your tongue, Kade.
Wren might find you charming, but the only charm you hold for me is
when I consider how long your energy will sustain me.

Duly
noted. So this was the way it was gonna be. She talked. He shut
up and listened. Okay. He could do that. He waited for her to
continue.

What’s that
you’ve brought with you?

This? Look
closely, Lee.

Her response
was the merest hiss of a word in his mind. Why?

I have my
reasons.

Wren is your
reason?

Yes.

She chewed on
that for a few moments. The connection I have to my daughter has
always been faint but it has been a comfort. I could not have held
on to my sanity for so long without it. Now it is the barest
thread, as if something is pinching it off. I had hoped that
you—

I tried to
keep her safe, Kade told her, wincing when he heard the pain
and fear of losing Wren throbbing down his connection to her
mother.

She is in
danger.

A whole
sodding heap of it. Your little fuckwit of a son convinced her to
give herself up to her father. God only knows what that bastard’s
doing to her right now.

Calm
yourself, Lee said, her voice in his mind sharp enough to slice
through his skull. Please. I find it… difficult to
concentrate when your emotions are high. It makes me…
hungry.

The last thing
Kade wanted to do was provoke Lee’s hunger. He recited a calming
mantra—if Baa Baa Black Sheep could be considered a calming mantra.
Hey, he was under pressure and it was the only thing he could think
of to chant.

I don’t
understand, Lee sent to him through their mental link. Iain
would never harm Wren.

The black
sheep morphed to gray and vanished mid-leap. Who the feck is
Iain?

Iain Collins.
Wren’s father.

Kade’s heart
flip-flopped in his illusory subliminal chest. Holy shite. Run
that by me again?

Is this
necessary? The past is… painful.

It’s
necessary all right. His head was spinning as his mind
struggled to erase history and remake it anew. Please?

She must have
sensed his turmoil for she thought back at him, Very well. After
I had the twins, Vaughn planned to use them in his research. He was
most… insistent. He’d become clinical, distant—less a father and
more an obsessive researcher who would stop at nothing to push
forward with his research. I feared his experiments would
traumatize the boys, so I threw myself into the development of a
program teaching young lims like our sons how to safely use and
enhance their abilities. So long as I provided Vaughn with blood
and tissue samples and freely shared my results, he left the boys
alone. And then I met a promising young researcher—Iain Collins.
Iain was everything Vaughn no longer was. We fell in love. We met
in secret. Vaughn is Liam and Reilly’s father. Iain is
Wren’s.

Same mother
different fathers. Explained a lot. Little wonder Wren didn’t
resemble her brothers in either looks or temperament. Their
dad was the soulless bastard behind Kincaid Pharmaceuticals.
Her dad was a man who’d fallen in love with the wrong
woman.

When I
discovered I was pregnant, the thing Lee had become continued,
I was terrified for both Iain, and my unborn child. I told Iain
that Vaughn was growing suspicious of us. I convinced him to leave
by promising that when I could safely do so, I would leave Vaughn
and come to him. A lie, of course—Vaughn would have hunted me down
if I had dared take the boys. And, as I had predicted, he never let
me out of his sight once he learned I was carrying a child. He was
convinced my baby would be a liminal like her brothers, and was
already planning how to use her to further his research. I couldn’t
let that happen. Only hours after Wren was born, I blocked her, and
convinced Vaughn she wasn’t a lim. I knew he wouldn’t care about my
daughter if she couldn’t further his research. I thought she would
be safe. I never for a minute believed he would take her from me. I
never believed he could be so cruel.

Vaughn’s an
evil prick. And now he’s got Wren. If he does to her what he
did to me—

Kade felt Lee
burrowing in his mind, searching out specific memories. He steeled
himself to remain passive, allowing her access to what she needed
to see. She would be more likely to help him if she knew the truth.
He hoped. If there was an ounce of motherly feeling left in her.
Surely no mother would want her own child to suffer as Kade had
suffered.

The nauseating
burrowing sensation ceased and she recoiled from him. Forgive
me. I had no idea Vaughn would take things so far. And with
children. It’s monstrous!

Coming from a
bona fide monster like Lee, that was saying something.

Shite.
Hopefully she hadn’t caught that thought. He covered with,
Vaughn needs to be taken down.

Lee’s energy
flared with bilious greens and purples. Vaughn needs to
die.

Nice to know
we’re on the same page.

You have to
tell Wren the truth, Kade. If she knows the truth, maybe you can
convince her to run.

