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    There was nothing like a little rule breaking in the morning to put me in a good mood. Natalie—not so much.  
 
    “Remind me again why I’m doing this?” she groaned, jiggling a bobby pin in the lock.  
 
    I danced around on my toes. “You’re here because I wrote it in your daily planner, and you don’t like to cross things out.” My best friend, while fantastic, took organization beyond the level of obsession. I’d once seen her sort her dirty laundry alphabetically by colour. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean, Addy,” she said, flicking dark hair out of her face as she worked.  
 
    Natalie’s butt pointed out as she bent over the filing cabinet while I stood guard. She’d been at it for about ten minutes and hadn’t made any progress.  
 
    “We didn’t break anything to get in here, and we aren’t stealing, so you can stop worrying about getting arrested already.” I don’t think anyone ever tried to sneak into the principal’s office, especially when it wasn’t their school.  
 
    There weren’t a lot of options though. I needed information, this seemed the best place to look for it, and surprisingly, Natalie had actually agreed to come with me. While not one of my worst ideas ever, this made the top ten list. Next week I’d have to do something worse to make up for it.  
 
    The lock clicked and Natalie rose, smoothing her shiny black locks with her hands. I crouched down and rifled through the files. 
 
    Max Gordon, Max Gordon, Max Gordon.  
 
    I thumbed through all the drawers with no success. “He isn’t in here.”  
 
    “If he transferred, his transcripts would be archived somewhere. You could always ask him.” 
 
    As if I’d ever do things the easy way. Max said he’d transferred from Topernell’s Boys Academy when he’d showed up at our school a month ago, so there had to be a record of him here somewhere in this school.  
 
    After listening to me unsuccessfully ruffle through the files for a few more minutes, Natalie dragged out me out the door and towards the library we’d seen earlier. 
 
      
 
    The shelves were piled high with uniform leather bound volumes that stood like an army of knowledge. It even lacked the accompanying smell of damp and mold that we had at our school library. This academy was so full of itself it didn’t seem possible there could be room for us in it.  
 
    We made our way towards the back, Natalie seemingly knowing where we were headed. It didn’t take long before she piled a stack of folders into my arms after scanning the shelves. Hiding behind computer terminal desks that were completely free of graffiti, and not even made of particleboard, we went through our haul.  
 
    Natalie had pulled the old school photo records, and in mere minutes I found him. He looked as confident as ever, his face framed by his messy brown curls. His vivid blue eyes shone through, causing me to smile in return. Max’s eyes told you how he felt. Since I had finally experienced my first crush, I’d gone all out.  
 
    But we had a problem. Max was absent from the class photos except the first and last years of his schooling here. Side by side, he looked exactly the same. Sure, his hair had changed, but his face looked identical. And… I flicked over the pages, daring there to be a typo. This said he’d graduated two years ago, but he still hung out in high school. Which was weird, right? 
 
    “That’s why he’s so smart now,” Natalie said. “He’s already done it before.” She bumped me with her elbow. “Can we leave yet? I don’t want us to miss English as well.” 
 
    I didn’t either. Max was in my English class.  
 
    We were leaving when a class streamed through the doors, boxing us in. As I shuffled behind Natalie, she slowed slightly, but otherwise showed no concern. There was an adage that if you acted like you were meant to be there, nobody would question you. Sound advice, unless you happened to be a teenage girl in an all boys academy.  
 
    It came as no surprise when the teacher escorting them stopped, looking down his pointed nose at us. “Can I help you two girls?”  
 
    I froze and tried to keep my mouth shut. My only escape plan entailed asking for directions to the bathroom.  
 
    Natalie put on her adult voice, the one she used on the office lady at our actual school whenever she wanted a schedule change. Not that she needed the voice, adults always loved her. I mean, they usually did. The breaking and entering probably worked against her usual charm in this case.  
 
    “We’re researching for a senior project,” Natalie said, her tone soothing.  
 
    Terrible plan. Despite being sixteen, I looked twelve. The headmaster was already eyeing me with loaded suspicion. She should have said she was looking for her boyfriend.  
 
    Natalie kept reeling her sales pitch. “You can hardly blame us for wishing to utilize the best facilities in the area.”  
 
    She even meant that. Nerd.  
 
    She jabbered on for a minute about the facilities here, and if flattery were rain, she’d made it flood. 
 
    Unfortunately, her act didn’t work. The point on the headmaster’s nose actually seemed to sharpen. He looked down at me, trying to make me feel like an insect leg stuck on the inside of a fly screen.  
 
    It worked.  
 
    “You two fit the description of two persons unknown, seen exiting my office earlier. Do you have anything to say about that?”  
 
    I kind of did. “You need to keep snacks on your desk.” 
 
    Natalie sighed and grabbed my hand before I made the situation worse. “Just run, Addy.” We fled out a side door, setting off an alarm in the process. “There’s a fine for setting off a fire alarm,” Natalie panted as we headed for her car.  
 
    I hadn’t even worked up a sweat. Running late for the bus had made me excellent at cardio, and even though Natalie picked me up now I kept up the jogging. Miss never-late Natalie, however, didn’t fare so well.  
 
    She leant against the car as she slowed her breathing, face flushed and sweating. “I’m not following anymore of your stupid plans, so I hope you found whatever you were looking for.”  
 
    Too bad I hadn’t. Somehow, I could feel Max whenever he got close by—sense him in a way I couldn’t describe and barely made sense.  
 
    I didn’t know how to tell Natalie that though. She lived for science. Facts. Definitive proof. Her mum said she’d stopped believing in Santa at four years old, which was when she realized a single vehicle couldn’t traverse such distance in a twenty four hour period without exceeding terminal velocity. I still didn’t know what that meant. No way would I explain my mumbo jumbo concerns to her now. ‘Stupid’ equaled a four-letter expletive in Natalie talk. Max was great, but there were things about him I couldn’t piece together, and I had to figure them out.  
 
    “I don’t know why you like him if you don’t trust him.” Natalie started the car with a frown that creased her brow like a miniscule bridge for bacteria. 
 
    “He doesn’t have to tell me everything if he doesn’t want to. It’s not like I’m about to tell him I crept into his old principal’s office and tried to steal his files.” There were quite a few untold tales between us. 
 
    “I thought we were only borrowing?” Natalie said, arching her eyebrows.  
 
    She must have rubbed off on me, because I decided it would be best not to reply. 
 
      
 
    Natalie kept glancing at her watch as we headed back to school. Not that she’d get in trouble if we were late—the teachers could pick the bad influence in our friendship.  
 
    A weird medieval festival in the fields caught my eye as we drove by. We’d never had one of those here before. I mean, the fields were the only place in St Pauls you’d be able to fit some big event—usually as soon as the bushland was cleared they put in more housing estates. Then you hit mountains of the New South Wales Central coast, and it was protected National Parks.  
 
    There’d only been a few people hanging out in the long grass yesterday when we’d driven past. Today there were colored tents and marquees pitched at either end of the field, and a whole slew of people in costume playing out some mock battle. Maybe it was a war re-enactment or something, though that wasn’t exactly a traditional Australian pastime. Still, there were at least a hundred people out there with horses and swords battling in the long grass. I was surprised our little piece of suburbia had enough people interested in whatever they did at medieval festivals to get such a good turnout, especially when they hadn’t put out flyers or anything, since I would have seen them.  
 
    As intriguing as it was, I didn’t ask Natalie to stop. She would hand sew me an authentic set of battle regalia if I showed even the slightest bit of interest in an extracurricular activity, but she had yet to outdo the origami crown I’d folded her from a periodic table to commemorate her being queen of the nerds.  
 
    Natalie’s phone buzzed while I leant backwards in my seat to catch the last glimpses out my window. She parked and frowned at the screen, the worry she always wore in my presence looking carved by a knife. “You remembered I’m leaving early to go camping today, right? You’ll have to catch the bus this afternoon and tomorrow.” 
 
    Dammit. No, I had not remembered it was time for her bi-yearly camping trip. Twice a year she spent the holidays ‘roughing it’, though she still exclusively packed handmade dresses to wear. Because for some reason my bestie enjoyed getting eaten by mosquitos and living off campfire food and shoveling holes to poop in. Anytime I tried to picture her camping, it just didn’t work. She hated germs, liked to be clean and organized, spent every cent of her pocket money on fabric and patterns, then spent countless hours creating her dresses, and then she went around climbing boulders and cutting wood or whatever in them? Plus, she missed two days of school since her family always left early to avoid traffic. None of these were Natalie things. It was like being told someone with ADHD loved sitting still for hours to go fishing.  
 
    “I can make the bus tomorrow.” Probably. I mean, I’d have to actually get out of bed on time, but in theory I could do it. 
 
    Natalie locked her car and hugged me goodbye. “I’ll be back in a week. Catch up with you then.” 
 
    That was the other part of camping. Zero mobile coverage. Waving, we each headed off to class.  
 
      
 
    I barely even noticed Max looking at me as I walked to my desk. All smelling of cinnamon, with his curly brown hair flopping to the left. And his perfect blue eyes. And strong shoulders. And biceps straining the sleeve of his shirt as he moved his bag off my seat.  
 
    Okay, so I lied, but that didn’t mean Natalie didn’t have part of my attention too. A teeny tiny part perhaps, but Max was hard to compete with. Sweet baby weasels, he was still watching me. We must have made it past the ignoring me stage and moved onto pretend-it-never-happenedville. “So, you’re done ignoring me now, Mr-I-don’t-want-to-ruin-our-friendship?” I’d know him for four weeks, and the last week of it he hadn’t spoken to me. The three weeks before that had been fun though—for me anyway. I think I was the only friend he’d made. We’d hung out after school, but only ever in public. Our epic kiss—it’d been in the food court of the mall two towns over, and he’d tasted of the fresh cinnamon doughnuts we’d eaten. I know, it was like I’d basically been living in a fairytale. 
 
    He didn’t even have the audacity to blush. Instead he coughed into his hand, and I had the sneaking suspicion he was hiding a laugh. “How’s your morning been?” 
 
    I could imagine how well the truth would work for that question. Oh, I snuck into a school and broke into confidential files, before being chased by an old guy with a nose as long as a taco. “I managed to get my morning exercise in,” I said as I slunk into my seat. “Does this mean your PMS is officially over?” Max was living proof cosmic karma was a thing, my own personal payback for being a pain in the ass every month. Of course I freaking I fell for someone following the same schedule. As long as we didn’t sync, I could deal. 
 
    He widened his smile, and I melted into my chair. It had become pretty much standard for me. I know—pathetic.  
 
    He usually kept his face emotionless, so when he gave me a smile, I went boneless in satisfaction. I knew Natalie would be frowning, but it was my right as a teenage girl to swoon occasionally. Or more accurately, hourly, if Max hung around. Just because I never had before didn’t make it a crime.  
 
    Max flipped the hair as he spoke. “Want to come over to my place on Sunday?” 
 
    My heart beat furiously as I tried to stay casual. We hadn’t done houses yet. There were a lot of things I would be willing to do to hang out with Max. He could ask me to help shovel cow pats in the middle of summer and I’d say yes. He’d be all sweaty, glistening as he lifted the bottom of his shirt to wipe his face… Did Max have abs? It felt like Max would have glorious abs.  
 
    Max’s hand waving in front of my face rudely interrupted me from my daydream.  
 
    “Addy? Hey, Adeline!” 
 
    “Will there be digging involved?” 
 
    Max rose an eyebrow at me, which would be the basic equivalent of someone else stopping dead in their tracks. He scrubbed at the back of his neck while his shoulders pulled into a slight shrug. “You could dig if you wanted to, I guess. I thought more like watching Netflix and meeting my parents.” 
 
    Wait, did he Netflix and chill me? Because I had to admit, even with Max in the equation, parents at home did not make that an appealing idea. “Are your parents super weird?” I mean, either they were okay with the idea, or I needed advance warning to prepare myself. Max never talked about his family, house, or anything he did beyond the month before. Not that I did either, but my mother went way beyond weird, so I’d figured his house was odd too.  
 
    “It’s okay, we don’t have to,” Max said. His face morphed back to the usual calm he wore like a second skin. No raised eyebrow, no eye twinkles, no smile.  
 
    Oops, I broke him. “No, I want to. Just want to know what to expect.” So I could plan my wardrobe for possible emergency escape plans. Though I’d have to drag Max along, because I wouldn’t give that part up. If it turned out to be Colleen level bad, maybe I could convince him I had food allergies and we needed to go out for dinner elsewhere. Nah, surely there couldn’t be another mother like mine. The only decent thing she’d ever done involved birthing Keira when I was thirteen. “Wait, does this mean I have to invite you over to my place at a later date to meet my mother? Cause if that’s the case I’ll pass on dinner and stick to Netflix.” 
 
    Max’s face stayed stuck in his confident façade. “You don’t want your mother to meet me?” 
 
    “I mean, prolonged exposure to Colleen tends to cause permanent damage. Case in point,” I gestured to myself with a sweep of my hand. “This is what you could turn into,” I said with all the seriousness I could muster.  
 
    Max leant forward and tucked a piece of my ash blond hair behind my ear, fingers brushing my neck on the way down. There I went, forgetting how to breathe. Oxygen was overrated anyway.  
 
    “I don’t know, you’re kind of cute. I can think of worse outcomes.” 
 
    “Dude,” Dylan called from the desk in front, hitting Max on the arm with his hat. “No one wants to be cute. That’s like puppies and rainbows and stuff.” He turned back to the front as I felt my face burn bright red and Max stayed serene next to me.  
 
    “I stand corrected. Seeing as how it can’t be more embarrassing than that, will you come over this weekend? No provisos for meeting your family required.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, channeling my inner chill. Be cool, Addy. “And you can meet Keira. One day,” I said, giving into compromise as our teacher finally appeared. Beyond Keira, no one in my family mattered anyway. “Dylan’s right, you need to learn the definition of cute.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Addy, wait up.”  
 
    The wind blustered through my ponytail as I turned, the weight of my bag heaving me around faster than expected. My back ached from carrying heavy textbooks around all day and beyond my bus, I didn’t want to wait for anything. Not that I wanted that either. My usual bus driver hated his job, which obviously made him well suited to his task of ferrying children. You didn’t miss getting in while you could: once the door closed, he wouldn’t reopen it. I had a feeling if I were thirty years older, we could have been great friends. There had to be some kind of life warning in there somewhere. I should probably aim higher than emulating a grumpy school bus driver in my middle age. Maybe I could have a bizarre haircut too, so I identified as edgy instead of isolated and alone. Damn, now I felt sorry for my bus driver. Would it be weird to give him chocolates tomorrow? It felt like it would be wrong to hand out candy to men old enough to be my father, but it truly did fix everything. Not as well as cake, but then transportation issues came in. Though chocolates would melt. I’d have to eat them on his behalf. Yeah, that might work. 
 
    “Earth to Addy!” Max lolloped towards me, in his usual tall, confident strides. His hand came to rest on my arm, jolting nervous tingles down to my fingertips. “Come on, I’ll give you a lift. I’ve gotta help my grandfather later but I’m free now.”  
 
    I weighed my options. Bus full of sweaty strangers vs. private drive with Max. I could catch a bus from Natalie’s house home, because you know, he didn’t actually know where I lived. My stomach fluttered like crazy, but I managed an award-worthy sedate stroll to his car. “Thanks,” I ventured. “Sounds great, and less fragrant.”  
 
    He raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. “I’m happy for a few extra minutes in your company. I’ve never met anyone like you before. The way you light up intrigues me.”  
 
    My heart pounded harder than it had running for my life with Natalie earlier. He’d said I lit up. I wasn’t exactly the sort to have ever been associated with over-enthusiasm. Or solar paneling. Could he like me too? We had kissed—which he had followed up by ignoring me for a week.  
 
    Guess he wanted to hang out. I could do that. The scenery would be especially nice. Even better if his car had no air conditioning, and all his car windows were stuck shut, and then he’d need to take his shirt off. Oh yeah, this afternoon had just gotten way better. 
 
    We were soon driving towards… Natalie’s house.  
 
    I was a freaking idiot. I had to be home on time today. My actual house, not the one I’d been passing off as mine. My dodgy mother would likely leave Keira at home alone if I arrived late because of the lousy bus schedules. You know, my little sister being all of three and so self-reliant and all. 
 
    No way around it, I would have to tell him.  
 
    I got him to turn right as we edged closer.  
 
    “Addy, are you feeling okay?” Max asked with concern. “You’re giving me the wrong directions.” 
 
    My heart pounded so hard he must have heard it. “Here is good,” I said. “I need the exercise.” 
 
    Eyeing my scrawny frame, I thought I saw Max’s face fall for a fraction, before it reassembled itself. “You don’t want me to meet your family at all, do you?” 
 
    “I’m a bad liar,” I said, and his confident face flickered. I’d made that happen twice now. It almost counted as a celebratory occasion, minus the cake. “My house is… well... I’ve been making you drop me at Natalie’s. And my mother is the devil. Or a really ugly succubus? I haven’t worked out all the details.” 
 
    “Wait, is that why you don’t want me to meet your mother? You think she’s going to seduce me?” 
 
    “Gross.” I screwed up my face before punching Max in his arm. His solid bicep hurt my knuckles and he didn’t even seem to notice. Max and Colleen. Thanks for the mental picture I never wanted and would now require years of hypnosis to forget. “That’s seriously disgusting. I’m not going to be able to keep food down for a week.” Or inhale a full breath. Someone had magically thinned all the air in Max’s car. Taking some canine inspiration, I rolled the window down and put my head out.  
 
    “I’m fairly certain I can resist her,” Max said, way too smug for my liking. “You’re really freaking out about this. I don’t think I’ve seen you freak out before.” 
 
    Someone hadn’t been paying attention whenever his hand brushed mine. 
 
    “I don’t care, you get that right? At least now I know why you’re always so guilty when I drive you home. For the record, I didn’t know you were lying, which is pretty amazing.”  
 
    He actually seemed impressed by the fact I hadn’t been honest. Max had weird tastes in friends. No wonder he’d given me a shot. 
 
    Eventually Max turned into my street, and we pulled into my driveway. Unfortunately, I had been right, he could pick out my house without needing to be told. My house was the blight of the neighborhood. We all know the one—knee length grass straying through a fence with missing palings and peeling paint. Broken windows sealed over with tape. That was home. And to boot, Colleen lived in it. It looked like it had once been a townhouse, but half had collapsed and left only the remnant we lived in. The only redeeming feature was that it didn’t smell of stale cat pee. Yet. 
 
    I sat waiting for Max’s judgment.  
 
    “So, this is the infamous Mariner household?” 
 
    Nothing else to do but nod. 
 
    “What, no corpses? No blood or large wild animals? I’m a little disappointed.”  
 
    I could have kissed him again right then—not that there were moments I wouldn’t. Except when he’d said my mother would seduce him, and freaking weasel nuggets, that picture was in my head again. No kissing Max. Even if he smelled like cinnamon and I forgot to check if he tasted like it too. No. “We keep the hostages out the back next to the council infringement notices.” I forced a laugh, attempting to shake the images away. “See you tomorrow at school?” I asked, climbing out of the car with my bag. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning then,” Max said with a faint ghost of a smile threatening to tug his lips, before he reversed out. I wished I could head off with him. My house sucked. If Keira didn’t live here, I wouldn’t bother coming back. 
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    The next morning I got woken up by a text from Natalie’s dad reminding me I didn’t have a ride to school today. I had no idea why we were conversing through an intermediary, or how his phone worked when hers didn’t, but I didn’t have time to figure it out. Even with the wake up, I was running late for the bus. Again. Lucky it was nearing end of term, so no one would care as much if I turned up late. Two more days to get through, I reminded myself. Then it was the holidays and I had weeks of relative freedom. Well, watching Keira. Okay, less homework at least. Only assignments to work on. Yeah, everything was still gonna suck, but I didn’t have to get up early for it at least. 
 
    Pulling my hair into my usual ponytail I headed for the stairs, backpack flapping open over my shoulder. Keira buzzed around my legs as I attempted to snake down the staircase without tripping over. Considering my eyes were still half closed, I did rather well not breaking my neck. 
 
    Duke, my mother’s current boyfriend, sat motionless on the lounge watching morning television. He was tall and solidly built. Like a war bunker with reinforced concrete walls. Musty body odor wafted in a thick cloud around him like a second layer of clothing. 
 
    Duke’s crew cut looked ridiculous on his bulbous head, and a roll of fat spilled under his hairline at the neck. He’d been here a lot lately, so my preoccupied mother ignored me. Can you guess who nominated herself team Duke? 
 
    Colleen already had her workbag over her shoulder by the time I ran into the kitchen. 
 
    She sighed like my presence constituted a blight on her existence. “You’ve missed the bus again, haven’t you?” She jangled her keys at me, not giving me a chance to answer. Not that she needed one. Why do adults always ask questions they already know the answers to all the time? So freaking annoying.  
 
    She waved the keys in front of my face. “Get in the car. We’re leaving in ten seconds.” 
 
    Then she started counting down loudly as she sauntered towards the front door. And the woman wondered how I learned to be obnoxious.  
 
    I chased her onto the driveway, mentally tallying everything I had in my bag. Which was very little, since I’d been cleaning it out last night. I’d be lucky to find anything beyond a pen and my workbooks. Definitely no food. Her overpowering floral perfume always turned me off eating anyhow. 
 
    She started the car and revved the engine as I was still folding myself into the front passenger seat, nursing my bag since the floor was covered in food packaging, tissues, random cleaning supplies, and what I really, really, hoped weren’t condom wrappers. 
 
    The car started reversing before I was ready, and with a startled jump I slammed my door closed and threw on my seatbelt. 
 
    Now we were stuck in an enclosed space together. Alone. While driving at speeds too dangerous for me to fling myself from the vehicle. Though I guess that could be relative to what she decided to talk about. Gravel rash could be less painful. I contemplated the odds of survival either way. 
 
     Since she’d been somewhat generous, for her at least, I tried my chances at another favor. “Can I have a lift on Sunday to a friend’s house?”  
 
    Her eyebrows arched at my request. “You don’t have friends, love.” 
 
    Ouch. From the woman who intentionally saw Duke naked. My soul was crushed. Or at least it would have been, except for the fact that the only friends of hers I knew were those with ‘benefits’. A shudder of revulsion worked its way down my spine. 
 
    My mother took a roundabout particularly wide, causing flesh to spill out of her low tank like a hotdog bursting its skin as she sped to the right.  
 
    “Could I at least drive?” I still had a lot of hours to go on my learner’s permit before I’d be able to go for my driving test.  
 
    “We tried that once. We aren’t doing it again.”  
 
    Swallowing the lump in my throat, I wound down my window to drown her out and mess up her hair as I mulled over my weekend plans. Being sixteen sucked. Though if I couldn’t get the practice in to go for my license, seventeen would too. Paid lessons were expensive, and I had no money. 
 
    When we arrived at the school gate my windswept hair stuck out at odd angles. I looked at my mother’s unflattering hairdo. Worth it.  
 
    She dropped me off and roared away as soon as I cleared the vehicle, still in second gear. That was my mother. Never stopping for me, she kept ploughing on.  
 
    Eww, I’d made a horrible innuendo.  
 
    Being uncharacteristically early, I put my earbuds in and ambled to the spot Natalie and I usually hung out. With nothing better to do, I pulled out my English book and gave some pages a reread. I had resorted to studying in my free time and Natalie wouldn’t even witness it. I mean, I wasn’t a bad student, but compared to my best friend everyone was subpar. 
 
    I felt him coming, but it still startled me when he tapped on my shoulder. Jerking around I saw Max squatting behind me, so I took out one of my earbuds and chucked my book back in my bag. Then I subtly leant back a little so I could smell him.  
 
    Mmm, I’d never associated cinnamon with being masculine before, but Max was seriously appetizing. I finally understood how someone could be good enough to eat. Maybe I could lick him… I turned my head a little and caught him watching me, no doubt aware I’d been sniffing him like a quarantine dog.  
 
    Max’s eyes were playful as he pretended not to notice, though his face stayed in its usual mask. It confounded me how he did that. I’d tried it in the mirror at home, but I couldn’t make my eyes happy and the rest of me plain. As far as I knew no one could. Until Max. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said, his voice bright and happy. There had to be a flaw in the guy somewhere. “You’re not usually this early, are you?” 
 
    As I was perpetually late to class—much to Natalie’s annoyance—I’d never seen Max first thing of a morning. Scooting across on the bench, I gave him room to sit down. “You’re a morning person, aren’t you?” I asked suspiciously. No one who liked mornings could be trusted.  
 
    “I have nothing against them. I’m actually looking forward to one particular one this Sunday,” Max said. “Can I pick you up from your house, or am I not allowed back again? I can’t believe you went to that much effort.”  
 
    Totally still going to that much effort. “You can pick me up.” Provided I could wait on the curb. He’d thank me for not having to rinse his eyes with acid after seeing Colleen in a ‘casual’ weekend outfit. It was pretty much the same as what she wore to work, except she neglected to bother with underwear. I’m sure she’d love to think of herself as a cougar, but she was just a blobfish in a fake fur loincloth. 
 
    The bell rang and he picked up my bag. I reached to grab it from him, but Max pretended he hadn’t seen my hand and slung my bag over his shoulder instead.  
 
    “Manly,” I said.  
 
    Max raised an eyebrow. “If you think this is impressive, you should see me do pushups.” 
 
    Sweet baby zebronkeys in heaven, I wanted to do that. Sign me right up. Sweat glistening over the bunched muscles on his back… looked like I had my weekend fantasy schedule full. First though, we had a boring class to get to. There wouldn’t even be any cake.  
 
      
 
    I managed to convince Max he wanted to take me out for lunch, seeing as I had no food, and my wallet was sitting at home on my bed since I hadn’t had time to dash back upstairs this morning. On the plus side, he volunteered to drive me home later since I didn’t have a bus pass either. I’d walked home before, and it wasn’t an experience I’d be looking to repeat.  
 
    The battle was still taking place as we drove past the fields on the way to lunch. “Can we stop for a minute?” 
 
    He didn’t even glance at the clock. “I guess. Where?” 
 
    Directing him back around the block, Max pulled over on the road next to the empty lots. I got out, climbing up and sitting on the top of the fence like a hood ornament as I looked on. There were tents and banners set up now, billowing in the gusty autumn wind like a proper medieval warzone. Even from here, I could hear the clang of metal swords and the cries of the wounded. There’d been no time to stop and look yesterday. 
 
    Max strolled over, leaning next to me on the cobbled wooden fence that appeared to be constructed of used railway sleepers. “Anything in particular you’re staring at?” 
 
    “It’s been here three days now. These guys are dedicated.” I could vaguely pick out two distinct teams in the mock battle, some in a dirty orange, others in full-scale battle armor, helmets and all. They must have been sweltering in the warm air. It wasn’t the sort of thing I expected to see outside of the U.S., let alone St Pauls. The circus didn’t even bother stopping here. 
 
    “The horses are dedicated?” Max said, sounding incredulous.  
 
    I scanned the scene for horses. There were a few at the rear of the field, grazing on some scorched grass behind the pretend soldiers. “I guess they are, but I meant the people. They’re lucky it hasn’t rained.” 
 
    Max got a weird look on his face as he squinted over the long grass. “Addy, there’s nobody there.” 
 
    He didn’t look like he was joking, but he must have been. I may not have been accustomed to reading his facial expressions, but there were at least a hundred people out there. “You can’t see the mob of men doing the war re-enactment?” I said sarcastically. No way he couldn’t, unless he had eyesight worse than a geriatric mole with macular degeneration and a lost contact lens. 
 
    Max started to look at the field, and flicked back at me. “Horses. I see horses.” He patted my thigh condescendingly, if you could do that. 
 
    Grabbing his hand, I pulled him closer to me, careful to not scrape our flesh on the rusted nails that protruded along the fence. “Just look at them all.” I used my other hand to sweep out across the field, willing him to see it.  
 
    Max’s face turned from confounded to scared, flickering instantly back to the calm, emotionless one he usually wore. Well, not emotionless, Max always looked in control. “We should go.” 
 
    “You see them, right?”  
 
    Someone screamed, this time a little too realistically for my liking. They’d really tried to sell their role. Some people had weird hobbies—thought the girl obsessed with researching hybrid animals for insults so her little sister didn’t learn bad words.  
 
    “They shouldn’t be this close.” Max had straightened himself to his full height, and his voice sounded very commanding. He helped me from the fence, preventing the splinters under my legs from breaking skin as I slid down. As another blood curling scream reached my ears, I conceded that leaving would be a good idea. Anyone with that much commitment would be enough of a zealot to try and recruit us for the next round.  
 
    We didn’t say another word to each other until we were driving again. “Addy, what family are you from?” 
 
    “Um, the Mariners?” I assumed that had been obvious from my name: Adeline Mariner.  
 
    “No, I meant your lineage. Like I’m—” he hesitated, flicking his hair from his eyes as he drove. “Like I’m from the Gordons.” Max looked to me, like he expected some big and meaningful revelation. 
 
    He’d seemed mostly normal up to this point, besides the fact he never spoke about his past. “Wow, Max Gordon is a Gordon, what an epiphany. I told you—Mariner. I mean, I guess my dad had a different surname, but as he was more of a sperm donor than anything, I didn’t exactly get given his zebronking name.” I had my suspicions my mother didn’t even know what it had been.  
 
    “And that’s it? You saw that out there. How did you do that?” 
 
    “I used this weird thing I inherited from my mother,” I said with sarcasm.  
 
    Max seemed to brighten a little.  
 
    “My freaking eyes.” 
 
    Max didn’t speak again for the rest of the drive. 
 
      
 
    The restaurant carpark was mostly empty as Max pulled up. He’d driven us to a hamburger joint, one of those American style diners with checkered linoleum floors and padded booths where the waitresses wore cutesy aprons and everything inside contained entirely too much pink. Which was probably the main reason Keira loved it, but the playground outside helped too. 
 
    We ordered and Max left to grab us a window table while I collected serviettes and wax paper straws. I bumped hands with an older woman who was grabbing at extras for her messy kid, only to look up and find her completely red. Not sunburned, or dressed in red, this thing became a human-shaped bloody crimson mess. I saw blood pumping around arteries and a freaking heart pumping away in their chest. What in the hell was going on? 
 
    Hastily, I retreated to the safety of Max and my lunch. I had to be mistaken. There was a reasonable explanation for what I’d seen. Like she could be a street magician or something, and it was all a stunt. The lack of camera crew worked against me, but there had to be something. 
 
    From a distance, she looked like a regular person: greying hair that frazzled towards the ends, deep sunken pits of stress under the eyes. Ordinary blue jacket over a pale ruffled skirt. She might be normal now, but I had definitely seen inside her before, all her guts and bloody glory. I mean, I think I did. What else could it have been? Damn it. I did not have x-ray vision. It was not a thing. Which meant I had to be crazy. 
 
    I couldn’t help looking over to her as we ate. She sat there with her partner, and they both looked completely sapped. Around them a kid about eleven chatted animatedly, and they muttered noncommittal responses. They were clearly on autopilot, but something about them bugged me. Beyond the fact she could have camouflaged on an abattoir floor when I viewed her up close.  
 
    The mother pulled out a phone and began to bore her eyes into mine. I’d look guilty if I looked away, so I continued to meet her gaze, even though I wanted to eat.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Max asked me, noticing my unusual staring contest and darting his gaze to the couple behind him.  
 
    I ducked my head and muttered down toward my plate. “I don’t know, something weird.” So freaking weird. Like I’d possibly just found a way for early admission to an insane asylum. Go me. No one else had turned red—maybe I’d stared at the inside of my eyelids when I’d blinked too long. 
 
    Instead of worrying about how crazy I was going, I chose to focus on the bloated feeling of my stomach once I finished my burger. “Duke must come here a lot,” I murmured to myself, patting my food baby.  
 
    “Keira’s dad?” 
 
    I cringed at my own stupidity. That must have been louder than I thought. “Nope. Her dad was an old creep named Cameron. He left before Keira was born.” I shuddered and forced down the memory that pulled itself to the surface of my mind. Max eyed me with an intense gaze, so I forged on to divert his attention. “Duke’s my mother’s latest boyfriend. He’s nice though.” Not feeling the need to have to clarify ‘comparatively’ was a welcome change.  
 
    “Yeah, I had a peculiar childhood too.” Max rose from the table, letting me know we needed to leave. He went to turn, but stopped midway, staring over my shoulder into the distance.  
 
    Swiveling my head to follow his gaze, all I could see were two guys in some sort of orange uniform out the window. Max continued to rotate, much faster this time, and tore off towards the car. The orange guys came inside and headed over to the woman who had flashed red in my vision. I needed yellow and green next to continue my rainbow of fun.  
 
    Noisily sliding out of the booth, I followed Max out to the car park. He flicked his curls out of his eyes, watching the men in his rearview mirror.  
 
    As soon as I was clicked in, Max tore out of the car park and over speed humps in a way that made me glad an amazing woman in the past had invented seatbelts. Something niggled at him. His face revealed even less than usual. 
 
    “So, what’s the deal with you and your parents?” He’d brought it up at lunch, so he must be ready to say something.  
 
    Max shrugged. “Gramps raised me, although my parents both live with us. They named me then handed me over to him, and I hear that isn’t normal.” He looked straight ahead to the road, his face the usual concrete mask he wore as his default, while I waited for more. Max didn’t offer anything. If it were me, I wouldn’t want anyone to ask, but it didn’t stop curiosity from eating me apart. 
 
    Seriously, what did he even mean? Did his mum just leave him at the hospital and wait for Max’s grandfather to bring him home at the end of his shift? Or was there some weird ceremony where they bundled him up and passed him on like a baton? Like, had they still taken care of him at home if his grandfather was working, or did he just get ignored and have to wait in the corner? Man, his life could suck more than mine. 
 
    “They still feed you right?” I checked him over for signs of malnourishment. Nope, that body was perfection, and there were no signs of anything amiss. Damn, there were definitely abs outlined under the seatbelt. He must have plenty of protein in his diet.  
 
    “Addy? You’re doing that thing again.” 
 
    I looked up at Max, who had evidently been attempting to pry my attention away for a while. We were parked back on school grounds.  
 
    “Is that something that usually worries you?” he asked. “I mean, having enough to eat?” His eyes roamed me almost as much as mine had him, the tiny crease next to his eyes the only outward indication of concern.  
 
    “What?” Somehow, I must have momentarily forgotten I looked like a stick insect and Max had needed to buy me lunch today. “I just prefer to be sleeping as opposed to being conscious when my mother’s home. Slept in. Missed breakfast.” Shrugging, I attempted nonchalance, instead of admitting to it being a daily occurrence. My alarm clock came in a close third to the most annoying thing in my house. “I usually grab an apple on the way out since Natalie won’t let me eat cereal in her car.” Two times there were accidental spills and she freaked out. Even with an apple she made me wet wipe my hands before I was allowed to use the door handle. “Wait, am I allowed to touch your car? I didn’t wash my hands after lunch.” 
 
    Max stared at me as I lowered my hand to the door handle in slow motion and opened it. His face stayed the same as grease smears appeared on the chrome finish. “You’re going to make me clean your car later, aren’t you?” If this was Natalie’s car, she’d be accosting me with cleaning supplies when we next met. 
 
    His eyes started to smile. “Guess you’ll find out on Sunday. Got to leave some mystery in life.”  
 
    He left a lot of mystery. 
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    Max dropped me straight home after school as promised. He pulled further up the driveway this time, able to get the full frontal effect of the Mariner household. It wouldn’t look out of place in a condemned neighborhood, or a town abandoned due to radiation.  
 
    It didn’t help that my mother took that moment to dash out the front door. Well, as much as she could in eight-inch heels. The only facet that negated the neighborhood rumor she could be a stripper entailed the lack of initial clothing to remove.  
 
    Panic rose up my throat as I grabbed Max’s hand and swiveled his wrist to examine his watch. It looked like some sort of carbon fiber, black, and worth more than my mother’s car—though that hadn’t been what caught my attention. The silver roman numerals the hands pointed to were only at a quarter past three. I’d inadvertently brought him home early. My mother had time to unleash her inner crazy. Of course I would forget to stall us both. The entirety of my thoughts circled around Max when we were together, and I lost most of my usual sound judgment. Oops, almost snorted then. Sound judgement. Jeez, I was a crack up.  
 
    “Love, you’re home earl—” My mother’s eyes narrowed as she spied us, and to my mortification she decided to stoop over and adjust the buckle on her shoe.  
 
    My fingers dug into the upholstery as cleavage came bouncing along the top of her boob tube, threatening to spill. Gravity hates me. As did my heart, which had elected to stop beating. 
 
    Max frowned at my mother when she straightened, eyes on her head and never straying further south. The boy could be a saint. He took the display rather well, simply shaking his head in disbelief. “She looks nothing like you.” 
 
    “Does your dad look like you?” My mother and I were both pale and blond, but she had blue eyes like Keira instead of my hazel ones. I didn’t know what Max had expected, but I was so relieved he couldn’t see any resemblance between us that I felt obligated to build a shrine in his honor. Well, not an entire shrine, but I could at least manage a corkboard collage of photos of him. Wait, already done that, totally ahead of the game. The quality of the photos could be improved, but I did what I could. You try without a telephoto lens. It was only through my sheer amazing genius that I had the photos at all. Max would be seriously impressed. Not that I’d tell him. That collage stayed hidden inside my wardrobe and away from prying eyes. 
 
    “Sunday,” Max replied, his mind elsewhere as he fiddled with his gearstick. 
 
    I jumped out of his car as Colleen approached, annoyed she hadn’t pulled his attention. The urge to cower in embarrassment was strong, but not my style. My mother assumed anytime females and males spent time together involved nudity. In her case it might be true, but the rest of the world had this crazy thing called scruples. 
 
    “We need to have words.” She grappled for my arm and tried to drag me into the house so the real verbal fun could begin. In my head I begged Max to reverse, remembering exactly why I never came home unless I absolutely needed to. “You’ve broken the only house rule. No boys until you’re thirty five.” 
 
    She was ridiculous. “It was a ride home,” I said in exasperation, trying to back away. “You’re only thirty three and have gone through entire football teams!” We weren’t the same person—I was already older than she was when she’d ended up a teen mother. 
 
    My mother grabbed for me again and wound up clasping my wrist in a vice grip that reminded me why I had to stop chewing my nails.  
 
    Weaponry.  
 
    Colleen started fading into a watery painting, my vision once more clouded over. I saw red. She’d turned into a skinned alien wearing too much perfume. And there was no way she’d learned illusionist magic in the hours since I’d seen her last.  
 
    No no no no no. This wasn’t happening to me. Not again.  
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to think. Okay, twice in one day was weird, though that didn’t necessarily mean I was crazy. People say they see red when they’re angry, maybe that was more literal than I previously thought. As long as I overlooked the veins and arteries I could see, and the blood flowing with her pulse, yeah, that might explain it.  
 
    Hearing a car rev, my mother unclenched her hand, and my sight returned as she slunk back. She didn’t like to have witnesses know that she was a terrible person. “I’m only leaving now because I know you won’t do anything with Keira in the house,” she told me, the foundation on her forehead cracking as she scowled. Then she shook her head to give her hair more bounce, and sashayed her way to her car, swinging her hips wide in Max’s direction. Sweet zebronies, there must have been a mix-up at the hospital when I was born.  
 
      
 
    Keira was happily playing in her room when I located her, my breathing coming that little bit easier when I found her in one piece. Giving her a squeeze hello before listening to a rather long recount of her day, I retreated to my bedroom, tiptoeing around the usual piles of junk my mother allowed to accumulate. She might be a cleaner by trade, but she never brought work home with her.  
 
    Max was waiting for me in my room when I returned. My heart rate amped into overdrive as blood pounded in my ears upon finding him there. 
 
    He flicked his hair again, actually looking a little nervous.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing in my bedroom?” Sure, I’d said he could visit, but that did not count as permission to perform a home invasion.  
 
    He went back to the hair flicking. “Checking on you. I can talk to your mum and clear things up if you like.” 
 
    Like that would do anything productive. “I’ve got it.” 
 
    “Does she always treat you like that?” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied without concern. Though I felt a little happier when I noted he sounded defensive.  
 
    His eyes seemed to emanate concern. The rest of his face, as usual, did not. “I passed the kitchen on the way up here. You’re right, you do have apples.” 
 
    Blood pounded in my ears as I tried to recall the last time we bought groceries. Hopefully we had something beyond apples, or he’d think of me as a charity case.  
 
    Max watched me too intently. “The beefy guy downstairs let me in.” 
 
    So, Duke was here. That explained why Colleen left so early. Phew, he always brought round pizza or sausages and a bag of chips. The man liked to eat. My couch had been imprinted with the precise outline of his butt from the amount of time he spent camped on it. If the linens started smelling like his aftershave, we’d have a problem.  
 
    Max stared at my arm where my mother had grabbed me, small red circles indicating the placement of her fingers. If he awaited a justification, he wouldn’t get one from me. “Can’t really punch my mother,” I said, the Adeline version of verifying that yes, everything’s fine. “I can handle it.” 
 
    Max wore a brief look of surprise, before the strong face he usually wore returned. “You can fight?” 
 
    “I can punch,” I corrected. Thank you, Mr Q. Natalie’s dad was so awesome. “If they don’t go down first time I’m screwed though. That’s where you’d come in.”  
 
    Max took a step towards me, his gaze intense as a warm hand nudged its way onto my waist. “Now is probably a bad time to mention I’m not allowed to date. It wasn’t so much of a problem at my last school.” 
 
    The all boys academy? I’d think not. He at least had the decency to look a little sheepish as he moved closer to me. He stood less than a foot away, his gaze flitting to my lips as our breaths came a little faster, warming the air between us.  
 
    I couldn’t help the wide grin that stretched itself across my face. Max wanted to kiss me. The silence stretched between us, neither of us moving closer or pulling apart. Finally, I got up the nerve to speak. “So, why are you here again? Not that I’m complaining. You can stay for dinner, I owe you for lunch anyway.” My breath huffed out in a low whisper, husky in the silent space. 
 
    “You forgot something in my car.” Max grinned as he pulled me in towards him gently, making my heart race and my blood flush like a hot wind. He hesitated as he looked at me, but finally closed the distance between us until our lips were almost touching. His breath left his mouth on a minty exhale I could taste. I guess we were going with our own rules here. When his hand cupped the side of my face to hold me in closer, not a single cell in my body disagreed.  
 
    “I’m hungry,” a small voice whined from the doorway.  
 
    Keira. 
 
    I couldn’t believe I’d already forgotten Keira. Being with Max had removed her existence from my memory for a moment. “You need to go,” I told him as I shoved him backwards with a little more force than I had anticipated.  
 
    He returned to his default confident setting by the time he’d moved away from me, lingering at my doorway and staring as if he were trying to memorize my face. “You aren’t worried about your mother finding out.” 
 
    No question, just a statement. If Max knew my mother, he’d understand. “Colleen doesn’t understand boys as friends without—well, you get the picture. But you have to go. Downstairs. Now.” Lesson learned: no Max in my room when I watched Keira.  
 
    Max left and I took a moment to still my heartbeat while Keira tugged at my hand as if she were starving. I gave her permission to eat a biscuit and she ran off with an excited squeal. Not as good as cake, but they still did wonders in the world.  
 
    When I went downstairs Duke was nowhere to be found, while Max sat patiently in the dining room. Looked like he’d taken me up on my dinner invite. Dumping Keira on the lounge so I could cook, I asked her to show Max around.  
 
    Keira hung back, attaching to my leg like a limpet. Thankfully Max must have interacted with small children before. 
 
    “Well, Addy did already show me the toilet. This is it, isn’t it?” Max pretended, sweeping his arm around the room. 
 
    Keira giggled. “No, silly, this is dining room.”  
 
    “You mean you eat in the toilet?” 
 
    “NO! No eating on the toilet! We eat at big table.” She walked to Max and pulled on his arm. “Come on, come look.”  
 
    From there she took Max around the bottom floor, showing him every room and cupboard, and anything else that to her seemed of relevance. The one still living pot plant got an excited mention. She then dragged Max around upstairs. The tour concluded at my room, which was furthest down the hall. I could see Max wanted a chance to take a better look, but he’d have to wait. And I made sure he didn’t open my cupboard door. That collage was for my eyes only, and unless he volunteered some topless shots for my photo montage, he would stay unaware of its existence. 
 
      
 
    Max said goodnight after dinner, which disappointingly didn’t involve any kissing, and left. It was probably for the best. There was a certain three year old I was responsible for. 
 
    I cleared up quickly and put Keira straight into the bath. No late night for her today. She picked out her pajamas and dressed herself with my assistance. We did our usual bed routine as I cuddled her on my lap, and we read through the two books she had chosen. I tucked her in with a few toys and kissed her goodnight. 
 
    “Love oo, Addy, so so much!” she called in her sing-song voice, barely pronouncing the ‘y’ in you and dragging out the end long enough to impersonate a howling ghost. Despite the late hour, she still overflowed with enthusiastic energy that practically bubbled from her mouth. Keira was freaking effortlessly adorable. 
 
     “I love you too, kiddo,” I said, turning out the light. “See you in the morning.” I pulled her door closed to keep out the hall light and crept to my room.  
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    Sunday came around without too much further fuss. With only Friday and Saturday in the middle to get through, I could only blame being a teenage girl for the fact that the single remaining day seemed to drag along for at least a month. Natalie was still off camping, and if my own company was enjoyable I would have more friends. Though Max turned out to be an awesome friend to have. He’d brought me in lunch on Friday, and it had been way better than the honey sandwich and apple I would have brought. If he gave me cake, I’d have to marry him, Natalie be damned. Unless she also had cake. Then I’d have to do a taste off.  
 
    “Are you drooling?” Max asked, flicking his gaze my way as he drove. 
 
    I discretely wiped my mouth on the back of my hand. Cake got to me every time. “Nope, you are.” Okay, not my finest moment, but Max had been growing accustomed to my weird. I changed the subject before he could call me on it. “You ready to tell me where you live yet?” 
 