Fat chance
of that. Not when your son has convinced her that together, they
can bring you back. That’s why she left me and went back to him. To
try and save you. And even though his subliminal form didn’t
have physical eyes to be seared from their sockets, or skin to
shrivel from his bones, Kade shielded his face and turned his back
as Lee flared like a bonfire doused with petrol.

Idiot.
The word was a snarl, reeking with fury and despair. I’m beyond
hope. I’ve told Reilly this time and time again.

So Reilly had
kept in touch with his mother, and knew about her feeding habits.
Interesting. Kade filed that nugget of information away for future
use.

Seems he’s
a bit slow on the uptake, he sent to Lee once she’d calmed
somewhat.

You must
convince them both to give up this foolishness, Kade. If Vaughn
learns what they’re trying to do—

I don’t give a
toss about Reilly, but I’ll be damned if I let that bastard Vaughn
hurt Wren.

I understand.
Reilly is in bed with the devil and must face the consequences.
Wren must be your priority.

She always
was.

She is
vulnerable, Kade. She needs someone to teach her what she must know
to survive our world. She cares deeply for you. That is the only
reason I didn’t prevent her phasing you out during our first
encounter. That is the only reason I allowed you to live.

The cold frost
encasing his heart thawed. Lee had seen what Wren truly felt for
him, and it’d been strong enough to save his life. That meant
something. He might have screwed up what they had, might not ever
get it back, but it gave him the courage to try.

My control is
weakening. Soon I’ll be incapable of reason. You must go.

Kade felt his
connection to Lee disintegrate. He suppressed a shudder, wishing he
could scrub his brain with a wire brush to rid himself of the
lingering effects of her. But now was not the time to be squeamish.
He knew when he’d outstayed his welcome. He fine-tuned the search
pattern and honed in on Wren.

There.
Gotcha.

He touched her
mind.

She was
sleeping. Good. That made it a bloody sight easier for them
both.

Kade greeted
the unique pattern of energy that was Wren. He stayed passive while
her energy nudged his. And overwhelming relief washed through him
when it locked on, synched, and pulled him to her. Unconsciously at
least she hadn’t shut him out. She still cared for him, still had a
deep underlying connection to him, otherwise her energy would have
rebuffed his.

Again he
remained subliminal. Wren’s room appeared to be clear but he wasn’t
taking any chances. Vaughn had deep pockets. For all Kade knew, the
old fucker had guards in all the surrounding rooms with
state-of-the-art body-heat detectors.

He drifted
over to the bed and hovered, watching her sleep. Her energy was
gold and burgundy and silver shot through with deep purples and
blues. She was so beautiful….

And he’d let
her go. Realizing that was like a bloody sucker-punch to the
gut.

He had to get
out of there fast. If he stayed, he’d do something stupid—like
phase in, wake her up and kiss her breathless. Beg to be Vaughn’s
lab-rat, just so he could stay close to her.

The number of
lims who could do what Kade was about to do next could be counted
on the fingers of one hand. Vaughn Kincaid’s researchers had
marveled time and time again that a kid could perform this kind of
trick. But when you’re stuck in a lab with a bunch of curious
scientist-types, it’s not a good idea to be a marvel. Kade had the
physical and mental scars to prove it.

To his
knowledge, neither Reilly nor Liam possessed the finesse to do
this. It was but one of the many cool things Kade had wanted to
teach Wren. Combine her raw liminal strength, and the fact she had
no clue about supposed limitations, and he reckoned she would’ve
learned the knack of it in no time flat. She’d already
instinctively learned to phase objects she held—like her school
backpack—and that was no easy task for even strong liminals to
learn. He’d been looking forward to teaching her when this mess was
over, encouraging her, showing her the amazing things liminals
could do.

God willing,
he’d have another chance.

He phased one
hand into the physical world. It was his right hand, the one that
clutched his message to Wren. She would understand—know it’d come
from him. Liam, even if he had noticed it sitting on Kade’s
bed, would never have understood its significance.

And Kade was
betting Reilly wouldn’t understand, either. He didn’t know Wren
like Kade did. He didn’t care about her like Kade did.

Kade laid the
battered little bear on Wren’s pillow where it would be the first
thing she’d see when she woke. He had every intention of phasing
out and biding his time, gathering evidence he could use to
convince Wren to leave with him. But instead he lingered, watching
her sleep. And the more he lingered, the more he realized that he
couldn’t do it. He couldn’t leave her here alone to face the
horrors Vaughn would inflict on her. The horrors that she would
let him inflict because she was decent enough to want to
save her mother.