    Max practically smirked behind the wheel.  
 
    We drove out of town and headed up the motorway. After ten minutes Max took the exit, and soon the car climbed the mountains towards his home. Hopefully. I mean, he said that’s where we were going. “This isn’t a kidnapping attempt, is it? Because I would have liked to come with my own toothbrush and spare underwear. And if my underground cell doesn’t have air con and Netflix I will misbehave.” And quilted toilet paper. Just because we were poor didn’t mean I didn’t have standards.  
 
    Max managed to appear amused, even though nothing on his face moved. “I don’t live in St Pauls. Never said I did. Now hush and enjoy the suspense.”  
 
     Curiosity burnt in my gut to find out where he lived. Winding our way through the local towns, eventually Max pulled up in a driveway in front of a massive house. Wherever we’d arrived half an hour later wasn’t exactly local, and as my mother had never taken to driving me around anywhere, I had no clue where we were. 
 
    Max’s eyes were chipper as he pulled on the handbrake, clearly excited for me to be here. That had to be a good thing. Unless he was just self-congratulating on a job well done after months of planning to gain my trust, and I’d find myself imprisoned in an underground bunker after all.  
 
    “We’re on Mount Kembla. You still have reception if you’re worried. Gramps likes the privacy.” 
 
    Privacy seemed like an understatement. Native eucalypt trees tightly encased the entire perimeter like scraggly sentries, blocking any view into the house from the neighbor’s yard, set so far up the block I couldn’t even see the road. It had to be at least ten acres, and from the looks of things it backed onto a bushland reserve. 
 
    “Gramps chose the school after I got sick of Topernell’s. He works down at the St Pauls hospital, so I guess it’s easier to keep an eye on me.” 
 
    Natalie and I knew a lot more about Topernell’s than he told me, but I kept my mouth firmly shut. Max didn’t lie, but he neglected to mention a few things.  
 
    We climbed up to the front door over pebbles that crunched underfoot and gave warning to our entry. Max let us in and led me down to a doorway on the left.  
 
    The furniture was the same colour as the walls, only two shades darker, which also matched the immaculate carpet. It looked like Max lived in an eggshell. Just, you know, without the goop in it.  
 
    There were two people sitting on a cream couch that Max introduced as his mum and dad. They didn’t get up. 
 
    Max looked a little like his mother—at least in coloring, with darker brown hair and the same tanned skin—and nothing like his blonde haired lanky father. There was no outstanding family resemblance. I had to wonder why he’d thought I’d be the same as mine.  
 
    There came a monotone sound of a one word greeting at my presentation, all of ‘hi’, and then Max steered me from the room. I was beginning to believe what Max had told me in the car, that his parents handed him over and had nothing to do with him beyond that point. No screaming followed, or name-calling—you could almost believe I’d dreamed it. It was so anticlimactic I needn’t have even bothered to wear my running shoes. His mother hadn’t looked up from her book once. Max could have announced he’d found his lost sock at the back of his drawer for all the reaction they provided. I could see where he’d gotten his ultimate control from, having to live like this. Completely ignored and barely acknowledged by his parents. At least mine cared enough to scream at me.  
 
    Max’s hand came up to flick the hair off his forehead once he noticed me watching him but didn’t explain. Again. I wanted to ask, but then we’d have the whole pot meet kettle scenario, and I wasn’t ready to talk about the entirety of the weirdness at my home yet. Which meant I couldn’t expect him to talk about his. Damn empathy, it always sucked. There were some conveniences to being a psychopath and skipping the whole emotive human responses part of life. I mean, you might murder your friend one day, but you didn’t feel the need to tiptoe around their baggage. Blunt force trauma had to be the way to go.  
 
    We exited through the laundry and onto a small patch of grass that served as a lawn. A rotary clothesline stuck out in the middle of the tiny lawn like a lone palm tree on a desert island. The rest of the yard had been left as native bushland, they’d only cleared enough for the house, driveway and a small buffer I assumed protected against snakes where the clothesline sat. An ancient barbeque sat rusting away against the side of the house, spiderwebs drifting from the bottom grill.  
 
    An older gentleman pottered with a shovel at the edge of the trees. Aha, there would be digging! Called it.  
 
    Even though Max’s grandfather wore gardening gloves, he also had on a full tweed suit, complete with suspenders and bow tie. A small pair of delicate gold-framed spectacles sat halfway down his nose, slipping a little further as he stood to greet us. With grey hair cropped short, leaving a head of bristly spikes that matched with his day old facial hair growth, he looked gentle. And bore more than a vague resemblance to a garden gnome. We must have caught him in his natural habitat. 
 
    Max’s face remained stilled, but his eyes began to shine. This must be who he wanted me to meet. “Gramps, this is Addy. Addy, this is my grandfather, Doctor Thomas Gordon.” 
 
    Guess that meant I was supposed to address him by his title. “Hi,” I started, before being pulled into a vigorous handshake, his body so close to mine that it left the smell of fresh dirt in my nostrils. Which was weird, since I couldn’t see a speck on him.  
 
    “Welcome, Miss Adeline,” he greeted, finally releasing my hand from his grip. “You two don’t mind if I skip the tour, do you? I’ve got some weeds that need my attention.” He nodded at Max, letting out a chuckle before offering Max a miniscule head shake I couldn’t be sure I’d actually seen. With that he knelt back down and returned to his chores.  
 
    Surprised was an understatement after that introduction, and not from learning he had a slight English accent. Max had never mentioned that, though he had spoken about his grandfather often enough. For a moment I had felt a buzz of otherness—like I felt with Max—from his grandfather. Not the same, but something in them resonated within me. 
 
    “So, that’s everyone.” Max placed his arm around my waist as we strolled back to the house, before removing it so quickly that is seemed like he’d been burned. I still hadn’t figured him out. He looked at me with quite a lot of affection for someone who wasn’t supposed to be my boyfriend. Plus, I was already kind of bummed he hadn’t done any digging. The fresh wave of rejection cemented my mood.  
 
    As Max showed me around, the lack of clutter astounded me. All the rooms were beige and practically bare, except the dining room. A massive table dominated the space—a full twelve whitewashed chairs surrounding it. 
 
    “Do you guys ever fill all these chairs?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s usually only me,” Max said with a casual shrug, as if it were no big deal. “We should get a cat, it could claim one.”  
 
    His usual mask gone, I reached out to touch his face. About time Max got comfortable enough with me not to hide everything.  
 
    He snapped it back on once he realized. I had to squeeze my cheeks together not to smile. Figures I’d find his relax mode in a dining room. His build indicated he’d need a lot of protein. Food had done that body good.  
 
    Max showed me his room, and the tour ended. Sweet baby zebronies, it smelled like him. Would it be weird to sprawl on the carpet and make snow angels until his scent permeated all my clothes? It would probably be weird. I’d have to wait until he ducked off to go to the toilet. Or raid the kitchen for cinnamon sticks, that might be easier.  
 
    His room was also strangely empty for a lived in room by my standards. All the usual furniture was accounted for: chest of drawers, bed, and wardrobe. Which sounded a lot, but the room was huge, and there was nothing sitting on top of anything. It even looked freshly dusted, which would be an easy job without clutter and knick-knacks in the way. A room this size in my house had to have at least three overflowing toyboxes, two half built Lego sets on the floor, and a random pile of papers overflowing wherever it made it most inconvenient to walk.  
 
    There were a few books on the shelves, and a small stereo. I didn’t recognize the names of any of the bands he had on CD. He had a massive country music collection. Finally, I discovered his flaw! Now I had to decide if I could deal with it: a zedonking big ask. Though I guess he’d look good in a flanno. And cowboy boots. With a matching hat. For the shoes, not the flanno. “Do you have a cowboy hat?” I asked, eyeing off the wardrobe in suspense.  
 
    “Ah, no. Do I need one?” 
 
    Only if you want to be awesome. I felt my bottom lip slip out in a pout.  
 
    Max laughed when he saw my disappointed face. “Can you do me a favor?” 
 
    My hands twitched awkwardly but I nodded in a way I hoped hid my apprehension. Favors were dicey.  
 
    “Don’t tell Gramps I did this.” He stalked over to me, nothing revealed in his face. And then he took my face in his hands and his lips were on mine before I knew what was happening. 
 
    The screech of a screen door slamming pulled us apart as his grandfather tromped through the laundry and back into the house.  
 
    “I also have a bathroom,” Max said as his chest heaved for air, as guilty as if we’d been caught. The old guy must have good hearing, so I played along even as my face burned, and goosebumps prickled my flesh everywhere our skin had touched.  
 
    Max’s whole life fit in here, but none of it felt as substantial as what had happened. I resisted the rather insistent urge to touch my lips and hold his taste there for a moment. 
 
    “Watch out for Doctor Gordon.” 
 
    That voice didn’t sound like Max; way too feminine. That was definitely a woman speaking. Plus, he loved his grandfather. “What? Why?”  
 
    “Why what?” Max asked, a brief frown appearing before disappearing in a flash.  
 
    “You didn’t hear that?” I said, looking around the room. There was definitely no one else here. Unless they were hiding in the bathroom. 
 
    “Hear what, Addy?” 
 
    Was he messing with me? Did he really not hear that?  
 
    I studied his face for a moment, but I couldn’t tell. It made no sense to mess with me, not in private anyway. Max was smart enough to orchestrate a public humiliation if that was the goal. It couldn’t be him.  
 
    Somehow, I’d found a way to increase my weird limits. My internal monologue had been dive-bombed, which didn’t help dispute my crazy person theory. Way to obliterate the moment, me. Kissed by freaking Max and I start hearing things.  
 
    My heart raced as I listened to see if it would happen again, but I heard nothing more. Okay, it’s gone now. You’re not crazy. Flatulent zebronkey mittens! So, I had control of my usual creative juices, but the way my heart pounded against my chest proved I had little control over anything else. The fact that I’d heard a voice no one else could did not reassure me. At least I hadn’t yet taken to wearing yellow. Then we’d know I had no hope. “If you ever see me dressed as a banana,” I whispered, “get me to Natalie as soon as possible.” 
 
    Warm skin clasped my arms and began rubbing in long strokes. Max’s face moved before mine, pulling me out of wherever my thoughts had taken me. To freaking crazy town.  
 
    “You okay?” Max asked, his arms a comforting band around me.  
 
    For this result I’d be tempted to freak out more often. Though maybe then he’d leave. I pushed the memory from my mind and smiled at Max. “I’m pretty great actually.” Yeah, when he touched me, and looked at me like that, everything was perfect. I mean, besides the voice only I heard, but it wasn’t talking right now, so it no longer counted.  
 
    “Good. Wait here, I’m going to check things out.” Max started peering around corners and looking beyond doors as I watched on, internally fanning myself. When Max went into protector mode, he was something else. Freaking hell, get him a leather motorcycle jacket and I’d die happy right now with all my fantasies fulfilled. Well, I mean aside from the digging. Maybe shirtless with a motorcycle jacket. And that cowboy hat. While I ate black forest cake and watched him workout. Now that would be a sight worth dying for—or at least suffering a non-life threatening injury.  
 
      
 
    I slowly opened my eyes after a gentle prodding. We were parked in my driveway, which got me upright in a hurry. My head spun and the townhouse seemed to slide a little further towards its ultimate fate.  
 
    Max leant over me, attempting to stir me from my slumber, and I managed to headbutt him. I gave him a kiss better in response, and he eyed me like an exhibit in a curio shop. Oops, too much time with Keira. “Sorry.” I’d been pretty beat. “I didn’t drool, did I?” 
 
    “Is that something that’s usual?”  
 
    “I’m asleep, how should I know?”  
 
    Max chuckled at my infallible logic. “Well, you’re home now. I bet your mother is waiting for you.” 
 
    “You woke me up for that? You could’ve carried me to my bed.” I’d felt those biceps at his place, snuggled into his chest. I could sculpt his torso from playdough now from the amount of time I’d spent with it.  
 
    “Well I could have,” Max said while trying to hide a grin. “But I don’t have a key to your house. Also, your mother might accuse me of drugging you.” 
 
    I laughed at his concern. As if she’d even notice. “She’s been on the early morning shift, so she’ll be asleep.” Duke seemed to have smoothed her out somehow.  
 
    Climbing out the door I gave my limbs a decent stretch while walking over to the driver’s side. “Good night, Max.”  
 
    I leaned in his conveniently open window and gave him a good night kiss on the cheek. Well, I tried to. Max turned his face to mine. Warmth filled me once more as our lips met. Max pulled away with some embarrassment, though it was well hidden under that stony face of his. Apparently, that had not been intentional.  
 
    Somehow, he always managed to look guilty after we kissed. The all of three times it had happened he looked like he’d done something he shouldn’t have. It drove me insane. He couldn’t be married or anything, and he sure as hell didn’t have a girlfriend at his last school waiting for him. Surely his grandfather’s approval didn’t mean that much. My mother wanted me in a separate time zone from boys, and I wasn’t about to avoid Max for her benefit.  
 
    Though if she approved of him, I’d have to seriously readjust my tastes.  
 
    Max mumbled a ‘good night’ then left without turning back. 
 
      
 
    After how well I’d slept in Max’s car, it surprised me when I awoke the next morning to find I felt like creamed crap. More so than usual anyway. I must have started the dreams again. Or the guilt for ignoring my best friend for the chance to see Max had seeped in. Actually, scrap that. She was the one who went camping and forwent technology for a week. And missed out on really good gossip in the process. Surely she’d want an inch by inch description of Max’s chest under a shirt. Not something I would ever pass on.  
 
    I tried calling her first, convincing myself I would appear at her house later if she refused to answer me. I liked running, I could get there in less than an hour.  
 
    I needn’t have worried. Natalie picked up on the second ring. “Hey, I just got home. Give me a few hours to unpack and I’ll head over.” 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity of stretched afternoon, mostly due to the fact I got stuck clearing up the house and attempting to vacuum around all the stuff that had melded into the floor, the sound of a car pulling up in the driveway drifted through my window. I ran to the front door and flung it open. 
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    “Oh, Duke,” I said with resounding disappointment. On the list of things I wanted to see, his bulky bouncer’s body didn’t rank, clothed or otherwise. I really, really, never wanted to see it naked. Or in Speedos. Sometimes there could be such thing as too much cake. Honking zebronies, this man could single-handedly destroy my beliefs in the healing powers of chocolate.  
 
    Duke stiffened at my reception.  
 
    “No, it’s not that, I’m waiting for…” I trailed off. Someone had snuck in behind Duke. Pushing past his hulking form, I gave my best friend a hug. Duke gave me a wan smile and retreated to the kitchen; the walk from the drive must have made him hungry.  
 
    My arms felt weird around Natalie, she somehow felt taller. Checking her feet for heels, I only saw a glimpse of flat sandals before Natalie’s body turned red in front of me, stripes crisscrossing her body. I am not going mad, I am not going mad. I’m excited, it’s the blood rush. What a fun time to be leading onto a narrow precipice of insanity. I pulled back to sort myself out. 
 
    Natalie missed my moment of crazy, or just ignored it because she was accustomed to them. Yeah, probably option two. 
 
    We headed upstairs to my room. “So that’s Duke?” 
 
    I forgot she hadn’t met him. We usually hung out at her house, and she waited in the car when she picked me up. Waving the question off, since it had proved pointless getting to know any male my mother brought into our lives, I led us to my room.  
 
    As Natalie told me about her camping trip—which let’s face it, if you’re sleeping on the ground, is always going to be terrible—I chewed my nails, trying to think of a good way to broach what bothered me. As usual I didn’t come up with anything, so I went for it. “I’m going crazy.” 
 
    Natalie stopped mid-sentence. Yeah, I probably should have let her finish talking first.  
 
    “Only going? You’ve been crazy for a while now. That isn’t a surprise.” 
 
    “No, like certifiable. I’m seeing things,” I admitted. 
 
    “What, little green men walking around?” Natalie said with a laugh. 
 
    “No, red,” I corrected. “I seriously have x-ray vision.” 
 
    Natalie scoffed. “Is this like the time you could fly? Because my mum is still upset about that clothesline.” 
 
    “It totally counted.” How could I have known I’d launch into the clay pizza oven on the second rotation? And it’s not like I’d been heavy enough to have bent the Hills Hoist into a window with my weight alone. The thing must have been on its way out already. I made sacrifices too in the encounter. My cape had given its life to unlocking my superpowers, and that ended my flying career. “Besides, not the point.” I grabbed Natalie’s arm. “I have x-ray vision.” As expected, Natalie flashed red, then the fog cleared, and I could see her whole damn innards. Nerves were firing faster in one arm, and there were swarming clusters of blood in patches under her skin freaking everywhere.  
 
    Natalie stole her arm back. “Looking at me weird is normal for you. That doesn’t prove anything.” 
 
    It proved a little difficult to show her. Not like I could take photos of it. “Well, I also heard a voice.” 
 
    She seemed to believe me this time. “What did it say?” 
 
    “It told me not to trust Max’s grandfather.” 
 
    Natalie flushed with further concern. “Maybe you should listen to it.” 
 
    “The first rule of hearing voices is to not do what they say,” I said with an exaggerated roll of my eyes. She must want me in a loony bin.  
 
    “Usually if your subconscious is telling you something it’s best to listen. People are a lot more intuitive than we let ourselves believe.” 
 
    “No, my inner voice is different. This was something else. Like an outsider. She tried to warn me. I don’t know how else to describe it.” Sudden fear grasped me, deadening everything but the trepidation that still lingered within me as I recalled the message.  
 
    “She?” 
 
    Hmm, I hadn’t realized that until just now. But it had definitely been a woman. “I almost knew the voice but didn’t all at the same time. I told you, I’m going mental. What do I do?” 
 
    “Keep an ear out and if it keeps happening go get help. Professional help, Addy,” Natalie clarified. “Not a Netflix documentary. I’m writing this off to an innate sense of self-preservation. Be careful. I mean it. If something within you is sending you a clear message to stay clear, follow the advice.” Natalie leaned over and grabbed my hand reassuringly. She turned red as I watched. “Could your blood pressure be high or something? Or have you been really sick lately? Anything traumatic?” Natalie muttered to herself and shook her head. “No, that wouldn’t do it. It isn’t enough.” 
 
    I wondered what she had meant. Not enough for what? Trauma could send anyone a little round the bend, and with my track history of dealing with things…  
 
    Natalie cut short my inner musings, leaving her mothering at that. “This is why I was late. I have this for you.” She thrust a manila folder at me, two centimeters thick. No way I’d read all of that. 
 
    Only then did I notice the bruises and cuts all over her arms. Natalie saw me staring, and jerked her cardigan sleeves back down to cover them. What sort of camping left you like that? “Have you been training with your dad again?” Mr Quong ran a martial arts studio in the evenings, which had to be the coolest occupation you could have. During the day he had a boring admin job. 
 
    “You know I don’t like to get sweaty,” Natalie replied, all prim and proper as she pulled her cardigan tighter around her shoulders, hiding her skin. 
 
    But I’d seen it inside her I realized. Internal bruising. That’s what those red patches inside her were. 
 
    Sweet baby weasels, Natalie was a war zone. “What have you been doing?” I accused her, grabbing her wrist and using my x-ray vision to glare at a particularly large splodge on her back. “Is that a shoe print? Who the hell kicked you in the back?” Time to go out and break some freaking ass.  
 
    Natalie tugged her arm back and I let her. I didn’t want to add anything else to her current bruise collection. Not that you’d notice one more. 
 
    “There is no shoe print. Forget the shoe print. We’re here for this.” She gestured that I should open the folder, and I knew I wouldn’t be allowed to ask further questions. She’d never shown up injured before, and I burned to grill her. Natalie’s dad had taught me how to punch with my weight behind me. If there were free lessons again, I wanted in. Though Natalie’s current condition indicated his training had gotten a lot more intense. Or scary. Either way I wanted to beat down his ass. Once he taught me how, anyway.  
 
    “Seriously, are you okay?” Maybe I hadn’t really seen anything. I mean, x-ray vision wasn’t a thing anyway. Could I be hallucinating? 
 
    Natalie glared and shoved the folder at me again, shaking her head. Conversation over. And she had the nerve to call me stubborn. 
 
    Instead of asking more questions, I had to turn my attention to the paperwork she’d gifted me. It had surprising contents.  
 
    “I’ve decided I’m helping you. This is everything I could find on the name Max Gordon, but there’s no guarantee any of it belongs to your Max.” 
 
    Your Max. I liked that.  
 
    I flicked through page after page of documents—from newspaper clippings about a boy rescuing a drowning girl, to diplomas and university degrees, drivers’ licenses, schooling records, death notices, marriage announcements, and everything in between. Nothing that correlated to the Max Gordon we knew. Besides his license and some bank statements, which I did not want to know how she got her hands on, the paper was so yellowed and aged it made the Roman empire look recent.  
 
    Natalie gave me a knowing smile, playing her annoying I-know-more-than-you game, which I hated when it was directed at me. It was much more fun when I held something over her. Unfortunately, I knew from experience Natalie would wait at least a week to tell me before she cracked. 
 
    When nothing jumped out at me, I suggested we grab some snacks and watch a movie. After the usual round of indecision over which movie to pick, Natalie drove us down to the supermarket to fill up a basket with chocolate and cake. Call it a backup plan in case I’d been wrong and something more boring existed.  
 
    We were leaving the store when the most bizarre looking woman I had ever seen approached on crutches. She didn’t look normal from a distance and up close her deformities were visible. She had one leg, four arms, and a third ear protruding from her left cheek. Her eyes were pure white, but I had no doubts that she could see. Her short, spiked hair glowed the same bleached monochromatic colour of her eyes.  
 
    Something about her told me that she hadn’t been born with birth defects—my body screamed we were in danger. It emitted from her eyes like a homing beacon. My heart thrummed in my chest as my knees began to quake, adrenaline surging through my system. Sweat immediately dampened my armpits as I recognized the emotion flooding me. Fear. And this woman caused it. 
 
    She threw some sunglasses over her eyes, which calmed me a little, but not enough to stop my limbs from shaking. “Adeline, we require you.” She reached her multiple arms for me and I took a hasty step back, bumping into Natalie. People walked past on the street, not concerned at all by the monster befalling us.  
 
    Natalie shoved me to the side, placing herself between the woman and me. “Run!” she indicated.  
 
    No way I’d leave Natalie there alone. 
 
    “Adeline, we require you,” the woman repeated, her voice almost mechanical, but she withdrew her arms. “You will be one of us.” 
 
    That freaked me out even more. With a quick glance to check Natalie would follow, we bolted around the back of the store through an alley, the stench of rotting vegetables and warmed meat filling my mouth as I ran. My lungs filled with the stench while we detoured around the block to Natalie’s car. Her running had vastly improved since our last fleeing incident.  
 
    “That treadmill was well worth it,” Natalie panted, leaning on the car. “Thank heavens they sent me somewhere with a gym. Where did she come from?” 
 
    Usually I’d tell her the tale of when a man and a woman fell in love, but I had no clue when it came to this woman. Woman, alien, whatever it had been. After that I could be convinced aliens might be real, but I couldn’t concede to the part where they wanted me. Unless they were working on a random insults generator beyond our time. I couldn’t help with much else. “Natalie… Never mind.” I wanted to ask more questions about her time away, until I realized we had a woman with four arms and one leg looking for me. At least in theory she couldn’t run fast.  
 
    Natalie let me in the car, and we took off as if the monster woman was right behind us. Maybe she was, limping through the filth of the alley.  
 
    “What just happened?” I finally asked. 
 
    Natalie bit her lip. “I don’t know, which means I am in trouble. She knew your name.” 
 
    “I think you mean I’m in trouble,” I corrected. “She didn’t call out, ‘Natalie, you have extra limbs, join me for a crazy dance party.’” Though it would make for an interesting round of Twister. 
 
    “You don’t get it, I don’t think dancing was on her mind. I led you into danger, that’s not my job. I didn’t even see her until you trod on me.” She seemed to be coping with the monster on the footpath quite well. At least it hadn’t been me going crazy. She’d seen it too.  
 
    Natalie stayed lost in silent thought as she dropped me home, declining to follow. Apparently monster lady trying to find me meant I should be left alone for the day.  
 
    After I got Keira off my legs where she’d attached the second I walked in the door, I went round and locked all the doors and windows. It said it was coming for me. Not on my damn watch. 
 
    “Not really hot enough today for the aircon, is it” Duke asked from behind me, and I jumped a foot in the air. Giving me a damn heart attack to save two dollars. 
 
    Heart still pounding, I built Keira and I a pillow fort on the floor so I could freak out in privacy, then put on one of my favorite movies with Keira instead, who didn’t mind old musicals. My eyes flitted to the front window at the end of every dance number. The monster had said I would be one of them. That wasn’t really one of my five year goals. Watch the entire back catalogue of Supernatural, now there was a plan I could get behind. Having my leg reattached as an extra arm, not so freaking much.  
 
    Duke, whose butt indented our couch, noticed my inattentiveness. I wanted to ask him if he knew of any monsters with four arms, but I couldn’t say anything. My body shut down, and I wound up ignoring him while yelling internally at myself. Whatever she’d been, she’d made me literally incapable of talking about her to anyone, so I had to assume that no one could help me anyway. My alien theory started to gather a lot more evidence.  
 
    I gave up on the movie and went back to cleaning the house before rats moved in. They’d be better housemates than my mother, but I wouldn’t willingly risk it.  
 
    By the time I cleaned the kitchen and the upstairs bathroom, because no way would I be going anyway near my mother’s, I had to cook dinner. 
 
    “Stupid zedonking need to eat,” I complained while searching through the fridge for actual food type ingredients, not left over pizza crusts. Honestly, why would anyone put those back in the fridge? I’d only just cleaned the kitchen and here I went, messing it up again. 
 
    “I can order us pizza,” Duke offered, turning his head from the couch. 
 
    Keira started squealing and clapping her hands. “Pizza, pizza!” she chanted while stomping around the dining room table.  
 
    “I’ll cook,” I said, shutting Keira down with a look. Well I tried to anyway, but she wasn’t so great at reading facial cues yet. Give her a few more years and she’d be shaking in her boots. Or sticking her tongue out at me, I had even odds on both. Unfortunately, this thing existed whereby children actually required nutrients and vitamins to survive. Keira would happily exist on biscuits and the occasional apple, but at some point we needed real food.  
 
    “I’ll watch Keira,” Duke said, taking the pouting ball of child out of the way so I could cook. 
 
    I heard them tromp up the stairs before Keira started calling out about needing a story. Sucker, Duke would be there for hours. 
 
    Some sad looking broccoli lounged in the crisper, and some leftover roast chicken sat plated in the fridge. The pantry usually had an overflow of dried pasta, so it looked like we’d be having chicken and broccoli pasta. My mother being addicted to coffee meant we always had cream at least. We’d have some frozen peas somewhere I could chuck in too. Two vegetables were better than one, even if Keira would usually pick out all the peas and throw them into my bowl, and then I had to eat extra peas. I wanted her healthy, but it didn’t mean I particularly liked them either. 
 
    I boiled the pasta, broccoli and peas in the same pot, which sounds gross but when you were the only one who’d actually wash the dishes, you’d be sparing with the saucepans too. Honestly, I would trade everything in the house except for my sister for a dishwasher. We needed to find a way to add paper plates to the budget so I didn’t have to keep washing up every night.  
 
    When it finished cooking, I added the chicken and some white sauce, threw in a little bit of garlic and parmesan, and called it done. Good e-freaking-nough. Twenty minutes to get dinner on the table.  
 
    “Come and eat,” I called out, dishing up a bowl for Keira and I and considering sticking the rest of the contents of the pot in a mixing bowl for a Duke sized portion. Okay, I didn’t actually do it since he always played with Keira and he wasn’t terrible, but I thought about it. He got a regular sized bowl overflowing with food instead. Hopefully there would be enough leftover that I wouldn’t have to cook again tomorrow. That would give me enough time to write an English essay. Tonight, I had to do maths homework and a biology report.  
 
    “Yucky,” Keira said, screwing up her face while eyeballing her dinner. “I don’t like peas!” 
 
    “Pick them out.” We seriously had this conversation every time. I should just record it and press replay. It’d save me about two minutes of talking so I could eat faster and get upstairs sooner.  
 
    “Here, I’ll get them,” Duke said, and showed a lot of finesse for a guy whose fingers looked like hotdogs. He got out every pea with his fork and handed the bowl back to Keira. “There you go, princess. All sorted.” 
 
    “Fank ‘oo,” Keira said with a cheeky smile as she mispronounced her ‘th’ as if her front teeth were missing, then stabbed a piece of pasta with her fork and managed to open her mouth wide enough to shove it in sideways, smearing sauce all over her cheek.  
 
    I had a theory that pea vitamins were absorbed into the pasta while it cooked. It seemed unlikely, but it made me feel better about what I fed her. Someone had to worry about Keira’s wellbeing.  
 
    “Bowl into the kitchen,” I reminded Keira when she was done. I had enough to do without becoming her personal slave. Yeah, I lied to myself a lot.  
 
    “I can get her bath going,” Duke said. 
 
    I had a way better idea. Not that I didn’t trust Duke, he had been hanging around here for months and never once made me hate him. Geez, we’d had half a year of pizza and grilled meats for meals. I should talk to him more often, and give him a recipe book for Christmas so he could start experimenting with other foods. “Can you wash the bowls and I’ll go up to supervise? I want to get my homework done and I can hear her from my room.” Plus, then I didn’t have to clean the kitchen. Freaking miracle.  
 
    “Okay, but don’t let her stay up after eight or she’ll be cranky tomorrow.” 
 
    I resisted rolling my eyes and ushered Keira upstairs. Who did he think invented Keira’s bedtime? Colleen left her watching television on the couch until she passed out.  
 
    “In the bath, kiddo,” I told Keira, who’d somehow gotten her arm stuck trying to take her shirt off and started whining. Like clockwork, that kid. She was lucky she was adorable.  
 
    I left the bathroom door open and sat in my room, staring at the piles of homework I had to do and wishing it away. One day that trick would work for me. I just needed to be bitten by a spider and develop superpowers first. Going into my backyard and the tangle of grass would assure me of the first half of that equation, but not the second useful bit. Natalie had assured me an itchy rash or swift death would be more likely. Killjoy.  
 
    Sighing, I grabbed my maths textbook and settled in for the long haul, memorizing equations to the splashing soundtrack and off key nursery rhyme mash up that Keira provided. Twenty minutes later I still hadn’t finished, but my sister would be pruney by now and the water would be getting cold. “Time to get out,” I called, marking my page and getting up to help her with her towel. 
 
    A lot more splashing followed as Keira pulled the plug and attempted to put her toys on the side of the tub to drain. They all splashed straight back in, but I appreciated the effort.  
 
    After I’d finished brushing her teeth and sent her off to get dressed, Duke made his way up the stairs. “I thought I’d read her stories,” he said sheepishly, fingering the fat folds on the back of his neck. “It’s my favorite part.” 
 
    I offered him a smile. “Yeah, me too. At least until she falls asleep and I remember what silence is like.” I could always read her books tomorrow, and I did have a ton of homework to get through. Maybe tonight I could actually go to sleep before midnight. Holy crap, Natalie wouldn’t recognize me in the morning without bags under my eyes. I’d just uncovered Max’s secret to being perky in the mornings—a decent amount of sleep. “Thanks, Duke.” I kissed Keira goodnight a little earlier than usual and slipped back to my room. Tonight I got to finish my set of problems to the sound of Duke’s deep voice pretending to be a fairy looking for a lost tooth, which was actually pretty cool.  
 
      
 
    Natalie came over the next morning with another folder. This time I opened it to see a blue man with four arms holding a flower. “What am I looking at?” 
 
    “The Vedic Supreme God, Vishnu, from Hinduism. I’m thinking she could have been his tenth Avatar, the one that is yet to come. Not a Svayah Bhagavan, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, but of course,” I replied, my voice heavy with sarcasm as I flicked the pages for a cheat sheet of what she’d said. “Is there anything you don’t know?” This was stretching it, even for Natalie.  
 
    “Not a full incarnation. It’s the best fit I could find. Once you search for something with four arms it greatly restricts the possibilities.” 
 
    “If you’re thinking it’s an incarnation of the blue guy, shouldn’t it have been a man we saw, and you know, blue? And couldn’t it have just been a hallucination?” A joint hallucination seemed unlikely, but there could have been leaking gas or anything in that dodgy alley. 
 
    Natalie bit her lip. “Well, that’s the inconsistency I pinpointed too.” 
 
    I closed the folder. “Sorry, but that’s not it. Besides the fact you’re relying on there being gods walking around, the arms are wrong. Vishnu’s extras are underneath his two main arms. The woman who appeared had an extra set of shoulders, like they’d rotated across from the original set and grown.” It meant one of her arms must be useless as it had been behind her back, but still facing forward. 
 
    “I didn’t notice that,” Natalie replied. “I didn’t get a good look at her. Only those few seconds where I was in front of you, and even then, I couldn’t really look at her properly.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, we won’t find anything. You can’t talk to anyone who wasn’t there with us. I tried yesterday with Duke. No dice.” Whoever she’d been, I hoped she remained a mystery. The prospect of running into her again didn’t exactly thrill me. “I still didn’t even fix the Max problem you gave me, and here I am getting another one.” 
 
    “The Max one is easy,” Natalie said, but she frowned. “Look at everything I gave you. You have the entire records of Max Gordon, every transcript, birth certificate, death certificate, the works. Everything I could find against that name for the last century.” 
 
    That didn’t make any sense. “There isn’t a single birth certificate in there over the last forty years. The last thirty years had practically nothing.” 
 
    Natalie gave me a smug look. “And what does that tell you?” 
 
    “He can’t not have been born. Pretty sure he isn’t a figment of my imagination.” 
 
    “Addy,” she sighed, exasperated. “Of course he was born, but not as Max Gordon. He’s changed his name. Topernell’s is the first record of him, so he must have changed his name before moving to Mount Kembla. Some of the other records could have been regarding him, but I find it doubtful a nine year old rescued and resuscitated a drowning girl. I could be wrong, but you know I’m usually not. Doctor Gordon comes up clean, he’s paid part time at the hospital but puts in full time hours with his patients. Everyone seems to love him, but no mention of a grandson anywhere.” 
 
    I screwed my face up in concentration as I tried to figure out why he’d do that. “So he’s the result of a confundus spell gone wrong?” 
 
    “That’s a charm, Addy.” Natalie sighed cleaned up the mess of papers I’d made, stacking them neatly once more. “He could be from a dodgy witness protection or something that didn’t make their false identities very well. They might not even be his parents. It would explain a lot.” 
 
    This conversation had not explained anything. A monster woman had chased us, Max wasn’t actually Max, and how were either of those things even possible?  
 
    “Do you think I should ask him?” 
 
    “If he’s hiding, it’s for a reason. Max could be dangerous. He could have sealed court records after finishing a sentence in juvenile detention or anything. Just let him go.” 
 
    Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Besides, the four armed monster chasing me had nothing to do with Max. Did it? 
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    My mother was working, so I’d organized for Max to come and help me with homework while I was stuck at home babysitting. Not that Colleen had been particularly happy about that, but she’d been almost civil. Which was so weird, especially as she’d made me repeat the house rule in the driveway for five minutes before she left. Chanting “no boys until I’m thirty” to gain permission for Max to come over seemed counterintuitive, but it’s not like I’d ever confused Colleen for a good mother. The contract she’d had me sign guaranteeing there’d be no full or partial nudity went a bit far though. I was watching Keira—I made up hybrid animal insults so she didn’t learn real curse words for zebronies sake—what did she think would happen? The constant barrage of texts wasn’t enduring her to me either, especially as she made me respond with selfies proving I remained fully dressed. He wasn’t even here yet. I never should have mentioned Max was helping with a biology experiment.  
 
    Natalie could help with everything but biology. She didn’t like that bits of dead animals could potentially flick onto her clothes. What could I say, I liked to stab things. The teacher hadn’t exactly warned us on sheep’s eye dissection day about potential fluid spray, or that it required a gentle incision under the cornea. Eye gunk had sprayed everywhere when I stabbed it, and Natalie stunk like an abattoir for the rest of the day, forevermore insisting her woolen school jumper had been ruined. It’s not like they weren’t all part of the same animal in a prior life, who could have known they would have reacted so badly to each other? Needless to say, she hadn’t volunteered to help me design an experiment today. Weighted at thirty percent of the overall mark, I needed it to not suck. Insert Max. Wait, not like actually insert, that was a whole other world of level ups away.  
 
    “Addy, did you get sunburneded?” Keira asked, her chubby hands coming up to touch my check. “You turneded all red.” 
 
    Max had the audacity to smirk. “Yeah, Addy. What are you thinking about?” 
 
    Oh hell, they’d been watching me. While I’d been thinking about that. “Nothing I’m going to say out loud,” I murmured, shoulder barging Max when he snickered. It hurt like hitting a solid wall, which didn’t help the heat burning my face. At least he took pity on me.  
 
    “I’ve got to go home and get some things for the experiment. I’ll see you in half an hour.” 
 
    I let Max out and went to the kitchen to make afternoon tea. No work would get done if Keira decided she was hungry.  
 
    “You still all red,” Keira said, squinting up at me as she examined my pores.  
 
    “It’s very important to wear a hat, isn’t it?”  
 
    She nodded in very serious agreement. “I get the cream!” 
 
    Keira ran off to grab sunscreen from her daycare bag while I made a hasty retreat to the kitchen and distracted myself making afternoon tea. Damn it, we were nearly out of food again. Unless we wanted Duke’s leftover pizza, and I didn’t have time to cook. Apples again.  
 
    After peeling the fruit, I sliced it and placed it in a small bowl. “Keira,” I called out. 
 
    My sister ran into the room, sunscreen forgotten and studied the contents of her bowl. “I want biscuits.”  
 
    I carried her into the dining room and plonked her on a chair with the fruit. “Apple or nothing, kiddo,” I said, definitely not in the mood for one of her tantrums. The kid was adorable, but got her own way too often. “If you eat it all you can pick what I make for dinner.” With any luck she’d pick pizza. I had discovered that Duke didn’t believe in leftovers of home cooked meals. One more night of terrible diet wouldn’t kill her. 
 
    “Can I have chicken?” 
 
    I opened the freezer to check before I agreed to anything. The poultry gods were favoring me. “We can have chicken.” 
 
    She gave me a cheeky smile and stuffed an entire wedge of apple in her mouth before running into the lounge room to watch the Wiggles. That settled the biscuit debate. Now I had to find time to finish my assignment before I had to start cooking. Luckily, I’d cleaned up a little yesterday, so the kitchen passed as habitable.  
 
    Grabbing an apple for myself, I walked into the dining room and heaved all the mess to one side of the table. Space created.  
 
    Oddly, a knock on the door came a mere fifteen minutes later. With Duke working, and Max living ages away, I didn’t expect company for a while. Though come to think of it, Max had said he’d only be half an hour. He didn’t have time to go home and back again. But there was no denying it, I could feel him. And something else too. Definitely close by. 
 
    Curious, I peeked through the front curtains. No freaking way. That explained the other sensation. 
 
    My hand slid into my back pocket and pulled out my phone as I stared in disbelief. This could not be actually happening.  
 
    Hooray for Natalie, she answered on the first ring. “It’s weird to bring your Grandfather to your almost girlfriend’s house, isn’t it?” I asked, not waiting for a hello. “I mean, I think it’s weird, but my opinions are sometimes out of whack—but it’s weird, isn’t it? Did he bring a chaperone?” 
 
    “Wait, slow down. Who’s at your house?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I started again. “Max is meant to help me with my homework, but he left and came back with his grandfather. That’s—honestly it’s the least sexy thing I can think about doing at someone’s house without my mother involved.” 
 
    “Not that I’m all team Max, but isn’t his grandfather a doctor? Which for a biology project might actually be really helpful? I mean, you’re right that it’s odd, but were you going for sexy today?” 
 
    Damn Natalie and her voice of reason. “That might be why he’s here. I don’t know yet.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask?” 
 
    “Ah,” this was about to get awkward. “I may possibly be watching through the curtains while they wait at the front door so I could call you.” 
 
    A sound suspiciously similar to a forehead slap came from the other end of the phone. “Can they see you right now?” 
 
    With the way Max waved at me, I had to go with yes. Plus, they’d stopped knocking a while back. “Is there a disease that leaves you with temporary blindness?” 
 
    “Amaurosis fugax. But do you actually think a medical doctor won’t be able to tell you’re faking it?” Natalie sighed. “Addy, open the door. Yes, it’s not normal teenage boy behavior. But you wouldn’t cope with normal teenage boy. Max is probably perfect for you in his abnormality.” 
 
    I brightened at that. She was totally right.  
 
    “Do you need me to come around? I could use the assistance too.” 
 
    “Thanks, Natalie. I’ve got it now, but you can come to study if you want.” 
 
    She laughed. “Anytime. With you as a best friend, I never get bored. Tell me how the fake blindness plays out, I’ll pick you up in the morning.” 
 
    Hanging up, I went over and opened the front door. “I now have permission for the wild party you’ve got planned,” I said brightly before they could ask. “Usually it’s not allowed on school nights.” 
 
    Doctor Gordon chuckled and barged his way inside. “From the reaction, am I correct in assuming my grandson deemed it unnecessary to announce my visit?” 
 
    “He may have neglected to mention it,” I said, eyeing off Max as he stood at attention in the doorway. Perfect control mode: activated. 
 
    “She might have said no.” 
 
    Doctor Gordon cleaned his glasses on the bottom of his vest like he hadn’t a care in the world. “And miss out on my years of expertise? I think not. You two grab the supplies from the car and we’ll get started.” 
 
    “Keira, come help,” I called out. No way would I leave her unattended with an unknown male. I lingered in the doorway, waiting for Max’s explanation until she finally emerged. 
 
    He left it until his grandfather was out of earshot and came over bearing a box of glassware and textbooks. It had to be heavy, but he didn’t appear strained. Which was a little disappointing, because no girl should be deprived of watching his biceps bulging under that shirt. Scrap that, I was the only one allowed to perv. I shouldn’t be deprived. Everyone else could wrack off.  
 
    “He found out about you wanting help for your biology assignment and got excited. I haven’t needed his input for a while, so he’s geeking out right now. If you want me to make him leave I will, but I guarantee you’ll get an A if he helps. He packed enough stuff in here to reanimate a corpse.” 
 
    And here I’d been planning to extract starch from a potato.  
 
    “To sweeten the deal though, I’ll be watching Keira so there are no interruptions. And I may have been threatened with copious punishments if you don’t agree. Besides, I hang out with him all the time, and look how well I turned out.” 
 
    “You’re blackmailing me to hang out with your grandfather?” My fingers twitched to call Natalie again. Or my urge to run had manifested in my arms since my legs were stuck here with Keira.  
 
    Max tilted his head to the side as if considering the probability of me actually running. “You asked for help. This is the best help I could offer.” He offered the final resistance when he pulled a packet of Tim Tams out of his box of goodies. Not cake, but still chocolatey goodness. 
 
    Damn, he was cute when he pulled that look. Pretty sure he knew it too. “Fine. You get Keira.” While I got the old guy. 
 
    I turned to find Doctor Gordon had been watching the entire discussion with an eerily large grin plastered on his face. “You might want to make yourself some coffee, Miss Adeline. We’re in for a fun filled evening.” He’d dropped back into the British accent, and I swear his eyes damn near twinkled. What a nerd. It looked like I’d found Natalie a second best friend. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Gordon turned out to have the same boundless energy as Keira, despite his advanced age, as well as a wicked sense of humor: mostly at the expense of my misfortune. His rounded cheeks and button nose made me think again of an oversized garden gnome, and the spectacles he forever played with didn’t help. Nor did the tweed and suspenders. The fact he didn’t drink tea or eat Tim Tams prevented him from being a complete British cottage gnome stereotype. Just really, really close. He actually refused all beverages and appeared to survive on knowledge alone. Natalie would be so jealous. She’d already called dibs on that as a superpower if we ever found mutant spiders. Not that she’d let it bite her, but the plan said I had to extract the venom on her behalf as payment for being such an awesome supportive friend regardless of my actions. It’d be a fair trade.  
 
    We got my experiment design sorted and Doctor Gordon forced me to have a trial run through in the kitchen, because nowhere else in the house had enough surface space free to set up the flagons and beakers and whatever other words Doctor Gordon used. Within minutes my kitchen had become smart girl porn central and Natalie was missing it. I took a photo to flaunt to her. And you know, so I could replicate the set up next week for my assessment. But priorities here—Natalie first.  
 
    Doctor Gordon said something to Max, then came in to pack up the gear after checking I had all my diagrams ready to go. Keira had only run in to interrupt twice; I’d actually had a little bit of fun getting my assignment done. Today we were breaking world records. I’d have to bake a thank you cake for Max’s grandfather. Except he didn’t seem to eat. Or I could make myself one as a congratulatory present for playing nice and getting my homework done. We had everything for an apple and cinnamon cake. I could eat it next to Max for a double flavor hit.  
 
    Keira ran into the dining room again, destroying her almost perfect record, and I grabbed her around the waist before she knocked into any of the boxes of glassware. Oh, she smelled good. She must have been climbing over Max while I studied because she had a cinnamon tinge now too. Usually she smelled of wax crayons, sunscreen, and playdough. Now she was the epitome of my future cake.  
 
    Doctor Gordon’s chuckling took me out of my cake dreams. I wiped a little drool on Keira’s shoulder, hoping to pass it off as weird sisterly affection. “She doesn’t need to wash her hair tonight,” I said with a shrug. Because that’s totally what I checked. 
 
    “It appears we should have worked on something with scent extraction,” Doctor Gordon said. 
 
    I thought back to Natalie with her eau de abattoir jumper I’d inadvertently created. “Strangely enough, that’s not something I need help with.”  
 
    I received a suspender flick in response, indicating he didn’t believe me. He could take it up with Natalie.  
 
    “Got it all,” Max said, walking into the dining room as he dusted his hands off on his jeans.  
 
    Keira immediately ditched me to hug him goodbye. “Bye, Max!” 
 
    “See ya, Keira.” He ruffled her hair and gave me a wave. 
 
    I turned to thank Doctor Gordon, but he’d already left. In fact, I spied him sitting in the driver’s seat of Max’s car, ready to go. Geez the old guy could move. No wonder Max never got to school late. 
 
    Keira and I waved from behind the front screen door. No point making ourselves targets for the neighbours. “So, Keira,” I said once they were gone from sight. “You want to help me make a cake?” 
 
    She ran into the kitchen even faster than Doctor Gordon.  
 
      
 
    The buzz of my phone vibrating on the bedside table woke me up in the middle of the night. The screen illumination provided enough light to showcase the stack of papers and experiment notes I’d left half finished, which I still managed to knock over. Who’d be calling me at this time? 
 
    Max? I answered. Of course I did. 
 
    “What do you want, and can’t it wait until morning?” 
 
    “Can you come outside?” 
 
    I sat bolt upright in shock. “What?” 
 
    If possible, he sounded sheepish. “Ah, yeah. Can you come outside. Just for a minute?” 
 
    Grumbling to myself, I hung up and threw the covers off, sneaking downstairs as quietly as possible.  
 
    Cold air circled my ankles as I opened the front door, letting in the cool of the night. Max waited over near the neighbor’s tenebrous hedge, face half hidden by shadows. “Max?” 
 
    “Hey, Addy,” he said, casually walking over as if it were everyday he woke people in the middle of the night to play hide and seek. “I just needed to talk to you for a minute.” 
 
    I held up my phone, still clutched in my hand in answer. “You didn’t need to come over to do that.” 
 
    He gave me a smile in return, and I melted a little inside. He was so pretty.  
 
    “Yeah, but I needed to for this.” And then he took a few steps forwards, bent his face to mine, and kissed me.  
 
    His lips were cool but his tongue was warm, and it was the perfect combination to push away all remaining residues of sleep. 
 
    Pulling back, he rested his forehead on mine. “I just needed to do that. Couldn’t really give you a proper goodbye today.” 
 
    The tone his voice took sounded ominous, and I got the distinct feeling his goodbye meant more that he was telling me. My face must have given me away, because he wrapped his arms around me and brought me in tight to his chest. “I’m leaving tomorrow. Not forever, but Gramps decided to book us a surprise trip. I think this is the first time I’ve ever been disappointed to find my passport isn’t out of date.” 
 
    Passport? This was not the hour for this type of conversation. “You’re going overseas?” 
 
    Max let out a disgruntled chuckle. “Apparently. I’ll be back when school starts back up, but I couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.” And then he kissed me again, an urgent, frantic meld of hard lips and roving hands that left me feeling a little desperate. The feeling was reflected in his eyes. “I promise, I’m coming back,” he told me, turning to jump over the uneven cracked concrete on our porch.  
 
    And then he left, and I had no idea why he needed to make me a promise he’d return from his holiday, but I quite liked the sendoff. The heat of those kisses had singed the hair off my toes.  
 
    Greatest. Thing. Ever. Not the hair removal, but the kissing. I mean, I didn’t have hairy toes, who said that?  
 
    He tasted like cinnamon cookies: so addictive. My skin still tingled every place he’d touched. Which, to be fair, meant only my arms and my face, but holy wow, I had never appreciated fingers more in my life. It was worth him leaving to experience that goodbye, and I had hope the reunion would be as promising. At the very least with the pounding of my excited heart, I got a very good cardio workout.  
 
    Lucky I’d showered this morning, because I’d never wash my arms again. Okay, that took it a bit too far. There could be a slight possibility that Natalie had a point when she said I’d overdone the Max crush. At least she found me entirely loveable, even if she thought I should tone down my stalker tendencies. As I wasn’t going through his trash or using a high powered camera to shoot snaps of him unaware, I decided I hadn’t really crossed any lines yet. Everybody went out and spent their $50 life savings on cinnamon scented candles. It was totally a thing. 
 
    But he touched me. I could still feel the way his fingers had brushed over my shoulders, before digging in to pull me close. I drifted my hand towards my arm, replicating the phantom touch. Not the same. And it appeared Max hadn’t washed his hands, because my arms felt crusty. Looking down at my upper arms, they were covered in a weird sort of rash. It looked like I had a buildup of dead skin, as if I’d skipped ahead in time and followed through with me threat of not washing. Turns out that would be a really bad idea. Like, basically disgusting.  
 
    Super gross, way to ruin the moment with poor hygiene, Max. What in zebronies name had he had on his hands?  
 
    I must have made some disgruntled noises as I trudged up the stairs because my mother came yawning out of her bedroom to check on me. The hall light emphasized the trail of hickeys down her neck. Gross. 
 
    She gestured towards my arm with a grimacing laugh. “You’ve gone and gotten yourself an STD, love. Next time you’ll listen to some of my advice.” 
 
    “They’re called STIs now.” And I was no expert, but I’m pretty sure you needed to have some sort of sexual contact to get one. Looking at my arm though, I had to concede she might be half right. It looked pretty nasty. “It’s just dirt, it’ll wash off.” 
 
    My mother snorted back towards her bed. “Sure it will. I’m out of topical cream, love. Bung some moisturizer on it.” 
 
    Of course she’d have something for communal diseases. And she’d used enough to run out. I had seriously begun to question why Duke still hung around, wasting precious energy on her. Scrap that, no, I did not want to know what my mother did to keep him coming back. Nope, not going there. Only place I needed to head was the shower.  
 
      
 
    It wouldn’t come off. Even scrubbing with a loofah, it stuck tight. The rash had turned a dark orange with all my scrubbing, and felt more like a scab than skin. I began to see that whatever it was, Max’s hands hadn’t put it there. You couldn’t actually catch anything bad from kissing, could you? Natalie would know, and if it wasn’t the middle of the night, I would seriously consider calling her.  
 
    Nothing else for it, it had to go. Working on the theory that if it felt like a scab, it must be one, that meant I could pull it off. Look at me, I thought proudly, all logical reasoning to find a solution. I didn’t need Natalie on the phone at all, I could channel her from the thousand other times she’d counselled me about something stupid I’d planned.  
 
    I picked at the edges of the scab on my right arm to make it rise. My skin pulled up along the edges painfully. Too freaking late, I’d committed now. My mother would see me after this shower with clear arms; no other option. Steeling myself against the wall, with a final yank I tore the scab free, along with a croak of pain. It burned, freaking hell it burned. And I still had another arm to go.  
 
    My lungs hitched as pain radiated from my arm to my shoulder and ached down to my bones. My breath stuttered and I gasped through the stream of water, fighting to stay conscious. The nerves in my arm caught fire.  
 
    Breathing through gritted teeth, I collapsed onto the tiled floor of the shower, curling around my arm as I cradled it to my stomach. Blood tinged the water pink as it swirled down the drain, taking chunks of flesh with it. That could not be good.  
 
    I forced myself to stumble out of the shower, catching sight of my arm in the mirror in the process. Everything festered. The flesh of my arm flaked away like ash from a fire pit. I caught a whiff of my arm as I stumbled, and my stomach heaved at the stench. Rotting carcass was not a good scent for me.  
 
    My arm bled around the edges as I knocked bottles off the vanity trying to figure out what to do. Natalie, what would Natalie do? The voice of all reason and logic in my life would have the answer. Prevent further infection. Yeah, that’s what she’d tell me to do. Holding my nose, I grabbed the hand sanitizer off the basin and doused my arm. 
 
    This had to be the worst advice Natalie had ever given me. My eyes felt like they were bugging out of my skull. It burned, and as I looked down, I could see my flesh disappearing. The smell improved, but my watering eyes could see the rotten pus-infected sections dissolving, leaving gapping sections of skin. Slowly, the fiery sensation faded. I gasped at my arm. I could see bone. And loose flesh. Was that real? No way could that be freaking real.  
 
    I grabbed a towel and hastily wrapped it around my right arm. I was dreaming, and I’d wake up in five minutes running late for school.  
 
    The room started to spin, and the last thing I recalled seeing bore a suspicious resemblance to the shadow of a woman with four arms.  
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    I had weird dreams after that. Not the odd kind I usually had—the faces peering at me were different. One had an English accent and gold framed glasses that glinted in the pale light, and one had a face so perfect its beauty couldn’t be reasoned beyond the fact I was dreaming.  
 
    Something niggled at me as I watched Max and his grandfather talk, but they interacted wrong. Max stood too stiff; his voice too loud. Max didn’t usually yell. The swiping of the hair was him, but the rest seemed like a stranger. They were speaking in a weird syntax I couldn’t quite understand. 
 
    “We can’t rip her apart, Doctor Gordon.”  
 
    That was Max. He was taller than his grandfather, but not in control, which struck me as funny. Max was always in control. 
 
    “There is no other choice, which is why I forbade this. You knew there was a chance of accidental infection if you weren’t cautious. Take responsibility. She’s rejecting, this is the best we can do.” 
 
    “It’s not good enough!” Max yelled.  
 
    “Keep it under control, I trained you better,” Doctor Gordon hissed. 
 
    “Addy can’t die.” 
 
    “I’m sure she can. She is, after all, human. Well, half-human, half-Gamil at this stage. We need to remove the sores.” He polished his glasses and glanced at me, winking when he caught my eye.  
 
    Max turned to find me. Such a weird dream. I lay on a table, and somehow it managed to feel like one of those standing-up-in-front-of-a-crowd-without-clothes type scenarios. At least my right arm appeared better.  
 
    “Looks like the sanitizer worked,” I said to myself, turning the pale limb for a better look. Dream me no longer had freckles or hair on her arm, and the skin looked like actual porcelain, but it wasn’t a festering mess, so I liked it better than reality Addy. Or maybe that was the dream, who knew at this point.  
 
    Doctor Gordon held my arm and examined it.  
 
    I frowned. Usually I couldn’t feel people in my dreams. Or that beat in my head that buzzed to let me know Max and his grandfather were nearby.  
 
    Doctor Gordon let go and thumbed his suspenders. “It’s a novel thought. Using an antibacterial to stop the spread of infection. We aren’t virus based, so it could actually work. As long as we stopped the bleeding.” 
 
    I didn’t hear the end of his speech as my arms went numb. Max rushed to me and kissed me, and though I felt weak I managed to get my arms around his neck and tangle my fingers in his hair. His grandfather fake coughed behind him, but as we were in a dream I didn’t really care for decorum. I could have imagined a better setting, but as long as I had Max, I felt okay.  
 
    Until I started to burn. 
 
    I gulped as I gasped for air to scream until my chest raged like my own personal incinerator.  
 
    “The morphine should be working by now,” Max said as he scraped his fingers across his forehead in frustration.  
 
    “We can’t wait any longer. Cover all the exposed sections of her flesh with sanitizer before we proceed with the removals. Scalp, face, neck.” Doctor Gordon counted out the places of attack on his fingers as he went.  
 
    Max began scooping gel out of a bucket with his hands and ferociously lathered it into my hair, ignoring my screams. Once we were done jelly wrestling, he pulled me by the arms to my feet and tried to steady me. I wound up leaning back into his chest, his strong arms a band around my middle, keeping me upright. “Sorry, Addy,” he whispered in my ear as my feet slid around trying for purchase. I thrashed around relentlessly trying to escape the pain. The burning wouldn’t stop. My breath hitched as I tried to gulp in air through the spasms wracking my chest.  
 
    Another set of hands turned my body, lingering on my waist. I hope that’s Max. He better be a freaking mutant with extra limbs. I personally knew those existed. 
 
    A glint of gold, a yanking of flesh, and I felt like I’d been turned into boiled Adeline soup.  
 
    Max pushed me down into some sort of wading pool, until I lay with only my neck and head exposed. Not one remnant of skin remained on my torso. My muscles were beginning to flake and tear, filling the water around me with chunks that liquefied and clouded the usually opaque fluid.  
 
    I watched in horror as my crusted organs began to appear, before melting into their surroundings. The last sight I saw, before it became too murky to perceive anything clearly, was bone. My actual spine was visible from my vantage point. In fact, I could see the bottom of the pool where I would usually expect the bottom of my ribcage.  
 
    Max blocked all emotion from his face as I looked to him for comfort, but nothing changed, and the pain won.  
 
    Not a good dream after all. 
 
      
 
    I guess I passed out at that point of the dream. I preferred that to thinking I’d collapsed from sheer terror as I converted to a festering corpse, but when I awoke, I found myself in a bathtub.  
 
    In a pink bathroom.  
 
    With cherubs carved into the ceiling like perverted onlookers. 
 
    Max stood over a little ways talking to his grandfather which gave me dream deja vu, so I self-consciously covered myself with my arms. Or at least I tried to. They felt like they had lead weights attached. I sat in a pool of brown with floating strips that looked suspiciously like old blood and flaking skin. And I had no idea where we were. 
 
    Dead skin the size of skateboards and little scabs littered the floor around the bathtub. It stunk with the stench of a thousand rotten corpses. Rank couldn’t even begin to describe the putrid smell. Could no one have opened a window?  
 
    “What’s going on?” That was all I managed before I dry heaved over the side of the tub.  
 
    Max and Doctor Gordon both walked over, kicking debris out of the way that sent fresh pungent waves my way. My stomach revolted and I heaved again, every single one of my abdominal muscles shrieking in protest. Both men had weary looks on their faces as they studied me from a distance like a contagion. Must be jet lag. Come to think of it, they shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be here.  
 
    “You’re rejecting,” Max told me, squatting down and running his fingers over my scalp. His close proximity brought a hint of cinnamon with him, which overpowered the stench enough to allow me to breathe. “I don’t know how or why, but we’re treating you as best we can.”  
 
    His grandfather chuckled, thumbing along the edges of his suspenders. He wore a mismatched tweed suit, which led me to believe he’d dressed in a hurry. “I know how, my boy. Unprotected intercourse. You know what we are. Gamils are contagious.” 
 
    “We haven’t had sex,” I said. My adamant voice echoed of the rose colored tiles. “I mean, I’m no expert, but I’m pretty sure I would have noticed. Wait, you’re infectious?” I spun around to glare at Max. Well, I turned as much as I was capable of at this point. “You were going to tell me when? Freaking hell, my mother was actually right for once.” That knowledge alone could kill me.  
 
    Doctor Gordon laughed at my tirade, a throaty chuckle that made his entire middle wobble as I winced. I debated hiding under whatever liquid I soaked in, but that seemed more mortifying than talking about my lack of sex life with an eighty year old while I was naked in a bathroom that looked like the scene of a murder. Today hadn’t shaped up to be a good day. Maybe if I squeezed my eyes shut tight enough, I could wake up somewhere different. The last lot of Natalie advice sucked, so I’d do it my way this time. Couldn’t get much worse than kidnapped and nude in a random bathroom. Plus, my head felt like it had been inflated and left in gale force winds. 
 
    “Ahem.” Max’s grandfather forced a cough to grab my attention.  
 
    I cracked my eyes open and all hope deflated once I realized nothing had changed.  
 
    “Max does not have any sexually transmitted infections. That I’m aware of,” he added with raised eyebrows in Max’s direction. Max shook his head slowly. “He is however, as I mentioned, contagious.” I still couldn’t follow, but he continued nonetheless. “When our kind were created in the lab, they didn’t anticipate our human ability to procreate, free of control. Unfortunately in our instance, offspring is not required to complete the transfer of genetic material. Copulating is enough to merge our cells with another.” 
 
    Dear zebronies, I never wanted to hear an old man say ‘copulating’ ever again.  
 
    “Sometimes individuals aren’t compatible, they reject the transfer. You see, Max does not have an infection per say. He is the infection.” He paused after the final statement, allowing time for his words to take full effect.  
 
    Max infected me. I was rejecting, and it was dangerous. That at least explained why I felt Max and his grandfather weren’t the same as everyone else—they weren’t. But surely someone who smelled like Christmas cookies couldn’t be bad.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut. Screw this. I didn’t want to see anyone at this point. More so, I didn’t want them to see me, but that didn’t seem like something I could control. “How long have I been here?”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    Stupid freaking doctor wouldn’t answer until I reopened my eyes. 
 
    “Someone deposited you in my work office in the early hours of this morning, and luckily I received a harried phone call. You were unconscious, and we brought you here for treatment shortly thereafter. Your mother believes you’re at your friend’s house, but she won’t believe that excuse much longer. Modern medicine won’t be able to intervene, so took some drastic measures.” Doctor Gordon sailed his eyes over a clipboard, flipping pages back and forth. “Miss Adeline, what we are doing means this spreads. We are letting the infection win, because your body isn’t strong enough to fight it off. I’m afraid if we don’t help, your cells and Max’s will continue to fight, using up all of your resources until there is no longer anything to fight over. Do you understand what this means?” He paused to add gravity to his following words. “In order to save you we have to let the infection win. We have no choice but to fully convert you.” 
 
    My head spun as nonsensical sounds pulsed in my ears. “Converted into what? How did I even get infected? And do I want to know what this stuff is?” I picked up my left arm and a pile of glop slopped onto the floor. My arm fell apart, the flesh spilling from the seams like ruptured stitches on a teddy bear. I looked like an extra from a zombie movie. “This is you helping me?” It came out like a bellow in the cavernous bathroom. 
 
    Doctor Gordon chuckled at me. Because that seemed freaking appropriate.  
 
    “You shall find, Miss Adeline, that is what we have been trying to rectify.” 
 
    “Well it’s not working!” I proclaimed. Except for my right arm. That one looked fine.  
 
    Max looked extra alert, more in control than ever, while his older counterpart seemed amused. “I like the feisty ones,” he muttered to himself, his accent stronger in his hushed tone. “You have no training, and I can see you are telling the truth. Remarkable.” He stood in a trance for a moment, thumbing the edge of his suspenders while mulling over this last remark like some breakthrough had occurred. Finally, his face played into a wide smile. “Okay then, let’s see what we’ve got. It’s time to get you out of the tub.” 
 
    I vehemently shook my head, flinging gunk off the ends of my hair. “No.” I wasn’t moving. Until I got some answers, I didn’t plan on being a cooperative patient. I didn’t even want to know how I got in here in the first place.  
 
    Max gave his grandfather a look I which caught the back end of in the mirror, and the doctor wordlessly left.  
 
    Everything about Max screamed control as he strode towards me, provided you overlooked the scratch marks on his forehead where he’d been swiping at his fringe a little more than usual. He squatted next to the bathtub so we were at eye level, his fingers peeking over the rim to wind themselves over mine. “Addy, I don’t think you understand what’s gone on the past few hours. I’m not trying to scare you, but we’ve been trying to keep you alive, and we’re losing.” Max rested his head down on the rim in defeat.  
 
    Yeah, right. “I’m not dying. It doesn’t even hurt.” 
 
    He sighed and left his face where I couldn’t see it. “You can’t feel anything because your spinal cord is damaged. You have no healthy nerves to send the message to the pain receptors in your brain.” 
 
    I preferred when he hid his emotions from me. Perfect timing for him to decide on my trustworthiness. Idiot. “Is it permanent?”  
 
    “We don’t know.” Max’s shoulders heaved and he kept his head down. Eventually he regained his composure, and the rise and fall of his chest returned to a more conventional level. “That’s why you’re still in the tub,” he explained as he lifted his head up. His voice was quiet, his eyes red and lined with dark bags. “We’re worried about hyperthermia, but we can’t move you yet. Doctor Gordon thinks your spine will completely snap since your muscles have…” He became lost in his worries once more, while I simmered in mine.  
 
    I had a sneaking suspicion he was trying to protect me from the worst of it.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Addy. I never meant for this to happen. It’s not even possible.” And then he kissed me. 
 
    Not an I’m-sorry-you’re-dying type kiss, this was an I-want-you-and-I’m-going-to-make-you-feel-better affair. All of me burst aflame, my lips, pressed onto his, his fingers twining through my hair. I unfurled into a ball of heat, scorching under his touch. 
 
    And getting hotter.  
 
    So hot it burned.  
 
    And I caught fire.  
 
    While sitting on the freaking sun.  
 
    I pushed Max back and screamed.  
 
    Doctor Gordon sauntered into the room and jabbed me with a needle large enough to make me consider staying ablaze for the remainder of my existence. Since I couldn’t exactly protest, Max pinned my arms to the tub as his grandfather jabbed it into what was left of my bicep. When Max let go, pieces of my flesh went with him.  
 
    But I didn’t care. Whatever they had just injected into me felt warm as it spread through me. I felt myself growing calmer almost immediately, practically drifting off to sleep right there. 
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    I felt a lazy calm, like Saturday afternoons when my mother worked and Keira and I sat and watched a movie, had been injected straight into my veins. “This is the worst homecoming ever,” I told Max as I stared at an evil little chubby angel that tried to break the mirror with his arrow. Or was it a statue? “I always thought the world in flames part of kissing was a metaphor.” 
 
    A hollow chuckle sounded that led me to believe we had company, but if I looked away for a second, I knew the archer would be moving his trajectory to me.  
 
    “Also, worst way to get a girl naked. Did you drug me first?” I pulled my hand out of the sludge I lay in and swirled my fingers around. Fingers are awesome. 
 
    Max hid a smile. He was cute when he smiled, like a small amount of innocence still existed somewhere within him. “We had to cut your clothes off you, and you started to spill after that. But you have kept your underwear. Trust me, I did not see your naked body.”  
 
    “Well that’s a shame,” I remarked, eyeballing the cherubs. “Do you mind if I change that bit when I tell my mother? In my version I strip naked at the airport the second you walk out, in case she cross examines us later.” Wait, did we go to the airport? What was Max doing here? I thought he had an overseas holiday to get to. 
 
    Max’s face stretched now, as if he smiled any wider, he’d turn into a frog. “Addy, you might want to stop talking. The sedation makes you a little more linguistically limber than usual.” 
 
    “Linguistically limber,” I repeated ten times fast, before turning it into a song. Someone laughed, and I spied an enormous smile on the poised cherub’s face. He’s mocking me. Through the cloudy haze of my mind a thought came through. “Max, why am I in a bathtub?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Because I’m a Gamil, and somehow I’ve converted you, but your system isn’t strong enough, so you’re rejecting. I’ve already told you a thousand times in the last few hours.” He looked down with something akin to fondness in his eyes. “I actually thought you were one, but I could never ask you.” 
 
    I snorted. “I know how that one goes. Always easier to live the lie than face the truth and—hey! Did you shoot me?!” I rubbed my shoulder. Stupid cherub off loaded one in me! I jumped upright and shook my fist at the ceiling. “You can’t go around shooting people!” I yelled. “And who uses a bow and arrow inside!! You aren’t even allowed to throw a ball in here!” I chastised the cheeky grinned flying child, flailing my arms and spraying filth everywhere. “Who gave the kid weapons to play with? Was it you?” I accused Max, slipping back down to sit in the muck.  
 
    His face rolled with tears as he laughed so hard, he seemed to be barely breathing. Actually, I didn’t think he was. He looked broken, crying at this point, knuckling away at tears while some release valve within him broke down completely. Eventually he regained some of his famed composure and came back to me. “I know you won’t remember this, but that’s possibly the funniest thing I’ve ever heard. Not great bedside manners, but it doesn’t really matter what I say or do at this point as you won’t remember.” He kissed the top of my head with a soft exhale. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you do?” 
 
    Max shook his head. “Nope. Addy, I’m a member of a genetically engineered race, and I have been terrified since I found out you were infected that I’d lose you.” He waited a moment with his head cocked to the side as if he were listening for something. “See? No guilt, and Doctor Gordon will discover I told you that.” 
 
    No guilt? “Max, kiss me again.” 
 
    He leaned back down. “That’s the most sensible thing you’ve said all day.” 
 
    Once again I pulled back, the scream leaving my lips before Max’s had. Rejecting needed a more appropriate name. Like burning alive in the desert while having your fingernails plucked and your skin peeled off. Much closer analogy. 
 
    I heard the doctor return, and he and Max had an argument about how I shouldn’t have burned through whatever they had given me, the result of which meant that I got pin-cushioned by a syringe with different contents. 
 
    I panted through labored breaths when I next decided to speak. “You. Are. A. Lousy. Kisser.”  
 
    Max flicked his hair and refused eye contact while his grandfather stared at him and thumbed under his suspenders. Eventually the pain dulled to a throbbing ache, and my breath returned to normal. 
 
    Needing to get my mind off the insistent lingering ache, I sighed, very loudly and with forced emphasis. “I don’t know where we are, but the room service sucks. I need food.” 
 
    The doctor chuckled. “Miss Adeline, you are not currently in possession of a stomach,” he said, rocking a little on the balls of his feet. “I’d like to give you a drip, but there doesn’t seem to be any benefit when you lack a circulatory system.” 
 
    While, like every teenage girl, I didn’t love every aspect of my body, I didn’t hate it enough to want to see it vanished. I rose out of the tub on shaking knees and checked myself out in the mirror.  
 
    Holy crap, how was I even standing? This was insane. What the hell had Doctor Gordon put in that needle? No way was I alive if this was real. I had to be still dreaming. 
 
    I had a stomach—presently a floppy sack ripping through the muscles of my abdomen. “Empty,” I remarked as I pointed to it in the mirror. Could you eat in dreams? But my stomach growled. I felt hungry. And I don’t think my imagination could conjure a smell quite like this one. It increasingly looked like this was real. But… 
 
    My ribs were still there, but if I looked close enough, I could see my lungs inflate since I didn’t have any skin left. Holy wow, this could not be possible. No way could I watch my heart rate increase while I freaked out by looking at my freaking heart. Yeah, I needed to sit back down now. My legs couldn’t hold out any longer.  
 
    Fetid liquid sloshed over the sides of the tub as I fell like a wrecking ball. Max jumped to grab me and managed to stop me bashing my head on the side. “I’m good here,” I told him when he tried to get me back upright. Nope, the mirror still hung there. I didn’t need to see that abomination again. Pity this hadn’t occurred at Halloween—I would have rocked the costume contest. “How long was I unconscious this time?” 
 
    “You weren’t,” Max said, all traces of humor gone from his face. He’d gone back to his default setting, in control and emitting nothing. His grandfather looked ecstatic. 
 
    He chose now to be funny. Both my arms were completely fine. Filthy but ordinary looking limbs. No flaking skin, decaying flesh, withered arteries. I had arms. I mean, they looked like I’d waxed and bleached them, but they were still arms. I could handle no freckles and a lack of hair if it meant I stayed alive. “You realize telling me you’d transplanted my skin while I slept is more believable than expecting me to believe my left arm grew back of its own accord.” Only thing they needed a was good wash—I’d been in the bath for hours, and I needed one. I gave Max a befuddled headshake when he looked at me strangely, no need to explain now. 
 
    “You’re cranky when you’re dying,” Max advised me. 
 
    Eh, I hadn’t died yet. Right now, I just needed food. That must be why my legs had given out. Low blood sugar. Yep, let’s go with that. “Is there any cake?” Man, whatever was in that needle must be super powerful. All I could think about now was food. So hungry right now.  
 
    “She isn’t dying,” Doctor Gordon said before I could get my answer. Which, yay for not dying, but I really wanted to know about cake.  
 
    “Cool, we should have some celebratory not-dying cake,” I said seriously. “If it says happy birthday, I’m fine with pretending otherwise.” 
 
    They both ignored me, which was plain rude. Hello, not dying lady here?  
 
    Doctor Gordon went on as if I’d never spoken. Maybe I hadn’t. It could be like that voice no one else heard that said not to trust Doctor Gordon. Which had a good point, because he had stabbed me with the biggest needles known to man. And enjoyed it too. What a jerk.  
 
    “I have a theory about you, Max. And Miss Adeline here has stabilized. Not thanks to your actions, of course, I distinctly told you not to kiss her, and now here we all are as a direct result of your disobedience.” He thumbed his suspenders with a smirk. How he’d managed to find a way to look smug while dressed like a mismatched extra from a Charlie Chaplin film was beyond me.  
 
    “You said I couldn’t date,” Max hedged. 
 
    “I told you not to date her,” Doctor Gordon said, pointing towards me. Max stepped in front of his finger and wound up poked in the chest, blocking my view of the rest of their argument. “After your involvement in Abagail’s death some concerns were raised which I haven’t had a full chance to explore. Miss Adeline’s current state is a direct consequence of you disregarding your orders.” 
 
    Max’s hand pulled back before he launched his fist into his grandfather’s jaw. Doctor Gordon went down like—well like an old person getting hit. He crumpled.  
 
    “I tried to save her life! It’s been nine years, so you’ve had plenty of time to check for whatever it was you were worried about.” He clenched and unclenched his hand as he stretched out his reddened knuckles. “And I did not do a goddamned thing to Addy. I stayed the hell away from her like you ordered me, and brought her here like you asked so you could check her out. Do you know how hard it is to stay away from her?” 
 
    Doctor Gordon got to his feet after bracing his hand on the floor and shifted his jaw side to side a few times. Max must have held back, because I couldn’t see any bruising or swelling. Disappointing. Max could have at least bloodied his lip defending my honor. Or Abagail’s. I wasn’t sure what was going on anymore.  
 
    “I trust you’ve gotten that out of your system?” Doctor Gordon’s accent poured out strong as he cleaned his glasses on his shirt. 
 
    Max gave a terse nod. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Because it’s the last time we’ll be having this conversation. Current circumstances being what they are, you can serve out your punishment tomorrow.” He took a step forward, and I thought Max would shoulder barge him, but at the last moment he stepped to the side and let his grandfather past.  
 
    I folded my arm over what remained of my chest and tried not to panic. It proved a little harder than usual, seeing as how half my body had gone missing, and my pounding heart had started a current in my bath muck. The ripples were a bit of a giveaway.  
 
    Doctor Gordon plastered on a smile. He genuinely looked ecstatic. Creepy faced doctor didn’t help my current situation, especially since he hadn’t produced any cake. “It’s time to get out. No offense, but that bath is not looking too pretty. Max needs to finish your conversion.” 
 
    “We haven’t had sex, and we aren’t about to,” Max said, in the closest thing to a threatening tone I’d ever heard him use.  
 
    “You’re highly contagious, Max. Swapping saliva seems to do it.” He winked at me again and I tried to recoil and wound up hitting my head on the tap.  
 
    There should be a rule about winking only being allowed for people between the ages of fourteen and thirty-three. Even if he did have the whole English professor vibe down, it was seedy for him to hit on me—or whatever that had been—in front of Max when I was sitting there basically naked.  
 
    “I kissed her weeks ago,” Max said, swiping at the hair on his forehead once again. “If kissing converted people, she would have rejected then. It never takes this long. And what does it have to do with Abigail Brennan?” 
 
    Oh hell. I knew that name, it had been in the packet of information Natalie made me about Max Gordon. She’d been the little girl who had drowned. And Doctor Gordon had just accused Max of her death. Holy zebronies, I was in trouble.  
 
    Doctor Gordon thumbed his suspenders. I’d cut them in a minute if he kept going. “When you resuscitated Abigail, you infected her. That’s why she died despite your efforts a few hours later. She already had a compromised system, so when she rejected it occurred rather rapidly. What I am yet to discover is why you aren’t consistently converting others.” 
 
    Max glanced at me before facing his grandfather once more. “Drop it, Doctor Gordon.” 
 
    Doctor Gordon quirked an eyebrow under the gold rim of his glasses. Freaking hell, everybody could do that. Even the evil doctor got special talents I didn’t have.  
 
    “I referred to your comment that you kissed Adeline against my orders weeks ago. If your saliva is forcing the mutation, as I believe, there must be a scientific reason for the delay.” 
 
    I looked at the lumpy liquid swirling around me in the tub and couldn’t see how science fit into this anywhere. Voodoo or necromancy sure, but not science. 
 
    “Have there been previous symptoms?” Doctor Gordon asked me. “Unusual sores or unexplained illness?” 
 
    I didn’t want to talk to him right now, but there didn’t appear to be a way out of this room except past him. I shook my head.  
 
    “Hmm.” Doctor Gordon tapped a pen on his clipboard and stared off at the cherub on the ceiling absently. “Okay then. I’m heading upstairs to update your files. Max can kiss you a little more and you’ll be right as rain. I’ll take notes, we’ll figure this out.” 
 
    Yeah, that would never happen. I didn’t know there could be worse than Netflix and chill with parents home, but this was make-out and nakedness with grandparents observing. Life had actually been better when Max had been ignoring me. If I could run, I’d be getting the freaking hell out of here, half dead or not.  
 
    Actually no, I wouldn’t. Doctor Gordon just walked out of the bathroom, so I adjusted my plans to stay as far away from him as possible. Doctor Gordon said I’d stabilized; good enough for me. I could handle being half zombie for the rest of my life, right? My mother wouldn’t even notice, so it’s not like I needed to make excuses or hide myself. Added advantage, all the cake I could eat. I didn’t have a fat layer over my muscles from what I’d seen, so I’d need to buy one piece swimsuits in the future. There were worse problems in life. I could have become gluten intolerant.  
 
    “Addy?” Max’s face hovered beside mine at the side of the tub. He let out a relieved whoosh of breath. “It’d be great if you didn’t zone out on me right now. I can’t tell if you’re slipping into a coma, unconscious, or distracted.” 
 
    “Sorry, just thinking about cake.” 
 
    Max managed a smile as he slipped his hands to cup the sides of my face, holding my head as if it were as fragile as an egg and could explode at any moment. “It’s funny, because I can tell you’re actually telling the truth. Gramps makes an unreasonable request for you to kiss me for an experiment, and you think about cake.” He leant forward and kissed my lips gently. “You have the best coping mechanisms of anyone I’ve ever met.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m hungry and I really like cake.” 
 
    Max’s chest rose as he inhaled deeply, before he began to stroke my grime covered hair. It had started to dry out, complete with entrails and innards. Gross. I reached up to his hand and placed it in mine.  
 
    He gave me an anguished kiss on the back of my hand, oblivious to the filth that overran it. “I don’t even know how you can think about eating right now.” 
 
    I did smell pretty bad. Lucky Max smelled so good. 
 
    Max’s grip tightened on me as his left hand ran through his hair. “I did that. I mean, I hit my grandfather.”  
 
    I squeezed his hand back and he downgraded from his crushing grip.  
 
    “I’ve never punched anyone in my life. And not that he didn’t deserve it for damn near getting you killed, but I punched him!” He blew out a giant exhale of breath to center himself while I examined the changes on his face. Max freaking out opened a whole new world for me. “Addy, seriously, I need to let you know that I would never, ever, hit you. I know what you saw, but I swear I wouldn’t do that to you, no matter what you did.” 
 
    Well thanks for putting that idea in my head. Though arguably better than the one of Colleen seducing him. Hell, now that played on repeat. “You held back though. Not even a red mark on him. You weren’t completely out of control.” 
 
    Max dropped his head. “I didn’t actually. Like I said, I’ve never punched anyone before. Seems I lack some technique, and skulls are harder than I thought. I didn’t think.” He shook his head ruefully. 
 
    “Is your punishment going to be bad?” The punishment he’d gotten defending me. Yeah, I hoped it didn’t suck too hard. Maybe some light digging.  
 
    Max managed a smile. “I get demerits I have to work off. Usually he does it more to calm me down since I find it a good outlet. This time he’ll assign me extras. I see a lot of sterilizing lab equipment in my future.” 
 
    We lapsed into an uneasy silence. Regardless of anything else that had happened, I still lay in a bath made predominantly of liquefied body parts. Doctor Gordon might have said I wouldn’t get worse, but he hadn’t promised I’d get better either. “What do we do now?” I whispered.  
 
    Max bumped his head into mine, our foreheads touching. His minty breath mingled with mine. I wouldn’t comment on how mine smelled. “I’ve been told my kiss is infectious, so we need to kiss more.” 
 
    “But like you said, you’ve kissed me before.” 
 
    Max’s lips brushed mine. “Suffice to say, I’m having some performance anxiety. Twice today when I kissed you, screaming followed shortly after. I don’t want to do that to you again, no matter how much I need to feel your warm lips under mine and know you’re still here. With me.” 
 
    “But third time’s the charm,” I replied. “Wait, did we already have a third kiss? Did it work? Is that what fixed my arms?” 
 
    “You’ve been in and out for hours, Addy. It’s been a lot more than three. As to your arms—you know as much as I do at this point.”  
 
    So Max knew next to nothing. I was screwed. I wished Natalie were here, she would have figured it out and drawn me a pie chart to explain. I also wished for food. “Basically, you’re contagious and you kissed me, which kickstarted something and I almost died, but didn’t. Does that encapsulate about everything?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. I’ve never converted anyone before, but you had all the signs of rejection. Kissing you again must have pushed more of my genetic materials in for the transfer. I’m guessing I have to give you enough to finalize it.” 
 
    Not the worst homework I’d ever been assigned. I mean, if I absolutely had to. Since Doctor Gordon and Max had come over earlier, I’d gotten a good start on my biology assignment. Well, I guess that was a while ago now. At least he wasn’t partaking this time, since he’d gone upstairs and left me alone with Max. Though we were a little uneven. Here I sat, topless, and he remained fully clothed.  
 
    “Are you actually pouting right now? Seriously, I know you’ll never want to see me again after this, but I am trying to help.” Max swiped at his fringe again as he pulled back and sank his back against the bathtub. “I can’t even believe he thought this might happen and didn’t warn me. I mean hell, I nearly killed you. And you still don’t look that far off. Crap, I didn’t mean that, it’s—” 
 
    “I’m a living bobblehead. Yeah, I saw. I’m still working on the theory that I’m dreaming and none of this is real.” Though if I could control the dream it would have better catering.  
 
    Max slumped further against the tub. “It’s so real, you have no idea. Doctor Gordon never told me if I kissed anyone they’d either reject or convert, but it sounds like he thinks it’s true. It’s not exactly promising.” 
 
    “Kiss someone who’s already converted. Or halfway there.” I tried to raise one eyebrow as he turned, but both went up. Could today get any worse? “You keep saying converted, so what will I turn into?” Please don’t say a boy. I had used Max’s DNA, so it could be possible. But I didn’t want to grow a penis. All dangly down there and getting in the way when you run. Eww, no thanks.  
 
    Max laughed. “You aren’t changing sex.” 
 
    Seems I’d chanted under my breath.  
 
    “You’ll develop some sort of power.” 
 
    “Will I be able to raise one eyebrow?” I said, perking up. This could be okay. 
 
    Max laughed again, and it relieved me to hear it. “That’s not a superpower, it’s boredom and a mirror for the afternoon. Since I’ve converted you, you’ll get some of the Gordon abilities, which should only increase your brain power.” 
 
    I had a feeling he’d oversimplified matters, but it didn’t sound terrible. Natalie would be so annoyed she ignored Max now. “Will I learn another language?” 
 
    “Ah, if you practice hard, I guess? You’re not getting it.” 
 
    “You’re not really explaining it.” 
 
    Max conceded the point. “You’re a little distracting right now. I know we pulled you apart to get the sores off, but I still know you’re almost naked right now. I’ve never had a naked girl in a bathtub before.” 
 
    If I had a working blood flow I’d be blushing right now. “Stop changing the subject. Are you saying you actually removed my skin to ‘help’? Because that sounds a little closer to destruction.” 
 
    Max ran his hand down my arm. “I know you don’t remember, but we’ve explained to you over the past few hours. The infection breeds under the sores. We had to remove them. It was too aggressive, you were losing, and that isn’t an option. That’s why kissing works, it’s a slow merge of saliva which carries less transmissible DNA.” 
 
    And now we had a two way tie for the least sexy thing he’d ever told me. Guys and bodily fluids.  
 
    A loudspeaker crackled to life. “Stop stalling and kiss her.” 
 
    Max jumped and looked around the bathroom. “Well, that’s new. We have a PA system. In the downstairs bathroom.” 
 
    “Please tell me he doesn’t have cameras?” 
 
    “I’ve got it covered,” Max said, and clapped three times. The lights flicked off before he pulled my head towards the side of the tub. “Now if he has cameras, he can’t see.” Then his lips met mine, and doctor’s orders or not, I began feeling better.  
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    Max removed his supporting arm from the side of the tub, no longer required as I sat at the same height. He wrapped his arms around my back and gasped, before pulling away in astonishment.  
 
    “Addy, you’re here. I mean, your body is here. But how?”  
 
    A slow clapping echoed throughout the room, confusing the lights into a rousing rendition of Keira-has-found-the-light-switch. Funny, I didn’t know that amused anyone over the age of four.  
 
    The lights stayed on and I blinked as my eyes took a moment to readjust. 
 
    Doctor Gordon sauntered back in. “I hope you’ve figured it out completely now, Max. Your abilities are strongly linked to emotions, and it appears your contagion is the same. A few days ago, your emotions were most likely a little hectic upon saying goodbye. It caused the mutation to become aggressive, which is why we hadn’t picked up on this before. With Abagail you were distraught, which is why the rejection occurred almost simultaneously. Don’t kiss anyone and we should be able to prevent further infection, which as I forbade dating shouldn’t have been too much of a problem.” 
 
    Could I have a turn to hit him yet? “I mean, don’t check if I’m okay or anything. Please, continue your earlier lecture on the joys of monkhood.” I flailed my arm for emphasis and left over chunks sprayed over the front of the doctor’s suit.  
 
    He didn’t seem to care. In fact, Doctor Gordon had the audacity to chuckle. “Max has informed me this is your usual sort of response, so you’re recovering well. I’d like to run a few tests to check no permanent defects have occurred, but for now I’ll leave you two alone to clean up.” 
 
    Crap. I’d forgotten I was naked. And Max was fixing me. Via kissing. This had definitely better be a dream. A weird one Natalie could give me therapy over. No way any of this actually happened. I must have died at some point, because there was no way I could have survived any of that. 
 
    I looked down to examine Max’s handiwork and reeled in shock.  
 
    It was wrong. All wrong.  
 
    “You said I wasn’t going to turn into a boy. I don’t even have a belly button anymore!” I looked like a mannequin.  
 
    My small breasts, my belly button, all the things I usually viewed were no longer there. My torso flowed in a uniform sheet of milky skin, faultlessly smooth and unspoiled. “Not real, not real,” I whispered as I took it all in. I’d found my breaking point.  
 
    Max stared at me in alarm. “It’s okay, we’ll fix it. It could take a little longer.” 
 
    I jumped out of the bathtub and ran to the full-length mirror at the far end of the room, waiting for changes. Anything. My reflection stared back at me, looking similar enough to a walking esky that I burst into tears. I didn’t see a girl in the mirror. Just a head atop a pale, flat torso that looked more plastic than skin. At least as a zombie I had character. This— I— nothing. I crumpled to my knees, and Max came running to my side.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said, grabbing my hand in his and squeezing so tight I could barely feel my fingers. “This is happening, but you’re okay. I can fix it. I know I can.” 
 
    I nodded weakly, not believing what he said. My skin had repaired smooth and hairless, like my arms. There were no options for breasts. At least I’d never have to worry about getting hairy nipples, and I’d now found out that there existed a shade of skin whiter than my own. Who knew? 
 
    Max gathered me in his arms. I felt him against my flat uniform chest. “I don’t think you can fix this,” I finally choked.  
 
    Max kissed me again, my body filling with warmth that this time didn’t scald. When I saw the same androgynous form in the mirror, I didn’t suffer the same shock. This was it. “You still saved me,” I managed. I couldn’t think of anything more convincing to say. He should have kissed me more before. I could have had a bigger stockpile to convert me, and I wouldn’t be in this mess. 
 
    “I thought I could fix it.” 
 
    “You can,” said a booming voice. Max’s grandfather had returned to playing voice-over guy.  
 
    I tried to cover my body in case there were cameras. I would have clapped the lights off, but that entailed removing my hands from their current strategic placements. No way.  
 
    “You can’t help her, Max, unless you give in. Insula or striatum, my boy?” And with that cryptic message, he turned off the speakers and left us both alone. 
 
    Max responded first. “Come on,” he said, grabbing a towel. “Let’s get out of here and warm you up. You must be freezing by now.”  
 
    I hadn’t noticed the chill in the air until a shiver went down my spine. Max wrapped me up in the towel and picked me up like I weighed practically nothing, which I guess—with all my missing pieces—could be true. His chest molded against my side as he hugged me tight and walked away from the pink tub I hoped I would only ever visit again in nightmares—not that I hoped for nightmares. 
 
    The bathroom led into what I could only describe as a scientific laboratory—if those came in orange. I felt like I’d entered a jack-o-lantern. Benches were filled with flasks and glass beakers and all manner of things that looked like they belonged in Frankenstein’s lab. A desk sat against the far wall, covered in piles of papers and books that were in such a state I doubted you could retrieve anything specific without first throwing it all on the floor and picking through it piece by piece. A paneled oak door stood in the middle of the far wall, currently closed so I couldn’t see what it contained. Watching my reactions, Max saw where my eyes had settled.  
 
    “Stairs,” he explained. “This lab is fully self-contained. It’s where Gramps does his research. He used to be some big important scientist for the Gamils, but something happened, and he left.” Max noticed my raised eyebrows but didn’t care to expand. “It’s long and complicated. I thought you’d like some information about why you’re in a giant research facility. I didn’t want you to freak out or anything.”  
 
    Yeah, a little late for that. 
 
    He led me up the stairs, through a narrow doorframe concealed by a bookcase and into a house of beige. We were in his home. He had a research lab under his living room.  
 
    Max steered me onto the second level and off to his bedroom. Once we entered, he closed the door behind us and led me into his ensuite where he closed the toilet lid and lowered me down gently. “You’ll feel better once you’ve had a bit of time to yourself,” he said with a smile, talking to himself more than to me. I’d feel better, I thought, once he’d sorted me out with some chocolate mud cake. 
 
    He pulled a clean towel off the shelf and went back into his room, coming back carrying a black dressing gown. I took his offerings and placed them on the side of the basin. Ordinarily I’d be excited about being in a room Max frequently stood in naked, but right now I couldn’t summon any sort of emotion. Even if this mirror would have captured every glorious ab and the dimpled contours of his butt. That wasn’t my imagination, mirrors don’t lie.  
 