Kade no longer
suffered panic attacks whenever he spotted someone in a white coat,
but he couldn’t escape the nightmares of what they’d done to him.
He still woke sweating like a pig, his throat raw from screaming.
Could he live the nightmare again? Would he survive it with his
sanity intact?

He didn’t
know. But he’d try. For Wren.

He phased in,
slipping between realities to become fully liminal. And he waited,
body vibrating, nerves jangling and all senses hyper-alert, for the
alarms to shrill and the guards to burst in and drag him away. When
minutes passed and taut silence still reigned, he allowed himself
to exhale one jagged breath. And another.

An eternity
later, he forced himself to move, to curl up behind Wren on the
bed. Slowly, carefully, he eased her into his arms. She tensed, and
then her body went lax, accepting the comfort he offered.

Kade held her
as tightly as he dared. And prayed that when sleep finally pounced
and dragged him under, his nightmares wouldn’t wake her.
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Dread rippled
down my spine. I didn’t need to see his face to know it was
him. Red. An exceptionally strong liminal whose special
talent was extracting information from people’s minds… and
inflicting maximum pain while he did it.

Holy crap. I
was so screwed right now.

Polluted
energy, as foul and rank as the man himself, oozed over mine,
probing for weakness. Instinctively I threw up an internal barrier,
walling off my energy, denying him access….

And I had a
split second’s respite before the wave of power he unleashed
crashed over me.

My knees
buckled. I locked my joints and slowly straightened, hyper-aware
that if I went down it was all over. I would be completely at his
mercy.

Adrenaline
flooded my body, spurring me to flee. But running wouldn’t help me
escape Red’s clutches. So I dredged up the courage to confront the
monster my brother had sent after me, and stood my ground.

An inner voice
jabbered in my head, insisting that Liam might have simply sent Red
to fetch me, and my logical course of action would be to assure him
I would come quietly—buy some time. Except in this instance, logic
was a crappy option. My brother had given Red carte blanche to
scour my mind for scraps Team Liam could use to their
advantage—specifically, any information I might have subconsciously
gleaned that might aid their quest to pin down the location of KP’s
hidden labs. It would be naïve in the extreme to believe that order
had been rescinded.

My brother had
made it painfully clear he didn’t given a shit how much damage Red
caused while he rummaged for information. To Liam, I was nothing
but a pawn—a bargaining chip. And if Red reduced me to a drooling
vegetable, well, it wasn’t that big of a deal because so long as I
was physically whole, my reproductive organs could still be used as
a bargaining chip. A win-win situation either way so far as Liam
was concerned. But whereas I could kind of understand Liam’s
driving need to take down our father’s dirty little empire
regardless of the cost, I couldn’t fathom Red at all. A man who
ruined people’s minds was pretty damn bad, but a man who got his
jollies by making the process as painful as possible? Red was a
psycho and a sadist all rolled into one.

Turn around,
Wren. Look the asshole in the eye. Quit being such a coward!

I pivoted
slowly to confront the most terrifying member of Liam’s team.

Red Devos stood
there, arms loose at his sides, no outward sign of the power he was
throwing my way save the smirk tilting his lips.

He’s nothing
much to look at. A little on the short side. Slight, with no
noticeable muscles. At first glance he’s kind of wholesome-looking,
what with the shock of red hair and a bunch of freckles. At least
my brother Liam looks exactly how he is in truth: a ruthless, nasty
piece of work that you wouldn’t want to encounter in a dark alley
let alone the cold light of day. But this guy…. Kade was right on
when he’d once described Red as a real-life Archie from those old
comics.

There was no
point in attempting a phase, not with Red’s energy battering mine,
trying to force an opening through my protective barriers. The
instant my concentration wavered I would be vulnerable, giving him
the perfect opening to mind-ream me on the spot. And there was Adam
to consider. I couldn’t leave him alone with Red.

“Decided to be
sensible, eh, girly? Good. Now how’s about you tell me who
unblocked you, and exactly how they did it?”

“How about you
crawl back to my asshole brother and tell him to leave me the hell
alone.”

“Not happening,
girly. I’m gettin’ what Liam wants outta you—no two ways about
it.”

I curled my
fists, wishing I could smack that smirk right off his freckled
face. Since that wasn’t a viable option, I opted for my best toothy
smile. “I’d be interested to know what you’re gonna do when I yell
‘rape’ at the top of my voice.”

Something dark
and loathsome flitted across his eyes. And when his gaze raked me
from head to toe, deliberately taking his time, it was all I could
do to hide my shudder. “Skinny little girlies don’t usually do it
for me,” he said, “but for you I’ll make an exception. I’m sure by
now your boyfriend’s taught you something useful.”