    Currently this one showed me as a freak show. Okay, so I could still get a little animated provided I didn’t remember I looked like a shoddily made Ken doll. 
 
    Max hesitated at the door. “Some things are going to be a little harder now. Because you’ve been converted. I’ll do what I can and be back soon.” He closed the door behind him, and I heard him leave the bedroom. I was alone. 
 
    I stood for a moment with my forehead pressed against the cool ceramic wall tiles, trying to control my pounding nerves and avoiding thinking about what that could mean. Where could you find a good distraction when you needed one? Oh yeah, looking in the mirror at the freaking unisex mannequin. With poor fashion sense. I removed my underpants with disgust. Commando sounded way more appealing than putting those things back on.  
 
    With the hot on full I scrubbed and lathered every inch of my body in the shower, trying to remove the taint of filth I had accumulated over the past few days. I borrowed Max’s shampoo and conditioner, trying to regain some resemblance of normality while ignoring the sheet of water that made its way uninterrupted down my torso. Then I curled on the floor under the water until it started to run cold.  
 
    A pang of terror shot through me when I cut the water and saw my reflection. This was it. This was me now. I looked like a nipple-less man. A hideous one at that. I did not make a pretty male. Breathing became harder. Mirrors were now banned. Even for Max. It was that freaking dire.  
 
    Drying myself with the towel Max had left, I tried not to panic as my hands fell down a flat chest. 
 
    I took far too long a moment to breathe, then wrapped myself in his warm dressing gown. It smelled cinnamony, like him, and I instantly felt safe. I know, stupid. Nothing that had happened to me today had been okay. I’d been transformed into a freak show with a plastic model of a body. Though, come to think of it, Max looked like his family had money—his grandfather could probably pay for a boob job.  
 
    Max sat on the bed next to a stack of takeaway containers when I came out, the floor now strewn with several shopping bags. That smelt amazing. 
 
     I was beyond famished. I’d even have eaten Duke’s cooking if it meant I got food.  
 
    Max started to dish food out Chinese takeaway onto plates, but I couldn’t wait for that. I grabbed a container and a fork and tucked in. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d eaten. Not that I chewed much now. Basically I inhaled two takeaway containers of food. Couldn’t even tell you what I ate beyond the fact it came in sauce.  
 
    I ate until my new plastic stomach distended and what felt like a very real threat arose of my having to roll down the stairs to get home. Now I worried about keeping it down. I tried to burp under my breath while I turned to discreetly loosen the ties on my robe. Because I was classy like that.  
 
     “You were hungry,” Max said.  
 
    I shrugged. Max didn’t usually state the obvious.  
 
    “Onto business. We need to finish fixing you.” He raised one eyebrow at me in challenge. 
 
    I hadn’t insulted anything for a while. I wondered if Max had picked up on that. “Well yeah, I miss my boobs. I was kind of attached to them. I thought they were attached to me, but it seems the feeling wasn’t mutual.”  
 
     His hand wandered over to my thigh while his thumb made lazy circles over my now much paler skin. “I’m pretty sure I can still make it work, make you more what you used to be. I can’t guarantee freckles, but I will drive you to the beach every weekend for a year if that’s what it takes.”  
 
    Instead of fixing me he’d decided to make me self-combust with heat. Max in swim shorts. Weekly. No shirt, gleaming wet chest. Perhaps there could be something worth having half your flesh ripped off for.  
 
    He leaned forward and my heart skipped. When his lips met mine it thundered back to life, until I could only sense my heartbeat and the taste of his tongue. My breath came in small pants when he pulled back.  
 
    “That was a very impressive job of kissing me when I looked like a poorly made doll with a food baby,” I said when I’d recovered enough to speak. He’d kissed me like he meant it, despite how I looked.  I probably even had sauce on my face.  
 
     “I promise I’m going to take care of you, okay?” Max whispered in my ear before he began kissing my neck, his lips a cool whisper on my skin. Tracing a finger with agonizing slowness from my ear to the top opening of the dressing gown, he skirted across my chest along the edge, before moving his mouth down to kiss my nape. 
 
    Apprehension dawned. I knew what Max had to do to save me. To complete the transfer. I had no choice. Blood drained from my face as I froze. We had one way for Max to repair me and stop the damage from spreading further. No choice. 
 
    Max had worked his way up and kissed my cheek, moving ever closer to my mouth. He reached my lips and moved his mouth onto mine. It only took a split second to realize I didn’t respond.  
 
    His eyes snapped open. 
 
    “You’re afraid,” he said with shock. “Adeline, I won’t do anything to hurt you. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”  
 
    Angry tears formed behind my eyes and I blinked them away. Moments like these were far too important to be remembered in poor focus when I ranted to Natalie later. “Why wouldn’t I want to have sex with you on your freaking grandfather’s command? That’s super sexy. I mean, you serenaded me with food and a zombie bathtub scene, why wouldn’t I skip the Netflix and go straight to chill?”  
 
    Max wiped my cheek where a few traitorous tears had escaped. “We’re not going to do anything you don’t want to.” He drew my head close, bringing our foreheads together while his thumb stroked my cheek. “I got a bit carried away. I’m sorry. I… I—Well, I’m sorry. I want to take care of you,” he murmured. “No sex or grandfathers.” 
 
    “I can’t stay unisex forever. Can you inject me with your blood or something?” 
 
    “Addy,” Max whispered. “I’ve already cured you.” 
 
    I looked down. Max was right. My small breasts had returned. I pulled the dressing gown tighter around my waist. It didn’t matter if he’d cured me, those were mine. “But how did you—” I began. 
 
    “I completed the transfer.” Max tapped his temple. “Happy thoughts. It’s ridiculously easy when I’m with you.” Then he wrapped me in his arms and hauled me onto his lap.  
 
    “Well… okay then. I—” Yeah. No words coming. “I guess I can let you kiss me then.” 
 
    Max laughed, and pulled me in closer to his body, a smile playing at the corner of his lips. With that we ceased talking, and his mouth on mine once again consumed my thoughts.  
 
      
 
    I spun to the left, admiring myself in the bathroom mirror from a new angle. The person staring back at me was nothing short of beautiful. Taut, uniform pale skin wrapped itself lovingly around my frame, while my legs were long and slender. So this was what it felt like to proper have hips and a waist.  Not only that, my boobs were freaking magnificent. My face had changed, but not improved. I had no complaints about keeping my small overbite. Freckles still dotted my nose, so there were bits of old me still there. My hair fell in a perfect silky sheet, all of my usual fuzz gone. I couldn’t tell how old I now looked, but I’d probably pass as a woman in my early twenties. Way better than my usual tweeny look. 
 
    Max banged on the door and I jumped. “Are you done in there?” 
 
    “Not really. I got hot. Forgive me if I want the opportunity to perv before everyone else.” Picking Max’s dressing gown back up, I slipped my arms through and tied it before exiting the bathroom. 
 
    My brain did not compute. Max shirtless. Sweet zebrony ponies, there were abs. His entire torso had been sculpted by a god. His muscles were way more defined than my fingers had managed to comprehend. Forget me, something truly newsworthy had arrived. 
 
    “You’re even more beautiful than you were before,” Max said sweetly, his eyes lighting up, mask completely gone. 
 
    It wasn’t as good as an ‘I love you’ or chocolate cake, but it still made my insides melt.  
 
    “Not that I did much,” he continued. “The conversion speeds up puberty. The pale skin is a throwback from somewhere, but the rest is you.” 
 
     I didn’t look at all like Max, beyond being gorgeous. If I did say so myself.  
 
     “I hate to tear you away from this journey of self-discovery, but you might want to get dressed. Gramps has a penchant for entering without knocking.”  
 
    “Have you guys not heard of locks?” 
 
    Max ignored me and dug through the bags of shopping, before presenting me with a red and white satin striped bra and matching briefs. I retreated to the bathroom and pulled the tags off before putting them on, trying to not think about how they hadn’t been washed yet. Or the fact that Max had underwear on hand for me that felt like cool water on my skin.  
 
    “If you don’t like it, I did get a few other ones,” Max called through the door. “I figured you might need a bit of a stash until you get a chance to go out and buy your own.”  
 
    When I ducked my head around the door frame, he grinned at me like the schoolboy he was.  
 
    “Next,” I said with an outstretched hand, trying to keep my body hidden. From the look on his face it didn’t work. 
 
    Max grinned mischievously and dragged me forward until I stood in his bedroom, before handing me a shopping bag.  
 
    “You don’t think it’s a bit cold for a mini skirt and midriff halter neck?” If I wanted to wear clothes like this, I’d raid my mother’s cupboard.  
 
    Max reached for another bag without taking his eyes off me.  
 
    I opened it to see what he had chosen and had trouble keeping a straight face. “This is the leftover Chinese food.” I had him distracted. Imagine what would happen if I took the bra off.  
 
    Max turned to select one of the three remaining bags and took out a pair of jeans and a tiny t-shirt. My throat seized in panic. He’d better have picked out something else larger than Keira sized.  
 
    A small knock on the door set my heart pounding.  
 
    Max scrambled to pull on a shirt, while I struggled to pull on my new jeans and the micro shirt that must have shrunk in the wash it hadn’t had yet. I could believe that or that Max was clinically insane. No other plausible explanations existed.  
 
    Max sat down on the bed and gestured that I join him. The jeans creaked as I tried to bend. These were going back and being swapped for a size three times larger as soon as possible.  
 
    “You can come in,” Max said once he thought we were decent. His opinion obviously—half of my stomach remained uncovered, even with the shirt on. 
 
    Doctor Gordon popped his head around the door. “Ah, I see you have cured your friend. Well done, Max,” he praised, before dancing a little jig.  
 
    I mean, he moved around a bit excitedly, and a ‘jig’ was the closest approximation I could make to his actions without asking him to redo it while I filmed him so I could ask Natalie 
 
    That man headed the mixed messages department. Max couldn’t date, or go near me, but he seemed okay with Max completing the transfer. Did he even know there’d been no unprotected sex involved? Eww. 
 
    Max squeezed my hand. “He’s excited because a conversion has never occurred this way before. We’re a scientific breakthrough.” 
 
    Doctor Gordon tipped forward onto his toes. “It’s a scientific impossibility, is what it is! There is much to talk about, but I’ll spare you tonight, as it is quite late and you’re, no doubt, exhausted. But tomorrow, I’m afraid you two will be enjoying the company of an old man for most of the day.” He smiled apologetically, before turning to leave. “One more thing,” he added from the doorway. “Miss Adeline, your mother will have trouble with this.” He gestured towards my new body. “I won’t be expecting you both until eleven, so you have time to explain your cure in the morning, since she’ll likely be asleep when you return home tonight.” With that he left us alone once more, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “My mother!” I groaned. “What am I supposed to say that will explain this?” I said, giving Max a spin. And I’d no doubt missed curfew. She was going to ground me for the rest of my life.  
 
    “I’d go with parts of the truth, with the majority omitted,” Max suggested. “You were given a hormone treatment to extinguish the virus, which sped up your eventual maturity. My genetics, well, we kind of make people mature faster, but stay there longer.”  
 
    “So my body will stay like this for a while?” I thought I knew the answer, having seen Max’s old school photos. 
 
    Max nodded. “We age, but slower. And we can freeze our bodies’ aging processes to free energy for our minds to advance.”  
 
    “Is that why you were able to carry that girl out of the river? Because your body had advanced more than it should for your age?” Natalie and I had decided he would have been nine. 
 
    Max ran his hands through his hair, reluctant to answer. “Umm, no. Adeline, promise you won’t freak out on me?”  
 
    “No promises.” All things considered, I thought I was doing well on the freak out side of things today. Though that could be due to the copious amounts of pain medication that had been syringed into me. Until there had been mirrors involved, I’d been mostly fine. 
 
    Max shook his head ruefully. “In my head I’m seventeen, but I’m older, Addy. It’s a little hard to understand, but when I get to a point where my mind is too advanced for my body, Gramps stops my age acceleration with an injection until I catch up. It stops my body progressing for twelve months, so I have some time to control any other changes and master it. I have no idea how many times he’s done it—I don’t even know what year I was born.”  
 
    “So, you feel seventeen, but you’re actually an old man.” As if that made it sound any better. It did explain his lack of usual hormones though. “You know age goes by the number of years you’ve been alive, right? So, unless you’re dead, you aren’t seventeen.” 
 
    Max’s shoulders sagged in defeat. Crap, I broke him. I guess if I looked at it from his point of view it sucked. Who wanted to grow up not knowing when they were born? And he wouldn’t have had any say in it. I couldn’t be all judgy over it when he’d done everything in his power to make me keep my hands to myself. At the end of the day, he was Max. I grabbed his hand. “Okay, you’re seventeen. But why does he need to do this again?” I guess now I knew how Max got to be super intelligent, but I couldn’t see a need for him to be so far advanced.  
 
    Max looked down and his hand clenched tighter on mine. “I’d hoped you wouldn’t ask that.” He paused to consider his answer. “Each Gamil is different. The standard Gamil lines can fight longer and stronger, but I’m not one of them. I needed the time to understand what I saw before anything else developed, kind of like how you need to understand your multiplication tables before you tackle algebra.” 
 
    “I knew it!” I’d always felt Max and his grandfather were different. At least that explained how I could always tell when he was close.  
 
    “Really? You knew I had superhuman powers?” 
 
    “Well, not that specifically. Wait, what’s superhuman got to do with staying awake longer?” I didn’t recall that being anywhere in his explanation. “You said I’d develop greater brain power.” I narrowed my eyes at him in accusation. “That’s why you hardly changed over the past six years? Your grandfather thought you weren’t smart enough?” 
 
    “Addy, why did you say six years?” Max asked, a little concerned. 
 
    Damn my stupid big mouth! “I may have chanced across your school photo from your first year at Topernell’s,” I admitted, declining to add particular details. “It had the year printed on it.” 
 
    Max’s face clouded, then he stroked the side of my face, sending tingles down my spine. “We’d better get you home. Any later and they’ll think someone’s trying to break in when I drop you off.” 
 
    I looked at the clock. It had gotten so late it was now early. “Do you think it would be okay if I stayed here for the night?” I asked, hoping he wouldn’t reject my request. I’d been through enough already today. 
 
    Max smiled. “I did take the liberty of picking you up a few night things in case.” He led me from the bed to the remaining bags on the floor. I knew one contained that weird miniskirt combo but hadn’t thought to ask about the others. I grabbed a bag off the floor and peeked inside.  
 
    Inside the bag I found a see-through black baby doll nightie. It seemed near-death encounters were all it took to racket us up a notch or twelve. “You can’t be serious,” I said before smacking Max on the arm. Once again, he hurt my hand more than I hurt him. I scrunched the nightie back into the bag and kept digging.  
 
    At the bottom of the bag lay a pair of purple flannelette pajamas with orange polka dots and a toothbrush. Perfect. 
 
    “Purple is your favorite right?” Max asked. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered, giving him a well-deserved hug. He had worked hard to help me forget the weirdness that had been my day. Or mid-week. To be honest, I wasn’t sure at this point. “Do I get a goodnight kiss?” 
 
    Max’s mouth met mine, my brain switched off, and this time neither of us fought it. As we rolled and tussled on his bed, entangling our limbs with one another, I knew what I wanted. And I could see in his eyes he wanted me as much as I wanted him. His breath came hard, his chest heaving.  
 
    He gave me a final small peck before pulling away. “I’d better sleep on the floor.” 
 
    Wait— “Really?” Was that normal? Where was Natalie when I needed her? Okay, I didn’t need her here exactly in Max’s bed with us, but the girl should have my back. Just because I’d left it in pieces on a basement bathroom floor didn’t negate the fact.  
 
    He smiled at me, eyes still full of molten desire. He closed them for a moment, getting himself back under control. “I think I need to.” Max took one of the pillows off the bed and set himself up in the corner with a spare quilt. “Night, Addy.” 
 
    By the time I came back from getting changed, his soft snores were filling the room.  
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    I awoke early the next morning. The cinnamon candles I’d put in my room were particularly pungent, almost as if I’d surrounded my bed with them. Which I would have, but I didn’t have nearly enough. Snuggling further into the pillow, I listened for Keira running around, but the house stayed oddly silent. Was she sick or something? Turning to check the clock, I forced my eyes open in the morning light. My half asleep brain finally figured out the problem.  
 
    Not my bedroom.  
 
    Which meant that crazy dream I’d had couldn’t have been a dream. And the fact that I currently lay bundled in Max’s bedding explained the reason it smelled so strongly of cinnamon. I rubbed my eyes and yawned as I contemplated whether it would be weird if I licked it to check if the sheets tasted that way too. Yeah, even I didn’t need Natalie for that one. The texture would be wrong anyway.  
 
    Max still lay crumpled on the floor, his tousled brown hair looking even more unruly than usual. Just when I’d thought I’d figured him out, I really hadn’t. I had to wonder if all girls had these problems, or only the ones that fell for abnormal hybrids. 
 
    Riffling through the strewn bags on the floor, I finally located the hiding place of my fresh underwear for the day. I must have woken up Max in the process, because he got up and began getting dressed.  
 
    “Not that shirt,” I blurted without thinking. 
 
    Max stopped doing up the buttons. “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    What isn’t wrong with it? My mind flashed to a scene from my past with a similar shirt. The same bright yellow, only this time on a man I despised with my entire being. “Not—not that one,” I said, stumbling over my words. 
 
    Max shrugged and placed it back in his drawer. 
 
    I grabbed my shirt off the floor and faced the wall so Max couldn’t see my hands shake as I got dressed. I hadn’t thought something like that would affect me so much. Turning back to Max, I could see he hadn’t noticed. 
 
    Without enthusiasm he watched me cover myself with clothing. “We’re going to need to take you home soon,” he said. “We’ve only got a few hours. Give a basic explanation about the hormone treatments or say you didn’t understand. Are you going to be okay withholding most of this from Colleen?” Max studied my reaction. 
 
    Withholding what? I knew nothing. “I’d rather do that than explain I spent the night here alone with you.” I smiled, wishing I’d get another opportunity to do it again. “Actually, I do want to tell her that to annoy her, but it would be funnier if it weren’t true.” 
 
    “Why do you do that? Purposely find ways to get her to hate you?” 
 
    I tried to look casual, like it didn’t concern me. “She hates me anyway, figured I’d cope better if I at least saw a reason for it.” It may have been half the story, but it remained the truth. One day I’d tell him, but not now. Right now, I wanted to enjoy him without baggage. Well, mine anyway. He had quite a few packed bags of his own. In a double trailer. 
 
    “Lime,” Max muttered. 
 
    “Pardon?”  
 
    Whatever he’d said, he didn’t repeat it.  
 
    “You’ll stay with me, right?” My mother would be less likely to drill for details with Max there.  
 
    “I planned on it. Your mother might need a second telling of your story before she buys it. You look amazing. I didn’t even know you could get more beautiful than you were before.” Max brushed his lips on my crimson cheek. “Plus,” he whispered, “I need to make sure we get back by eleven. Gramps is a stickler for two things: punctuality and punishment.”    
 
      
 
    As I had expected, the front door was unlocked. It was usually me who checked everything before I went to bed, since my mother had a habit of forgetting to lock up. 
 
    I swung the door open and with Max in tow, entered the living room.  
 
    We didn’t make it very far. 
 
    Before I could so much as call out hello I was flung backward, stumbling over a left out pair of shoes. Falling into the wall, I cracked my head before I had a chance to steady myself.  
 
    Rubbing the back of my head, I looked up to find my mother looming over me, her hands now pinning me against the wall. Her eyes were slitted in hate, emphasized by her overly darkened eyebrows. She needed to ease up on the tinting.  
 
    “One house rule, Adeline Jessica Mariner. One!” She grabbed my shoulders and started shaking me. “You didn’t think I’d notice? Stumbling in late last night, then leaving a note on the counter as if you’d left before I got up this morning? You can’t get ready by 8am, but you think I’d believe you left before five?” 
 
    Yeah, that was a rookie error. Whoever left a note didn’t know me very well. I would have sent a text message just before lunch. Luckily my mum didn’t think I’d been kidnapped, she just assumed I’d been meeting the demands of raging hormones.  
 
    My teeth clattered in my skull as she kept shaking me, the flesh spilling over the top of her boob tube threatening to jiggle out while she screamed in my face that there were no boys until I was thirty.  
 
    Having Max come in with me wouldn’t really help my cause. Not that he was helping with anything. He and Duke were both staring with open mouths, their bodies twitching as if they debated whether or not to get involved, and who’s side they’d have to be on. Seriously guys, one of us was being attacked, and the other was doing the attacking. It seemed pretty straight forward to me.  
 
    Of course Keira chose that moment to appear. Oblivious to the tension in the door, she skipped over happily singing, “Addy’s home! Addy’s home!”  
 
    How screwed up was my homelife that she didn’t see anything wrong with what Colleen was doing? Keira didn’t even flinch, just accepted it as normal. I mean, I tried to shield her from it, and Colleen was decent enough that she’d agreed to monitor her actions when Keira was watching, but we didn’t know she’d been there.  
 
    Colleen backed away, and Keira launched herself into my arms and snuggled in the way only a toddler could. “You were ‘possed to take me to the park yesterday. Where weres you?” An adorable pout crossed her face. No wonder we spoiled her rotten. 
 
    It’d suck to have it morph into a frown when I had to tell her I spent the day with a boy instead of hanging out with her. No wonder my mother was pissed. Involuntary or not, I’d still ditched my little sister.  
 
    I was saved from explaining when Keira was wrenched from my arms and my mother’s shrieking reached a higher octave that set dogs barking all over the neighborhood. “Look at you! What did you do?” 
 
    Crap. My body. “Not in front of Keira,” I warned, stalling for time.  
 
    I’d momentarily forgotten that whole body upgrade I needed to explain. Crazy how having your brains shaken tended to leave you addled.  
 
    A whole extra ten seconds later I still hadn’t come up with a believable excuse while Duke wrangled Keira from the room. I nodded at Max and he followed hesitantly behind, leaving me alone with Colleen. 
 
    “Well, love?” she demanded, tapping her foot with her arms crossed under her boobs. She even had her serious mother face on. I didn’t see it very often, but I had expected its triumphant return. Her eyes tracked to the bare expanse of pale stomach not covered by the midriff Max had bought me. At least my belly button had come back, or there was no way I’d ever talk my way out of this.  
 
    I pulled self-consciously at my shirt, hoping if I hid the evidence it wouldn’t be as obvious. I should have borrowed a jumper or something from Max. Why couldn’t Max have given me something baggy to wear? I could have covered up and shown my changes more gradually. Not that she’d have noticed anyway. She barely paid me any attention…. Okay, that might actually work. “It’s just a shirt, mum. I told you I wanted to go out with a friend. We went clothes shopping.” 
 
    I held my breath and hoped she bought it. Yep, nothing different here. This is what I always looked like, I just changed my clothes. 
 
    Her expression didn’t change. “You look like you swapped your head onto a sex robot, Addy. I’m not talking about the clothes. I’m talking about all… this.” She waved her hands around to encompass everything.  
 
    And I got it, I really did. But now was not a good time for her to start paying attention to my life. Damn it, I’d have to go all in. “Are you serious right now? Are you only now noticing I grew boobs? I’ve had them for months. I knew you barely noticed me. I knew it!” Playing the teenage girl card was a desperate measure, but it was all I had. “Do you even see me when I’m home? Or am I just the invisible housekeeper and nanny?” 
 
    Colleen stayed silent, contemplating as she inspected me. I should have been happy she’d accepted my explanation, but it seriously sucked. A pit of resentment grew in the bottom of my stomach. She believed me. She really did pay so little attention to me that she readily believed she’d missed noticing four years of puberty. It shouldn’t have even been conceivable.  
 
    “I’ll try to pay more attention to you,” Colleen conceded. 
 
    Dammit, that was a terrible outcome.  
 
    “Which means next time you try sneaking off with a boy, I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    Man, she acted like we’d been rolling around naked together or something. Actually, that might have happened. Just not in a sexy way. “Fine. Can I have money for new clothes now?” 
 
    Colleen shrugged, back to her modus operandi. “You apparently managed this long without me, love. You’ll survive. Just don’t steal any clothes from my closest.” 
 
    Like I’d ever want to dress like she did. “That’s seriously not an issue,” I assured her. I’d seen the stuff she left out in the open, no way did I ever want to know what she kept hidden.  
 
    “Well, now you’ve made me late for work,” she huffed. “Make sure you clean up today. There are too many trip hazards around here.” She idly kicked the shoes I’d fallen on before. You know, when she pushed me. And then, her motherly duties done for another year, she left. 
 
      
 
    Ten o’clock came quickly. I’d barely even begun making it up to Keira for neglecting her yesterday when we had to leave. Not that she seemed to care. She had Duke on the floor for a princess tea party when we left. Tiaras were involved.  
 
    We arrived at Max’s house with time to spare, so he led me to the kitchen for supplies. 
 
    “Gramps tends to get caught up and doesn’t stop for anything. I have a feeling today is going to be very long,” Max said. “There are rules regarding what you can and can’t know, so at least you won’t be holed up for the rest of eternity.” 
 
    “There are rules?” 
 
    Max nodded glumly. “The less you know, the safer you’ll be. Everything’s meant to be secret, so you can’t tell anyone anything. I’m sorry, Addy. I didn’t mean for this to happen. I’ve pretty much screwed us both over.” 
 
    He certainly had a knack for hampering spirits. 
 
    “You need to be warned, that’s all. Weird stuff is going to happen to you a lot more often. Gramps has kept me hidden this long, so he should be able to help you too.” 
 
    He didn’t sound as decisive as I would have hoped. ‘Weird stuff’ was a pretty generalized opinion. I’d had that sort of hoo-ha for months, and it would now increase in intensity. Maybe the next monster that found me would have five arms. At least Natalie had seen the mutant woman with me, so that couldn’t be my imagination. I made a mental note to text her later about joint hallucinations. “Like those orange guys at the restaurant?” 
 
    Max didn’t look like he wanted to answer, but he did anyway. “Exactly like that. Stay away from orange uniforms for me. Those are our enforcers in the Gamil equivalent of high-vis. It’s a lot harder to say you didn’t see them when they glow.” He squeezed my hand. “And stay away from battlefields. That would be nice.” 
 
    We trotted upstairs carrying our food. Max placed everything on a desk in the center of the room, and then sat down next to me on the couch. We sank into the plush cushions, and I rearranged myself in preparation for the next few hours. There was a giant family tree on the wall over the desk, but it went in reverse for some reason. And right at the very top sat a plaque over the name Kathrine Karument: The Founder of Genetically Engineering Gamils. She’d had at least nine children from what I could see, generations sprawling out from some, but they all died off. Max’s line traced from an offshoot of one—he must be a direct descendant of someone they converted—I could see his name down the bottom under Samantha and Gregory Gordon. Doctor Gordon was attached off the side, which just made this all the more confusing. 
 
    All those people that had been out in the world with some sort of superpowers. And no one even knew. “What can you and your grandfather actually do?” I asked Max, suddenly overwhelmed by curiosity. I’d had a little sleep and time for my brain to reset, now I needed answers. 
 
    He’d said before that he had trouble keeping secrets around here. Maybe his family had super sensitive hearing or the ability to turn invisible and spy on each other. That could be fun. At least I knew they didn’t have night vision with the bathroom clapping incident. One super skill to cross off my potential awesome list. Though Max did say I could learn the eyebrow thing.  
 
     “There is a possibility that I’m not a genetic descendent of Gramps, since I’m not sure of the facts behind my mother’s conversion. But he does have some of my genetic material and we share our ability.”  
 
    Max had avoided actually answering anything, yet again. I could already tell he and his grandfather were different, so there must be some sort of similar feature my subconscious picked up on. The feeling might be different for each of them, but it still existed. “You’re not the same as Doctor Gordon,” I told Max, “but you two are different from your parents.” 
 
    “You believe that.” 
 
    “Was that a question or a statement?”  
 
    Max began to squirm.  
 
    By that I mean he moved the hair out of his eyes once while staring dead ahead.  
 
    I thought over things Max had mentioned in conversation, clues he’d inadvertently planted. An idea hit me. Maybe Max wouldn’t tell me directly, but I figured I could still get something out of him. “So, you’re a human lie detector.” At least that explained how Max could be impressed with me getting dropped off at Natalie’s house. Somehow, I’d outsmarted the human polygraph. I deserved cake.  
 
    He gave me a reluctant nod. “Lie detecting is a by-product of my abilities. But I can also tell when someone’s angry. Or upset. I’ve always seen colors circulating around people’s heads. I didn’t know nobody else did it. All my life, I’ve been reading people’s brain functions; the colors relate to the active parts of their brain. I find emotions easiest, but it’s not all I see.” 
 
    Holy hell. Max could freaking read minds when he looked at you. “So you saw people with these colors, and you studied so you could learn what they all meant?” 
 
    Max sighed and scrubbed his face with his hand, seeming to fight an internal battle. He must have lost, because he kept talking. “I had to learn which signals to block out, since there’s a lot of background noise. I studied for a long time to understand anything—that’s why Gramps froze me. If he hadn’t paused my progress until I understood what I saw I would have overloaded on the information influx. The first step of being Gamil is discovering your skills. Then you have to understand it, control it, and manipulate it to expand your limits.” 
 
    “So now you understand it.” I shook my head. “Anything else? See inside people with x-ray vision, ability to grow extra limbs?” 
 
    “Nothing like that. Why do you ask?”  
 
     “No reason,” I replied, trying to hide my disappointment. My skills would have to come from Max’s repertoire. If he didn’t see red when he touched others, I really must be going loony. But if he could see whatever my brain was doing, wouldn’t he know that? “For someone who can read minds you manage to be dense sometimes.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Max said, rubbing his hand down my back.  
 
    Well now I wouldn’t pay any attention. Smooth, warm, Max skin had my attention. And it touched me. Well not me per say, a layer of annoying fabric lay in the way. Fabric that had been directly touched by said cinnamon scented skin. Looked like I’d found my new favorite t-shirt.  
 
    Would it be weird to take my shirt off and rub against him? It would probably be weird. The Natalie in my head said that scent marking was a primitive response and as an evolved woman I should be above that level of debasing action. Okay, so not pretend Natalie so much as me reciting what she’d told me last week when I’d asked. But that had been carpet, this was a shirt. Entirely new scenario. I’d need to double check.  
 
    If Max knew where my thoughts had gone, he ignored it.  
 
    “Essentially, I can see which part of the brain you’re engaging, and how you’re using it. From there I make an educated guess. My skill doesn’t show me your thoughts, but I can gauge how you’re feeling and what you’re about to do. For the most part.” 
 
    “Is that what you meant when you said I sparked up?”  Because that comment made a whole lot more sense now. 
 
    “Mostly. Your brain looks like no other I’ve ever seen. You know how they say people are blindingly beautiful? You literally are.” 
 
    And then he freaking smiled at me, and he thought I was beautiful, and I may have lost the ability to regulate my impulse control. Which is why I was straddling Max’s lap, kissing the heck out of him, when Doctor Gordon walked in.  
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    “If you’re quite done,” came a stern voice from the doorway, and Max froze under me. His hands, that had been inching their way towards someplace fun, gripped around my waist and slid me next to him.  
 
    Heat flushed my cheeks as I spun so that I was sitting on my butt on the couch. I wished I hadn’t though, as it left me facing Doctor Gordon, his little cheeks ruddy as he glared down his gold framed spectacles at Max. 
 
    “You have a punishment to work off.” 
 
    Max jumped from the couch as if it’d turned into lava and took off down the hall. What the hell? Did he seriously just leave me alone in here with the old guy? 
 
    Doctor Gordon didn’t even watch him leave, all of his attention zeroed in on me. “We are a secret race, so you won’t pass the information I’m about to tell you onto anyone else. Understood?” 
 
    He waited for my hesitant nod before he chuckled. “Best get comfortable, Miss Adeline. We have a lot to get through.” 
 
      
 
    My head spun as a I stumbled out, hours later, for a toilet break. If he could read me, Doctor Gordon would see I hadn’t lied, I would go to the bathroom. I may have neglected to mention that I didn’t actually need to pee, but I intended to walk down the hall and into the room. I just needed a minute to catch my breath. To let my brain reset. If the mind was a sponge, mine was soaking in a big old bucket of goop right now, and nothing more was getting in. Doctor Gordon had excused me without much fuss. He must need a nap after that extensive lecture he gave me. Hell, I needed one, and a minute to take inventory of who to avoid. Pretty much everyone, so I guess my life hadn’t changed all that much. I closed my eyes, trying to remember what he’d told me… 
 
      
 
    Our ancestry traces back thousands of years, our families existed even before the time of Christ. At that time we were merely men, and we had our friends and our foes just like others of the time. We are descendant of a powerful family, the Karuments, one with means and facilities beyond most others of the time. The Borgen family’s strength equaled our own, and for a time we were allies. Eventually the two powerful families began to war between themselves.  
 
      
 
    Fast forward several centuries, and you will see a woman by the name of Katherine who had married unwittingly into one of the feuding families. She discovered that the blood of people could be mixed to create stronger, faster hybrids. Katherine began mass injecting her family members and a few test subjects. They became stronger and were able to inflict a substantive amount of damage on their enemy clan. Only Katherine and her husband knew the combination that would enable a genetic transfer, however, through a strange twist of fate, one of their test subjects happened to be from the Borgen family. With both families aware of this secret ability, the testing and developing of new individuals became increasingly common, and soon both families were operating above their natural means. A mutation that allowed our genetic codes to be transmitted via intercourse occurred, and the numbers or enhanced individuals increased drastically. And now you have joined our ranks, and it is up to you to help us fight the ever-threatening Borgen menace. 
 
      
 
    I jumped when warm hands hit my shoulders, snapping out of my daze. Max studied me with a concerned look. “You okay?” 
 
    Was I? “Not really.” I mean, there’d been a lot dumped on me while Doctor Gordon calmly polished his glasses. Natalie would have at least delivered it with colour coded post it notes. “You’re from a genetically engineered race.” 
 
    “We are now,” Max said, relief marking his features as he gave me a quick peck on the forehead before taking a step back. 
 
    Yeah, they hadn’t been initially. From the way it’d been told to me, Gamils began as a group of people with abilities beyond others, some sort of natural mutation. Which had been fostered by basically selectively breeding the members of the group like a herd of cattle. Stronger, faster, psychic, telepathic, whatever they could find—you know, the standard neighbours we all had hanging around. They must have put up some freaking weird flyers. 
 
    Eventually they’d gotten into gene manipulation, the mutations became sexually transmissible, and here I was. To top it all off, in some sort of macabre premonition of the 1960’s space war, two different groups had followed the same path. Gamils and Borgens. Who now basically spent every waking moment trying to annihilate the other. Neither had an exit clause, so once you were converted, you were stuck serving them in whatever role you were best suited. If you didn’t, the enforcers in their subtle orange uniforms tracked you down. That part thankfully didn’t apply, since Max’s family had been in hiding since something had happened with his mum. Doctor Gordon wouldn’t say what, but I gathered it happened prior to Max’s birth.  
 
    And that wasn’t even the half of it. I couldn’t remember everything Doctor Gordon had droned on about, and I hadn’t understood a word once he’d gotten into the scientific methods and gene manipulation junk. It sounded like it required a science doctorate to follow anyhow, so I didn’t feel too guilty about wasting all his time but not retaining anything.  
 
    “Addy, you still with me?” 
 
    Shaking my head didn’t ward off the fuzziness that had engulfed me, but it helped me refocus my attention on Max. His skin glistened with sweat, like he’d spent the entire time I was in there pacing with nerves. Which obviously hadn’t happened, since this was Max. Damn it, if I’d missed Max digging outside to hang out with an old guy, I’d be super pissed. 
 
    Max’s hand moved to massage my neck, his warm fingers finding my skin. “I have to tell…” 
 
    Something red and pulsing obscured my vision, and then it disappeared. Max had dropped his arm, his mood suddenly changed. Were impulsive mood changes hereditary? Because if he started acting like his grandfather, I may have to disown him.  
 
    “What did you do?” Max whispered. 
 
    “What do you mean? I’m trying to enjoy my bathroom access for a few minutes.” Oh hell, he knows. He can see I’m going crazy.  
 
    “You’re confused. And scared. You didn’t do anything, did you?” 
 
    There were hundreds of reasons for me to be confused right now. “What do you think I did?” 
 
    Max shook his head. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    My body swayed as I shifted my weight between my legs, hoping he didn’t figure out there was something wrong with me. I should be seeing emotions or detecting lies like Max, he said they didn’t have x-ray vision. Nothing should change when he touched me. “Am I excused now?” At least he’d think my jiggling meant I needed to pee.  
 
    Max’s smile tightened and he watched me glide down the rest of the hall towards the bathroom. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought he’d come to disclose something, and now I’d never know.  
 
      
 
    The next few hours passed in a similar fashion to the morning. I listened as more history and details emerged, though I don’t think I absorbed anything. Mind blowing was the best description. Finally, Max’s grandfather began discussing unions and resulting offspring and I began to pay attention. He had mentioned earlier that ‘breeding’ could be somewhat problematic, and I wanted to know why. 
 
    “As you have discovered, the genetic transfer is not always complete or successful. In an ordinary pregnancy with Gamil parents, the two genetic powers fight against each other in the fetus until one side either dominates and destroys the other power, or they balance each other out. It’s a rather exhaustive process, and most embryos don’t survive.” Doctor Gordon took off his glasses again to polish them on his waistcoat. That man must have had the cleanest lenses known to man.  
 
    “I’m guessing this happens to relate to why Max is an only child?”  
 
    “Being an only child does explain why he is so protective of anything he believes is his,” Doctor Gordon chuckled. “He never learned to share.”  
 
    He dusted off his waistcoat and rambled on for a while, and it came down to the fact that embryos could also have abilities and steal everything from a parent that made them essentially them. Which Max had done to Greg. His mother didn’t have any skills left when she fell pregnant, an experiment had gone wrong and she’d lost everything, including her personality. No wonder he was weird around his parents. They didn’t make greeting cards that would cover those family memories. 
 
    Doctor Gordon continued. “We were never designed to last forever, Miss Adeline. I often think it would have been better if we had died out long ago as intended. But alas, we mutated to infect others upon intercourse, and now it appears our mutation may be building to other bodily materials and interactions. As Max has proved capable of transforming you, there may well be others.” Sighing, he soothed the edges of his waistcoat. “You need to understand this most of all. Conceiving with another Gamil or transforming another human is dangerous without strict medical supervision. You must not attempt it.”  
 
    I’m pretty sure I got that without the warning. I’d been burned alive in his hideous bathroom only yesterday.  
 
    Doctor Gordon stood from behind his desk and sat on the arm of the couch I was sitting on, strumming at his suspenders. “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    I had dozens, but I didn’t even know where to start. “What’s going to happen to me?” 
 
    “From this point, the danger has passed. You’ve been converted, now you’ll either develop extra abilities, or you won’t. If you do, we’ll train you further. Until then, you return to your normal life. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Yes—I mean, I’m hungry. But that’s it? I just go home and pretend nothing’s happened?” 
 
    Doctor Gordon chuckled and headed for the door. “Well, you do get to go home with a full stomach. We’re Gamils, not heathens.” 
 
      
 
    When I went downstairs, I found Max in the kitchen, attempting to make dinner. It did not smell appealing. Not that I could really eat. My stomach buzzed and my head spun as I tried to come to grips with everything. My mother might have warned me about STIs, but I don’t think this was what she’d had in mind.  
 
    Max looked up when he heard me, a hopeful look coming onto his face. “You aren’t running away yet?” 
 
    I deliberately chose to misinterpret his words. I couldn’t handle one more conversation on Gamils today.  “I guess you couldn’t have it all, Max. You might be gorgeous, and fantastically brilliant, but your cooking needs work.”  
 
    “It does smell bad, doesn’t it?”  
 
    I’d smelled worse. Just not from food. At least he hadn’t attempted cake. I don’t think I could handle that level of sacrilege today.  
 
    Max’s tension didn’t seem to ease. I placed my hand gently on his shoulder. “I don’t need to watch Keira, so I can stay for a while. Provided I don’t need any medical attention after you poison me.” I crinkled my nose. The smell seemed to have gotten worse. At least there was a doctor in the house. 
 
    Max stood stiff once more. “Addy, I—” 
 
    His grandfather entered and grunted. “It’s time for Adeline to go home now.” 
 
    I waited for Max to say something, but he slunk from the kitchen. Those two must have had a private word.  
 
    When I went to follow him, Doctor Gordon stepped in the way. “I’m driving. You can see Max now if it’s Gamil related, other than that, he won’t be visiting. It isn’t safe to have you in constant contact. My face is known, so if we’re found, it’ll lead directly back to you.” He gently nudged me backwards, towards the front of the house and the exit. 
 
    I tried not to laugh or swear profusely as I dug my heels into the tiles and stood my ground. Max listened to stupid Doctor Gordon. “So, I get turned into a mutant for the rest of my life, and I get one night with the person responsible?” He was so generous. “I’m not getting in a car with you.” He could try to force me, but he was old, so I had to assume his bones were brittle.  
 
    “Max needs to be careful now,” he said, trying to sound reasonable as he thumbed his suspenders. 
 
    Were all old people as annoying as this, or was he just special? 
 
    He eventually let me past and I sought out Max, who had retreated to the study. Luckily, I could feel when he grew nearer, so it was a little like playing hotter and colder by myself. He looked surprised to see me. Guess that answered that question. 
 
    He knew.  
 
    “Apparently I have to leave, and you’re taking me. Thanks for the heads up.”  
 
    “I tried to tell you earlier when I found you.” 
 
    “Then you should have tried freaking harder.”  
 
    It was a very quiet trip home. 
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    I didn’t want to be at home, and I didn’t want to see Max, so I put on my headphones and ran off the next morning. For once I didn’t even care if I was supposed to be watching Keira. With no particular direction in mind, I found myself staring over the now vacant fields, no evidence of anything having been here previously. Max had told me to stay away from anyone in an orange uniform, but they weren’t here, so technically I followed his instructions. Not that he deserved me too.  
 
    I climbed over the fence, still drawn to what I shouldn’t have been able to see. The grass didn’t look particularly trampled, and even though I walked over the site a dozen times, I never saw anything peculiar. How did I see them? 
 
    Looking back to the road, it became apparent why Max had wanted me to leave. A bolt of panic flittered through my chest. If anyone had looked up from that fight, they’d have seen me. Watching them. When I shouldn’t have been able to. No wonder Max had ushered me back into the car. Anyone on this field would have clearly seen me, as I could easily see the guy sitting there now.  
 
    He dropped down from the railing and starting walking over to me.  
 
    He wasn’t wearing a uniform, though he looked familiar, so he was probably from school or something. He was tall, with shaggy blond hair, a scraggly beard that needed to be given up on, and a smattering of freckles all over his limbs that showed he spent a lot of time outside. 
 
    “Looking for something?” he asked me, flashing a perfect white smile. “I’m Lucamungus, but everyone calls me Lucas.” He held out a large, calloused hand. 
 
    I didn’t take it. “Is that because your real name rhymes with fungus?” 
 
    “You can talk, Addy all-beef-patty.” 
 
    “It’s Adeline, who is divine. Addy is what the people who don’t hate me call me.” Well, some others who hated me still called me Addy. My mother being one. “So, you know my name. If you’re here to injure me, grab a number and form an orderly queue.” As if he could do anything to me out in public when there were cars passing every twelve seconds.  
 
    Laying down on the grass, I gave up on everything and stared up at the passing clouds. Nothing in me cared anymore. Okay, not true, but I didn’t see any weapons, and he’d already had an opportunity to stab me if that’s why he was here. “The waiting list is pretty long, but I could be free next week, or next August. High demand and all.” 
 
    Lucas, whoever he was, didn’t try and stab me, which I greatly appreciated. Instead, he lay down next to me in the long grass. “I’ve been watching long enough to know what’s happened to you. Your friend Natalie is hot by the way.” 
 
    “Awesome. That’s not creepy at all. Could you let me know what’s happening? I have no zebronking idea.” I idly pulled out some tufts of grass. At least Natalie benefited from this, seeing as it seemed she had another fan to add to her legions. Lucas didn’t say anything, and I found myself growing calmer in the silence. “So, what’s your superpower then?” 
 
    “My superpower?” 
 
    “Yeah, if you know what’s happened to me, it’s because you’re one of them, so what do you do? If I could pick a superpower, I’d be insanely repulsive so everyone would leave me alone.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “You could not shower for a few weeks. That ought to do it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to repulse myself. I’d need to be able to do it on command. Maybe flying, that could be cool.” 
 
    “You haven’t asked me why I’m here.” 
 
    “If you want me to know, you’ll tell me.” I turned my head to look at Lucas.  
 
    He returned the gesture, watching me with hazel eyes. “I came to give you something in case you ever need help.” He stood up, and tried to pull me to my feet. I wound up bringing him down on top of me with my awesome Gamil powers of coordination. Could being converted make you less agile as a by-product? He lay on his elbows, trying not to crush me, and as I looked up at his silhouette, I couldn’t help but take a breath in as I pictured Max. 
 
    Lucas rolled off quickly. “Why were you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “Is it weird if I pictured someone else?” 
 
    “Less weird than picturing me. Guy problems?” 
 
    I had to laugh. No way would I discuss my love life with a perfect stranger. I’d detailed enough of it to freaking Doctor Gordon. “Not going there. Enough, what do you want?” 
 
    Lucas helped me up, dedicating a lot of time to making sure we didn’t wind up falling again, his face flushed red the entire time. I don’t think he enjoyed our brief interlude. Eventually, when we were both standing, he rummaged in his pocket and pulled out a necklace with a red and purple square pendant. “This is for you. I’m sort of a freelance scout for new recruits, so if you need help, hold it in your hand and think of me.” He placed it around my neck, and it felt warm on my skin. “Keep it with you, one day you’ll need it.”  
 
    “New recruits for what?” I was not about to join some Gamil army, no way I’d take the necklace if it came with conditions. 
 
    “I look out for the newly activated. Not everyone will be happy you have super abilities, so I’ll be your back up, give you a fighting chance. Pun intended.” He winked and pulled his goggles down, before stalking his way across the field and jumping the fence in a single bound. “See ya round, All-beef-patty.” 
 
    I conceded I had nothing better to do than to return home. As I walked, I looked over the necklace, prodding for a secret compartment, or hidden button, or anything to indicate it did what Lucas said. Shrugging when I found nothing, I undid the clasp and hung it round my neck. There seemed to be a whole lot of things going on lately I didn’t quite understand, what was one more at this point? Then I went home and returned to my normal life, just as Doctor Gordon had told me to. I cleaned and wrote a dodgy English essay. It was about as exciting as it sounded. 
 
      
 
    It had been three days since I’d seen Natalie, what with being unconscious and all, and I had no idea what to tell her. There were whole new levels of weird to introduce her to, which I’d neglected to mention in my text messages. I’ve-been mutated-into-a-secret-race seemed more a conversation to have in person. 
 
    She’d texted and said she’d be here in ten minutes. Obviously she never expected me to read it, because it had been five freaking thirty. Sucks to be her though, I’d been up since five am, and it hadn’t even been Keira induced. I’d had trouble sleeping after being converted. Or because Max refused to talk to me for the past 34 hours. He wouldn’t answer my calls or respond to my texts. Or because Doctor Gordon had tried to control me. One of the above. It had also been weird to sleep with my new boobs. Those things were now freaking everywhere, and heavy.  
 
     Natalie found me in the kitchen cleaning cake batter off the cupboard doors. My whisking might have been a little over-enthusiastic this morning, but the house already smelt great.  
 
    “Hey,” I said when she came inside, not knowing where to start. I’d taken care to put on jeans and a long sleeve shirt so she couldn’t tell my skin had changed. The boobs were a bit more a problem. 
 
    “You’re awake already. And baking. Gosh, did someone die?” Natalie covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
    Ouch, she came close to the mark. Even Natalie’s subconscious was brilliant. “Just wanted cake,” I shrugged. I mean, what else was new. I always wanted cake. 
 
    Natalie shrieked when she saw me front on. “Where did you get that bra? It’s doing things for you I secretly never thought possible. I hope you got it in three different colors.” 
 
    “Not a bra,” I admitted. “I got sick the other day and they gave me hormone treatments or something.” 
 
    Natalie’s forehead furrowed as she took me in before shaking her head. “Upstairs. Now.” She headed for the stairs, taking them two at a time. I threw my cloth into the sink and followed. 
 
    As soon as we were both in my room with the door closed, Natalie looked at me. She sat herself cross-legged on the bed, awaiting all the details I could give her. “So now no one can hear us, tell me the juicy parts you skipped over, like the hospital stay for a boob job. Where did you even get the money for that? Spill.” 
 
    Clambering next to Natalie sent the same rush of warmth as putting on my favorite hoodie. Comfortable. Familiar. Except for the part where I was now some weird hybrid, but aside from that. “My boobs are not made of plastic. I earned them through good old fashion chemical treatments and medical intervention.” Morphine and Doctor Gordon counted. 
 
    “Those old fashion chemical treatments, huh?” Natalie smirked as she reached forward and cupped my breasts through my shirt. “Well, they feel real, so they did a pretty good job.” 
 
    I smacked her hand away. “Natalie Mei Quong! Those are my private areas of private and freaking private!” I hit her in the face with a pillow. 
 
    “Aw, come on!” she laughed as she threw herself backwards onto the bed. “You’ve had a whole team of doctors and surgeons checking them over, I wanted to prove you were lying.” 
 
    I hit her with the pillow again for good measure. “No doctor saw my breasts. And seeing as my doctor was an old man, I’m extra thankful for that. They grew really fast and it hurt, so thanks for freaking squeezing me like a damn cow.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re serious? Those are actually your boobs? You expect me to believe hormone replacement therapy can be that effective in that time frame?” 
 
    “They are real.” I smirked and put my hand up for a high five.  
 
    She gave me a half-hearted tap in reply. “Huh.” 
 
    Once I’d convinced Natalie there had been no silicone involved, which required way more touching than I could ever be comfortable with, she dropped the hormone treatment spiel. I could scarcely believe it, but no doubt she’d be researching once she went home to corroborate my explanation.  
 
    “Most people lose weight when they’re sick,” she said, shaking her head. “You actually look healthier than before.” 
 
    It hadn’t only been my boobs that had gained weight—my passing resemblance to a stick insect had gone. I picked at the fraying ends of my comforter. Taking a deep breath, I went for it. “Natalie, have you ever heard of Gamils?”  
 
    She started choking on air. Could you inhale wrong? “Adeline, where did you hear that?” 
 
    “So… you’ve heard of them?”  
 
    “Yes!” she yelled.  
 
    Knew it. Natalie had heard of everything.  
 
    “How have you?” Natalie asked. 
 
    I remained silent. 
 
    “Oh, Addy! Max. Max is a Gamil.” Her faced flushed, and she stared at me with an open mouth as her eyes grew impossibly large. “You activated. That’s what happened to you. You had unprotected sex with Max. How could you be so stupid?” She whacked me in the head so hard with the pillow I heard my teeth rattle. 
 
    Putting my arms up to ward her off, I protected my face and yelled, “I promise I haven’t slept with Max. Not even in the actual sleeping sense. We just kissed. A lot.” I had been converted, but now didn’t seem the time to tell her. She seemed an inch away from hyperventilating. All her oxygen was travelling to her biceps so she could pummel me with the stupid pillow. “Ouch! Been on steroids much, Natalie! Seriously, when did you get so strong?” In one freaking arm. 
 
    “I started working out.” The pillow made a soft think when she dropped it on my floor. “Okay,” Natalie said as she steadied herself. She was chewing her bottom lip when I poked my head out of the safety of my arms. “Promise me you won’t ever have unprotected sex with him. Or drink his blood or anything.” 
 
    I gave her a steely glare. “Is that something you think I’d be apt to do? Are they vampiric or something?” 
 
    “No, but they are highly contagious in the right circumstances. I know it’s not possible, but you’ve thrown me off. The illness must have activated parts of you early.” She stared at me for a moment as ice flooded my veins. 
 
    “Natalie… What does that mean?” 
 
    She bit her bottom lip so hard it bled. “It means this shouldn’t have happened. Not yet. What have they told you?” 
 
    My head spinning, I tried to recall what Doctor Gordon had told me. “Genetically engineered race. Another race that hates us, but I don’t know how I’m supposed to identify them. Apparently not knowing is the safest option.” 
 
    Natalie scoffed as she rushed to her feet. “I have to go. Right now. I’ll come get you tomorrow and explain everything, and we’ll figure something out. This is—oh gosh, this is bad. If you start going bizarre, call me straight away.” She ran to my door, forgetting her purse, which she turned back for a moment later. “Do not breathe a word to anyone, alright?” 
 
    As if I had anyone else to tell.  
 
    As she opened my bedroom door to race out, a funky smelling waft of air came in. I followed my nose downstairs, dreading where this ended. It smelled of eau-de-burnt-stuff, and it got stronger as I walked towards the kitchen.  
 
    Smoke billowed from the sides of the oven. Dang it, I didn’t set a timer for the cake. And hadn’t turned it down from the immense pre-heat I’d gone for. No baked goods deserved to go out like that.  
 
    After turning the oven off, I used a mitt to put the tin in the sink and ran the cold on hard, before opening the windows downstairs. Lucky for me I owned scented candles to mask the stench. Pity I didn’t have a candle that would clear the problems circulating in my head. Natalie knew all about Gamils. But how? She’d promised to explain everything tomorrow, but I didn’t know if I could wait that long.  
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    The next morning, I awoke at little after eight. There were only three days left of the school holidays, and I’d wanted to enjoy them. Usually Keira had roused me by now, eager to have every person in the house awake whenever she was. Dammit. I had counted on her being my alarm clock. It had taken me forever to fall asleep, too many questions circling inside my head. And I’d gone and had another plaguing dream. At least this one hadn’t been enough to make me scream. Just enough to leave my heart pounding and my throat dry. I had a sense of a face watching me, but it drifted from my memory with every breath I took. Least favorite way to start the morning. 
 
    Natalie said she would meet me and give me some answers, and then Max would be around before twelve to collect me for Gamil stuff. At least Doctor Gordon had been willing to approve the meet up, seeing as it was for curricular activities. I had wanted to be looking my best by the time he got here to make up for the past few days of absence. I would rub it in so hard. Max had to start ignoring the old man he lived with. It’d taken me messaging him every four minutes about an hour after Natalie left until dinner time to get a response.  
 
    I rushed around getting myself organized, very reminiscent of my carpooling days with Natalie. After a quick shower I scampered, still dripping wet, to my room to get dressed. After a haphazard rub down, I tried to pull on my favorite skinny jeans. They resisted against my damp skin, catching against my calves. After a brief rumble in which the jeans won, I gave a few small jumps to help lift my pants. Unfortunately, I slipped on a wet patch on the wooden floor and skidded into my bedpost.  
 
    “Ouch, stupid zedonking bed!” I screamed, well aware that Keira would hear. I figured hybrids were okay for her to repeat, hence why they were a heavy feature in my regular repertoire. At any rate, it’d been far better than anything I had been thinking at the time. I rubbed my arm where I had hit. It had already begun to bruise and swell. “There goes my perfect skin,” I muttered to no one in particular as I examined the damage.  
 
    Suddenly, my vision turned red, as it had so many times before. I knew what I seeing, but it shouldn’t be possible, even as a Gamil—at least based on what I’d been told days before. There was no way anyone could see their own blood network. I did not have x-ray vision. I think. Crap, I’d forgotten to ask Max about it. 
 
    I maybe had a skill. I mean, I could see my own blood flow. Sure, it was a bit irrelevant, seeing as I kind of already knew what it did without having to see it, but it counted. I deserved accomplishment cake. Too bad I’d gone and burned it to a crisp. 
 
    Max had infected me, so in theory I could develop some skill of my own, even if he had scoffed at the idea of seeing red people. Maybe he just hadn’t heard of it, seeing as his family were in hiding and all. It could be a skill from some distant relative, like the red-haired gene that didn’t show up in every generation.  
 
    Maybe that time at the dinner, and with Colleen, and when Max had grabbed me in the hallway, I’d been starting to see inside them. Whenever our skin touched, they’d started to turn red. Maybe I could test it out and do it on command. Now for a willing guinea pig.  
 
    I threw on an old shirt Max had seen me in a hundred times, resolving to change it after I saw Natalie so I could complete my taunting Max plan, and went to find Keira. I had to know. If I was right, it meant seeing inside other people’s bodies didn’t actually make me crazy. Don’t get me wrong, insanely weird would still be an accurate description, but better than the alternative. If I could replicate it with Keira, and hold on a little longer, maybe things would become clear. 
 
    I ran downstairs, holding the railing in case I decided to go sprawling again. “Keira, I hurt my arm. Do you know where a doctor is?” 
 
    Keira squealed and ran to my aid. “You sit down. I gotta get my fings.” She left for the living room and came back carrying her doctor’s kit. “Where hurts?” 
 
    I pointed to my bruise. “I need a bandage.” 
 
    “Poor, Addy,” she cooed as she held my arm and patted me. “You need a band aid.” She gleefully plastered me with pieces of paper, before declaring I had been a good girl and was now ‘all better.’ I thanked her for fixing me, and walked off in disappointment. I had seen nothing. All that poking and prodding, and nothing more than the usual adorable sister I saw everyday had surfaced. I’d expected something to come into view when Keira touched my bare skin. That seemed to be how it worked when I thought back to all the other times. Though it had been instantaneous previously. I sighed and went back to the bathroom to fix my hair. Looking somewhat presentable, I woke my mother up to look after Keira since I was leaving, grabbed my handbag and went back downstairs. 
 
    Natalie expected me at her house, and I couldn’t be bothered running over, so that left the bus. My odd neighbor pretended not to stare at me over the fence as I hugged Keira goodbye. Oh yeah, not unnerving at all. I had caught him spying on me with increasing frequency over the past few weeks. He out creepied my mother’s antics, which said something. At least he pretended to trim his hedge again when he saw me glaring as I walked to the bus stop. Those bushes should have been immaculate with the amount of time he stood in front of them holding clippers.  
 
    As I rounded the corner, she awaited me. Four arms, one leg, white hair, white eyes. My monster pursuant had scheduled an appointment. 
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    “Adeline, we require you,” she said in her mechanical voice. Obviously a woman of very few words. “I was too early previously, but now I see you are one of us.” 
 
    “Wait, one of you?” I had assumed she meant she’d been going to do something to me when she’d said that last time. Whatever she’d been waiting on had already happened. Could my monster be a Gamil? Max hadn’t had time to answer my extra limbs comments. Though he said they looked like the rest of us, and that other Gamils couldn’t spot each other out. “I don’t understand. What are you?” 
 
    “I am Rose,” she answered, and her eyes flickered brown for the briefest moment, “734. And you are Adeline, 91178.2b. Come, you are required.” She reached out for me with both of her right arms, and the next instant I swirled in a thousand pieces towards a bug zapper.  
 
    I felt about how I imagined that would feel when she finally released my arm and I found myself in a large cave, surrounded by Rose and other women with limb deficiencies. Or over-abundances, whatever extras were called. I noticed there were others here too who appeared to be normal, but I didn’t have time to ask questions. The stench of mud and smoke combined with close human habitation hit me. The smell reminded me of an overused bus stop.  
 
    “Grandmother Rose, you have found her,” a girl who appeared to be a little older than me exclaimed. She rushed over; black hair tied in a long braid down her back, and shook my hand. She only had three arms, but both legs. This family must have a finite set of limbs they all adhered to. “I am Sanjim, youngest daughter of Cather, who is the eldest son of Rose. 734.1.9,” she addressed me. She started turning red before me, but nothing else materialized before she dropped her grip. 
 
    I didn’t get their obsession with math equations. “Yeah, Adeline, 91 something, b.” I could remember how Rose had addressed me, I just didn’t wish to refer to myself as a number. Still, I figured I had to sort of attempt it so they wouldn’t all kill me.  
 
    A small fire burned in the middle of the cave, and there had to be at least a hundred grimy faces visible to me in the light it provided. “Are you guys awesome at table tennis?” Shut up, Adeline. Too insensitive. These are cannibals for all you know, I warned myself. Still, all those extra arms had to have some use. 
 
    “Adeline, 91178.2b, we require you.” 
 
    “Got that one.” I tipped an imaginary hat. “Anyone want to explain why?” 
 
    Rose hopped forward. “I have foreseen it. You shall find our leader.” 
 
    “Wait, you have foreseen it? How does that work?” 
 
    “I am a seer. I see all that has been, all that is, and what may be.” Rose grabbed my arm again, her eyes flickering brown. “I exist in the past, present, and future simultaneously. You, Adeline, you are our salvation. You must find our leader. We grow weaker without her, and it is only a matter of time before we lose the ability to conceal ourselves. We must only be seen by our own kind. You are one of us, 91178.2b.” 
 
    Max had warned me weird things were about to happen. Not sure what he’d envisioned, but this wasn’t what I’d thought of. “So, who is this illustrious leader I’m looking for?”  
 
    Sanjim went to answer but her grandmother put an arm out to indicate she should not proceed. Rose answered, her mechanical voice echoing off the compacted dirt walls. “You must discover this for yourself. The time is not yet right for you to hear, but it is nigh. You must prepare: a battle is at hand, and you are going to be betrayed.” 
 
    The faces around me nodded gravely, and I couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for them. Not for the deformities, but for how miserable they felt. I could understand why they would need to hide, but living compacted in a cave didn’t sound very appealing, and they didn’t even look like they had any cake. Poor little mutants. “I’ll keep an eye out,” I offered. “What do I tell her if I do work this out?” 
 
    A figure in the middle spoke up. “You tell her that Rose, Rachel, and Yulita are searching. She must be returned.” 
 
    She must be returned? It sounded like they were talking about something that had been stolen. That couldn’t be a good thing to put myself in the middle of. Thankfully I’d been well versed in horrible plans. And had Natalie as my sidekick. Okay, I was her sidekick, but either way I had Natalie to back me up. We could bring her dad and his nunchuks and it’d be awesome.  
 
    There were a few grave rumblings in the group, before everything around me dissolved in blue light. I found myself standing with Rose out the front of Natalie’s house. A sense of relief filled me to be somewhere I recognized though I hadn’t felt scared in the cave with all those women. I stopped for a moment, recalling all the faces I had seen. Not a single male. 
 
    “I know you shall not fail,” Rose said. “I have seen, and while there are decisions yet to be made, you are strong and will succeed.” 
 
    Yep, piling on the strange. “Rose, you still didn’t tell me what you are. Are you a Gamil? Something else?” 
 
    She turned to me, her eyes once more flickering with the faintest of brown circles, before returning to their bright, white state. “I am no longer merely a Gamil. I am a true Milargon, one of the first, and few surviving. That is why it is imperative we regain our leader. Without her instruction and skills, we find our abilities to mask waning. Only our own must perceive us.” 
 
    I decided not to rub in the fact Natalie had seen her. She’d addressed Rose directly, so she’d already be stinging on that one. “Does that mean I’m a Milargon too? Since I’m one of you?” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “We are not all Milargon. You must unravel our common thread, and then you will understand whom it is we require. I have told you what I can, but you must go. You have much to discover today. When you require me, call my name and identifier, and I will find you.”  
 
    With an electric buzzing Rose clapped, completely disappearing without a trace. I figured that clap had been for dramatic effect. She’d travelled with me without needing to do that. Her fourth arm appeared to be a lot more flexible than I’d assumed, however. She could reach forward with it.  
 
    As I walked to Natalie’s door, I decided I had seen Rose’s shadow before I’d passed out last week. She’d waited for me to be converted, hovering around to find me alone. Teleporting had to be the greatest superpower. Hopefully Max did something like that and I’d magically inherited it, then I’d never be late for school again. Well, super late anyway. 
 
    Natalie had a manila folder waiting for me when I got in. I didn’t open it straight away, though I swear her house would have still smelled of paper and ink even if it didn’t have any sitting out. “So, ever heard of Milargons?” Because Natalie had heard of everything, even Gamils, I didn’t think this was a huge ask.  
 
    Natalie sighed, and rubbed her hand on her temple. “No, but why do I have the sneaking suspicion that every time you ask me something like that, I’m going to learn something I don’t like?” 
 
    “Just a question, because I found out what that four armed woman with the white hair is.” I smiled. “She says she’s a Milargon, and from the way she said it, it’s better than a Gamil.” 
 
    Natalie rubbed her temples as if a migraine was forming. “Okay, I’ll add that into my searches. Anything else?” 
 
    “Not unless you don’t explain what you were talking about yesterday. What have you got for me today?” 
 
    Natalie sat me down and went over to her printer, picking up a mug of coffee on the way. “Give me a moment, you’re early. Not something I ever expect.” She grinned as she came back with a pile of papers.  
 
    I looked over to the clock over the mantle. “I’m not early, your clock’s wrong.” I hadn’t even gotten out of bed by then. 
 
    She looked down at her watch, and then checked the computer screen. “No it’s not. Addy, how are you even awake?” 
 
    I gave her a puzzled look and pulled my phone out of my pocket. It read the same time as the clock on the mantle. “No freaking way!” I exclaimed in excitement. Rose had dropped me back in time. I’d been in two places at once. Crap, I should have taken a selfie.  
 
    Aside from having two extra arms and a missing leg, being a Milargon looked pretty awesome. Okay, I wouldn’t like the extra ear on my cheek particularly much, but I could handle the white eyes. Though they went brown sometimes. She said she was a seer, maybe it happened whenever she stayed in one time for an extended period. She focused on the now so they came back, she looked everywhere they blurred white. Made about as much sense as everything else to me.  
 
    “Addy?”  
 
    “It’s all good. Just processing some new weird. Lay your lot on me, I’ll add it to the pile.” 
 
    Natalie bit her lower lip, but came and sat next to me without comment. She straightened out her purple sundress on the cushion around her before she started. “So, this pile is the pile of Max Gordon, Gamil. There isn’t a huge amount on him, but it looks to be a family name, so there’s a few things from the past I could dredge out. Most of the stuff I found is related to his father, Doctor Gordon.” 
 
    “Grandfather,” I corrected. 
 
    Natalie pored over her notes. “That can’t be right. I only found a Doctor Gordon, Max, and some hints at a Samantha, though she gets destroyed according to the records. Based on how long ago it happened, it must be past relations. The name ‘Doctor Thomas Gordon’ pops up everywhere over the last few centuries.” 
 
    I had to agree with Natalie. No one could have been frozen for centuries. The man already looked to be nearing his seventies or eighties, and he seemed the proud sort who would name his children after himself. Max had mentioned his parents named him, so if Doctor Gordon had named him instead, he could have been a Doctor Gordon too. Doctor Gordon VII Gordon didn’t have the same ring to it. “As long as I find out the family traits, I don’t think it matters how far back it went. This stuff is hereditary.” 
 
    “It is,” Natalie nodded, taking a sip of her coffee.  
 
    “Natalie, how do you know about all this? And where did you find it?” 
 
    She looked bit her lip and refused to meet my eyes. “Let’s just say, some of us don’t get to pick our families, and I haven’t had a particularly large amount of sleep.” She gulped another mouthful of coffee. 
 
    “Can you imagine anyone picking Colleen?” I joked, trying to lighten her mood. To my confusion, Natalie instead flushed red, and set about tidying my piles of discarded notes. “Natalie? You’re not like a secret mafia boss or something are you?” 
 
    “Seriously, Addy. I’d be Binh Xuyen, if anything.”  
 
    I loved that she thought I’d know what that meant. “But you are a Gamil?” 
 
    Natalie tried to hide behind her coffee cup. “I knew your father, Addy.” 
 
    Holy crap. I stumbled backwards in shock and landed on a recliner. “What?” 
 
    Natalie gave up on hiding her face, putting her mug of coffee on the side table and looking up at me. “I knew your father. He was worried you weren’t safe, so he hired me to look out for you. I was supposed to watch from afar and report if you developed any abilities, but they did something to hold it off until your twentieth birthday, so it shouldn’t have been an issue.” 
 
    “You knew—” I swallowed past the massive lump in my throat. “You knew my father?” I didn’t think Colleen even knew who it was, but he’d sent someone to watch out for me. There was someone out there who cared? Freaking hell, I could meet him. He couldn’t hate me if he sent Natalie my way, she was the greatest friend I’d ever had. Or, I guess, she wasn’t really my friend. She just got paid to hang out with me. Part of my chest deflated while another swelled. I had a father out there.  
 
    Natalie looked miserable as she nodded. “He— Addy, I didn’t want to ever tell you this, but he died.” 
 
    The small amount of hope that had been welling in me dissolved. Natalie came over and hugged me, sounding a little choked up herself. “Gerino knew he had enemies, which is why he never came for you.  
 
    Gerino. My father had a name. A weird one, but that should make it easier to Google. 
 
    “He just wanted you to be safe, and he was right, because he was murdered, and no one knows who did it. And it was awful and I’m not sorry you didn’t know him because it was so violent, and you would’ve been hurt too.” She let go of me to grab a tissue, blowing her nose as she started to tear up.  “And now he’s not here to ask for help but I’m allowed to stay here and help you, because he hired me through his… company… so that’s what I’ll do. I just don’t want to tell them anything about Max because they might decide it’s too dangerous and try to intervene. But I’ll always be your friend first, everything else second.” 
 
    “You—you’re paid to hang out with me?” 
 
    Natalie managed a watery smile, her eyes red. “When I say hired, it’s more like a practical placement. I don’t get paid, and twice a year I get sent to training camp to give them updates and learn anything they think I need to know.” She gestured to where the footprint shaped bruise lay under her dress. “It turns out my combat knowledge is not up to par.” 
 
    Camping. She never went camping. I knew that didn’t make sense with her handmade dresses. Instead she went on a retreat and learned how to protect me? Lucky I was still sitting, because I would have fallen over again. “Do you have a photo of him?” 
 
    She shook her head. “We weren’t close enough for that. I do know he has no other family though, so you don’t have any long lost relatives on his side. Wait, I might be able to find a newspaper article on him.” Natalie wiped her eyes and checked her mascara in the mirror over the mantle. She must have been wearing a waterproof one, because there were no runs. Taking a deep breath, she steadied herself and left me fidgeting on the couch. 
 
    I’d had an actual father out there at some point: someone who knew I existed. But he never saw me. How was I meant to feel about that?  
 
    Natalie came in a few minutes later carrying a document box she must have grabbed from the garage and wiped a thick layer of dust off the lid. Then she opened it and started rifling through.  
 
    “Here,” she said, wiping her eyes again before handing me a piece of newspaper that had been folded in thirds to make the photograph of a man in a business suit prominent. “That’s him.” 
 
    My hands shook as I reached out for the paper, yellowed with age. I flattened the page out on the coffee table, revealing a beautiful woman to his side in what I guessed was a socialite magazine for a paper I’d never heard of. The date said this was from a few months before I’d been born. I stared at it in shock, my fingers tracing his suit in wonder until something else snagged me from my stupor. He wasn’t alone in the photograph. “Natalie,” I asked, an uncomfortable weight lodging in my stomach. “Who’s that standing next to him?” 
 
    “His wife.” Her voice was soft in compassion, which pretty much answered my next question. 
 
    “Were they married when Colleen got pregnant with me?” 
 
    Natalie nodded, and I screwed the paper up in my fist. So that’s why he avoided me, not some sense worry for my safety, but to keep his extra marital excursions secret. This man wasn’t worthy of my awe. 
 
    My best friend picked up on my mood. “You were always going to be part of this world eventually. You’ve just started a little earlier than planned. Here,” Natalie said, changing the subject and thrusting another pile of papers my way, sweeping up the newspaper and hustling it out of sight. “I got you some diary notes I found from Doctor Thomas Gordon. He gave a speech for new attendees; it’s got good background stuff.” 
 
    With a deep breath, I pushed thoughts of my cheating father from my mind. There were other things affecting me now that I had to give my priority to. I settled into the sofa and began to read.  
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    An hour later my head was pounding, and no amount of massaging my temples fixed it. “I sat in there with Doctor Gordon for hours, and it still turns out he gave me an abridged version of that.” Two genetically engineered races fighting each other for hundreds of years made a lot of historical footnotes. Leprosy? Not a real thing. Leper colonies were where they sent the people that rejected.  
 
    Natalie fished through the pile again. “Most of that is lies, by the way. Only Gamils were genetically engineered, Borgens were just born that way and aren’t contagious. Here, this is what I found out about Samantha.” 
 
    The top of the page had been torn off, like the notes had been hastily pulled from a notebook. Other than that, it looked like one of my school science experiment reports minus the heading—only it talked about a person, not a chemical reaction in a beaker. The final conclusion deemed the experiment a failure, as a Margentil had been created, and made recommendations for future attempts. 
 
    “Natalie, this says the experiment of Samantha Gordon resulted in a Margentil. It must be some sort of scientific code. Doctor Gordon called Max’s mother Samantha that. Do you think it’s the same person?” 
 
    “Depends, does she look about ninety years old? These things are ancient, and while I did read some lines had longevity and appeared much younger, nothing like that under the Gordon banner. I say it’s a family name, and she’s the granddaughter. No one can stop time.” 
 
    This moment needed a photo for memorandum. Natalie had been wrong for the first time ever. Doctor Gordon controlled Max’s aging, and Rose travelled time. I couldn’t help but feel I’d been learning about the same woman who always read silently in the living room, husband at her side. From the context a Margentil seemed to be a code their scientists used to classify results. Instead of a scale of one to ten, they gave the progressions names. From the looks of this, Margentil fell under the bad banner.  
 
    Natalie handed me the next sheet of paper she deemed interesting enough to warrant my immediate attention. 
 
    “Have you found out what the Gordon family skills are?” 
 
    “Something to do with brains, or memories. It’s vague, and Doctor Gordon is the only one they have listed with skills. Whoever the Max I found is, he’s too young to have developed anything last time he’d been documented, which was a really long time ago.” 
 
    “What about human lie detectors? Do Gamils do that?” 
 
    Natalie thought for a moment and began shuffling through some notes. She read a page as she handed it to me. “It says here ‘work in progress.’ They haven’t figured out which genes to manipulate for that one on the last update.” 
 
    “Why are you doing all this? 
 
    Natalie gave me her stern look, placing her hands on her hips. “You’re my best friend, and Max is being a jerk about this. Plus, it’s my job to look out for you. I told you that.” She started to shoo me out the door. “I’ll call if I find anything else.”  
 
    While I’d hoped for a bit more to throw at Max, this would have to do. I grinned at my best friend as I headed back to the bus stop. Unfortunately, this time Rose wasn’t waiting for me, so I couldn’t hitch a ride. I didn’t think she’d be impressed if I summoned her for that. 
 
      
 
    A couple stared at me almost the entire trip home, unnerving me so much I actually wiped my face several times thinking I had something on it. They weren’t wearing orange, I’d already checked that. Pure relief flooded me when they got off two stops before mine. Now they wouldn’t know where I lived.  
 
    I’d only been in the house for ten minutes when Max pulled up in the driveway. He knew not to come over early if he wanted me ready, so what was he doing here? 
 
    I checked my watch to find it was almost one o’clock. This is bizarre. I swore I’d taken the ten fifteen bus service home, and it had only been a twenty-minute ride. I guess jumping back and forth through time caught up with you. Let’s hope I hadn’t missed anything important during my skip forward.  
 
    “And how are you this morning?” Max asked when I reached the car, a small smile on his face. Which translated to ecstatic on anybody else. He’d evidently been looking forward to today as much as I had. I couldn’t help it, I’d missed hanging out with him. And waiting for his t-shirt to ride up so I could catch a glimpse of toned flesh.  
 
     “I didn’t sleep well,” I admitted. “Can I ask you something Gamil related?” 
 
    “That’s the only reason I was allowed out. I converted you, so it’s my job to get you up to speed on things, provided it doesn’t threaten your safety.” 
 
    “Well, it’s about these special abilities. I remember you said yours showed up when you were a little kid. Is that the same for everyone? They develop it at some stage in infancy, or do different people start gaining extra abilities at varying ages?” Natalie said mine were supposed to be suppressed until my twentieth birthday. Why would they need to do that? 
 
    Max thought for a moment before answering. “It’s something that can come up at any stage in life. I don’t know everything Gramps told you, but they have been cases where it skips generations. We call these Quires.” 
 
    I nodded. I think Doctor Gordon had mentioned this. It’d been hard to pay attention with so much going on though.  
 
    “Then there are also cases where there developed when they were older. Usually the appearance at a later age is marked by a tragic event or emotional upheaval. Something that throws their usual inner balance out and lets the Gamil codes become dominant.” 
 
    “Do people sometimes reject when their skills develop?” 
 
    Max nodded. “It’s unlikely, but it happens. Nothing is ever set in stone when it comes to Gamils. Children of two Gamil parents are highly regarded, so they’re always happy when it turns out someone isn’t a Quire.” 
 
    I looked at Max questioningly.  
 
    “Offspring Gamils, like me, they like. There are millions of humans available we can make a Gamil from, such as yourself, but reproducing is a whole other ball game. Usually the offspring get one of each parent’s traits, if not all of them. Genetic engineering means they have trouble creating more than one or two skills.” 
 
    “What about you? Do you do more than one thing?” 
 
    Max laughed. “Doctor Gordon had to invent a category to classify me. Luckily, with Gramps going in hiding with my mum I don’t have to worry too much about it. If I were from an active family I’d have to go through the testing and initiation process. I actually thought you were a Gamil for a while, but it’s turned out to just be you.” His eyes were freaking shining.  
 
    I guess it could be a compliment. It did explain the weird conversation he’d initiated asking about which family I came from. “You can’t always tell?”  
 
    “The problem with finding born Gamils is that you could be from a diluted strain. I mean, who’d notice being taller or stronger if you’d always been that way? And everyone changes so much during puberty that it’s written off. Don’t get me wrong, Gamils aren’t out there everywhere infecting the world, but for a secret race they aren’t as rare as you’d think. Seventy percent of people with Gamil ancestry aren’t even aware. They’re taller, or get sick less often. Things that don’t stand out too much and are put down to luck. Any sort of advanced development usually only happens with less diluted descendants.” 
 
    My head swam with all this new information. So much for light conversation in the car. We were nearly at his house. “So you for instance, had to be from a more direct lineage than accidentally infected minions? Is that where this is going?” 
 
    Max smiled. “Anyone with what goes on in my head knows they’re different. If they didn’t have someone to explain it to them, they’d be in getting tested, and they’d show up on someone’s radar. Like I said, advanced skills are desired in our society.” 
 
    “You make it sound like you have your own cities or something.” 
 
    Max didn’t answer.  
 
    “You totally do! What, Gamilville? Gamilia? This keeps getting weirder.” How could they even hide entire cities full of people with super abilities? 
 
    “I haven’t been to any in a long time, but they are out there. Our kind tend to find each other. A lot of the older family lines that are more active like to band together. It’s a bit of a feudal system, everyone given a rating based on their family line, strength and use of their abilities. We have our own form of government and laws, and the cities operate as independent States. It’s something Gramps knows a lot more about than I do. Did he not tell you any of this?”  
 
    “He probably did. It sounds familiar, but I didn’t retain much from that day.” There had just been so much to process.  
 
    Max seemed to clam up at the mention of Doctor Gordon, no doubt realizing he’d been banned from telling me any of this. I had one thing I was dying to tell Max, but I wanted to wait until we were in his room alone before seeing what Max thought about my x-ray vision. After he swore his grandfather wouldn’t ever catch a glimmer of it of course. He’d been right, I would have gone and gotten testing if I hadn’t known about Gamil abilities inherent in me. Someone would have found me out. 
 
    Max parked in his usual spot, again coming around to open my door for me. Doctor Gordon knelt by the side of the house, pulling weeds in his tweed trousers. He waved his gardening gloves at us, then turned his attention back to the garden.  
 
    As we entered his house, Max grinned from ear to ear. “Gramps leaves for work in an hour. After that, we’re free to entertain ourselves for the rest of the day.” 
 
    My heart rate jumped and butterflies consumed not only my stomach, but also my intestines, kidneys, liver, legs, and pretty much everything below my neck. He’d finally decided to rebel against the old guy. And he’d done it while wearing a shirt with sleeves so tight I saw every slight tense of bicep. Crap, he was freaking sexy. Max’s grin grew wider, no hair flicking in sight. Oops, I may have said that aloud. Too late now. I smiled back and headed through the house. 
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    His mother was waiting behind the front door when Max opened it. Which would have been less weird if she was holding her handbag or keys, but she just stood there, waiting.  
 
    “Adeline,” Samantha said warmly, and before I knew what was happening, she had her arms wrapped around me in a strangely affectionate hug. 
 
    She’d never even talked to me before, and now we were on touching grounds? Pity I didn’t have time to ponder the weird factor, as everything obscured red in my vision. I swore I could see inside Max’s mother’s mind, but that couldn’t be right. I mean, I’d accepted the fact I saw blood inside people, but this was strange lights and patterns everywhere, like she’d been overdecorated with twinkle lights—and not colour coded like Max said he saw. But I shouldn’t have seen much of anything. It wasn’t some desolate nothingness like Doctor Gordon had described. This shone brighter than anything I had ever seen, and I’d once tried to stare at the sun. Trust me, it was that or watch Colleen vacuum in a G-string leotard. That day I’d learned all parts of the female anatomy could sweat, and that my mother didn’t like to wax, and I’m not talking about hairy legs. Potential blindness had been a preferable outcome. And now I wished I’d remembered to invent that brain bleach. One day someone would make themselves a pretty penny removing all traces of my mother from my mind.  
 
    I pulled back from Max’s mother in a daze, and not because I also remembered some of the things I’d choose to bleach. 
 
    I did as you said. 
 
    The shock made me lose contact with whatever I thought I’d seen. Could Max’s mum be telepathic? 
 
    Max and Doctor Gordon hadn’t mentioned skills like this. Then again, they hadn’t mentioned much of anything, so in theory it could be possible. I looked Samantha in the eyes, but if she had heard what I had she didn’t let on. “Do you need something?” I asked, only to be met with the customary blank look I got from Max’s mum. She could either be a great actress, or nothing had happened. I turned my head towards Max. “Did you hear anything?”  
 
    “No.” He watched me with his confident face.  
 
    Super freaking awesome. Max had said skills were hereditary or engineered. As someone who was now genetically linked to Max, mine should only be based around his. Natalie had said it had something to do with brains or memories. Though if Samantha could do something like what I was experiencing, maybe I’d gotten it from her side of the gene pool. Or I had gone crazy. Unfortunately, that did seem like a definite possibility. My hands started shaking so I let go of Max’s mum and took a step backwards, into Max and the promise of safety. Samantha left, leaving Max and I alone as he had predicted.  
 
    He stared at me. “Anything you’d like to share?” 
 
    Yeah, there really was. I was keeping too much inside me, and I was about to burst. “I hear a voice in my head that I think is your mother, but she’s a failed experiment so it couldn’t be her. I also saw all her blood and guts like I have x-ray vision. Oh, and I have warnings for the future like those fake psychics you mentioned previously.” The words poured out of my in a rush, and from Max’s face I knew this conversation wouldn’t go well. I did know the fake psychics to be real though. Rose had called herself a seer. 
 
    Now he thinks you’re crazy, my inner voice warned, and I shook my head in an attempt to dispel it. I had at least two voices in my head now, and only one had been on the pre-approved senders list. With my luck they’d invite more friends over to play. 
 
    Max grabbed my hand and led me up the stairs, and his body went red before me. Which sucked, because I couldn’t even check out his butt on the way. Just a swirly mess of blood vessels and muscle, which still looked great, I guess, but it wasn’t the same.  
 
    Once we reached his bedroom he let go of my hand, and my usual sight returned as he checked no one else was in the hall, before shutting his door and leaning heavily against it. “Can you repeat what you said downstairs?” 
 
    “Someone is talking in my head, and I have x-ray vision that doesn’t always work.” I mean, I tried it on Keira and nothing happened, but Max taking me upstairs triggered something.  
 
    Max stared pacing in his room. “Talking in your head? That’s a Projector skill. No one in this house does that, Addy. Trust me, I would have seen if my mum did anything, her brain would have lit up. What did they say?” 
 
    “That they did what I asked.” 
 
    Max stopped pacing and dropped to his knees before me. “And what did you ask them to do?” 
 
    I threw my hands up in the air. “Nothing! I have no idea what they were talking about, and you said you didn’t hear anything, so I couldn’t have just picked up on a quiet radio somewhere or something.” Okay, Max didn’t know about this either. It was time to start freaking out. “You swear you didn’t hear anything? And that your mum had her skills removed? Because I thought it was her.” 
 
    Max vehemently shook his head. “She and Gramps went into hiding because an experiment went wrong and she lost all her abilities. New identities, safe houses, the works. Gamils don’t keep their mistakes lying around.” 
 
    A wash of cold slid down my spine. Did he mean what I thought he did? It would explain the hiding, and why they didn’t want anyone to know I’d been converted. Was I a mistake they’d have to get rid of too? 
 
    “Hey,” Max said, coming over and rubbing soothing hands down my arms. “I can see some pretty powerful colour changes going on in that mind of yours, and I promise it’s not required. We’ll keep you hidden.” 
 
    And then naturally, because my new abilities hated me, his concerned face disappeared, and my vision swam with red.  
 
    “Ah, Addy, What are you doing now?” 
 
    Max sounded worried. Not that he’d stopped sounding worried since my outburst downstairs, but he’d levelled it up somehow.  
 
    “I told you, x-ray freaking vision. It decided to work this time. I can see your blood or something.” 
 
    I heard Max take a sharp intake of breath, and when I looked at his chest, I could see his heart pumping faster. Of course I got the worst sort of x-ray vision. The cool kind let you see through clothes, not skin. Then again, the clothes version could easily lead to accidents with Colleen. Or Duke. 
 
    Oh hell, now I’d pictured it. Abort, abort! Through skin would be fine, I consoled myself with a shudder, moving my attention to Max’s arms. From my current vantage they were a scarred up mess, and way less sexy than usual. No doubt those injections Max mentioned freaking hurt. Note to self, don’t let Doctor Gordon near me again with a needle. I hadn’t been given much of a choice in the bathtub, but at least I’d only gotten morphine. That I knew of.  
 
    “New abilities can take a while to settle. It’s common for them to be a little temperamental until you’ve had a chance to practice and cement them in.” 
 
    At least one part of me was performing as expected. It had to happen eventually.   
 
    I placed one hand on Max’s face to see what his brain looked like, and I broke it. My skill, not his face, that would require a national day of mourning. Plus, if I were strong enough to break Max’s face, I’d be more likely to actually take all my textbooks to school each day.  
 
    My magic remained annoyingly inconsistent, like when I’d tried to study Keira. I sat staring into Max’s bright blue eyes, in an entirely platonic, confused sort of way. No desire hinted at in his eyes, no mouth edging closer to kiss me. Those books Natalie lent me were making real life a zedonking letdown. He’d never even made me breakfast or let me wear his shirt and boxer shorts to bed.  
 
    His face changed and I saw Max’s perplexed look. Right, I should be doing something beyond picturing Max in his underwear. And they wondered why depression was so prevalent in society.  
 
    Continuing, I placed my hand on Max’s neck to study his face. Now the magic thingy worked again, because I could see his freaking brain. If I concentrated on any place where I could see increased activity, a small label appeared and when I read it, it told me what Max currently thought. Crap, I could read his mind. I mean, some of this stuff looked like gibberish, related to making his heart pump or whatever, but the rest were post-it notes of whatever he happened to be thinking about. One spot on his brain blazed, fiery with activity. This looked like what I’d seen when his mother hugged me, bright patches inside his head. 
 
    “I’m not crazy,” I breathed on an exhale. Though my head hurt. Whatever I’d done had started to make my brain go fuzzy. 
 
    While still exploring Max, a popup window appeared, identifying the section of brain being used. I didn’t fully understand what that meant. Underneath that a small sub-heading appeared that I did understand. ‘Adeline-Grandfather-same skill being used.’  
 
    It was as if I could see the links between his brain pathways, showing me his thought processes. New thoughts pushed forward, older ones were kind of faded like screen burn in the background. There, but not actively blaring any news. 
 
    I dropped my arm away from Max, though his head stayed out of focus. “I have the same skill as your grandfather?” About time I got some answers out of him, even if he didn’t mean to give them. 
 
    Max swiped the hair off his forehead. Here we freaking go. 
 
    “Adeline, how did you know that?” 
 
    “I don’t know that,” I replied. “You do.”  
 
    Both his hands were on my shoulders in a flash. “You need to tell me exactly what happened. I saw your brain flash amber up at the back like my grandfather’s does when I’m not looking. He’s hiding a skill from me. It looks the same.” 
 
    My eyes adjusted back to real life, though the achy fog didn’t leave my head. “I tried it on Keira, and it didn’t work. Maybe I didn’t do it right, I’m not sure.” I shrugged. “If I have skin contact with someone, I can sometimes see their blood flow with x-ray vision. I’ve been doing it for months, but thought it meant I was going crazy, so any explanation is good. You really did start converting me as soon as we kissed.”  
 
    Max apologized again, doing a pretty poor job of it. Everyone knew true apologies required chocolates and cake. He mustn’t have had to make very many. He did say his last girlfriend dumped him, which made him the dumpee. And led to other problems.  
 
    “Heads up, you may want to check on anyone you’ve made out with in the past.” I changed the subject before he could tell me any particulars—not something I wanted to know. “I could see your mind working, linking everywhere. I found a darker spot than the rest, and it let me read what’s going on. The first part says what part of the brain it is; I didn’t understand that bit. Underneath there is a description of the thought, I guess. It told me you had made a link between your grandfather’s skill and myself. A whole bunch of information kept shooting up, but once I knew what I’d done it didn’t seem right to be creeping through your head without permission.” This added a whole new level to uncovering a secret porn stash. I’d never touch my mother again. 
 
    “And that’s it?” Max said. “How didn’t I notice anything if it’s been happening for months? I mean, I don’t literally see inside minds like that, but I should have noticed some colour changes with your mood at least.” 
 
    As I slouched lower on the bed, I thought back to all the times I’d seen flashes of red and lost my normal vision. The first time had been at lunch, Max sitting at the table. I’d had some with Natalie and my mother, but when I thought about it…. “You weren’t looking at my head when it happened. Until the other day in the hallway, you either weren’t there or something else distracted you. Or you noticed me being scared afterwards, but never saw why.” 
 
    Max jumped to his feet and pulled me into his chest before wrapping his arms around me, careful to avoid touching bare skin. The smell of cinnamon and fabric softener overwhelmed my nose: a surprisingly good combination. “I’ve seen you scared a few times. This was why?” 
 
    “I can’t remember being scared of anything else recently. Except needles and the whole kidnapped and drugged while my body caught on fire thing.” That fear had been genuine. I managed a small smile. At least I never had to do that again. 
 
    Max’s arms tightened around me. “And you didn’t bother to tell anyone?” 
 
    I did tell Natalie. I’d told her about the voice too, but I’d kept all that from Max. “If you don’t find me repulsive enough on my own, the combination of my family and mental instability seemed enough to push you away.” My chest burned—that had been a little more truth than I’d been aiming for. 
 
    He planted a feather light kiss in my hair. “Adeline, I’m not going anywhere, even if you are mental. You mean too much to me.” 
 
    I shook my head and squeezed my eyes closed as my throat began to swell. “You already have gone. You let Doctor Gordon dictate when you see me. And when I start talking to the kettle and dressing entirely in yellow feathers, you’re going to change your mind about the other remaining sessions you allow me to visit.” 
 