I would only
have one shot at this, so I had to make it count. “Go ahead,” I
invited, widening my smile until my face ached with the strain of
keeping it confident. “Give it your best shot. Meanwhile, I’ll
scream at the top of my lungs until Dinah’s patrons come running.
Which I’m sure they’ll do. You know, since one of my talents is
being able to scream really, really loud. What do you think they’ll
do given that you’re a sleazy bastard, and I’m an innocent,
underage teenage girl and all? Not to mention it won’t go well for
you when Liam hears ’bout all the witnesses.”

My attempt at
gaining the upper hand was pretty pathetic really. He knew it, and
so did I. Because I was watching his face so intently, I spotted
the tell—the tightening of the tiny muscles around his eyes paired
with the slightest flaring of his nostrils.

Oh shit. Here
it comes….

But Red was way
smarter than me. For while I was desperately shoring up my mental
defenses, pouring all my energy into my protective barriers, I
neglected to take into account that he was a grown man. In a
hands-on fight I was outweighed and physically disadvantaged.
Untrained, too. Meaning I had no moves whatsoever to counter Red’s
lunge, and it took me completely by surprise.

In a breath he
pinned me against the side of the car, his torso pressing me
against the cold, unyielding metal body of the vehicle, imprisoning
me from thighs to chest. I was caught. I couldn’t even scream—not
with his palm slapped across my mouth, mashing my lips against my
teeth.

He leaned so
close I could see the soot-black ring encircling the watery blue of
his irises and the ginger hairs lining his nostrils. So close that
I could feel his breath feathering over my skin, smell the garlic
from his last meal. But worse than that, worse than even the
nauseating wrongness of the energy that still pummeled me demanding
surrender, was the hard bulge behind the zipper of his jeans as he
ground his hips into my belly.

I must have
made some involuntary reaction—eyes widening, body recoiling,
perhaps—because his lip curled. And then he said, in a tone that
was upbeat and happy, like he was simply passing the time of day,
“Yeah, I’m hard for you, girly. Figure least I can do is show you a
good time while I go dumpster-diving in your hormonal teenage
brain—seeing as how it might be the last thing you ever remember
and all.”

Oh no. No, no,
no—

My mental
barriers fell. The glut of energy that had gathered in my chest was
expelled in a violent metaphysical punch that lifted Red off me and
catapulted him against the neighboring car, rocking the vehicle on
its wheels.

I waited for
the blare of a car alarm but there was only silence as I slid to
ground, so weak and exhausted the desire to curl up and close my
eyes was almost overwhelming… and would quite likely be the last
conscious thing I ever did, because a rustling sound and a guttural
groan told me Red was coming to.

I opened my
mouth, attempted to yell for help… couldn’t muster more than a
guttural croak. And then, hyper-aware I had scant minutes before my
brain got reamed, I rolled to my knees and started to crawl,
slowly, painfully, hoping against hope to fool Red into believing
I’d phased before he got his shit together and came after me
again.

As much as I
yearned to head for Dinah’s and beg someone to help Adam, I
couldn’t risk it. Dinah’s would be the first place Red looked for
me. He wouldn’t even need to get close to do me harm. Once he had
me in his sights, I was screwed. I needed a place to hide. An
unlocked car. The back of a truck. Behind a trashcan. Any
hidey-hole that would conceal me from view.

It wasn’t much
of a plan but it was the only one I had, and it hinged on me being
so low on energy that Red wouldn’t be able to track me via liminal
means. Of course he still had eyes, but I wasn’t going to think
about that right now. All I had to do was hide until he convinced
himself I’d gone. And then I could get help for Adam—

Behind me,
something scraped the ground.

Shit.
Out of time.

My hindbrain
knew I had a huge target painted on my back. Skin prickling, I dug
deep, forcing myself to crawl faster, ignoring bone-deep exhaustion
and the gravel slicing my palms and knees.

Another rustle
of clothing. A grunt. And then… footsteps.

This time when
I tried to scream my lungs out I managed a hoarse groan.

Not good
enough—sooo not good enough, Wren. Do something!

Desperate,
willing the adrenaline to do more than merely seep into my
noodle-like limbs, I clambered to my feet… stumbled, fell, hands
outstretched, barking my knees on the ground, the gravel scraping a
layer of skin from the palms of my hands. And then I heard the most
chilling sound I’d heard in my life: a low-pitched crow of laughter
that floated out of the darkness to nip at my heels.