    Max let out a huff of breath into my hair as he squeezed me a little closer. “I told you, Addy. Doctor Gordon is strict on two things: punishment, and punctuality. I wasn’t allowed to convert anyone, so I’m being punished. We broke a surplus of rules to save you.” 
 
    My heart rate quickened. That did explain a lot, but it didn’t make me feel better. I’d been off sulking, and Max was here…. what? Being grounded? Or something more? I put my hand on his arm and willed my normal vision to fade, allowing me to see inside Max’s arms, but he didn’t look beat up like Natalie had. His biceps were a minefield of scar tissue though.  
 
    I rubbed his arm to make it feel better. I mean, not like I had an ulterior motive of direct skin contact or anything. Who would think that?  
 
    My vision began to cloud again. No. I told myself. Not now. Amazingly, I was finally figuring out how to turn it off and go back to being me again. Well, me with droopy eyelids and a sleepy brain anyway. Max must be right, it was just a practice thing. 
 
    “What are you doing now?” Max said with a defeated groan. 
 
    “Umm, nothing that I am aware of.” Looking down, I noticed the cause of the query. “Oh, it’s okay, I can touch you. I turned it off.” 
 
    I thought he’d be a little more excited by the prospect of me touching him, but instead Max’s face went red with fury while his fists clenched, and he looked like he was about to burst a blood vessel. I could check that now. He might be good with brain stuff, but I doubted anyone would be okay with an aneurism. “Am I actually mental?” I asked. “You look mad. Actually, you look livid.” Maybe I should have gone to Natalie with this one. 
 
    Max jumped to his feet and began pacing and stamping as I had been earlier. “It’s too much. Too damn much. You can see which part of the brain I’m using. Like that.” He clicked his fingers to emphasize his point. “Do you know how frustrating that is? I spent years, Addy. Years! And you waltz along and get all the answers in days with no effort! Oh, and get this. Once you turn it off, I can’t see a thing! Your mind is completely colorless. Do you know how long I’ve been trying to learn how to block my own signals? At best I can manage misdirection. No one can turn it off, that isn’t a thing. You shouldn’t even exist, and now you can do things that are unheard of. You’re obviously powerful. If either family finds out about this, we are all in trouble.” He let out a huge breath, and his cheeks slowly faded from red to pink.  
 
    I’d never heard him speak so much. “Are you finished?” I laughed. Bad timing, I know, but I couldn’t help it. I’d thought the origins of my knowledge couldn’t have been any more obvious. “If you’d given me some more information, I could have told you about this earlier. I’ve been doing some of this stuff for weeks. And yes, I am well aware, Mr Smarty Pants, that you have had to study for a very long time. When you converted me, I inherited all of your knowledge. The only reason I know is because you did first, right? So thank you for being a good boy and studying hard.”  
 
    Max stayed silent. He’d well and truly put his confident face on for me. 
 
    “It’s not like I’ve had any choice in the matter. It’s your genetic crap in me, you should be thankful I’m using it well, doing your name proud. Are you going to tell me why this is bugging you so much?” 
 
    “Why don’t you use your special powers and figure it out for yourself?” Max said in his steely voice. 
 
    “I told you, I don’t want to dig through there without telling you. It’s private. Does this count as your permission?” 
 
    Max sighed in defeat. “Yes, you have my permission. You’re right, it’s not something you should just do to anyone.” He closed his eyes and let me do my work. 
 
    I stopped blocking the signals, and could once again see into Max’s mind. It felt like wading through brain mud to get myself to concentrate though. I’d never been so tired my life, even when Keira had been teething.  
 
    He’s bitter, yep knew that. Not a major issue though. As I dug through Max’s thoughts, I could see my name crop up quite a lot. He thinks about me as much as I do him. If I were more awake, I’d find a way to do a discreet happy dance.  
 
    I scanned for anything relevant, but freaking crap popped up everywhere. It looked like those websites where a map shows you where all current orders are coming in from globally, but over a brain. Was this part of how I worked, or just how my mind decided would be easiest to make sense of the information? Because I have to admit, I’d rather it be in a song and dance number. 
 
    The note I wanted came up in bold size 96 font with a dozen exclamation marks, every third line of Max’s thoughts. So, Max blamed himself for the danger I could be in. Or more scarily, every few seconds it flicked to say I would die a horrible painful death because he wouldn’t be able to protect me like he should. There were some other interesting titbits in his head too. I finally understood what his grandfather had told him on my conversion day. Insula or striatum: love or lust. Max had kept me in the striatum part of his mind: lust. To save me, he’d had to make the move to something more permanent. I was in his insula now. Holy crap, he really did love me. Though he felt guilty he’d decided to love me, and now I’d been saddled with freaky abilities. “You’re sulking because you think the Borgens are after me?” 
 
    “It’s not just the Borgens. The Gamils will be after you too.” 
 
    “Can you run it past me again why the Gamils would be after me? I thought that’s what we were. Wait, no, we’re the bad guys.” Maybe he’d admit it if he got upset enough. And I was so tired. I couldn’t remember. 
 
    “There are no good or bad guys in this war. Only hate. In the Gamil world, not fighting for the cause is synonymous with fighting against it.” 
 
    “So if I don’t hide?” 
 
    “Then you fight, and I won’t let you do that.” He looked me in the eyes, as if he were daring me to defy his wishes.  
 
    Too sleepy for that. My eyes drifted closed and I let out another yawn. “Your grandfather is going to punish you again now, isn’t he?” It had been something else I’d glimpsed while I’d been in his head. At least it mostly involved exercising; no wonder Max was so fit. 
 
    “I told you, I won’t be mentioning what you can do,” he assured me. “But speaking of Gramps, he did leave you homework.” Max at least had the gall to look sheepish.  
 
    Rolling over, I muffled the sounds of my groan of complaint into his pillow. I had enough schoolwork without adding more to it, and all I wanted to do was nap.  
 
    With a great amount of effort on my part, I rolled off the bed and got myself back standing, only swaying a little. Freaking homework. I’d suck it up, though. Getting useful info about Gamils was harder than trying to get Keira to put on shoes and socks within a ten minute timeframe. Sure, Doctor Gordon tried to play nice by allowing me excuses to come over, but seriously? Max was a grown ass guy and could make his own decisions who to hang out with. I didn’t buy that crap about keeping Max safe by staying away. Keeping Max safe entailed buying condoms and leaving safe planning pamphlets lying around. Or finding a way to make him not smell like cake, because no one could resist trying to taste that. It was a miracle I’d managed to refrain from licking him for so long. 
 
    Doctor Gordon appeared to believe it, however, so I couldn’t begrudge him. I could hate his decisions though. What did he think I’d do—give him a detailed analysis of his blood flow? Woah, I could see why they needed to be scared of me. Zedonking deadly, that was me. 
 
    I opened the door to the study and froze. There was a mountain of papers on what had previously been a clean desk. “He’s nuts. Doctor Gordon expects me to read all of this? What is it?” I said, holding up a yellowed piece of paper covered in names. 
 
    “Welcome to genealogy of a Gamil 101. This is our family tree—well, the parts of it we know anyway. There will be a test afterwards.” I hoped he was joking.  
 
    Are you enjoying yourself? 
 
    Fan-freaking-tastic. The damn voice had come back. Okay, I had to keep busy. If it had been Max’s mother—or even if it wasn’t—she’d get bored once it became clear I couldn’t exactly reply, then maybe she’d leave me alone. 
 
    Checking over the mounds of papers, I scanned the first page. The thing was upside-down. Wait, nope, the Gamil families got smaller instead of branching out. All those couples having a single child, who linked with another and had one more. If they hadn’t converted others I’m pretty sure they would have had died out by now, like Doctor Gordon has said would be best. Not that this showed far enough back; the dates were current. I wanted an older one, the beginning of this mess.  
 
    I ditched that sheet and found another. It had been marked ‘The Birth of The Gamil Race,’ so unless someone had a worse sense of humor than Doctor Gordon, I had the right sheet. 
 
    There were so many names, linked in every possible direction to one another. I sighed and tried to make some sense of it.  
 
    Katherine Karument. Her I knew. Mother of Genetic Alterations according to Doctor Gordon’s introduction speech. Like the chart on the wall, her husband’s name wasn’t listed on the sheet anywhere, so she must have possessed a magical vagina. The woman had twelve kids. Forget magic, it’d obviously been cursed. The only thing worse than pushing a watermelon out your vajayjay: pushing out a dozen watermelons.  
 
    Damn, the days before birth control. Colleen would have hit double figures by now too. At least she’d been numbed out by an epidural when she had Keira. It was still messed her up though. I mean, she could have looked like that beforehand, but I didn’t have a vagina dossier for comparison. Thank god. 
 
    No—the miracle of birth was a lie. Why would people film it? I never wanted to see anything like it again in my life, watching Keira being born was both the best and worst moment of my life. That day I learned that cake would not fix everything, because I’d still seen things that couldn’t be unseen, and cake mostly worked at enlarging things from their natural state, not shrinking them back down below the realm of cavernous. Honestly, she’d probably started keeping her purse and keys in there afterwards. It’s not like they made Lycra bodysuits with pockets. Nature’s way of helping you from forgetting everything when you had a baby, because it’s not like you’re ever going to sleep again. By the time I wanted kids they’d better have implemented a pouch system. Not that there’d be twelve; I wasn’t as crazy as Katherine and her tribe. Crap, I should be working.  
 
    Turning my attention back to the sheet, I received a shock when I read the names of her children.  
 
    The eldest was Rose. Then came Rachel, and Yulita. 
 
    Those were the names I had been given to pass on to the leader of the Milargons. No actually, Rose said they weren’t all Milargons. Were they Katherine’s family? I must have been staring transfixed for a while, because Max gently touched my arm. 
 
    “You alright?” 
 
    Better now that I’d stopped thinking of things coming out of Colleen’s genitals. Or going in. “What’s a Milargon?” I asked him, since Natalie hadn’t found anything out.  
 
    Max froze, his fake face reappearing in an instant. “Adeline, where did you hear that name?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I want to know what it is.” 
 
    Max shook his head. “Most Gamils will live their life never hearing that name, and very few ever see them.” 
 
    Well, I guess I wouldn’t use ‘lucky’ as one of my descriptors. I’d gotten to see Colleen’s legs stretched wide enough to pass a basketball through and I’d seen a Milargon, all in the same lifetime. And Natalie wondered how I got so weird. “I met one, but I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    Max’s bones seemed to liquify as he slouched into the desk. “You met a failed genetic experiment? When? And more specifically, how? They’re not supposed to be off wandering about.” 
 
    A failed experiment? I guess that explained her appearance, and why she could teleport. She had some abilities, but her body hadn’t come through the conversion or whatever.  
 
    Rose said they only appeared to their own kind, so there must be something more specific than ‘Gamil’ tying them together. Maybe it had something to do with the Gordon line? Though remembering the chart, I hadn’t seen anyone called Rose on there. Though I had noticed the names in my message from the cave women all had the same names as Katherine’s children, but that didn’t make me one of them. Or at least I hoped not. Natalie might love me, but asking her to tailor all my clothes to fit a person with one leg and four arms would be stretching the relationship. Sweet zebrony, some poor woman had had to birth Rose and her double set of shoulders.  
 
    I flicked to the next sheet of my assignment, wondering if Max ever saw any of the people on there. His father had two brothers by the looks of this. Younger, judging by the order of their names, though no dates of birth were recorded. They were such a close-knit family, I thought sarcastically. Even I knew when Colleen had been born. Like the real date, not the year she told everyone. Dammit, now I was thinking of grandma vagina birthing her. There were some places I wished my mind never went. I needed a child lock installed.  
 
    I cringed and squeezed my legs together. Maybe I could staple them shut in case Max tempted me again with his cinnamony awesomeness and sculpted abs. Yeah, a staple wouldn’t work. I’d need to be permanently sewed into a mermaid suit. It would make running hard, but the whole tail thing negated a lot of other problems, like finding where Keira had moved my shoes and making up excuses for why I hadn’t finished my maths homework. Turning up half fish should cover it. Max did say he wanted a pet cat. I could help him achieve that dream by luring them here from all over the neighborhood. Cats as my nine children. I could even give them all the same names. Rose, Rachel, Yulita, Simon, Petra—Wait, why could I remember all these names? Nine kids, and I could see them all in my mind and recite them at will. My mind flicked over all the pages I had viewed. I could see them all in my mind, photocopies of the original. Had I developed a photographic memory? Max definitely didn’t do that, he would have said something. Well, he might have.  
 
    Max stood at my side already aware something had happened. “What’s wrong, what did you see?” 
 
    I took a few steps back from the pile. I was right, everything I’d just looked at I could recall with perfect clarity. “Thomas Keley, 1897-1934. Mid left.” 
 
    I got a blank look in return. Don’t get me wrong, Max still looked confident as always, but nothing else went on in those sexy eyes of his. I’d stare into them a little longer if this wasn’t so important. 
 
    “Look at the papers. Second from the top.” 
 
    Max unfolded the family tree I had selected at random to demonstrate with. “So, what is he, your great grandfather or something? Distant uncle?” he asked. 
 
    “Ask me anything on that paper. Literally anything.” I frigging knew where the watermarks were too. 
 
    “Okay, can you name the only child of Carter and Melissa Bovine?” 
 
    “Samantha Bovine, married Felix Church in 1864. Deceased 1867.” Max raised his eyebrow and watched me. Damn it, crisis mode. We didn’t have time for him to be showing off. It had been all too easy. “Why do I have a photographic memory all of a sudden? Am I supposed to?” 
 
    “No,” Max answered, flicking his hair. “You were converted, you should only have one or two abilities. Not three. Are you sure you do? I mean, are you sure it’s new? Don’t get me wrong—it’s great, but I had hoped you wouldn’t because of what that might mean.” 
 
    Yep, I imagined genealogy charts for the sake of it. There was now a Gamil family tree stuck in my head. I might need that storage space later for something useful. Like the cake alphabet I’d been working on. Angel, black forest, chocolate mud, devil’s, éclair, fruitcake, German chocolate… Dammit, I’d gone and forgotten ‘h’. I better not have lost any of the important dead people who could be on my history test either. I chewed my nails as I thought about what this meant. Max was worried I was too powerful before and that I’d be targeted. And now I could do this as well. 
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    The last weekend of school holidays arrived with an overcast sky, storm clouds milling on the horizon. A few scattered rays of golden sunlight peeked through, reaching the ground like long spindly fingers of hope. I mean, the last time I’d seen Max had rocked. There’d been napping, he didn’t flinch away from touching me, and I got a new favorite shirt that may or may not now be filthy and I refused to wash it. I also demanded a pillow for the car when he drove me home, and conveniently hung onto it. Max’s pillow now sat on my bed, and it was much better than the junky one Colleen had given me. Plus it had some of his hairs stuck to it, so I now had a possibility of cloning him with Natalie’s help. I had all the good things without the cake.  
 
    Max would be coming to collect me today so we could hang out, with permission from Doctor Gordon of course. Was it wrong of me to hope that his grandfather keeled over soon? At least if he did Max would have an excuse to use a shovel. Double win.  
 
    I waited out front on the footpath for him, enjoying the sun while it lasted. The absurd length of the grass made it impossible to wait in the yard, so I leant against the fence. Actually, I mostly propped it up with my body in case of a strong breeze. The council mowed the curbside, so here it looked like a regular lawn instead of the land that time forgot.  
 
    I dropped my head down to the ground when a man started walking towards me, too embarrassed to let him know I lived here. Unfortunately, he stopped on the footpath when he reached me. His polished black shoes pointed towards me, and eventually I lifted my gaze.  
 
    He scowled, eyes enhanced by bushy blond eyebrows that extended like a fat caterpillar crawling from one side of his head to the other, devouring his forehead. We tended to get notes from irate neighbours regularly, seeing as the state of our house drove property prices on the street down. But no one had popped around with cake or cookies to welcome us when we moved in, so we owed them nothing. I’d learnt it was best not to engage. 
 
    He began to advance slowly towards me with his grumpy caterpillar face. “You’re different,” he said. “I haven’t seen you around.”  
 
    My heart froze in my chest. Max needed to update his info, because no one should be able to tell what I was. He said I was safe. From the scowling man pointed in my direction, I didn’t believe him. 
 
    The fence stood behind me, so I couldn’t back up. My hands scrambled for a weapon, but there was nothing here. I should have taken Doctor Gordon’s warning more seriously. 
 
     He went to grab me, and I ducked to the side, my heart now thundering in my chest and breath coming out in hard pants. With no time to come up with a better plan, I shot out an uppercut to his jaw and pelted towards my front door. I had to reach it before he did, and I’d be safe. Relatively. Inside contained a lot of fleshy spandex.  
 
    I’d barely made it three steps before he’d recovered from my punch and moved in front of me like a brick wall. Damn! I know I’d been told some Gamils were bred for speed and all, but that went beyond insane. I hadn’t even seen him move.  
 
    I tried to squeeze myself past him into the yard, but he moved too fast. In an instant he had me by the arm.  
 
    My heart began to race as the seriousness of the situation began to sink in. This was bad.  
 
    He went red and suddenly I could see in his mind. It became very clear what he wanted to do with me, and none of it involved bringing me my long overdue cake and cookies. Worst neighbor ever. Plus, you know, the kidnapping I could read he had planned in his mind didn’t exactly look pleasant, but he was planning on taking me to his boss to carry it all out. 
 
    “Hey! What’s going on?” Duke had come around the side of the house brandishing a rusty rake, his fingers clenched around the pole, his voice hard.  
 
    I squirmed and tried to twist my wrist free, but my attacker hardened his grip, nails digging into my skin. They felt like they were made of sharpened steel. 
 
    Duke came forward, aiming the prongs of the metal rake at the man’s neck.  
 
    He still held on.  
 
    Footsteps to my right alerted me to the fact someone else had arrived. I looked quickly to the side to see my gigantic neighbor brandishing hedge clippers, which didn’t help settle my racing heart. We were apparently having a garden tools convention.  
 
    The man spat as he dropped my wrist, and offering a fierce scowl, turned and ran off. He didn’t go as fast now others were watching, but no one followed. I shook as I sank against the fence, rubbing my wrist. It bled slow rivulets of red where his fingernails had pierced my flesh. “Thanks,” I told my saviors in a shaky voice, still not sure of what had just happened.  
 
    The neighbor, who still reminded me of Natalie’s father, gave a slight bow, and left to trim his already immaculate hedge. Duke rushed to my side. 
 
    “Adeline, you okay?” 
 
    I nodded, finding it mostly true. I took a deep breath and straightened myself back up so that the fence no longer had to take any of my weight. Who knew how much it could take before it fell. “Where’d you find a freaking rake?” No way it’d ever been used here before.  
 
    “I’m just glad I did. Are you okay?” 
 
    Not really, but there wasn’t much Duke could do about it. I needed to talk to Max and figure out how that had happened. Because I never wanted it to again.  
 
    “Come on, you can wait inside from now on, or I’ll drive you.” He put his arm around me and dragged me inside, the strength of his body bolstering mine. He locked the front door tight once we were in and grabbed a baseball bat that he refused to let out of his possession as he sat vigil by the front window while waiting for Max to arrive. Which did make me feel a little better. At least if the scowly guy came back he wouldn’t simply be walking off again. 
 
    Huh. I actually liked Duke. I’d have to make him a cake. He looked like he appreciated cake. And cake went with pizza, right? I snorted at my doubts. Cake went with freaking everything.  
 
      
 
    By the time Max pulled up I’d miraculously gotten ready again. The shakes had finally died down, so I’d cleaned up my arm and changed into a long sleeved shirt.  
 
    Max stood at the front door by the time I’d gotten my things together and headed downstairs. He didn’t grab my hand as usual, but leant in and pecked me on the cheek instead. I gave a tight smile in response, still trying to forget my horrible morning. Or at least firmly squash it into the back recesses of my mind. I mean, it could have been fully forgotten if he’d chosen to bring chocolate, but apparently he didn’t actually read minds. We’d have to work on that. 
 
    Once we were driving, I noticed something new. The muscles in his neck seemed tense, and his usual smile didn’t have the carefree attitude it usually did. I hadn’t told him what happened, so that wasn’t the problem. I saw him trying to watch me out the corner of his eye, and raised my eyebrows to let him know I’d caught him out.  
 
    He pulled his mouth into the approximation of a smile. “I should have known you’d notice, even without me touching you.” 
 
    “Are you going to fill me in?” 
 
    “I had to work up the nerve. I’m not sure how you’re going to react.” 
 
    I groaned. “If Doctor Gordon thinks I’m doing anything extracurricular again today he’s insane. I’m still wiped out from yesterday.” Whatever I’d done with my new abilities had seriously exhausted me. I’d wound up asleep in bed before Keira and slept the whole night through. “I know I have mad awesome skills and all, but today is a pupil free day.” Though I did need to learn to block myself at all times. A random stranger walking past had seen something in me that had caused him to attack. How else could he have known? It wasn’t safe to be me anymore.  
 
    “We have a meeting.” 
 
    That got my attention. “With who?” 
 
    “It’s Doctor Gordon. I told him that you asked about the Milargon. He wants to speak with us both, and he’s doing his suspenders twisting bit. I’m taking care of you now, but gramps is a little harder to protect you from.” Max paused for a moment. “I know it lights up your limbic system, but for today try and limit how you express your distaste at talking to him.” 
 
    I had told Max I knew how to look after myself. Calling people weird hybrid animal names was pretty much how I did it. The bruises on my wrist proved that wasn’t enough anymore though, and someone had found me. I did need Doctor Gordon’s help. 
 
    “You’re embarrassed again, you’re yellow.” 
 
    “Yellow is the colour of my shame. I felt guilty this time.” I hadn’t exactly been pleasant last time I’d talked to Doctor Gordon, and now I needed to ask for help. “No wonder I hate yellow. It’s canary too, isn’t it?” 
 
    Max nodded. 
 
    Figures. Freaking yellow. 
 
    “Why would you hate yellow? It’s the colour of sunshine, and sunflowers and daffodils.” Max smiled at me, but it did nothing the ease the tension that had begun to grow.  
 
    Yellow. I had to tell him. He knew I had a messed up childhood, so he’d have to have guessed there’d be more to it than that. 
 
    “My mother started it, but it was Keira’s dad that pushed me over the edge. I actually kind of liked him.” That had been bad in itself. “I’d been disappointed so many times in the past when I’d get a little closer to one of my mother’s boyfriends, only for them to pack up and leave soon thereafter.” 
 
    Max interrupted. “So you pushed people away to keep from getting attached. That’s not so farfetched.” 
 
    “No,” I said sadly. “The last time I saw Cameron, Keira’s dad, he acted different. He wore a stupid sunshine yellow shirt. You know, the colour they slather the walls of psyche wards in to give off happy vibes?” 
 
    I waited while he pictured it.  
 
    Max’s fingers cracked as he gripped the steering wheel harder than before. “Something happened, didn’t it?”  
 
    I wish it hadn’t. I gulped over the boulder that had perched itself in my throat. “While Colleen was out, he kept trying to touch me. Nowhere bad, but my hair or my shoulder or leg. I was twelve, and it scared the hell out of me.” Looking back, he’d shown signs of drug use. Which was probably the only way to enjoy my mother’s company. Either way, I shouldn’t have been left alone with him. 
 
    Max’s knuckles had turned white on the steering wheel, and he seemed to be having trouble keeping his concerned eyes off me and on the road. I saw him start to speak, but cut him off. 
 
    “But wait, there’s more…” I added infomercial style. “I told my mother about it afterwards, and she didn’t believe me. She seemed to think any man who had a woman like her would never go looking elsewhere.” They all went looking elsewhere eventually. I shrugged, playing off like it hadn’t been a big deal that had torn my tiny heart out and stomped on it a few times for good measure. “Trying to hide didn’t seem enough anymore, so I started trying to actively push people away.” My heart beat so erratically I thought I’d need a jump start. I’d only told Natalie before, and not all in one sitting.  
 
    Max stopped the car so he could grab my hand and looked me in the eyes. “Addy, that’s messed up.” Then he undid our seatbelts and hauled me over the center console so he could engulf me in a hug. It didn’t fill the gapping whole of hurt I’d just reopened in my chest, but it definitely helped.  
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said with an eye-roll, trying to lighten the mood. I’d totally been there. It was in the past, and now Max knew, it could stay there. “Colleen found out she was pregnant the next day. When pushing her down the stairs didn’t cause a miscarriage, he disappeared. Never saw him again.” 
 
    The arms around me tightened to the point it became difficult to breathe. Max kissed the top of my head. “Never again, Addy. Do you understand? Never again. You’re not alone now.” He loosened his grip a little leant into me, his head resting in my hair. The thunder of the pulse in his neck against my ear soothed me as it gradually slowed, bringing me back down with it.  
 
    Nothing had really happened, but I never found it easier to think about, let alone say out loud. Max might do things that gave me conflicting messages, but this right here? This showed he cared. No one reacted like that unless they felt something.  
 
    Max looked like he wanted to say more on the subject, but we didn’t have time. He let me go and I reluctantly slid back into my seat. Five minutes later, we were there.  
 
    Doctor Gordon waited for us on the porch. He managed to make tweed look fierce. Max had been right, I’d pissed him off. 
 
    “Miss Adeline, Max. You will accompany me to the laboratory.” He sounded stern, his gold-rimmed glasses flicking light off at odd angles. His vowels were strongly rounded, which Max had said meant he’d be extra cantankerous. Once he explained the meaning, I agreed.  
 
    We were frog marched to the pumpkin flesh colored laboratory. Doctor Gordon stood us in front of his desk and sat stiffly behind. “I hear you’ve been asking questions about issues you should have no knowledge of. My grandson professes not to have divulged confidential material to you, which despite the outward signs, I refuse to believe. To counter this problem, if you have any further questions, they will now come direct to me. Understood?” 
 
    I shrugged. Doctor Gordon couldn’t be any worse than what I’d dealt with before. “Fine, but you might want to get comfortable. What was Katherine’s husband’s name?” It didn’t make sense that only one creator of my new breed had been remembered through history, and it had been bugging me since the first time I’d seen the chart in his office. I needed to know magical vaginas were not actually a thing. 
 
    His grandfather pretended to cough, barely mimicking the sound. I snuck a sideways glance at Max. He concentrated. Hard. Doctor Gordon had been taken aback by my question for unknown reasons. Was it meant to be a secret?  
 
    “No one bothered to record his name.” 
 
    “Why? Are Gamils matriarchal and it wasn’t seen as relevant?” 
 
    Doctor Gordon coughed into his hand. “Well, no. Actually, they’re quite the opposite.” 
 
    Fan-freaking-tastic. This whole Gamil business just kept getting better. “Okay, well why are Katherine’s children important? They all died, and there were no listed descendants, so all direct lines are from others they converted.” 
 
    “Katherine’s family were as important as any other,” Doctor Gordon replied quickly, his brow creased as anger permeated his voice and his suspenders were violently twisted in his fists. His accent was strong when he added, “These can’t be your most pressing concerns.” 
 
    But why didn’t he think it was important? An entire race of genetically engineered people, and they only remembered one of the people responsible? And what about what I’d been told in the caves to tell their leader… Rose, Rachel and Yulita were waiting for them. The names matching Katherine’s children couldn’t be pure coincidence. “What can you tell me about the Milargons? And what a Margentil is, too. You said that’s what Samantha is.” 
 
    Doctor Gordon’s brow creased a little as he placed his glasses back on the bridge of his nose. “I shouldn’t have mentioned that. Both are varieties of Filargei. I’m a scientist, Adeline. We do experiments, trying to alter stronger, more powerful individuals. It doesn’t always work. Filargei are what we call our failed experiments, or failed conversions at times. Margentils, like Max’s mother, are mentally restrained. Something in the process caused her cognitive functions to disable.” 
 
    “So, it’s a Quire due to experimentation,” I said, recalling a prior conversation I’d had with Max. 
 
    Doctor Gordon glared at his grandson. “Usually, no. A Quire is a Gamil who doesn’t present any abilities. Margentil are disadvantaged mentally.” 
 
    That seemed a pretty harsh thing to say about Max’s mother while he stood present and listening, and I knew it to be completely false. I couldn’t wait for the perfect opportunity to throw that one in his face. “So Milargons are physical then. All the abilities, but with physical deformities.” 
 
    “Miss Adeline, I believe you are possessing some undisclosed skills.” 
 
    “Not the ones you’re thinking of,” I said. “Now, I am really going to annoy you.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that is possible. Nothing you reveal could be worse than your unexpected knowledge regarding Milargons.” 
 
    Could I prove that wrong. “I need to know about 734.” 
 
    Max looked at me with a mere puzzled expression, while his grandfather looked about to erupt with anger. “Might want to breathe, I’ve heard it makes it easier to talk.” 
 
    Doctor Gordon’s face grew purpler by the minute as he sat, hands clasped around an old fountain pen he’d picked off the desk.  
 
    “Well, you are the doctor,” I responded.  
 
    Max regarded the two of us with concern. “Adeline, what did you ask him?” 
 
    “I asked him about Rose, Katherine’s oldest daughter. She’s a Milargon, and I’m pretty sure she’s one of his old experiments.”  
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    Doctor Gordon finally spoke. “The Filargei are failures. That’s why they’re destroyed. I saved Samantha, but I couldn’t save them all!”  
 
    I’d broken him. 
 
    “Addy,” Max said in a low voice. “This isn’t a good topic. The rules are clear. Filargei are dangerous and can harm the gene pool. They’re destroyed. Occasionally they let a few stay and serve in the headquarters, but usually only the women. What we are, it’s too easily spread by males. Doctor Gordon had no choice.” 
 
    Then I understood; Doctor Gordon wasn’t actually angry. He was upset. Bathing in guilt remembering his past failures. “She is 734,” I whispered. “How many failed conversions came before her?” 
 
    “734 is the experiment number, not the conversion number,” Doctor Gordon snapped. “Most of my experiments involved tissue samples. Bu there were human conversions attempted too, and unfortunately they were not all successful. I’ve never been happy about that either. I did what I could, I hid Samantha and I left. Some of my others—Rose—were destroyed.” Doctor Gordon looked genuinely wracked by guilt.  
 
    Max did say that his grandfather had been some big scientist in the Gamil world, then had gone into hiding. He obviously wasn’t a monster, or he would have kept his prestige and renown and let Samantha be killed. The fact that he didn’t… well, it said something. And I could help a little with his misery.  
 
    “She isn’t dead,” I told him. “I mean, she has some timing issues, and most likely cheats at table tennis, but she’s fine.” Well, fine-ish.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Adeline, I wish to believe too. But alas, I knew their fate. And I stayed for years, continuing the family’s work. You were never meant to be converted. I vowed never to do human trials again.” 
 
    “Does 91178.2b mean anything to you?” Maybe Doctor Gordon knew where I fit into this. And as far as he knew, I could have found the number rifling through the drawers in his office. He had left me in there to study, so I could have found any number of things.  
 
    “91178 is another of my experiments, but the extras don’t mean anything. I never had any decimals, fractions, or alphabetized indexing. Is there anything else you care to shock me with today?” 
 
    Max gave me a look that said my answer should be ‘no.’ 
 
    “Is there any chance I’ll develop an awesome skill, like turning invisible, teleporting, travelling in time, flying… you know, cool stuff?” 
 
    Doctor Gordon chuckled. “You’ve misidentified us as superheroes, Miss Adeline. If you were from a different line, I would expect you to run faster and hit harder. As you are a Gordon, you will do neither of those things.” 
 
    “You guys suck,” I pouted, heading for the stairs. Hooray, I got through the exchange without any permanent damage, which was far better than some of my interactions with Doctor Gordon. Conversation over, now Max and I could spend some unsupervised time together. 
 
    I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy. 
 
    “A moment, Max,” Doctor Gordon called, leaving me to make the journey alone. Doctor Gordon seemed okay with me, but I didn’t trust him enough to believe he wasn’t giving Max an entirely different message whenever we weren’t together. I had a feeling one of those messages took place right now. I had behaved for Max’s benefit, so he shouldn’t find himself in too much trouble. I hoped. 
 
      
 
    Max came back upstairs a few minutes later. He looked more resolute than he had been earlier, but shook himself off and stood taller, before noticing me watching on. “Why did you ask the husband’s name?” His eyes burned into mine. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Mostly because of nerves, and I knew it wouldn’t be the question he expected.” It wouldn’t be answered though, that much was clear. Nobody bothered to remember Katherine’s husband, or the reason why they were all trying to destroy one another. 
 
    “I think it actually is important. I know he said he didn’t know, but you caught Gramps unawares. Addy, he lied,” Max said excitedly. “He didn’t have time to hide it from me because you surprised him. Remember how I said I saw something in you similar to what he does sometimes? It’s definitely there, and he doesn’t want me to see. You’re a genius!”  
 
    “Woah, easy on the heavy-handed compliments. If you’re not careful, you might undo all my mother’s years of hard work and turn me into a well-adjusted individual.” Natalie would be proud.  
 
    “One other thing. Doctor Gordon didn’t seem to notice, so I didn’t bring it up. How’d you hear about Katherine?” 
 
    “You mean besides those piles of family trees? Easy: Doctor Gordon. He didn’t actually tell me, but it doesn’t mean he never said it.” 
 
    Max studied me, I guess trying to read the dominant sections of my mind with his colour chart thingy ability. I should get him to clear up how that worked. “That doesn’t make sense, but you look like it’s true.” 
 
    In my mind, it was. “I read a transcript of a speech he gave. Not very exciting, I know.” 
 
    “Actually, that kind of is.” He speech slowed and he looked a little pensive. “There isn’t a hard record of any of my family outside of Gamil research notes. Doctor Gordon makes sure of that.” Max seemed sure in his grandfather. 
 
    “Not true. I told you before about Topernell’s.” 
 
    “That’s different, it was recent. We had to leave it as we weren’t moving on yet.” 
 
    I decided not to ruin his parade. There were tons of things I knew about Max that he had no clue of. I had print outs of most of it. He’d always been Max. Max, Doctor Gordon, and Samantha when searched together had yielded a few other titbits.  
 
    “You’re hiding something,” Max said. 
 
    “I told you, Natalie already found things about you from before. You choose not to believe me, so I figure it isn’t worth it. You aren’t hidden as well as you believe you are.” 
 
    “Well, I hope for both our sakes that you’re wrong. Because if you’re not, they will come for us.” 
 
      
 
    Max took me home after that. After the hullabaloo I had caused back at his house, we both were content for a quiet car trip. He leant in for a kiss once we stopped. While not the usual passionate encounter he usually delivered, it was sweet and fulfilling for my part. It appeared the sentiment didn’t go both ways. Max looked to be in pain as he pulled back turned the volume on the radio down. 
 
    “Addy, I’m going to be gone for a week,” Max said, refusing to look at me. “Gramps planned something, something that might help us hide you.” 
 
    “You’re missing the first week of term? You’re going to have so much to catch up on.” Being the last term of year twelve, we were given constant homework, assignments, and exams.  
 
    I squeezed Max’s hand and raced into his mind. My grip changed to a punishing crush when I saw what went on in there. “Doctor Gordon said you couldn’t see me for two months because of Osakuri. What are you going to do after the first week, Max?” I didn’t release my grip. I didn’t even know what Osakuri meant, but if it caused a two month separation it couldn’t be good. Max hadn’t been thinking the specifics, he already knew them. Some type of Gamil law. 
 
    “I was hoping you didn’t do that,” Max said with defeat. “I don’t have a choice. I can leave you alone, or we move. I figured I could come up with something in the meantime. You pissed him off. Now he thinks you know too much and you’re a liability. Osakuri is Gamil law. We’ve broken some important parts of it.”  
 
    He said ‘some,’ but his head said ‘lots.’ It also seemed accidental conversions were a big no no. After being ripped in half in his bathtub, I could support that rule. Thomas wanted me hidden to keep Max safe. Which made sense, but what about keeping me safe?  
 
    “You don’t have to do what he says. You’re a big boy. If you guys had told me everything, it wouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Look, I can’t see you for a little while. You won’t be safe if I do.” 
 
    My guts felt like they’d been punched. “You know what, I’m done. You can keep your grandfather. Have fun growing old together in another eighty years when he lets you.” I ripped off my seatbelt. Tears were building behind my eyes as my throat swelled, but no chance in hell he’d ever get to see them. 
 
    “But—you said you loved me,” Max said, his confident face painted on like cement render. 
 
    “If you don’t love me back this isn’t worth it.” I was strong enough, I could do it. Just walk away. No more Max.  
 
    His face crumpled a little. “I do, which is why I have to go. It’s the only way I can keep you safe, Adeline.”  
 
    I wished he could talk to me in his usual voice instead of always hiding. Violently, I yanked the sleeve of my long shirt up and held my bruised wrist up for Max to see. “Leaving does not help me at all. Unless you plan on camping out on my front porch and protecting me personally from every weirdo that chooses to drop by, you’re going to have to give me something. I need to know how to keep these guys off.” 
 
    Max looked like he might actually be considering my first suggestion as he studied me. He’d be up to date on his tetanus shots, so it could be a possibility. 
 
    “Max! Someone already knows about me.” 
 
    His jaw clenched as he reached out for my wrist, stroking gently along the mark. “I’ll talk with Gramps,” he said, his voice quiet.  
 
    “That’s not what I need. I need you to stop trying to hide from me, and to stop listening to your grandfather.” 
 
    His fingers lingered on the crescent shaped scabs littering my arms. Max paled. “Okay, you win. I’m not leaving. You need to tell me this stuff. Has anything else happened?” 
 
    “It isn’t a contest! I’m done.” I pulled my arm away from him. “A Gamil grabbed me today. Only, this one I didn’t recognize as a Gamil until he moved. I know you said they were fast but think closer to teleporting. He said I looked different.” 
 
    Max seemed a little soothed by that. “Actually, that’s just you. It might not be Gamil related, he could be taking a punt.” 
 
    “Well, that makes it so much better. That ‘punt’ only got averted by Duke with a pitchfork and my neighbor with rusty garden shears. I told you guys, I need to know. This is happening, Max.”  
 
    He patted my thigh. His touch didn’t even do anything to me today. Well, nothing much anyway. I didn’t even care that his car smelled all cinnamon and sweet like him.  
 
    “We can fix this. Whoever attacked you wouldn’t actually know for sure. St Pauls is low on the Gamil population. It’s why we moved here: no registered members. It’s easier to stay hidden if Gramps can’t accidentally run into old work colleagues.” Max looked over at me, taking his turn to study what I hadn’t said. “What else do you need to tell me?” 
 
    I swallowed. “Remember how I asked about that Milargon, Rose? You know, experiment 734?” 
 
    Max nodded slowly, apprehension dawning on his features. 
 
    “She isn’t dead. I know, because she abducted me. Not trying to hurt me, but I couldn’t stop her. If it had been someone else, well…” I chewed my nails nervously. “She said she needs my help. Apparently, they can only appear to their own kind, and she said I’m one of them now. The time before when she tried to get me, she said she had come too early.” 
 
    Max jumped in. “What do you mean ‘when she first tried to get you?’ This happened twice?” 
 
    I briefly explained the times I’d met her. Running with Natalie, the brief touch that wound up with me in a cave, all of it. “The first time I was far enough away to run since she only has one leg. But she can sort of teleport with electricity or something when she touches you, and she also has some time control abilities. I experienced the same morning twice, in two separate places. I think a couple on the bus noticed something wrong with the second version of me though. They kept staring. I jumped back to normal time a few hours later.” 
 
    Max wiped his face with his hands. “Is there anything you’ve neglected to tell me?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t start with the keeping secrets bit, it was your idea. I’ve been trying to figure out since the day I met you what you were, and I still feel like I barely know. I don’t have time to tell you the rest.” Because I could feel Doctor Gordon, the same way I could feel Max, and he was getting closer. “Promise me you’ll stay here for the next two minutes and not yell exceptionally loud.” 
 
    “You’re apprehensive,” Max stated. “Why?” 
 
    “Doctor Gordon is two blocks away. I don’t know if he’s after me or you, but I don’t want to find out on my own.” It had never been this specific before. Something must have changed with my conversion that made it easier for me to sense him.  
 
    “That’s true,” Max said. “You’re green for once.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Obvious. I know that.” Though I wasn’t entirely sure what he meant. “Now stay here, and don’t let him meet my mother.” 
 
    I could tell Max burned to ask me more about it, but he stayed silent. I guess I had given him more than enough to consider in one sitting without adding to the fact I could sense when he or his grandfather were near me. It used to be only in close proximity, but since I had been converted, I could find them over quite a distance. I grew more sensitive to them daily. Okay, that sounded more eww worthy when I said it like that.  
 
    He only took a minute and a half to get to us. “Doctor Gordon, you’re early.” I smiled sweetly through the car window. He seemed to be relatively normal for the moment, but I’d seen how quickly that could change. “You should have taken your time to stop for snacks.” Like cake.  
 
    He opened the rear door of Max’s car and took a seat behind me. “I came to find Max. I’m discharging him from his obligation of the next two months. He will be staying after all.” 
 
    Aww, the Grinch had found his heart. 
 
    Max nodded in agreement. “I already decided that. Addy got attacked earlier today. At a wild guess because it’s her, but it still isn’t good. Keeping away from her doesn’t work, Gramps. She needs us.” 
 
    “Very well,” Doctor Gordon conceded. “I shall eliminate any traces I may have overlooked.” 
 
    I swiveled in my seat, checking he was serious. “Wait, that’s it? Can’t you give me a force field or something around my house? Something that will actually work?” If I relied on his record removing skills, things were bound to be missed. “Tell me what I need to know in order to be prepared the next time something happens.” 
 
    “No, Addy—he’s right. It’s enough to simply hide you properly. I’ve told you, he does this for me, it works. There won’t be a next time to worry about.” 
 
    I stared at him. “Max, you rescued Abigail on a Thursday on the fifteenth of April. You graduated university in December, ranked twenty-fourth in your class for freaking medical school, which you neglected to mention. You’ve been to eight schools in this state alone that I could find. It doesn’t work. I’d like a better plan.” 
 
    Max stared at me with an open mouth.  
 
    “So, I past stalked you. Get over it. You wouldn’t tell me anything. You aren’t all gone, that’s the point I’m trying to make.” 
 
    Doctor Gordon actually chuckled. “Miss Adeline, it appears I have underestimated you. Very well, I shall extend my current reach.” 
 
    “Good, and work on your speeches. I’ve been using some of your transcripts to help me sleep at night.” 
 
    Doctor Gordon jerked at my suggestion. “You cannot have access to those.” 
 
    “Hey, if you want to wait a few minutes, I can grab my copies and give them to you. My revisions are in red.” 
 
    “Adeline,” Max said sternly. “If you do have that sort of stuff sitting around, I suggest you get rid of it. If someone thinks you are a Gamil, and finds it, it pretty much means you’re done for.” 
 
    Damn, why hadn’t Natalie thought of that. “Fine. Though if anyone finds anything in my house, they have damn superpowers and they deserve it.” There was that much mess strewn about that sometimes it could be hard to walk. 
 
    Max gave me a relieved smile. “Superpowers are our thing. See you tomorrow?” 
 
    I shook my head no. I had Keira in the afternoon, and he didn’t deserve me. 
 
    Doctor Gordon took his cue to leave, shutting the door behind him as Max tried to kiss me goodnight. I moved out of the way, practically jumping out of the car. Seriously, I was done waiting for him to stand up for me. I caught a whiff of him though, and the smell brought back memories of the times we’d spent together. My body wanted to melt, so I couldn’t help but look back at Max’s face before I left to go inside. For a moment, a flash of how he looked when I’d told him I’d been attacked jumped into my mind. Pretty much how he looked now. He couldn’t keep the stupid mask on for once? Now he killed one of my new abilities for me. I had a feeling I’d see his painfully contorted face in my dreams all night. A photographic memory wasn’t such a good thing after all.  
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    I would have continued to ignore him, but about an hour after I went to bed that night, I got another message.  
 
    The Gamils know about you, and they know about Max. Only you can stop them. They’re coming. 
 
    Yep, no way I could fall asleep after that. Was this something my subconscious made up to unseat me, or was this really a message from Max’s mother? Unable to shake the sense of impending doom the message gave me, I gave up on sleeping and called Natalie to spring me. Avoiding Max seemed to be what his grandfather wanted me to do. Screw that, we couldn’t both do what Doctor Gordon wanted. 
 
     I placed a note on the table saying I’d gone to Natalie’s and slipped out onto the front porch to wait for my ride.  
 
    To my surprise, someone else already waited there. After the midnight message, I couldn’t say I was in the mood to wait for another attack. I’d meet this head on. Loudly, so if Duke was sleeping over he could come out and help me. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I asked the tall hunched figure trying to hide. I’d seen them jerk into the shadows when I came out of the house.  
 
    Eventually, they stepped forward and into the light. I knew the face, and the overgrown black shiny hair. What could my neighbor be doing creeping around my porch after midnight? At least I knew they weren’t with the bushy eyebrowed man who’d tried to hurt me earlier, he’d helped Duke fend them off. 
 
    “Hello, Adeline. I’m looking for my cat. You seen an orange tabby anywhere?” He had a very strong Asian accent and spoke with severely broken English. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, sorry.” He held out his hand, his long bony fingers reaching out like rib bones of a fish carcass. “Almund. I live next door.” 
 
    I took his extended limb, and forced myself to race into his mind.  
 
    At least I tried to. Only I found myself staring at a blank grey wall. “Hi, Almund. No, I haven’t seen your cat. Ever.” Which if he had one. I would have seen at some point, surely. So why was he creeping around my house at night? Unless it was an inside cat that escaped, then I wouldn’t have seen it. But he still called me Adeline.  
 
    He didn’t respond but took his hand back. 
 
    “How do you know who I am anyway?” 
 
    He answered immediately, staring into my eyes. “I hear your mumma talking to you out here sometimes when I garden.” 
 
    But she only ever called me Addy, so that couldn’t be true. I set a fierce glare on my face. “I think you should go home now.” 
 
    He turned quickly and departed; no doubt eager to be free of my menacing glower. I had put on one of my best on his behalf.  
 
    He wisely disappeared into the night, leaving me alone as I waited. 
 
      
 
    Natalie was yawning as she pulled up into the now empty driveway. Unlike me, she’d gotten changed out of her pajamas and was wearing a wrap maxi dress. I’d decided to continue rocking my sleep shorts and old t-shirt I’d worn to bed.  
 
    “Hey, Addy. Are you ready to explain why I need to be here?” 
 
    Thankfully, Natalie knew about Gamils. If I had no one else to talk to about this stuff I’d be half insane already. “That voice in my head said trouble’s coming. I think it’s Max’s mother, but she’s not supposed to have any abilities. I think she’s hiding them from Max, and Doctor Gordon has been helping. I just don’t know why.” It would explain why Max’s grandfather was keeping some of his abilities secret from Max. Maybe it wasn’t because of Samantha that they’d gone into hiding. Something else must have happened. “I want to snoop around their house while everyone’s sleeping.” It had to be a great idea. My neighbor had it too.  
 
    “That’s a terrible idea,” Natalie piped in. “Why don’t you wait until they’re at work tomorrow?” 
 
    I shook my head, knowing that wouldn’t make a difference. “Only Max’s grandfather works. And he’s old. Old people pretty much pass out when they sleep, don’t they? It’s a perfect time to check. There’s a whole downstairs office to go through. I won’t have time when they’re awake.” I’d seen a filing cabinet down there, it had to have something in there that could help me figure this out.  
 
    “Nope. Terrible plan,” Natalie said, indicating to turn the car around. “I’ll take you back to my house and we can work out something better.” 
 
    I flicked off the indicator and grabbed her arm loosely. “You’ve already tried to find out about Samantha and Thomas Gordon, and we didn’t find much. Besides, if they’ve been hiding it for this long, the only place I can find the truth is in their house.” And I missed Max already, but she didn’t need to know that. The voice had scared me, and I knew I’d feel better if I could just sit in his presence for a while. I needed a Max hug.  
 
    Natalie’s shoulders sagged in defeat as she gave up trying to make a U-turn. “Fine, but I’m coming in with you.” 
 
      
 
    Our plan derailed fourteen minutes later, when we drove up Max’s driveway and his mother was waiting on the front steps. Natalie, being the world’s best sidekick that she was, still got out and walked up to the front porch with me.  
 
    “Ah, hey,” I said to Samantha once we were standing in front of her, not sure how this conversation would go. Not that I’d really heard her talk much, but if my suspicions were correct, she was fully capable of it. “You’re not going to try and ground me or anything, are you?” Could someone else’s mum do that?  
 
    Samantha gave me a smile, her eyes finally betraying everything she’d been hiding. She was normal. “No, but I was expecting you a little earlier after my message.” Then, into my mind I heard what she didn’t want Natalie to know. They aren’t here yet, so we have some time. Meet me outside Max’s room in two hours. 
 
    “Your message?” Natalie asked, paling. I’d told her all about it in the car.  
 
    Damn, she’d been hiding my conversion from the people she worked with. If they found us here together there was no way she could pretend she didn’t know. Not in a house with a famous Gamil scientist and freaking Gamil family trees framed on the wall. I didn’t want to get her into trouble, I’ll already dragged her into enough of this mess. 
 
    “Yes, Adeline has some things to help me with, but she’ll see you at school on Tuesday, after the pupil free day. I’ll look after her until then.” I have a plan to make this all go away. 
 
    After the confirmation from Samantha that she had a way to fix this, I urged Natalie to go. If Samantha could get rid of the Gamils coming for Max and I, then it was in our best interests to play along.  
 
    Natalie looked torn, but eventually left after I agreed to text her updates. I sent the first one after Samantha let me inside, on my way to Max’s room.  
 
    I’m in. Might wanna put your phone on silent  
 
    I gotta meet Max’s mum for something at 2:30 
 
     Slipping my phone into the pocket of my shorts, I opened Max’s bedroom door and walked over to the side of his bed. He always looked so peaceful when he slept. Normal really, not hidden behind some fake expression. I shook him awake, and the serene expression disappeared pretty quick. 
 
    “Addy?”  
 
    “I decided I was mad at Doctor Gordon as much as you, and I can only annoy one of you at a time. Figured it’d be better to switch to him.” I climbed on the bed next to him and curled onto my side so I could watch his face. I’d missed him. I just needed to stare at him for a little bit. Plus, his bed was warm and comfy and smelled like him, which instantly made me feel better. Pity I was about to ruin his mood by telling him about his mother. I should probably ease him into it. “Do you ever get the feeling everyone is keeping things from you? Like important things?”  
 
    He sported a bemused expression as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes.  
 
    “Of course you don’t. You usually know if someone is hiding things.” Freaky mind skills.  
 
    “Why did you feel the need to ask me this in the middle of the night?” Max said, stretching his arms up from under the quilt and cracking his back as he scooted to a sitting position.  
 
    Holy freaking zebronies, Max slept shirtless. And I lay only a foot away. Luckily, I’d decided against completely ignoring him or I’d have missed it. “I tried to jump in someone’s mind tonight, and I couldn’t see anything. Why is that?” 
 
    Max shrugged. “You’re still developing your skills. You might need longer.” 
 
    “This was different, it looked like a giant grey wall. Not empty, and not me being slow. What do you see when I turn my abilities off?” 
 
    “I see nothing,” Max answered. “No roadblocks, hedges or large walls. It might look different for you. Why were you trying read his thoughts anyway?” 
 
    “When I came out I found a guy snooping on my porch. He tried to hide, but I’d already seen him.” 
 
    Max bolted upright. “No one would duck away unless they thought they were doing something wrong.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I thought. And then when I couldn’t see what went on in his mind… it’s fishy is all. There’s something else too. He called me Adeline. I got the feeling he knew everything about me. Anyone who’d overheard us as a neighbor would have called me Addy. And it’s not like I ever get any mail he could have chanced upon.” The more we talked about it, the more worried I felt. I’d been warned that the Gamils knew about me and were on their way. But still—my neighbor had been living there and watching me since before anything Gamil related had begun happening. Right…? 
 
    Max went silent. Finally, he settled for grabbing my hand and kissing it. “We’ll come up with something to keep you safe. I promise.” 
 
    I had no idea how he planned to do so, but I didn’t mention it. It’d been a nice gesture. Samantha said she’d already figured out what to do. If she’d figured out how to hide herself from everyone, including the son that lived with her, she was more than capable of helping me do the same.  
 
    Max lifted the covers with his arm, and I jumped in and stole his warmth. His body was electrifyingly close to mine, and he slept with very little clothing. Talking with Max had wound me down a little, but I was still pretty worked up. As I snuggled into his bed, I let the agitation out into my hands, running them over his torso. His chest felt damn near sculpted from marble. Even Da Vinci would be mesmerized if he saw Max shirtless.  
 
    Max rolled out of the bed, leaving my hands hanging. “You’re too tempting,” he grumbled. “I’m going to the spare room. You can keep the bed.” 
 
    He at least kissed me on the forehead before he left. Which honestly worked out for the best, because I had a downstairs lab to investigate. I doubted I had the self-control to leave Max to dig through musty files of my own accord. Him being absent certainly kick started me in the right direction.  
 
    Max’d been so predictable. The rejection stung, but I’d sadly become used to it. Doctor Gordon had to be up to something, and I planned on finding out what.  
 
    I waited ten minutes so he was definitely settled in the other room, and snuck downstairs. For the first time I saw a security panel on the wall on the landing before entering the lab. The door was propped open though, so there didn’t seem much point in the security measures.  
 
    Chancing a final glance behind me, I slunk through. I didn’t expect anyone else, being the middle of the night and all, but I couldn’t be too careful.  
 
    I flicked on the light and snuck over to the desk drawers, rifling through Doctor Gordon’s papers. The numbers 734 jumped out at me, and I picked up the folder. This was Rose’s, that was her experiment number. 
 
    The edges of the cover were yellow, and mottled with age, as if it had sat here for decades. It smelt of damp and storage, and a hundred other unknown things. I opened the folder to find only one page inside, placed face down. I couldn’t help but gasp when I turned it over. Luckily the whole area had been soundproofed, or someone would have definitely found me. It was a hand drawn picture of a girl, dated to over two hundred years ago, but there was no mistaking what I was looking at, or rather who I was looking at. It was a picture of me. 
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    I stared at the picture for what felt like an eternity, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. Surely I was mistaken. Surely it was just a trick of the light. But no—the longer I stared, the more certain I was. It was me. Not someone who looked like me. Me. 
 
    I staggered up the stairs with the file in my hand, determined to ask Max about it. Maybe this was an elaborate hoax where they aged paper with coffee and just wrote an old date on it for a prank, though I highly doubted it. Old paper had a smell and feel to it, and this did too.    
 
    My necklace fell out of my shirt as I stumbled up the stairs, racing towards Max in the spare bedroom. Puffing, I loudly opened the door, flinging it against the wall and turning on the light. Max jolted awake, though his eyes tracked to the pendant around my neck, instead of the incriminating folder in my hand.  
 
    Max froze, his eyes wide. “Where did you get that?” 
 
    “This?” I said, waving the folder around. “I found it downstairs.” I was surprised how steady my voice sounded.  
 
    “No,” Max said, his default confident face in place as he slid out of bed and walked over to me. He grabbed the pendant that hung off the necklace, pulling the chain tight until it tore painfully into my neck. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    I’d left it off for a while, but after the confrontation outside my home that left me with scabbed bruises, I decided I might as well have backup on call. “Why? What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “Just answer me. Where did you get this?” 
 
    “In the zedonking field, Max. What is wrong with you?” 
 
    He let my necklace go and turned away from me. “You’re lime.” 
 
    “You’re orange?” I replied with confusion. He did have orange shorts on. 
 
    “No, Addy. You should be green, and you’re always lime. It’s faded truth. Or half the real story.” 
 
    Awesome. Max could see that now. Fan-freaking-tastic.  
 
    “Why are you trying to lie to me still? Why do you have this?” 
 
    “Do not even start with lying. You guys tell me nothing! Do you get that? I don’t exactly have a lot of choices.” I held up the picture I’d pilfered from the lab last night. “Has Doctor Gordon told you about this? Why does he have a drawing of me by Rose from two centuries ago? And where’s the rest of it? No way you guys keep a folder with one sheet of paper in it.” 
 
    Max stood up straight, and when he spoke next, he was commanding. Ultimate damage control. “It’s missing because I have it and you don’t get to see it.” He grabbed something from his bedside table and threw it at me without looking. “Here, I got you this.” 
 
    I opened up the bag to find a silver and gold linked bracelet.  
 
    “It’s special. If you’re wearing it and someone grabs your wrist again it’ll burn them, Borgen or Gamil. I told you I would protect you.” 
 
    Tears burned my eyes. He had taken me seriously. He just hadn’t done it soon enough. I slipped the bracelet on. It covered the small scabs on my wrist from when I’d actually needed something like this. “You had this sort of stuff before, and you only decide to tell me now?” I fought the urge to cry. Max really didn’t get it sometimes, but he didn’t get to see my tears. He’d taken enough from me already. 
 
    “Now, where did you get that necklace?” Max turned around to face me, and this time his eyes were hard. I could see Doctor Gordon in him. 
 
     “I met up with a guy on the field when I’d run off angry with you. Happy now? I was upset, and he wound up lying on top of me. He gave it to me as a gift.” I don’t know why I tried to make it so Max could misconstrue what I said. I’d had no romantic attachment to Lucas at all. Hell, I’d imagined he’d been Max to make myself feel better. 
 
    “Apple.” 
 
    “Banana!” I shouted, fighting back tears. I didn’t even know what Max was talking about. 
 
    “You’re apple green. That time was closer to the truth,” he said, his voice steely and his gaze worse.  
 
    “I’m glad I got you two servings of fruit then! Don’t you dare to pretend to care! You guys are in damage control, that’s all I am to you. The mistake you wish you could fix, but you can’t, and I don’t need to read your mind to see that,” I screamed at Max as I grabbed my things. I didn’t want to be here anymore. 
 
    Max turned his back on me, looking out the window. “You only tell me the whole truth when you’re angry,” he said softly. “That necklace you’re wearing? It’s a tracking device. Nice company you’ve been keeping.”  
 
    I flung open the door and raced down the stairs. I made it to the driveway before the tears began to stream.  
 
      
 
    I ran. I didn’t know where to go, but that had never stopped me before. I ran away. Away from pain. Away from secrets. Away from Max. The gravel driveway bit into my bare feet, but I barely noticed as I used the moonlight to guide me back towards the road. Mosquitos bit at my skin as the cicadas hummed above me, and I didn’t even care. 
 
    When my legs couldn’t take it any longer, I knelt down on the ground and sobbed. All this time I’d been waiting for him to love me back, and he still didn’t. He wouldn’t even let me sleep in the same bed.  
 
    I still blubbered in the grass when someone came up behind me and put their hand on my shoulder. I twisted around, wiping my eyes to find Lucas in a knee length coat, black gloves, and a belt with a thousand gears and knobs on it. He looked like he’d run out from a steam punk convention. The goggles were a nice touch though. “What the hell is this thing?” I yelled, grabbing the pendant. “Did you give me a tracking device?” 
 
    “More of a walkie talkie,” he answered. “Remember how I told you to use it? Try.” 
 
    I wiped my eyes on the bottom of my singlet and did as instructed. Holding it in one hand, I thought his name. Lucamungus the fungus, with the beard smeared with dungus. Unfortunately, an echo sounded from Lucas’s coat. He pulled out a pocket watch and showed me a small speaker on the back. 
 
    “It will pick up your thoughts for about thirty seconds after you say my name, so you might want to watch what you think about.” 
 
    “You really were trying to help?” 
 
    He held out his calloused hands. “It’s what I do.” 
 
    “So, how do you know if it’s me calling, not someone else?” He’d said he made himself available to all new recruits.  
 
    “You’re the pocket watch.” He opened the other side of his jacket to reveal about seven other gizmos and assorted objects. “Only two are in use at the moment, so it’s not a huge problem. Unlike you. Want to talk this time?” 
 
    Guy issues? No freaking way, I thought to myself, and the pocket watch mumbled from inside his coat. Lucas tried to smother it with his hand to be polite, but he looked nervous. He didn’t want to talk about it anymore than I did. “More of a Natalie conversation,” I told him kindly.  
 
    Lucas let out a breath I didn’t know he’d been holding and sat down with me. “I know you won’t want to hear this, but I’ve been told I have to tell you. You can’t see what’s in that folder, All-beef-patty. It’s meant for Max’s eyes only. This one is his choice, not yours.” 
 
    I snapped my neck around to Lucas, who stared at something in the distance. “No way, Fungus? How did you—” 
 
    He put up his large hand, an even larger smile on his face. “You think you’re the only one who got themselves a pet Filargei? I have a seer who asks favors too. Brinsteen’s quite adamant that Rose should have never told Doctor Gordon about you in the first place. She’d been newly created, and she didn’t know the rules.” Lucas nodded at someone I couldn’t see, but I heard the familiar zap as someone transported. 
 
    “Your seer gives you rides?” I joked weakly. “Rose only did that once, and I’m not sure it was intentional.” 
 
    “Brinsteen is worried about her. Rose is nearing her end, so she’s not as precise as when they first got married.” 
 
    “Wait, your guy is Rose’s husband? I never saw any men in there.” 
 
    “Being a seer is not all it’s cracked up to be, Addy. One day you’ll understand. Right now, you’re too inexperienced. I know Rose told you there would be a battle. It’s coming, and I’ll do whatever I can to help you, but you can’t ask me why.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why can’t you ask me, or why can’t I tell you?” Lucas frowned. 
 
    “I just wanted to annoy you,” I said, feeling a little better. “I’m used to nobody telling me anything. You know I can find out if I want to, right?” 
 
    “I do, but I also know you won’t. You already decided, or else Brinsteen wouldn’t have let me near you.” He got up to leave. “One more thing. Sometimes, what we think is a burden, is actually a gift in disguise. You might want to reconsider that when you go back to Max. You don’t get to be a bitter kid anymore. Time to play the grown up.” He pointed off in the direction I had come from. 
 
    “Have I already decided this one?” I mocked as I stood up and brushed the dirt off. 
 
    Lucas smiled fondly at me. “I’m not the person to answer that, but you already know about choices. Do you truly think I should lose the beard?” 
 
    “Yes.” It couldn’t even be called a beard. It looked like a combination of dead cat hair and old barber fluff. 
 
    Lucas laughed. “See ya, All-beef-patty. I’ll always be around if you need me.” He jogged off into the distance, his shaggy blond hair flopping around his neck as he went. I looked wistfully after him, then turned and trudged back to the Gordons. 
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    Max was sitting ramrod straight on the sofa in the loungeroom when I skulked back inside his house, his hands clasped together in his lap. He’d be a corpse with rigor mortis if it wasn’t for his red cheeks and the sweat trickling down his neck. He must have needed an outlet for his energy as much as I had.  
 
    Walking over to him slowly, I left a trail of dirty, bloody footprints on the floor as I went. I clutched at my necklace. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I had others trying to help me,” I offered. “Every time I see you it seems like Thomas thinks up cruel and unusual punishments to make you suffer. I don’t want that. But I do need help. And without you and your grandfather stepping in… It’s not a tracking device, it’s a panic button. So I can call for help if I need it. I’ve seen it working.” 
 
    “That is the most honest thing you’ve said to me for a while,” Max said with his steely voice, face perfectly composed. He turned and started heading up the stairs. “What do you think that says, that you’re only fully honest when you’re angry?” 
 
    That I’ll say things I regret later. “Look, I don’t care if you do hate me, I have stuff to learn, and I need your help.” I chased him up the stairs and into his room.  
 
    “I will always be responsible for your tutoring. I converted you.” 
 
    I wanted to smack him in the head. “No, that’s not what I want.” I grabbed Max’s hand, commanding my abilities off so I could really see him. “For once, just for once, can you tell me that you want me because you want me, not because Osakuri binds you, or Doctor Gordon has decreed it.” I looked desperately into his eyes, trying to find something, anything in him that felt about me the way I felt about him.  
 
    “I do want you. Though I asked you out so gramps could meet you and see if he could find anything I’d missed. I didn’t think it would be possible for you to be converted.” He scrubbed his hands against his face as he stood, moving away from me.  
 
    “Wow, all my life I dreamed of someone saying that to me.” 
 
    “You’re not lying.” 
 
    “Yes I am, it’s sarcasm.” Looked like he couldn’t do sarcasm. I wondered how insincerity went down. 
 
    “I’m sorry I converted you. I am. But I’m not sorry for me. I’ll always be a part of you now, no matter how old we grow—you’ll always carry a part of me around with you. Do you think I’d be torturing myself like this if it wasn’t best for you? Gramps is the only one who knows how to keep you safe. I have to listen to his advice, because I don’t know what else to do.” He went into the bathroom, closing the door behind him.  
 
    I nearly ripped the door from the frame as I charged through. “That’s it? You’re sorry I’m a mutant freak, too bad, so sad?” 
 
    “Addy—” Max hastily pulled his shorts back up.  
 
    The urge to punch him rode me like a strong wave. To remove the temptation, I held my wrists behind my back and clamped down. I would have preferred balling them into my pockets, but my pajamas didn’t afford me that luxury. “Don’t you dare ‘Addy’ me! Do you know who the only person I put up with crap from in this world is? You. Well guess what, I’m done. I’m not a novelty toy you can put away when you get bored, and bring me back and expect me to do tricks for treats when you feel like gracing me with your company. Doctor Gordon said you could not see me, or you can move. If you don’t want to see me, then get packing, because I don’t want you around either. I’ve got Gamils, Borgens, and free agents hounding me, and now I’m stuck in some weird Filargei war. I don’t need anything extra coming from you.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I have to protect you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t have to do anything. You can choose to, or you can choose not to. Either way, you won’t protect me from myself.” I let my hands go, wincing as I unclamped my palm.  
 
    “Addy, what did you do?” Max had finally lost the stupid confident face. 
 
    I held out my arms. “I didn’t want to hurt you, and you were seconds away from being punched in the head.” At least now I knew my bracelet worked. I had burnt a strip of flesh on my left wrist and my right palm. And by burnt, I didn’t mean sunburn, or an incident on a hot pan. There were blackened indentations like trenches that were raw and oozing. That would scar. “It needs to be a bit stronger,” I said feebly, my voice wavering. My anger dissipated, and now it just hurt. 
 
    Max knocked my arms aside and engulfed me in his own. “You really are an idiot, you know that right?” I choked back a sob. “I’m trying to look out for you because I care, not because I don’t want to see you. Addy, I love you, and I don’t want you hurt, in whatever form it comes. I’ve already put you through a conversion, I don’t want to be responsible for anything else.” 
 
    “Emotional pain, Max,” I managed to stutter. And he was calling me the idiot.  
 
    “Okay, no more. You’re here, you’re staying, and I’m keeping you. No matter what my grandfather says.” 
 
    I burst into tears for real then, my heart exploding in my chest. Finally. He wanted me. He truly wanted me, just like I wanted him. My legs went weak and Max caught me, hugging me to himself. My wrist and hand hurt too much to hug him back, so I kind of just patted his side. As soon as I touched his skin my abilities flicked on, and I got to see for sure that he meant what he said. Max loved me, and he wanted me. Everything he’d done was in an attempt to keep me. He’d just had some terrible advice.  
 
    He flattened my head into his sticky chest and stroked my hair. “What the hell am I supposed to do with you?” he murmured in my ear. “You are god damned impossible.” 
 
    “And you really smell,” I whispered back. Max must have been working out some aggression in a gym while I was gone. 
 
    Max kissed the top of my head. “Come on, we need to patch you up. At least this time you won’t have to sneak in.” 
 
    The thing about burns: they still hurt, even after a doctor fixes them. Beyond cleaning the gashes, Max couldn’t do much else.  
 
    “Addy, what Filargei war?” Max asked me as he checked me over. With his skin on mine I could see in his mind that he truly didn’t know. It was so weird to be the one with all the knowledge in this relationship for once.  
 
    He grabbed a bandage and my vision faded back to normal, and started wrapping me up. That was going to get super annoying.  
 
    “I don’t know. But something’s going on. Their leader is missing, and then some of them are doing things they aren’t supposed to or something. That must be what’s missing from Rose’s folder.”  
 
    Max’s hands stopped moving, but his face didn’t change.  
 
    “I’m not going to ask. I have been officially warned that whatever’s in there is your business, and not mine.” I still didn’t like that. I’d spent enough of my time as a Gamil not getting answers. 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “A seer sent a message through the guy who gave me this.” I held up the necklace. “I don’t know how they knew, but I’ve been told the folder is for your eyes only and it’s your choice. I don’t know what that means but I’m assuming you do.” 
 
    Max’s hands resumed moving, but I could see his mind moved elsewhere. “So the guy who told you, you don’t think he could have been lying?” His eyelashes were fluttering as he spoke, and I could feel his pulse quicken as he kept wrapping my wrist. Max was practically freaking out. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I told you, he showed me this working. It’s a glorified walkie talkie.” 
 
    This time Max accepted my answer. Once my arm and hand were wrapped as best they could be, he moved onto my knees and feet. I noticed Max had slid off the bracelet in the meantime. “I still need that,” I protested. 
 
    “To win an argument? Not what it’s meant for.” 
 
    “I had to make sure I didn’t punch you.” 
 
    He fiddled with the bracelet he had removed. “I’m sorry, Addy. I promise, no more doing things without my girlfriend’s input.” 
 
    My heart freaking soared in my chest. Seriously, that sucker was floating around the ceiling somewhere now. Girlfriend. It was finally official, the word out there in the universe. This feeling was worth the fight we’d had. “Wanna help me learn to be an awesome mutant?” I needed to do whatever the Gamil equivalent of training was so I had better control of my new abilities.  
 
    Max put his hand under my chin to pull my eyes level with his. “Addy, we’ll make you the greatest damn mutant that ever lived.” And then he kissed me. 
 
    After we finished our makeup kiss, well, kisses, it felt like a giant weight had been lifted off me. Max had helped me train for a little while, fulfilling his promise of helping me, until exhaustion had gotten the better of me.  
 
    My lips were chaffed and my heart was light as I finally drifted off to sleep next to Max in his bed, using his arm as a pillow. He’d curved around my back, keeping me safe in his embrace. I didn’t think there was any place better in this world.  
 
      
 
    You’re late. You need to go. 
 
    Someone in my dream was telling me what to do. Snuggled in a warm quilt, cozy and content, I ignored it. I’d collapsed after practice that eventuated in the discovery that my skills worked however I told them to. If I wanted to look like a regular person, I told myself to. Max said I usually looked like an anime cartoon on speed, so it had been pretty simple to tell when I succeeded. My head still pounded, and I felt like I’d barely closed my eyes. No way I wanted to go anywhere.  
 
    Adeline, you need to go now. 
 
    This felt more real than a dream. I groggily opened my eyes, the early morning sun filtering under a gap in the blinds. Morning? That didn’t seem right. 
 
    I was too tired for this. The scent of cinnamon and guy sweat tickled my nostrils. Max’s house. We were sleeping in his bed. I rolled over and there he was, sleeping on his back with his mouth open.  
 
    I wanted to touch him again, to lay against his chest with his arms wrapped around me, but mostly just to close my eyes and fall back asleep. It felt as if I’d only just gone to bed. 
 
    Go. Now. 
 
    Hell, if that wasn’t a mum voice, I don’t know what was. Crap. Samantha. Panicking, I looked around, relieved to discover she hadn’t been in the room. I stood up, remembering the reason for my sleepover. I’d freaked out because of a warning that the Gamils were coming. I didn’t have time to sleep, Samantha said she had a plan, we needed to do whatever it was so I could start enjoying my boyfriend. Boyfriend!  
 
    You just projected that. 
 
    “What?” Max had said someone messaging me telepathically meant they were a Projector.  
 
    Max mumbled in his sleep next to me as Samantha continued talking into my mind. You just projected to me that Max is your boyfriend. 
 
    Yeah, I couldn’t talk to other people with my mind. Could I? I mean, according to what Doctor Gordon had told me, everything was genetic, so if anyone in the family did it, I had a chance, but no one mentioned telepathy. Though if they were trying to hide it from Max, maybe that’s why. Samantha obviously could, so that meant I had a shot. Concentrating, I thought of Max’s mother and tried to send my thoughts into her mind. What’s the plan? And didn’t she need me at 2:30 to get the plan in place? Judging by the amount of sunlight filtering into Max’s room, I’d well and truly missed that window.  
 
    They’re coming. You need to wake everybody up. 
 
    Wait, why was she telling me this? Couldn’t she wake everybody up herself? A sinking feeling began to form in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    It was weird that a guys’ mother let a girl stay over, wasn’t it? And welcomed them into their house in the middle of the night? Why would she do that, unless she had a reason? Maybe there was an ulterior motive for why she hadn’t wanted me to wake Max up to let me in. He could tell if she was lying.  
 
    “Max,” I said, leaning over him as I jostled him awake. “Max. I think we have a problem.” 
 
    Unlike the countless attempts it had taken to prod me from slumber, Max awoke instantly. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I shook my head, not even sure how to verbalize my suspicions. “Something’s wrong. We need to check on everybody. Now.” I didn’t want to wake them yet. Not until I’d had a chance to look inside their minds and see what they were up to. I’d thought Samantha and Doctor Gordon were working together, but if the voice was Samantha, she’d warned me against Doctor Gordon all along. It could have been a ploy meant to confuse me, but then why bother to warn me? 
 
    There were some advantages to having a boyfriend who could read your emotions and intentions just by looking at you, since Max didn’t argue. He simply jumped out of bed and padded with me down the hall to his parents’ room.  
 
    The floor was cool underfoot, my sweaty feet squeaking as I turned. 
 
    “Addy, what’s happening?” Max called from behind me. 
 
    I still wasn’t sure, but I sorted it into pertinent facts. “Your mum talks inside my head. I can hear her and talk back. I don’t know how it works exactly. She’s done something, but I’m not sure what yet.” We didn’t have time for further explanations. My heart raced faster than my mouth as I rushed past the door into the master suite, willing myself to be wrong. I wasn’t though. The room was empty, the bed neatly made. It even looked like it had been vacuumed and dusted recently. There were no personal effects or knick-knacks left behind, the entire room could have been in a hotel for the blandness it presented. Max’s parents had gone. The room spun as I took a few tentative steps inside further, without any real direction in mind. They were gone, and without Samantha I didn’t have any answers. Though I had spoken to her earlier, hadn’t I? I might have been groggy from sleep, but it hadn’t felt like a dream. Concentrating, I tried to repeat my actions from earlier.  
 
    Samantha, you what did you do? I projected, mostly certain it would reach her wherever she happened to be. Rose has said I would be betrayed. Was this what she meant?  
 
    You have time. I will protect my family. They can’t have Greg. 
 
    I really didn’t like her reply. What does this have to do with Greg? From what I’d seen, there was nothing special about Max’s father. And how could she protect her family if she left Max behind? 
 
    I left you a note. It’s in my bedside table. Best of luck, Adeline. 
 
    I could hear Max’s dull footfall behind me as he followed, but I had a head start and dove over the bed ahead of him.   
 
    My outstretched hand reached for the bedside table, even though I didn’t think I’d like what I found.  
 
    It looked innocent enough: whitewashed oak, round knobs, one drawer over a small cupboard. It blended into the surroundings, another generic piece of bland furniture in the omnipresent white of the Gordon household. My fingers were shaking as I grasped the handle to the drawer and eased it out along the runners.  
 
    Inside lay a single ordinary envelope. Nothing else. I’d expected something regal—yellowed paper, thick and roughly textured. Not a generic white envelope with orange squares for the postcode—the kind sold in boxes of two hundred at the grocery store. But there was no mistake—this was what I was looking for. It was addressed to me in crisp, elegant handwriting. I grabbed it before Max could and sat cross legged on the bed.  
 
    “What’s is that, and what’s going on?” Max asked, spinning on the carpet as he took in the barrenness of the room. 
 
    “Nothing good,” I answered over the growing ball of nerves in my throat. This was all they’d left, an envelope. And it wasn’t even meant for Max, since it had my name written on the front. 
 
    When I turned it over I found it hadn’t been sealed; the paper inside looked like it would ordinarily have easily slid out and revealed its contents, but my clammy hands struggled to grasp the edges. The shaking didn’t help either.  
 
    Eventually the note fell out onto the quilt. Despite the envelope, just a small square of paper came out that had been used on one side and folded in half. The handwriting looped, neatly swirling over the smooth page. I got the distinct impression this hadn’t been the first draft.  
 
      
 
    Adeline, 
 
      
 
    You haven’t been told the truth. 
 
    Doctor Gordon was not merely a scientist for the Gamils, he held the position of head of research and development. Which leaves him directly responsible for dozens of experimental deaths and hundreds of conversions he failed to save. I’ve had to share the same living space, breathe the same air, as that monster for decades. I bet he even told you my shell of a life was the result of a laboratory mishap, a freak mutation on a routine treatment.  
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    They were attempting to recreate the original Karuments; the first genetically altered family that died out in a particularly violent time of history. Our names were even changed to correlate to the people they tried to reanimate. Rose, Rachel, Yulita, Petra… on and on they went.  
 
    But I am not Katherine 13. 
 
    What they failed to realize was that gene markers for success were very similar to those needing an organ transplant. Very few people are a match that will take—the pile of disfigured bodies left in Doctor Gordon’s wake attest to that.  
 
    I won’t let my husband be added to his list. Greg deserves that much of me after I destroyed him by having Max. I will do what it takes to keep my family safe. 
 
      
 
    Best wishes, 
 
    Samantha 
 
      
 
    She’d dated it too. The day we first met.  
 
    This plan had been under wraps for a while, and I had freaking helped her finish it—I’d distracted Max so she could sneak out. We hadn’t heard a thing, too caught up in our own little bubble. 
 
    Max sank onto the bed beside me, his feet sliding on the cream carpet.  
 
    I let out a strangled gasp when I realized he’d been reading over my shoulder. He’d seen this, all the things it said, and even the things it didn’t.  
 
    Samantha had used family in a singular sense. She meant Greg, and Greg exclusively. Best wishes? Who said that when they ran off? This had never been about Max to her. This had all been one big plot to be free of him and live out her life in peace. Colleen had never even stooped so low. 
 
    “Addy.” Max said, gripping my face in his hands. “It isn’t as bad as it seems. We weren’t a real family, you know that. This doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    But it did! This basically said she blamed Max for freaking everything. It was one thing to guess, another to have it written down for you. The note crumpled in my fist as I clenched it. Who did that? 
 
    In my panic I started to see in x-ray, but told myself to stop. It worked, the only spot of good luck in this entire escapade. I needed to see his face when I told him I didn’t think his mother acted alone. If she had been hiding her abilities for decades, Doctor Gordon was likely helping—even if the note said she hated him. 
 
    “Hey, you still with me?” Max asked, taking a deliberately deep breath that I copied. He’d just been abandoned by his parents, yet here he sat, trying to make me feel better.  
 
    Once my breathing was under control, I finally told him the words I was dreading. “They left, Max. Your mother and father; they’re gone. And I think that Samantha chose now because someone else is on the way.” 
 
    If he couldn’t see my mind I don’t think he would have believed me. Samantha had everyone fooled. Even with the few times I’d mentioned that I thought his mother was doing something, I don’t think he’d ever actually accepted it was happening, just assumed I was misinformed. Unfortunately, this time I had proof. “And we should probably check on your grandfather.” 
 
    Max’s body froze in place, a single ‘gramps’ falling from his lips in horror, as if he’d only just realized that if his parents could up and leave, his grandfather could too.  
 
    In his haste to leave Max kicked something out that had been tucked under the bed, a manila folder spilling out onto the floor. It looked suspiciously similar to the pile I’d seen on the desk in the laboratory previously. I held my breath as I opened it, exhaling when I found what I sought. Here lay the original file Natalie had uncovered, the experiment number written at the top. Samantha had been the Margentil that resulted from experiment 91178. 
 
    “Who wrote this?” Max grabbed my arm as he flipped the paper over as if it were a trap. Guess he didn’t understand the whole Samantha faked it; the zedonking jerkhole. “You’re saying my mother did this?” His voice sounded confident, but his eyes were wide. 
 
    The page had been littered in writings created by the same hand that penned my note; from the looks of things Samantha had conducted her own trials on herself. Before Doctor Gordon’s experiment that had supposedly removed her abilities. There was nothing in there to indicate why, but that wasn’t so much of a problem anymore. From the dull beat in the background of my skull, I could tell Doctor Gordon was in the house. And if he didn’t feel up to answering my questions, that wasn’t much of a roadblock. Because Max converting me gave me the power to pull the answers straight from Doctor Gordon’s mind.  
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    Grabbing Max by the hand, I led him from the master suite and tiptoed down to his grandfather’s room. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe Samantha did everything of her own volition, and he was still in there, sleeping innocently. I mean, she had planted the whole idea of him being untrustworthy in my head, so the backup plan could have been to frame him for anything nefarious she had planned. Either way, I needed answers. Everyone had spent enough time hedging from me, and Max had promised it wouldn’t happen anymore. “I want to see what he knows,” I said to Max, and in a bizarre turn of events, he simply nodded. Apparently officially becoming my boyfriend came with added perks. I’d do a happy dance, but it currently went against the whole stealth mode I was trying to engage.  
 
    With an intake of breath, we let ourselves into the bedroom. 
 
    Doctor Gordon lay on his back on a queen sized bed in white walled bedroom that looked identical to Max’s, wearing the world’s ugliest set of mission brown checked pajamas. Unlike Max, he did not sleep shirtless. Small mercies. 
 
    The gentle whirring rhythm of his breathing eased some of my nerves as he slept, which I guess should have been expected in the early hours of the morning. A slight buzz filled the room, not enough to be obnoxious, but comforting enough to let me think he slept heavily. Creeping to the side of the bed, I placed my palm on the back of Doctor Gordon’s hand, commanding my abilities back on since I’d blocked them earlier, and willed myself to see inside. 
 
    My vision instantly flashed red, and I began to explore what I could see. Which wasn’t as I expected. 
 
    He looked wrong. I don’t know—maybe because he was old with poor circulation and sagging pockets of skin—but he just looked weird. Which was an odd thought when looking at someone’s blood network with x-ray vision, because that should never be thought of as normal. Not that it mattered now, it was his brain I needed.  
 
    Staring at Doctor Gordon’s head, I tried to find any information about Samantha’s plans. Or if he’d helped hide what she was. Unfortunately, my superpowers didn’t work like that. I could only see what someone was currently thinking about, and all his brain was doing right now was analyzing a patient chart from the previous day. 
 
    Dropping his hand, I let out a growl of frustration. I was such a newb. 
 
    Thomas began to stir, opening his eyes to look directly into mine. His eyes narrowed, trying to determine my motive. Or maybe because he couldn’t see without his glasses. Probably that one. 
 
    He sat bolt upright in bed. At least he hadn’t had a heart attack, that would have been awkward. “What do you think you’re doing?” He hadn’t raised his voice like I’d expected he would, but his accent had thickened. 
 
    Seeing as stealth had well and truly fallen out the window I grabbed his hand again, staring at his head. I jumped in impossibly fast, too quick to even catch his expression. “Did you know Samantha was hiding her abilities? And that she took Greg and bolted?” 
 
    “Www-what?” Doctor Gordon replied with a surprised stutter. He might have been able to fake that, but I doubted he could fake what ran through his mind right now.  
 
    Samantha-still active?-gone? And after everything I did for her 
 
    He thought in pictures too, snapshots accompanying each thought. Looked like I wasn’t the only one with a photographic memory. “Well, he didn’t know about that part,” I announced to Max. Not that I could see him, but I could feel he was nearby. Concentrating, I set my mind back on Doctor Gordon to see if I could uncover something Max couldn’t. “Samantha said the Gamils knew about Max and that they’re coming.” 
 
    This time when I saw what he was thinking my stomach churned. Dropping his hand, I retreated back a step and into the safety of Max’s chest. “It’s okay,” Max soothed me. “This property is a virtual fortress. No one can get in or out if they mean us any harm.” 
 
    I didn’t reply, still staring at Doctor Gordon in shock. “That didn’t surprise you. They know about Max because you told them.” Max stiffened behind me, and I pushed back further until he wrapped his arms around me. Don’t do that, I commanded myself when I started looking at the capillaries in his arm. My abilities were no longer needed, because I’d seen something else, too. “I thought you were in on it,” I whispered to Max’s grandfather, ensconced in the safety of Max. “But she hates you, and you know why. You think she’s forgotten, but she hasn’t.” I’d seen his memories of Samantha, and Doctor Gordon genuinely believed she’d lost all her abilities. She would have worked hard to hide them, and she wouldn’t have hidden from someone she trusted. But why now?  
 
    The message I’d been given in the Filargei caves came back to me. You tell her that Rose, Rachel, and Yulita are searching. She must be returned. 
 
    As I said the names to myself, a vision of the map from Doctor Gordon’s study entered my mind, each place lighting up on the family tree. After the note Samantha had left, it finally made sense.  
 
    They were the results of the experiments to bring back the original Karument family genes. Samantha said they were renamed, as she was meant to be Katherine. That’s what this went back to—Samantha had been hiding from the Filargei. I wouldn’t particularly look forward to life in a cave dwelling either. Rose had taken over as the eldest child, but their mother remained missing, and they wanted her back. They weren’t all Milargons; they were all family created by Doctor Gordon. The converted offspring, converted mother. He’d been remaking the Karuments and made mutants instead. Damn Doctor Gordon made ugly children.  
 
    Max’s arms tightened around me. “Why can I see a family tree in front of me? Tell me you see it too?” His voice was strained. 
 
    I attempted a shrug, but it was a little hard when his arms were constricting bands around me. “I’ve been told I leak thoughts on occasion. I just needed to look at something.” I found myself jolted out of Max’s arms and spun around so my back was now to Doctor Gordon.  
 
    In the soft light of morning, Max’s face looked as pale as the eggshell walls. “You’re a projector. A strong one. That isn’t possible.” 
 
    “Samantha does it too,” I said, attempting a breeze of nonchalance. It was within the realm of possibilities for me to develop. I guessed Doctor Gordon had given me my memory, and Max my ability to read minds. Maybe the blood flow bit had been what Greg used to do. Not important. Right now, I had a family tree to figure out.  
 
    At least I’d do one thing right today. Concentrating, I tried to think back to how I’d done this before, envisioning Samantha’s face before me. Once I had the image, I struck out with my thoughts, forging the link to Max’s mother’s mind. Triumph raced through me as a shot of adrenaline. Not that I had time to celebrate, with the thousand other things going on, but I’d done it! I have a message for you: Rose, Rachel, and Yulita want you back.  
 
    The incessant ringing of a phone brought me out of my own head. My phone.  
 
    Leaving Max with his grandfather, I followed the trail of noise down the hall to Max’s bedroom, finding my phone on the floor just as the ringing cut out. I’d missed a call from my mother—guess she’d noticed my sleepover. This would be fun.  
 
    I needed to call and warn her I couldn’t watch Keira this afternoon, since we still hadn’t figured out if the ‘Gamils are coming for you’ part of Samantha’s warning was legit, so I figured I may as well get it over with. I dialed home and the call picked up straight away. Except nobody answered.  
 
    “Um, hi? It’s Addy.” 
 
    “Addy! Where are you?” That was definitely Colleen. Though she sounded anxious, not annoyed. Something in my stomach twisted sideways at the worry in her voice.  
 
    “I left you a note, Natalie came and picked me up last night.” No actual lies spoken, but I was probably lime again. Or a very pale mint. But why was she even asking? “Wait, is something going on?” Usually there would have been big plans after Keira’s bedtime if I went out. That required large quantities of my yet to be invented brain bleach if I came home early. Or they lost track of time. Eww.  
 
    Her voice strained as she spoke. “Adeline, you didn’t happen to take Keira with you today, did you?” 
 
    My body froze, and I fought to get my voice to work past my rapidly constricting throat. “Isn’t she there with you?” 
 
    “I haven’t been seen her since we put her to bed last night. I’ve called Duke, and he hadn’t picked her up. He’s here with me now. We were calling to see if you had taken her with you.” 
 
    Why were they waiting? “Call the police, right now. I don’t know where she is.” I dropped to my knees in Max’s bedroom. I hadn’t checked on her before I’d left. I just jumped in the car with Natalie without a second thought of checking on her. Someone could have been in there, right across the hall from me. I could have stopped them, or noticed something wrong, but I did nothing.  
 
    “They’re already here, love.” 
 
    My brain ticked over. I had interrupted something when I went out. “Wait, last night when I left, I found our neighbor in the front yard snooping around. He said he was looking for his cat, but he tried to hide when the light came on.” My throat squeezed in pain. He could have been the lookout, and I’d just let him go. I should have called for help. Screamed, Yelled. Done anything other than just leave. 
 
    There was murmuring in the background on the other end of the phone, and what I guessed was a police radio call. Good. At least they’d have someone go check it out.  
 
     My mother’s chocked cries came down the phone. Holy hell, I’d never heard her cry. I never even knew she was capable of that much emotion. But it was Keira. Keira. 
 
    “I need you to get home as fast as you can,” she said through hiccupping sobs. 
 
    Guess she needed to know that as a mother she hadn’t completely failed, though in my case it might be too late for that. “I can’t,” I choked. I stuttered to speak as I drew in short, painful breaths. “I don’t know when I can make it back. Find Keira. Please.” Something within my chest shattered. A burn filled my torso, agonizing as it spread through every part of me. Keira. The little sister I raised and made up hybrid insults to use around so she stayed innocent and undamaged by the world. This hurt more than rejecting.   
 
    My mother’s cries were loud now, and I heard Duke take the phone. “The police are doing everything they can. Hopefully they find her soon.” I could hear the heartache in his voice.  
 
    “I’ve got to go,” I managed and then ended the call.  
 
    My phone fell to the carpet with a thud. I let it. There were more important things to worry about.  
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    “What’s going on?” a sweaty Max asked when he found me huddled on the floor, his default confident settings engaged. Good, I needed a soldier right now. I could overlook the scratch marks on his forehead where he’d evidently been swiping at his hair again. 
 
    Wiping away the tears that had gathered, I raised my head slowly, meticulously articulating my speech. “Keira’s missing. Samantha said the Gamils were coming for us. I—I think they took my sister instead.” It was too much of a coincidence otherwise. Unless Samantha had driven over and grabbed her, but as she didn’t want her own child I couldn’t really see her picking up a random extra who still had the occasional bedwetting incident. Maybe they’d come for me, but I’d already left so they were going to use her as bait.  
 
    Max froze as he digested this. “What? Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Who the hell else would have taken her? They want to lure us out.” And it was freaking working. My hands clenched into tight fists around the plush carpet as my feet tapped with impatience, urging me to go out and do something. Anything. 
 
    Max squatted down before me, keeping his eyes on me as he pried my fingers open, slipping his fingers between mine. “We’ll figure this out, Addy. Let’s go find out what gramp—Thomas knows,” Max said, correcting his speech as if already distancing himself from his grandfather.  
 
    He waited until I nodded before grabbing my hand and hauling me to my feet. Right, Doctor Gordon. Good plan. He was the one who told them about Max in the first place.  
 
      
 
    We didn’t head into Doctor Gordon’s bedroom. Instead, Max lead me past the living room and behind the bookcase that lead downstairs. He had to input the code to get past the security door, but then we were back in the orange walled monstrosity of a basement Doctor Gordon used as a workroom. Unlike last night, there was someone else waiting in here when we arrived.  
 
    “Max, when did you find time to hogtie your grandfather?” And more importantly, why? That phone call must have been longer than I thought.  
 
    Max had him lying in front of the desk in the laboratory with his wrists and ankles bound together. The old man was folded over backwards on himself, his flannelette pajama buttons straining to compete with the stretch.  
 