Biting my lips
against the whimpers building in my throat, I crawled faster,
heading for the nearest car, figuring I could roll beneath it
and—

“Nice try, ya
stupid little bitch,” he called. “But you should’a finished me off
while you had the chance. See, before you put a world of hurt on
me, I was inclined to make it fun for you. But now, I’m gonna make
it hurt so bad you’ll beg me to end you.”

“I’ve never
much cared for scumbags who get their kicks hurting defenseless
little girls.”

What the—?

A pair of
scuffed black boots swam into my line of vision an instant before
my forehead connected with denim-clad legs. I glanced up to see a
tall lean figure standing there, thumbs hooked into the belt loops
of worn and faded jeans.
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She pushed
through the exit doors, blinking once to accustom her eyesight to
the brightness after the gloom of the poorly lit corridor. As she
cut through the car park, she noticed Tyler lurking amongst the
bunch of students who had congregated in the bus bay. She suspected
from the stiffening of his posture that he’d spotted her, but was
pretending he hadn’t.

This must be
what was meant by “playing it cool”.

Jay didn’t
understand how to reciprocate, how to project “coolness” in return.
Had kissing Tyler this morning been playing it cool?

She didn’t
know.

She did
know it had been uncharacteristic, acting on an impulse that had
surged through her body and hijacked her brain. Like now, when her
arm, seemingly of its own volition, lifted to acknowledge him with
a wave.

Tyler waved
back.

Jay felt a wave
of heat wash over her, forcing her to adjust her core body
temperature. She mulled this new anomaly as she waited for the
traffic to clear so she could cross the street. She would run a
full diagnostic when she got back to her apartment to discover the
root cause of these minor malfunctions.

“Hey, Tyler!
Can you spare a minute?”

The shout
prompted her to glance over her shoulder, and she saw a man
beckoning from the opened window of a classroom. Tyler jogged back
toward the entrance doors.

She mentally
shuffled through the staff photos and identified the man as the
school’s music teacher, Mr. Whaley. If she waited around for a
while, perhaps she would be able to strike up a conversation with
Tyler when he’d finished with the teacher. It would be interesting
to learn more about his musical abilities.

Bettina’s
strident voice floated up from the field, haranguing Caro and
Vanessa for being five minutes late to practice. Jay drifted over
to observe the cheerleaders from the shadows afforded by the
overhanging roof of the school hall.

A bunch of guys
sauntered over to plant their butts on the bleachers and ogle the
girls in their short skirts. One of them puckered up and blew a
noisy kiss at Bettina. “Hey, B! Shake it for me, baby!”

She tossed him
evil look over her shoulder. “Get lost,” she told him. “And quit
gawking at the guy-candy!” she yelled at those of her squad who had
dared to giggle. “Next girl who effs up because her mind’s not on
the routine is getting benched next game!”

It was obvious
to Jay that Bettina took her job as cheer captain very
seriously.

She watched the
squad run once through their routine and then turned away. She
could do the tricks with her eyes closed. Not that she didn’t
appreciate the difficulty and the skill involved for humans to
perform such maneuvers, but it held no particular fascination for
her.

All the buses
had arrived and departed before Tyler appeared again. He surveyed
the empty bus bay, glanced at his watch. His shoulders slumped.

She jogged
toward him as he headed out of the school gates. His head shot up
when he heard her approach, and in the instant before he blanked
his face she saw pleasure.

“May I walk
with you?” she asked.

“Sure. I’m
headed this way.” He jerked his chin to the left.

“I’m sorry you
missed your bus.”

He shrugged.
“No drama.”

“That teacher
inconvenienced you. He should have spoken to you during school
hours so you didn’t miss your bus.”

He snorted.
“Teachers don’t think about stuff like that.”

“You’re not in
trouble with him, are you?”

“Me? Nah.
Whaley’s cool. He was just giving me some feedback about my latest
songwriting attempt.”

They walked in
silence for a few minutes, with Tyler shooting her surreptitious
glances beneath his lashes. “I hear Shawn’s still bugging you,” he
finally said.

Jay didn’t have
to remind herself that a grimace would be appropriate in this
instance. It was her body’s automatic response to mention of Shawn.
“I asked him very politely to leave me alone, but I suspect he
thinks I’m playing hard to get. His lack of intelligence is
extremely vexing.” Even to her own ears she sounded petulant.

He barked a
laugh. “You’re something else, you know that?”

She clamped her
mouth shut against the immediate agreement that hovered on her
lips. She was indeed “something else”. But she was training herself
to decipher the subtext of what was said before she responded,
rather than taking people’s comments so literally.

“You really
don’t like him much, do you?” He seemed to be having some
difficulty with the concept that any girl could dislike Shawn.

Jay couldn’t
decipher what it was about Shawn that made him so attractive to the
opposite sex. So far as appearances went, he was merely one of a
number of physically attractive young males she had encountered.
His features were symmetrical enough to be pleasing, but his lack
of morals and his inflated idea of his own importance and
desirability repelled her. She found Tyler’s lean physique, shaggy
hair, chocolate-brown eyes, and slightly crooked smile, far more
aesthetically pleasing. He wasn’t perfect, and it was his
imperfections that captivated her. In addition, he was far more
interesting to talk to than the self-involved Shawn.

“No. I don’t
like him at all,” she said. “Can we please not talk about
Shawn?”

“What do you
want to talk about, then?”

“I heard you
playing your guitar and singing at lunchtime,” she said. “You’re
very talented.”

“Thanks.” He
beamed at her, and something tightened in Jay’s chest, making it
difficult for her to breathe.

“It wasn’t my
guitar, though,” he said. “That one belongs to the music room. It’s
a bit of a dog but it does the trick. My own guitar’s worth a
bit—no way I’d bring it to school and risk it being damaged.”

She nodded her
understanding.

“Hey, do you
play an instrument or anything?”

Because she did
not wish to appear boastful, she shrugged, and said, “Not
really.”

Car tires
squealed and the acrid odor of burning rubber scented the air.
Laughter floated to her ears. She separated out the sounds,
identified the vehicle’s engine as belonging to a Mazda MX-5 Miata,
and ran voice analyses. A simple calculation led her to conclude
she would be subjected to an unwelcome encounter in approximately
thirty-five seconds.

Just as she and
Tyler were approaching a small group of stores, a red MX-5 rounded
the corner and pulled up to the curb ahead of them.

She hadn’t
miscalculated. But then, she seldom did.

“Hey, Jaaay.”
Shawn called out from the driver’s seat, completely ignoring
Tyler.

She didn’t
appreciate the way he drew out the syllables of her name. Her name
was Jay. Not Jaaay. If she’d wanted to be called Jaaay, she would
have spelled her name with extra As.

“Hello, Shawn.”
She ignored her programming and did not acknowledge his companion.
It was getting somewhat easier to be rude and unpleasant if the
situation called for it.

“Going
somewhere?” Shawn’s gaze flicked to his reflection in the rearview
mirror. He smoothed his hair.

Jay kept on
walking. “I would have thought that was quite obvious, but since
you ask, yes.”

Tyler emitted a
peculiar gurgling sound and cleared his throat.

“Hey, wait up,
babe!” Shawn called as they passed his car. He put the vehicle in
gear and crept along the curb, keeping pace with them. His smile
displayed his artificially whitened capped teeth. “Hop in, I’ll
give you a lift.”

“I don’t need a
lift. And if I did, there are no spare seats in your car.”

The boy sitting
up front with Shawn dropped her a wink. His lips curved into a sly
smile and he patted his lap. “Babe, you can sit right here on this
good wood.”

“Can it, Matt,”
Shawn said. “If she’s sitting on anyone it’ll be me. Capiche?”

Matt smirked.
“Whatever, dude.”

“Niiice,” Tyler
said, directing his comment to Shawn. “Caro’s gonna be thrilled to
hear about you making moves on Jay. Again. I’d watch my back if I
were you, Shawn. You know what my sister’s like when she gets
riled. I can just picture her bitch-slapping you into orbit. Hey, I
should sell tickets to the event. I’d make a killing.”

Shawn slammed
his car into park. He hopped out to confront Tyler, hands fisted at
his sides, lower lip outthrust. “What I do when your sister isn’t
looking over my shoulder is none of your fucking business,
freak-boy. So keep your effing mouth shut. Or I’ll shut it for
you.”

Jay clamped her
hand on Tyler’s arm to prevent him from lunging at Shawn. “Let me
handle this,” she murmured. “Apparently I’m going to have to be
extremely unpleasant so he will get the message.”

His brow
pleated with concern as his gaze raked her face. “You sure?”

“I’m sure.” She
felt a peculiar warmth curling low in her belly. If she’d been
human, that warmth might have indicated she enjoyed his concern for
her. She dismissed it as a chemical reaction preparing her body for
her coming confrontation with Shawn.

“Okay. But I’m
here if you need me,” he said.

“Thank you. I
appreciate that.”

She moved
toward Shawn, who leaned back against his car and crossed his arms
over his chest. He smiled lazily at her.

Did this young
male truly believe himself so irresistible to females?

Apparently so.
He’d obviously convinced himself his physical charms had the power
to completely overwhelm her good sense. The boy was an idiot.

“So how ’bout
you and me hook up later on?” Shawn said. “Pick you up at nine
and—”

“I don’t think
so.”

He blinked at
her. “Aw, don’t be like that, babe. This playing hard to get thing
is getting old.”

His tone was
light, bantering, but his gaze was challenging. You don’t want
to mess with me, it seemed to say. Delusional boy. She was
going to enjoy thwarting him.

He reached for
her.

Ignoring
Tyler’s shout of protest, Jay let Shawn grab her wrist and tug her
toward him. As Shawn bent his head, she realized he was about to
kiss her—force her to comply and fall in with his wishes. She
grasped his chin in her hand and dulled her eyes so her gaze was
flat and cold and menacing. “Are you trying to shut my
effing mouth by kissing me, Shawn?”

He froze. The
cocky grin slid off his face.

She thrust him
away and stared him down. “I would rather not be bothered by
two-timing sleaze-bags, Shawn. For some reason they make me
nauseous.”

Behind her,
Tyler snorted with laughter.

“Bitch.”
Shawn’s expression darkened. He raised his hand as if he was about
to hit out at her. Then he seemed to think better of it and dropped
his arm. He was on edge, his heart rate elevated, a pulse throbbing
at his temple. It would not take much to provoke him.

Jay reviewed
what she knew about Shawn and his family, and debated her options.
If he did lose his temper and hit her, there was a high probability
it would work in her favor. When it got around that he had hit a
girl, Shawn’s godlike reputation amongst the students—both male and
female—would take a severe hit.

She released
the merest whiff of a very specific pheromone into the air and
watched Shawn inhale. A fine sweat broke out on his forehead. His
fists clenched and unclenched, clenched again.

“You’re such a
daddy’s boy,” she said, curling her lip into a sneer. “Without his
money to throw around, you’re nothing special, Shawn. You should
hear what your team says about you behind your back.”

His nostrils
flared and his eyes narrowed to slits. “What do they say?”

Ah. Yes. She’d
been correct to base her verbal attack on his male pride. This was
going to be ludicrously easy. “Only that your daddy bought your
place on the team with a hefty donation. It must be a real blow to
your pride to know you wouldn’t have been good enough
otherwise.”

“Jay.” Tyler’s
voice throbbed with anxiety. “I don’t think—”

“I’m fine,
Tyler.” She swept her glance over Shawn. “He’s nothing I can’t
handle.”

Shawn’s tanned
complexion turned a mottled red.

Jay laughed,
and made certain it was a derisive, mocking sound. “Poor Shawn. Did
I hurt your feelings? Never mind. I’m sure you’ll get over it. Oh,
and I almost forgot to mention that Caro and I had an enlightening
little chat this afternoon. I’m sure it won’t take much more effort
on my part to convince her to dump your less-than-toned
glutes.”

Shawn frowned
as he processed that last part.

“Are you
saying—?”

“Yes, Shawn.
You have a—” she sought the most suitable slang phrase “—flabby
ass.”

He lost it.

Of course Jay
saw the blow coming, but she chose not to exert herself by blocking
it. Whatever Shawn did to her, it was highly unlikely to cause
permanent damage. To Jay, the logic that had led to this moment was
perfectly sound, so she stood perfectly still, relaxed her facial
muscles, and allowed his hand to connect with her cheek.

“Jesus!” She
heard Matt’s shocked voice.

Excellent. Her
decision was already having the desired effect.

Unfortunately,
Tyler wasn’t aware Jay didn’t feel pain. Or that she had weighed
her options and concluded it was in her best interests to let Shawn
assault her. Before she could caution him to stay out of it, Tyler
grabbed her arm and yanked her away from further harm. Then he
charged Shawn, smacking him against the side of the car.

Shawn bellowed
and retaliated by shoving Tyler away, then lunging for him,
grabbing him round the waist and steamrolling him backward.

Jay was still
considering whether or not Tyler would be irritated if she
intervened, when she caught a metallic flash at the edge of her
vision. She glanced at Matt and found him recording the incident on
a sleek black mobile phone. “Please put the phone away. Now.” She
refocused her full attention on the two combatants.

“You okay?”
Matt asked. “There’s a spare seat here if you need to sit down. Do
you want me to call someone to come and get you?”

She kept her
gaze on Tyler and Shawn as she answered. “Yes, I’m okay. No, I
don’t need to sit down. No, I don’t want you to call anyone. Thank
you for asking, though. The phone, Matt.”

He was silent.
When she glanced again at him to confirm he’d stopped videoing the
fight, Matt had lowered the phone, and was staring at her like he
expected her to be doing something other than what she was
currently doing. The trouble was, Jay had no idea what that
something might be.

“Sure you’re
okay?” he finally asked. “You’re not gonna faint or anything, are
you?”

“Yes, I’m sure.
No, I’m not going to faint. Or anything.”

His frown
smacked of disbelief. “Shit. I can actually see a handprint on your
cheek. I’m guessing he didn’t hold back, huh?”

“He could have
punched me, so I believe he did hold back to some degree. And the
mark will fade soon.”

“You’re one
tough chick.”

“Yes.”

“Better ice it
when you get a chance,” he told her. “It’ll help with the
bruising.”

“Thank you for
the advice. Aren’t you going to Shawn’s aid?” If Matt chose that
course of action, she would take steps to stop him. Two against one
was patently unfair.

He shrugged and
stuck his feet up on the dash. “Nah. Shawn and Tyler have some
major history, so this was always gonna happen. And between you and
me, I hope Tyler manages to get in a few good punches before he
gets creamed. Shawn deserves to get the hurt put on him.”

“Why does Shawn
deserve it?” she asked. “Isn’t he your friend?”

Matt’s lips
compressed and the residual humor faded from his eyes. “Lately,
that’s up for debate. And guys just don’t hit girls, okay?”

“Is it okay for
girls to hit guys?”

He eyed her,
his gaze speculative, gauging the seriousness of her question.
“After what that asshole did to you? Duh.
Abso-fricking-lutely.”

“Thank you. I
wasn’t sure of the protocol in a situation like this.”

She heard Matt
mutter, “This I gotta see,” as she turned her gaze back to Tyler
and Shawn.

She observed
the fight for a moment. Shawn’s heavier body mass was proving
problematic for Tyler. He did manage to hook one of Shawn’s ankles
with a sweep of his foot and topple him to the ground, but when he
pounced on him, Shawn bucked him off and rolled, switching their
positions. Shawn’s triumphant expression morphed into something
dark and ugly. He drew back his elbow, fist clenched.

This would be a
prudent time to intervene. Jay liked Tyler’s face just the way it
was, and she would not appreciate Shawn rearranging it. She didn’t
bother to check her speed. She leaped toward Shawn and grabbed his
wrist. In one smooth, rapid movement, she rotated his arm to twist
it up behind his back.

“Bitch,” he
said, struggling ineffectually and hissing when she increased the
pressure on his shoulder joint. “Get off me. You want another smack
or something?”

“Please,” she
said. “Do try.”

“Fine. I’ll get
to you when I’ve finished with the freak.”

“In your
dreams!” Tyler said, his face tight with determination as he bucked
his hips, trying to dislodge Shawn. “You lay a hand on her again
and I’m gonna—”

“You’re gonna
what?” Shawn said. “Sing me a song?”

Jay’s vision
washed with a bloody red haze that she identified as
adrenaline-fueled fury. Humans called this phenomenon bloodlust, or
“seeing red”. And it was oh-so-very tempting to give in to it.

But at some
level, she understood she was defective. There was something
profoundly wrong with her. She’d been programmed to defend herself
if threatened, but she was not in any danger whatsoever. As much as
she might wish it otherwise at this particular instant, her
programming did not extend to rendering Shawn limb from limb, or
even smashing his face with a clenched fist and ruining the good
looks he was so very proud of. This encounter should not be
affecting her in such a way. This annoying, foul-mouthed,
boy should not have the power to influence her actions. This
desire she had to punish him, to exact revenge for his treatment of
Tyler, was wrong. She was malfunctioning, and the consequences of
giving in to her rage could be dire.

She caged her
fury and smothered it with logic. And logic told her the most
efficient way to be rid of Shawn’s attentions, was to humiliate him
enough that he avoided her in future.

She increased
the upward pressure on his wrist and shoulder joint, ignoring his
vile curses as the pain and the threatened dislocation of his
shoulder forced him to abandon Tyler and rise to his feet.

After a brief
scan of her surroundings, Jay discounted the trashcans placed
beside the bus stop. There was no reason to damage public
property.

The Dumpster
out back of the Chinese takeout? Perfect. She marched Shawn toward
it on his tiptoes.

“Hey, Matt!” he
yelled, his voice squeaky with growing panic. “Dude, some help,
here?”

“She’s only a
girl,” Matt called back. “I’m sure she won’t hurt you too bad.”

Jay gripped
Shawn by scruff of his neck and the waistband of his designer
jeans, and tossed him into the Dumpster.
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