    Max’s face stayed strong and confident in its usual mask, but the gouges on his forehead indicated something more. At least he wasn’t angry with me in this instance. “He compromised our safety by telling the Gamils about me. I wasn’t sure if we could trust him anymore.” 
 
    My heart broke a little at the coldness Max now showed his one remaining relative. I shouldn’t have said anything. There might have been good reason for what he’d done, I just hadn’t seen it.  
 
    Doctor Gordon blinked rapidly as Max turned on another overhead light, illuminating the place as brightly as full sunlight. “Miss Adeline, I appear to be at a slight disadvantage.” 
 
    I shrugged and tried to pretend having him hog tied at my feet didn’t bother me. But he was an old man; I struggled. “I only need a minute to figure out if you know anything. My sister is missing.”  
 
    He looked genuinely bereft on my behalf, and gestured with a wiggle of his head that I should go ahead and put my hands on his neck. My spirits sank with lost hope—if he had something to hide he wouldn’t be offering—but I went ahead and tried anyway. 
 
    Asking him questions over and over to keep his mind occupied on the thoughts I needed, I dug through his mind, but it was as I’d expected. He had no idea about Keira, and he’d reported Max that many years ago that it seemed unlikely they’d decide to act on it now. 
 
    Letting go, I anxiously chewed my nails. “He doesn’t know where she is.” 
 
    Max gave me a quick nod when I glanced his way. “His thoughts were green, so whatever you saw was the truth.” 
 
    Darn it, who the hell could I blame now? I scrubbed my hands over my face. I had a feeling that had been the case. Max stood stoically by as I paced the room, very few options coming to mind. “You may as well let him go. At least if his hands are free, he can make some phone calls for us.” 
 
    “Then what?” Max asked. 
 
    How the hell should I know? This was my first kidnapping, and I didn’t have a cheat sheet. Thankfully I didn’t have to come up with an answer. A doorbell sounded through the speaker system in the lab. Someone waited at the front door. “I thought no one who meant us harm could get to the house?” I said to Max, not liking the shake in my voice. 
 
    Max charged past, unlocking the door to the stairs. “They can’t.” 
 
      
 
    Through the frosted glass, I could see three blurry shapes waiting on the front porch. No idea if there were any more hanging by the walls; the ones I could see were making too much noise for me to be able to hear much of anything else. The shortest one on the left seemed antsy, jiggling up and down in place. 
 
    “Who are we fighting?” one of the figures asked, his deep voice clueing me in to the fact he was male. His blond head stood tallest of the three, two dark haired shadows either side.  
 
    “Are you serious? Whichever guys have the kid. We’re meant to help the sister.”  
 
    I flung the door open in time to catch an eye roll from the guy on the right who’d been talking. Hopefully I hadn’t walked straight into a trap.  
 
    The three of them were a mismatched trio that reminded me of the bears from Goldilocks. The blond was hulking with square shoulders and looked about the same damn size as papa bear would have been. Over a head taller than the other two, he wore his hair in a man bun and had some carefully cultivated stubble on his chin.  
 
    Next to him was the guy I assumed was the leader, seeing as he’d been giving directions to everyone else. He was Latino, his dark straight hair pulled back into a long ponytail that fell over his tight black t-shirt past his shoulder blades.  
 
    The last guy definitely fit the bill for baby bear. Though he looked around the same age as the other two, he was shorter than me but wore clothes that probably would have fit Max. They were at least two sizes too large, his overly long hoodie thankfully covering where his jeans hung off him like harem pants. Unlike the other two his hair was cut short, and he’d spiked it up with way too much gel, so it sat in greasy stems atop his head. 
 
    They looked my age, maybe only a few years older. We were screwed. 
 
    Max jumped in front of me and pushed me back into the house, but the guys on the porch kept on like we weren’t even there.  
 
    “Crimeny, did you listen to a thing I said in the car? You know, about rescuing the kid and all? For cereal. It’s not like each side has a kid they’re here to trade. Jeez.” 
 
    “Green,” Max whispered to me as he squeezed my hand and led me forward to see our visitors.  
 
    I smiled. Obviously his blond friend had been engineered for warfare, and other attributes had been left by the wayside. At least we had some more muscle on our side. And hot muscle too. Was that a Gamil thing? 
 
     The Latino guy currently talking appeared to be the leader. He had a ponytail but had gone the metal route as opposed to hipster bun. He looked up and finally saw us waiting there. “Uh, are you the one missing a sister?” 
 
    “Do you know where she is?” I asked, standing back to let them in. We didn’t have time for usual pleasantries, I didn’t care who they were as long as they could help me get Keira back as soon as possible. 
 
    Max stood as a solid wall behind me, but I managed enough of a gap that they could squeeze past.  
 
    “Nope. If it helps, they won’t hurt her. It’s weird they took a kid, I’m guessing she’s your collateral.” He shrugged apologetically. 
 
    I gave them a puzzled look, not sure we were speaking the same language. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    The shortest member of the group squeezed past in a waft of body spray. “Thank god, I need to pee,” he announced, racing for the stairs beside me. He looked Asian of some variation, with jet-black hair cropped short around his angular features, spiked up with grease. He also only reached about four feet in height, but that didn’t matter if he could fight. He ran up the stairs fast enough. 
 
    The leader of the trio came inside next, tightening his ponytail as he walked into the foyer. His damn biceps were pure poetry as he separated his hair into two chunks and pulled them in opposite directions to force his hair elastic higher. Teenage boy Gamils appeared to only come in super-hot. 
 
    “Sorry about that. It’s a four hour trip to get here, and we didn’t exactly get a heads up that we’d need to leave before we got called for the assignment time change. Plus, you know,” he said with a grin, his voice getting louder, “Rex has a child sized bladder to match the rest of his body.” 
 
    The upstairs doors opening and closing as his friend looked for a bathroom punctuated his comment. “I heard that, man. You want me to yodel for the entire car trip home?” 
 
    Max’s body tensed behind me, looking torn between sticking around to protect me or seeing whatever the guy upstairs could be getting into. As the third member of the group looked like a giant blond gorilla, I had to be glad he’d elected to stay with me. I mean, sure, the gorilla had gone the man bun style, and he had a little sexy stubble and stray strands of blond that didn’t stay tucked behind his ears, but he was at least three times wider than me. No way I could take on one of these guys on my own, let alone two. Gorilla could sit on me and I’d be out for the count.  
 
     “Wouldn’t make much difference!” ponytail yelled back, a smile pulling up on one side of his face. “Don’t worry, I’m sure your voice will eventually break when you hit puberty in another decade or so.” 
 
    Another door slammed shut. “I’m older than you! Back in my day children were taught to respect their elders—frigging hell. Who needs this many linen closets? Where is the bathroom in this place?” 
 
    Okay, so them ribbing each other was somewhat adorable. Not exactly awe inspiring for tackling bad guys, but at least I didn’t think they were here to stab me once my back turned. “Master bedroom on the end has an ensuite,” I called out, and a sigh of relief followed shortly after the sound of splashing against porcelain began. Gross, he hadn’t shut the door. He must have been pretty badly off. At least he hadn’t opted for a tree in the driveway. As what they’d just said sank in, a flash of family tree distracted me. I’d only see one Rex on those charts Doctor Gordon had left out for me to study. “Wait, did you say Rex? As in he’s Rex King?” 
 
    “Jeez, don’t say it like that. He’s got enough of a god complex without hot chicks encouraging him. How the hell have you heard of Rex? No one’s heard of Rex.” 
 
    Max pushed closer to me and glared down at our new visitor. “Adeline is particularly skilled,” he said, putting his arm around my shoulders and pulling me into his side. 
 
    “Max converted me,” I said to our guest, a little annoyed by the dominance display but liking Max’s arm around me too much to move. “I got given homework.” 
 
    The blond giant blushed on my behalf, and I realized how that statement could be taken. While there were several ways to be converted, in theory there was only one way Max could have done it. 
 
    The ponytailed guy frowned. “If you were converted why would they want your sister? She’s just human, right?”  
 
    “Yep,” I said as I slunk my arms around my middle. Keira was so little, and this had nothing to do with her.  
 
    “There must have been a mix up then, but they still won’t hurt her,” he told me, compassion in his voice. “We were sent here for an induction training exercise that got scheduled in a week ago. They’re not supposed to involve anyone who isn’t a Gamil.” 
 
    My mouthed dropped open. Induction training? Why the hell would I have been signed up for that, and a freaking week ago? It hadn’t been Doctor Gordon, I checked.  
 
    I cursed myself for being so stupid. Crap damn jerkhole zebrony Samantha. That was when I started hearing that voice in my head. And she told me they knew about me. No wonder Max’s mother knew they were coming, she freaking sent them. And I stupidly ran here to a fortress where they couldn’t get me, and left my little sister to take my place.  
 
    Angry tears threatened to fall, but I refused to let them. These guys seemed to know what was happening, and they promised Keira was safe. Crap, I really needed to keep it together so we could hurry this up and get her home. Straightening my spine, I let my arms drop to my side, but felt a lot calmer once Max wound one of his own arms around my waist. “I’m Addy, this is Max. You’re here to help?” 
 
    The leader nodded his head. “Yep. Rex upstairs, this is Oskar, and I’m Cameron. My dad sent us out to help, but we didn’t get a lot of details.” 
 
    Yeah, after Keira’s father I didn’t like Camerons as a rule. He’d forevermore be called Cam. 
 
    We shook hands while I ran their names through my head. Oskar hadn’t been listed anywhere, so Doctor Gordon’s records must have been out of date. Good to know.  
 
    I accidentally jumped into Cam’s mind when our hands met, and my jaw dropped as my fingers tensed. I knew who he was. 
 
    His dark eyes danced. “Is this the introduction everyone gets? Because it’s usually customary to let go of the hand once you shake it,” he said, a smile pulling to one side of his face. “I mean, it starts with innocent hand holding, but next thing I know your jealous boyfriend over there starts threatening to beat me up, and it turns into messy business,” he said, trying to extricate his hand. 
 
    Rex ran down the stairs while I stared in mute shock. “What’d I miss?” 
 
    “Addy here can’t keep her eyes off me,” Cam said, his chest puffing out a little more than natural.  
 
    Rex took one look at my face and ripped his hoodie off, revealing a lanky frame in a wife beater. Either he waxed or he didn’t grow hair, because the low neck only revealed smooth skin. “How about this, Sweet Lips?”  
 
    Okay, mostly gross. He looked part scarecrow and the shiny hair didn’t work for me.  
 
    He started attempting to flex his twiggy biceps while waggling his eyebrows at me until the blond giant Oskar whacked him on the back of his head.  
 
    “She’s not ogling. You need to put your clothes on.” 
 
    Sweet baby ermines, he sounded Scandinavian of some description. That explained the height and blond hair, not so much how he came to look like a linebacker. A seriously sexy Viking stood in Max’s foyer.  
 
    Max’s arm tightened on my shoulder. Oops, there were probably parts of me lighting up he didn’t want to see. At least I knew Max’s expression wouldn’t have changed. Ultimate confidence. It’s not like I touched the other goods, and he wouldn’t be outranked. Unless digging could be scheduled. In cowboy hats. If only I had time to admire all the sexy hotness while I ignored Rex, but there were more important things going on. “Cam, you’re a Luxen, right? I mean you’re the latest Cameron Luxen, the sixth.” Lucky he’d thought about it recently. I couldn’t have found the link otherwise. Males for six generations had suffered with that name. 
 
    “I know I’m kind of a big deal. So what?” said Cam. “Are you working on becoming a genealogist? Or is your skill identifying people? You could find police work in the human sector pretty easy doing something like that.” He scratched at his chin as he sized me up. 
 
    I looked to Max. Surely he would understand the relevance of Cam’s last name. But he looked his usual confident self, nothing extra hidden in his eyes. “Seriously, you never even looked at those charts? Not even once?” 
 
    “My assignments were a little more complex than yours. I have enough stuffed in here from Doctor Gordon without adding more.” 
 
    “Jeez, Doctor Gordon is alive? Like Doctor Gordon Doctor Gordon? Doctor Thomas Gordon?” Cam seemed more impressed with this information than my sudden plucking of his genealogy.  
 
    “Sort of. How do neither of you know you’re cousins?” That explained Cam’s hotness rating. Must be a genetic thing. How Max never learned his father’s real last name was a testament to how little he questioned his grandfather. Which was just insane, because he had a damn cousin he’d never heard of, and it’d been framed on his grandfather’s office wall for who knew how long. 
 
    The two of them stared past me at each other for a long time. “I don’t have any cousins,” said Max, breaking the silence. “And looking at Cameron, he doesn’t either.” 
 
    “Cam, your father had an older brother, right? A brother Greg. Greg is Max’s father. And you have a sister Audrey, so two cousins that I know of.” 
 
    Cam nodded. “Technically she’s half-sister. It’s only the two of us.”  
 
    All the same as far as I was concerned. Keira was my sister, different father or not. 
 
    “I’m the better looking one though.” He trailed off, dark eyes going wide. “Freaking hell.” He nudged his friends, who all diverted their attention behind us. 
 
    This is what happened when I didn’t pay attention. Things snuck up on me that I should have noticed already. Like as soon as the barrier door had opened from the self-contained lab, and my internal sensors started firing that he was nearing. I’d just been too overwhelmed with everything else.  
 
    Turning, I found Doctor Gordon shuffling towards us with his legs still bound, pajamas askew and looking mostly pathetic. Who knew how the old guy had made it up the stairs like that.  
 
    I aimed a pointed glare at Max, who left his confident voice in place. “He only needed hands to dial.” 
 
    Rex backed away towards the door. “Yeah, so we’ll just pretend we didn’t see the greatest scientist in Gamil history who’s been missing for years tied up at your house and be on our way.” He tried to duck out, but Oskar grabbed him by the shirt and reefed him back inside. 
 
    Okay, so this looked really bad. I mopped my face with my hands. “We had a crappy night. Doctor Gordon could have been the reason they took my sister, and Max may have reacted a little poorly to the news. Among other things.” Like his mother disappearing. And his grandfather reporting him to the Gamils. And the fact he’d been lied to his entire life. You know, small issues like that. No wonder he felt like crap. “Did you happen to bring cake?”  
 
    Oskar smiled kindly at me while Rex clearly started to realize he might be hanging out with a chick he knew nothing about and could be more dangerous than he’d assumed. I wasn’t, but he didn’t know that. 
 
    In a first for Doctor Gordon, he made himself useful and interrupted the weird for me. “Miss Adeline, about your sister. I double checked, and they had an experiment number I reported you under, but no further information as to your actual identity.” He adjusted the bottom of his pajamas in lieu of suspenders or a waistcoat and rocked on his heels, completely in contrast to his tied ankles and the rope burn on his wrists.  
 
    “Addy is not an experiment,” Max warned, and the other guys in the room went still.  
 
    Well, except Rex, who kept trying to sneak out the door. He must have been the smartest person in the room.  
 
    “Come on, I don’t want the crazy cooties,” Rex whined as Oskar brought him back towards the group again.  
 
    Okay, so not that smart. “I’m not contagious,” I told him, then had to think a moment. “Wait, am I contagious?” I asked Doctor Gordon with sudden alarm. Max had converted me, and I’d been an accident. What if I carried those genes? 
 
    Doctor Gordon chuckled. “We went over this in your briefing. No humans, just in case. It doesn’t matter to Gamils, since you can’t convert them.” 
 
    Max pulled me a little closer, his breath warm in my hair as he planted a kiss on my head. “Irrelevant. We need to know what happened if the information didn’t come from you.” 
 
    “Not irrelevant,” Rex grumbled, holding his fingers in a cross towards me as if I was possessed.  
 
    “For cereal, cut that out,” Cam said, chopping Rex’s hands down. “If we figure out who took the kid, we can track where they took her. Pay attention.” 
 
    “Samantha told them,” I growled. She knew about me, about Keira. She’d been waiting on the damn porch for me to show up. “How in zedonkey’s name did you not notice?” I asked Doctor Gordon, pushing my finger into his chest. “It’s been at least three decades, and you never noticed she’s a projector?” 
 
    Doctor Gordon spluttered, speechless for the first time since I’d met him, and I’d dropped a lot of bombs in that time. “She was nothing after the experiment failed, you know that. It’s why I left. I kept her safe so she wouldn’t be destroyed for my mistakes.” 
 
    I pointed to my head. “Watch me when I talk, Doctor Gordon. Samantha Gordon is a projector.” That’s what Max had called it anyway.  
 
    “That isn’t possible,” Doctor Gordon said, no doubt believing my trust misplaced.  
 
    I shrugged. Time to show him. Neither is this, I projected straight into his head. It was easy now, barely an effort to make contact. Maybe because he was right in front of me, or maybe I’d been overthinking it in the past. Either way, he got my message. 
 
    Doctor Gordon gaped at me for a while as I defiantly stared, and the newcomers stood around looking awkward. Sexy as hell, but awkward.  
 
    “What exactly is happening?” Cam asked. “You can’t make a projector, they’re born.” 
 
    Really? I shot into Cam’s head. I mean, I’d never heard that before, but it was definitely wrong. I could prove it. 
 
    He watched me with a strange look on his face. Well, yeah. That is what they tell us. 
 
    The voice in my mind sounded like him, but not at the same time. Guess Cam was a projector too.  
 
    Max’s eyes lost a little of the confident demeanor when I turned on him to clarify. “It’s true,” he said softly so no one else could hear. “No one’s figured the genes out for that one yet.” 
 
    “Miss Adeline, what exactly are you capable of?” Doctor Gordon finally asked once he’d composed his face into its usual garden gnome variety charm.  
 
    A smile found its way across my face. “Whatever the hell I want.” And now I had to find Samantha.  
 
    Closing my eyes to concentrate, I sent her a message. What did you do? My voice came back in an echo, and I knew she hadn’t received my message. At least now I would know if my message had been received or not. “She’s blocking me,” I told Max. I needed a stronger signal. Curiosity got me thinking of our new Latino houseguest. He could project too. Maybe I could use that. “Cam, mind if I borrow you for a moment? I need to boost my signal.” 
 
    Cam hesitated. “What exactly does this entail?” 
 
    Rex laughed from the foyer. “Chicken! See, it’s not just me that thinks we should bail.” He tried to nudge Oskar towards the door, but being a virtual tank, the guy didn’t move. 
 
    Cam jutted out his jaw, and I saw a mist of stubble. He hadn’t shaved this morning. “Fine, do whatever. I don’t care.” 
 
    I grabbed his muscular arm and pulled him closer. Mmm, this one smelled like sandalwood and rain. “Thanks. I don’t know if this will work, but it’s worth a try.” 
 
    Max laughed.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” said Cam. 
 
    “Everything she tries always works. It’s entirely frustrating.” He leant over to kiss me on the temple, allowing his lips to linger a little longer than necessary. His breath fanned behind my ear, sending goosebumps running down my arm. Max slung an arm around my shoulder and I leaned into him, content and safe for the moment.  
 
    He was good. I could stay like this all day. “Max, don’t distract me. Best behavior. I don’t even know how she’s blocking me.”  
 
    I dug inside Cam’s mind, looking for which section I needed to project to—or through. Whatever worked. I was going off pure intuition. “Cam, can you project something for me? Doesn’t matter what, I just need to see you do it.” 
 
    Cam shrugged and I saw the link forged and one section of his mind light up and fresh information began to flicker to life. I ignored it, needing only to see how it worked. Moments later Rex and Oskar started to laugh. 
 
    “Perfect. Let’s see if I can do this.” Concentrating on Cam’s mind as well as my own, I tried to combine the power of the two and amplify my skills.  
 
    Samantha, what are you doing?! 
 
    Again the echo came back.  
 
    “It usually works better if you’re angry. Try swearing,” Cam suggested. He must be eavesdropping while we were connected, but as he’d apparently been born with this ability, I had to trust his expertise. 
 
    You can’t block me, Samantha, you jerkhole flatulent zebrony!! I screamed. This time there hadn’t been any bounce back. I must have made my mark. They have Keira because of you. Where is she?  
 
    The answer came faster than I expected it to. It was almost instantaneous. I may have anonymously emailed a few files to speed things along, but they would have come for you eventually. I have no idea why they’d take your sister let alone where they’d go once they had her. You forget, I wanted to leave. And I have. They won’t find me, Adeline. Do what you want. 
 
    A buzzing pressure entered my head as she tried to push me out, but I held my ground, fighting against the force with sheer will power. You can’t control me, Samantha. I will be in your mind whenever I please.  
 
    A sudden phone ringing brought me back to my present surroundings and I lost the link, my head aching for the efforts. Knowing I would have little chance to crumble her resolve, I left her alone. She didn’t care about her son, let alone anyone else.  
 
    “What’s happened?” Max asked as Cam dug around in his pants and pulled out the clunkiest phone I’d ever seen. Physicists would need dozens of whiteboards to work out how it even fit in a pants pocket. At least he’d proven something worse than my old piece of beat up phone existed. And mine had been a Natalie hand me down that only had compass and calculator apps installed. It did at least have a camera though.  
 
    “Samantha doesn’t know, and Cam’s getting a call from 1990 since they want their phone back.” 
 
    Oskar guffawed—apparently that was a real thing people did—and Rex eyed me with something other than suspicion. Cam laughed and pulled up an antenna from the end of the phone before he could answer it. “Don’t knock the merchandise. We don’t get paid for these gigs. Rex hooked it up to be ultra awesome.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but have the last word. “Did he stick a coffee machine in there? Or only a helipad?” 
 
    Rex sniggered, but the smile left Cam’s face as he looked at the number on the screen. He walked towards the living room as he answered. “Hey, Dad.” 
 
    Dad. That’s who he’d said had sent them to help. Maybe he knew where to find Keira. I followed Cam into the next room, Max my accompanying shadow as I hung onto every word. Rex and Oskar flowed in with shoulders squared, and Doctor Gordon sort of bunny hopped behind. Which ordinarily I would have laughed at, taken videos of, posted a meme about and printed out photos, but not now. Cam might know something.  
 
    Cam had one hand behind his head, tensing on the back of his neck. “No, not her. We found Addy. We haven’t been there yet; this place was closest. Yep, I know. Okay, we’ll go there next. Thanks.” 
 
    My nails were chewed to the cuticles while I waited for him to wrap it up.  
 
    Cam hung up and pounded his fingers on the phone pad, an irritating beep sounding for each key he struck. Finally, he held the screen up to my face. “He said she’s definitely at one of the addresses he gave me. Do you know this place?” 
 
    He’d gone into his text messages where two addresses were listed. Max’s house first. Mine second. “Are you kidding? Did they send the reject team for this induction?” Keira was at my freaking house. No idea how that made her kidnapped. 
 
    “She’s still at her house,” Cam told Rex and Oskar, before ordering them to get ready to go. After a contortion act worthy of a circus performer, Cam got the behemoth phone back into his pocket and headed to the front door. “We’ll follow you there.” 
 
    “Doctor Gordon, stay here,” I called, surprised to hear him chuckle in response. I mean, I thought it was funny since we’d left his legs tied up, but who knew he had a sense of humor? 
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    “Time to go.” I raced up through the foyer, grabbing the keys off the hook, and flung open the front door to where Max’s car waited. “Mind if I drive?” 
 
    “Yes,” Max said, stealing the keys from me. “You don’t know how to get home from here, and as you only have a learner’s permit, that would be illegal. We don’t need any extra attention right now.” 
 
    Max climbed in the driver’s side and stuffed a black duffle bag in the back seat.  
 
    “What’s in there?” I asked. 
 
    “Insurance,” Max replied, inserting the keys with a deft thrust, and the engine roared to life. “Those guys were right, taking a sibling isn’t usual for an induction training exercise. That’s there to make sure everybody follows the rules. Even if she isn’t in real danger, Keira might still be scared if she doesn’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    Flicking on the headlights, Max set the car to reverse, whipping us around in a cloud of rocks and dirt while I scanned the driveway for sentries. He threw the car into drive and we tore out of the gravel drive at speeds that had me gripping the suicide bar. Max would definitely get us there faster than I would have. Alive might be another story.  
 
    Checking the side mirror, I could see a crappy red Corolla following behind us. Cam and his squad definitely didn’t get paid for this stuff if that counted as his wheels. I clutched at the pendant around my neck, debating calling Lucas for backup. No one else seemed particularly concerned once Cam had said this was a scheduled induction training exercise. “Max,” I asked, checking his opinion before I made a decision. He’d promised to be honest with me, it was only fair if I was with him too. “Should I call for assistance?”  
 
    He quickly glanced over, causing the car to weave since he was already travelling too fast, then set his sights back on the road. “I have no idea who that call goes out to, and whether it’ll be in our benefit or not. You said he was a free agent for new recruits?” I nodded, and he continued. “He could be part of the induction team that organized this. For now, leave it. We already have three other team members for this exercise. That can be the second backup plan in case of apocalypse level failure.” 
 
    As Max knew more about these things than me—and well, basically everything Gamil—I dropped the pendant, letting it nestle over my collarbone. Lucas had a seer and could transport to us instantly anyway, which seemed like a pretty handy skill to have on your side. 
 
    As we drove, Max briefed me on what to expect, based on the limited knowledge he’d been provided over the years by his grandfather. From what he said, this was an initial assessment to determine if I had any skills, and if I did, what they were. I’d be placed in a situation where my abilities could prove to be advantageous, and was expected to use them to resolve whatever conflict I found. Kind of like a role play exercise of your worst nightmare they tried really hard to simulate.  
 
    He sounded cool and collected, presenting me with the facts, but I found it hard to distance my emotions like he did. They’d involved Keira in this, and I’d had enough of others determining they could control every aspect of my life. My little sister was off limits.  
 
      
 
    It took under the half an hour it usually did. Still, my nails were practically non-existent by the time Max parked on the curb in front of my house. Between Colleen’s car, Duke’s car, and two police cruisers, the driveway was clogged. Once the red Corolla pulled up behind us and parked it looked like there was a party or something at my house. 
 
    My hand hesitated on the door handle. I’d willingly sacrifice my own freedom for Keira’s, but I didn’t know where Max would fit into that equation. “Max, if this goes bad, I will let them take me in return for leaving Keira alone.” 
 
    Max looked directly at me, blue eyes burning through my butterfly hordes. “Nothing bad will happen. You saw those guys, this is routine to them, not something life threatening. Besides, I’m staying with you, Addy. Regardless of anything that happens. I won’t leave you here alone. I love you.” 
 
     Max placed his hand on the small of my back, drawing me into his cinnamon scented chest before kissing me urgently and my worries dissolved in his mouth. It always took impending death for him to tell me that. That had been how he’d finally stopped regretting kissing me too, when I rejected and was about to die anyway. It didn’t matter. I loved him, along with his ill-conceived notions of protecting me. Right now I was safe in his arms, and I trusted he’d keep me that way throughout whatever came next. 
 
    One of the guys knocked on the window, startling us apart, before pointing to his watch. Yeah, Oskar was right. It was time to do this. 
 
    We got out of the car, not bothering to lock it. Taking Max’s hand and a deep breath, I walked up the driveway.  
 
    I could hear the other guys behind us, Rex grumbling he’d need a tetanus shot if he went inside the dilapidated building. My house. Max would regret not going back for shoes.  
 
    Max gestured we should go to a side window to check things out and I must admit, even I was a little freaked out by the idea of walking through the ‘garden’ barefoot. With the length of the grass and overhanging branches, it had basically formed a snake and spider sanctuary.  
 
    It was hard to be stealthy as we swished grass to the side and stomped around to look through the kitchen window. We didn’t even have a cat, but it still smelled like cat piss out here. So gross. I would soak for a week once this was over. If cobwebs had a smell, I would have added those to the list as well. For now I just integrated them into my hairstyle, my fancy bed hair finger combed into a ponytail. For all I knew it could be an improvement.  
 
    When I looked in the window, Colleen and Duke were in the living room on the couch with two police officers sitting nearby, notepads out asking questions. Mobile phones littered the coffee table, and all the junk that usually sat on there had been cleared onto the floor. They appeared to be real cops to me, so maybe sneaking around them was part of the exercise. We needed to get inside and snoop around without them seeing.  
 
    “They’ll see us from the front door, so we can either try the back or break into an upstairs window,” I said to Max, internally cursing whoever had designed open plan housing. “The neighbor’s fence is pretty close to the upstairs bathroom, and Almund keeps his upright.” Looking to the other side of the yard where our fence sagged at a forty five degree angle made me thankful we had windows on both sides. 
 
    “Upstairs would be better,” Max confirmed. “You can see too much from the back door and if Keira was anywhere on the bottom floor you would have seen her through the windows by now.” 
 
    “You can’t see them yet. They have to have a projector with them to keep it hidden,” Oskar said kindly, placing a consoling hand on my shoulder. 
 
    Max shook his head. “Addy can see it, even when they don’t want her too.” 
 
    “That’s not a thing,” Rex hissed behind us. “If they want us to see, we will. If they don’t, we’re screwed, and not in the fun way.”  
 
    He nudged my shoulder and I used a leaf to wipe off where his skin had touched me. My house had enough potential to get you sick without adding whatever germs the guy had. Who knew where he’d been. 
 
     “Aren’t you such a special snowflake, Sweet Lips,” Rex taunted me, and I gave in to the urge and punched him on the arm.  
 
    It proved harder than it appeared. Weedy guy had a little bit of muscle hidden in his teensy frame. “Obviously Max is the special one, since he converted me into whatever I am. It’s all his genetic crap that makes me do stuff. Hit on him. I promise he’s real pretty.” And Max could hit harder. 
 
    Cam stepped in between Rex and me. “You’ve seen enforcers before?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure. I looked to Max for clarification. 
 
    He gave me a tight smile and shook his head. “That wasn’t a war re-enactment, Addy.” 
 
    Holy crap. My head spun so much I leant against the side of the house for support, ignoring the flakes of paint that snowed down in response. “Nobody told me those were enforcers! I didn’t even know I wasn’t supposed to see them. If I’d known the war re-enactment had been an actual freaking battle you can guarantee I’d have run the other way.” No wonder Max had told me to stay away. And I’d stupidly gone back. Freaking hell, it was a wonder I wasn’t dead yet.  
 
    Cam’s face lost its easy going look as he stared at Max. “She saw actual conflict, and you didn’t tell her? I mean, I understand the hiding part, but were you trying to get her killed?” 
 
    Max stiffened by my side, but his voice remained its usual confident self when he spoke. “This happened before she fully converted. Somehow she started in stages, but we didn’t know until she rejected. You know we aren’t allowed to tell humans anything.” 
 
    Cam’s eyes popped wide. “Before? She’s seriously immune? Holy cheese balls, no wonder they want you guys. Okay, I get why they took your sister now, but don’t tell anyone else that. If they ask, tell them only what they already know, and dumb it down. You no longer project, you heard Samantha and thought you were telepathic. Got it?” 
 
    “Thank you, Cam,” Max said with a nod, bringing me into his chest. I had no idea what the gratitude meant, but basically no one wanted me to be awesome.  
 
    I spun to look at Max. “Wait, what part do I tell?” 
 
    “Part?” Rex sung out. “There are parts?” 
 
    “It’s not normal, is it?” I asked Max. 
 
    He shook his head. “Since they’re onto us, you need to never publicly admit anything. Cam’s right, you’re safer if they don’t know and dismiss you as low power. My mother and Gramps didn’t know everything you do, so it can’t have been in anything they sent. We’ll figure it out once we get Keira back.” 
 
    “Can we throw someone up to the window? Rex is little, we could launch him onto the roof without much effort,” I suggested. 
 
    “All muscle baby,” Rex said, trying to flex again. “Besides, I’m only here for funsies. Being thrown at a wall doesn’t count.” 
 
    Hell, could we get the kid some Ritalin? “Fine, use me. I know where everything is inside.” I could probably just stand on Oskar’s shoulders. He had to be 6’8” at least.  
 
    Cam sighed and scrubbed the back of his neck. “Go in the back door. I’ll take care of it. We don’t know how many are waiting, no one’s going in on their own.” 
 
    “You sure?” Oskar asked, his brow crinkled in concern. Or concentration. I began to think he wasn’t the sharpest shovel in the shed. Shiny and free of splinters, but the blade was a little dull.  
 
    I didn’t need convincing. We’d wasted enough time.  
 
    I led the gang further around the debris in the backyard until we got to the back landing. No one waited there, so I had to assume it was safe. I bolted out from the bushes and ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time. There were voices coming through my open bedroom, so that’s where I headed. Surprisingly, Rex came up next on my heels, the others filing in over the next thirty seconds to stand on one side of the bed.  
 
    I’d found Keira. Fortunately she’d fallen asleep on the bed, so she’d missed all the drama. Unfortunately, I’d also found the two goons they sent to catch her.  
 
    Baldy saw us first. “You’re the one the Gamils are after? You don’t look very impressive.” He sneered and looked back at his companion with distaste. There were five of us, and only two of them. Hopefully Rex had those ninja skills I counted on.  
 
    Max had his eye on them while I stared at the crumpled girl on the bed.  
 
    “Frig, she’s like, four,” Cam exclaimed. “When they said kid sister, I thought she’d be twelve or something. Enforcers aren’t allowed to target anyone under the age of ten. This is so messed up.” 
 
    “The chick brings a whole new level to messed up,” Rex complained under his breath, and Oskar thunked him on the back of his head again.  
 
    I think I loved these guys. My brain must have finally cracked, and I’d invented them for my own amusement and tension diffusion.  
 
    Bald goon kept talking as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “We were expecting something a bit more challenging,” said Bald goon. “No wonder they scaled it back to two of us. This shouldn’t take long. Me and Levi’ll be home for breakfast. You know, if we still have room after eating you first.” 
 
    Okay, I know Max said this was like a training role play thing, and we should try to stay in character, but these two were ridiculous. I looked to the guys to see if they understood that insult. Oskar had his face scrunched up, Cam tried not to laugh, Max’s fist clenched, and Rex stared at my crotch. Yeah, no one got that. “You can go home now.” 
 
    They laughed, but I figured it had been worth a try.  
 
    Our noise woke Keira and she roused on the bed. When she caught sight of me, she let out a wail. “I want Daddy!” 
 
    “It’s okay, they’ll be gone soon and you can see daddy, I promise,” I said. Hell, I never realized how much Keira liked Duke. Pretty major, calling him daddy. Not like fake kidnapping level, but still big news. Time to get this over with.  
 
    The five of us started to move forward, enclosing the bad guys in a circle of our bodies. They still had Keira, and I didn’t want to be hasty. Not until I knew she would be safe, then they would pay.  
 
    I smiled sweetly at the enforcers, not knowing what else to do. The smaller companion shuffled his weight on his feet, caught off guard by my response. At least it looked like I had a plan. 
 
    Distract the little guy so we can grab him from behind, Cam said, projecting into my mind. 
 
    That idea seemed as good as any I could have come up with, so I obliged.  
 
    Stepping forward a little more, I placed myself within reach of Levi. With lightning quick reflexes, he grabbed me with his right hand. Considering he had likely been bred for fighting prowess, I knew it would be useless to struggle against his strength; I would never pull free. Still, I had to distract him.  
 
    Adrenaline surged through me as I wrapped my arms around his and aimed a kick for his crotch. Not my usual fighting style, but the way he held me meant I couldn’t throw a punch. Besides, given the circumstances anything was permissible. I wanted to hurt him. It just sucked that I missed. And that his armpits smelled like demon turd.  
 
    He punched me hard with his left fist in the temple, and I would have gone down if not for the fact that he still held me. He didn’t have me by the wrist, so my bracelet slid uselessly towards my fingers. 
 
    “Now!” I yelled through my dizzy haze. Max dove towards Levi, whose strength had been incapacitated by his need to hold me. Max feinted for his stomach, and then punched him in the head. I heard a crack, and Max held his hand in pain before digging into the duffle bag with his other arm. 
 
    A scream and two bangs followed. 
 
    Suddenly I was propelled to the ground, pinned under the thug’s frame. My head pounded from the shock of the hit he had delivered me, and I had to fight to stay conscious under his weight. Breathing was for wimps anyway.  
 
    Max and Oskar pulled him off me, scuffling as they struggled to get his weight rolling. I finally got a kick to his crotch in. Staying in character and all, I’d totally do that if someone kidnapped my sister. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” I questioned Oskar, who had been helping Max. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “Do what? It was you.” This close up I could see the freckles bridging his nose, and that his blond hair draped longer on one side where it fell out of the ponytail and framed his face. It looked soft, and I wanted to pull out his bun and run my fingers through it. Okay, so I liked hair and arms now along with abs. Though Oskar didn’t look like he had those. He was a solid freaking wall.  
 
    I eyed him skeptically. “What skills do you have as a Gamil?” 
 
    Cam piped up from where he examined the other goon they had pinned to the floor. “Oskar’s Quire, everything he does is all him since he didn’t inherit any skills. Rex here and I got some usual junk passed on by our parents. Which doesn’t really help when you get shot.” He turned to stare at Max. “We have a bigger problem than your trigger finger. I know these guys, neither is a projector.” 
 
    “Must be someone else hiding,” Max said confidently, checking the rounds of the zedonking gun he held in his hand.  
 
    Holy crap, Max had shot someone. Twice. 
 
    “Tranquilizer darts, Addy,” he told me, stepping over Levi’s prone form. “We’ll get rid of the guys. You fix up Keira.” Max walked over to where the other guy struggled on the floor.  
 
    “Can we hurry this up?” Rex grunted. “Chris is basically elastic and a pain in the ass to keep pinned.” 
 
    “Where’s the projector?” Max asked, confident face on as he held his gun in the other goon’s face. The one apparently called Chris, because Rex knew him, so this would in no way come back and bite us in the butt later.  
 
    “Let me go.” Chris struggled, genuine fear in his voice. “We can leave and pretend this never happened. I won’t tell anyone you cheated.” He wriggled and pulled away from Rex, his arms stretching like melted mozzarella as he struggled.  
 
    Freaking hell, Gamils were weird. 
 
    I’d be scared too if my buddy lay unconscious on the floor next to me after he’d just been shot. That’s what you got for kidnapping freaking children. Chris struggled in Rex’s arms. He had no idea what we were capable of, but he looked finally aware it was considerably more than him.  
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    I punched him in the nose. It wouldn’t really hurt him, but it made me feel better. He deserved it for scaring my sister with this crap. “Did we pass?”  Chris nodded emphatically, agreeing to everything I suggested. I guess he didn’t want any of the guys taking a turn to beat him. “He can go,” I said. “It’s finished, right?” 
 
    Everyone kind of shrugged, which wasn’t reassuring.  
 
    Rex let go of his hold, and Chris dove out the window of my bedroom, getting tangled in the fly screen on the way down. 
 
    “What a waste,” Rex mumbled under his breath.  
 
    I hated to agree with him, but I needed that screen to keep mossies out.  
 
    Cam knocked him over the head. “You know she’s right. Do you want it getting back that you sliced him up or something in a training exercise? Think, Rex. You got a few good hits in, be happy with that. He’ll tell the projector we’re done, and Keira can go downstairs like she had a weird dream. It’s over.” 
 
    My body sagged in relief. We were done. 
 
    Max strode over and kissed me like nothing had happened, pulling my face into his.  
 
    Which freaking hurt, seeing as one of the bad guys had run their fist into it. Stupid bad guys, wrecking my kisses. I let him kiss me for a moment before pulling away and punching him in the arm. “You had a tranquilizer gun, and you let me get hit?” 
 
    Max gave me a small smile no one else would have noticed. “I assumed you’d tell me before you started anything. I didn’t want Keira to see, so I was waiting until it was absolutely necessary. We’ll put some ice on you when we get home.” He kissed the top of my head, and I didn’t know if the fuzzy feeling was my happy ending or a concussion.  
 
    “Thanks, guys.” I smiled gratefully at the small band that had saved Keira with us as she buried herself further into my shoulder. I hugged her tight, a huge smile beaming on my face.  
 
    Cam poked Levi with his shoe “I’m guessing you want us to take this guy out of the house?”  
 
    “Leave him in his car and we can call for a pickup,” Max said. “He’ll wake up in about eight hours feeling a little groggy but otherwise unharmed. Unlike some of us.” Max frowned as he looked at me. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “My head hurts from all the projecting and everything else we’ve been doing. A nap and some cake and I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Rex smirked at me. “If it hurts, you’re doing it wrong.” 
 
    Oskar thumped him again. That guy’s middle name must be innuendo. “She’s still learning. You don’t know what she needs.” 
 
    I swear his voice made me ovulate. Holy crap, I needed more guy friends. Only hanging out with Natalie had done something to me that reacted anytime there were overly hot guys around.  
 
    “I’ll keep us covered while you carry Levi down the stairs,” Cam directed his entourage. “Addy, we’ll leave you to fix up your sister.” 
 
    Max looked at my cupboard with an odd expression on his face, which made sense once I remembered what hung in there. Crap, the bad guys had rifled through my stuff and left the door open. I knew collages were cliché, but so was the super hot guy falling for the weird loner chick. Just because he was a weirder loner than I was didn’t counteract my need to cut up a billion photos of him and his face and plaster them everywhere I could stare at in private. There were probably more pictures of his arms than he expected though. Not my fault his abs were under-represented. He hadn’t been shirtless often enough.  
 
    Max shut the door without commenting before I snuck Keira into her room and waited for the guys to tromp downstairs. Once I heard the creak of the front door, I told her to call for mum. She wailed as I slipped into my room, making sure they actually came to check on her.  
 
    I needn’t have worried Duke and the cops downstairs cared, but Colleen beat them through, her heels gouging the wooden floor in the hall. A lot of crying and awkward reunion followed that I didn’t want to witness, so I snuck out and found Max.  
 
    They’d already dumped Levi in his car, and he looked uncomfortable as hell. Someone had decided he needed his hand down the front of his pants too. I figured it had been Rex, since he was the only one bent over in hysterics. And he was Rex.  
 
    We headed to where we’d parked to find Max’s car with a parking boot on it. Seriously? I turned to the guys. “Can we have a lift back?” 
 
    Oskar took the keys out of his pocket and climbed in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Shotgun!” Rex yelled, and jumped into the front seat of the old red Corolla. Which left Cam, Max and I squeezing in to share the backseat.  
 
    I sat in the middle of the sexy sandwich of cinnamon and sandalwood. There were worse things in life.  
 
    As Oskar started the engine, Max held my chin and turned my face to the side. “Addy, your face! That looks painful.”  
 
    “It is.” Damn my beautiful porcelain skin. 
 
    Max bent down and gave me a kiss. He didn’t have superpowers to make it feel better, but butterflies kicked up in my stomach in response. I’d probably be disappointed if he’d kissed me to use some healing power. This way, I knew he’d kissed me just because he couldn’t help himself, and if that didn’t make a girl all warm and fluffy inside, I didn’t know what would. 
 
    Oskar jerked the car to the left, and I found myself flung sideways into Cam like a ragdoll. Oskar drove worse than Max. “What’s happened?” I asked. 
 
    “It looks like we aren’t done yet. I’ll try to lose them,” replied Oskar, his sweaty hands slipping on the steering wheel. 
 
    “Side street coming up on the right,” Rex mentioned. Oskar took a hard turn left. “Or left, it’s coolios,” said Rex. He turned to me. “So, Sweet Lips, you got us involved in this, what do you plan on doing?”  
 
    “It’s not like we can switch drivers right now. Just do what they do in the movies.” The irony of our car chase in an old Corolla was not lost on me. 
 
    Oskar let out another loud guffaw. 
 
    We careened sharply around a corner, and with nothing else to grab onto I wound up clinging to the guys on either side of me. Even being used to weirdness, I didn’t expect the odd flush of heat that hit my belly when I did. I dropped Cam’s arm quickly once we hit a straight stretch. “Sorry about that. You need a roll cage installed,” I said, noticing for the first time he had deep brown eyes. Turning, I addressed Max. “I don’t think Samantha is coming back.” I didn’t add ever, but I thought it really hard. 
 
    “There are worse things than her leaving us alone,” Max said confidently. 
 
    “Well, at least one person is. This car is still on our tail,” Rex said, his head turned to look behind us. 
 
    I looked out the back window. A purple sedan with four men in it tailed less than two car lengths behind us. I could see the scowl on the driver’s face. We needed a plan. Fast. “Anyone other than Cam got something they can use from a distance?” 
 
    The car fell silent, and I turned my attention to Cam. Looked like we were the only two offensive players we had. 
 
    “Want to try something with me?”  
 
    “I’d like to,” said a voice from the front. 
 
    “Shut up, Rex,” Cam snapped, the hair from his brown ponytail whipping across his neck and wafting a wave of sandalwood scent my way. “What do you need me to do this time?” 
 
    “We’re going for double forces again. We might be able to bombard the driver enough to distract him from the road.”  
 
    “It’s worth a shot. Hey, what if we do this?” Cam asked, and projected his idea. It was brilliant actually. He projected the road we could see, making our car invisible. Then, he changed the scene and made us turn sharply left. If the driver behind us fell for it, he would veer off the road. 
 
    “That’s perfect! But try not to direct him into oncoming traffic. I don’t want others hurt,” I replied. “We can join signals again. If we’re both screaming left and picturing it while showing him the back of this car it’ll be more powerful.” 
 
    Cam nodded, down with the plan. 
 
    Rex piped from the front. “I know another way to make you scream.” 
 
    I darted forward and punched him in the back of the neck. “Me too.”  
 
    “Addy,” Max warned. 
 
    “Frig, you’re hot. It’s a compliment!” Rex yelled. His face went red like he wanted to explode, and actually seemed to be bigger than had moments ago.  
 
    I wondered if Max had seen something triggered and given me a warning. We were under a lot of stress right now. I didn’t think Max would be too upset just by me defending myself. 
 
    “Easy, Rex,” Cam soothed. He ignored me completely. “You’re in a car, take it down. Deep breaths remember? It’ll be fine in a few minutes, keep breathing.” 
 
    Eventually he must have judged Rex under wraps. “Good work,” he congratulated Rex, who had visibly shrunk. “Now keep your freaking mouth shut. We’ve got enough to worry about. Oskar, still the one car?” 
 
    “Yep,” our driver said. “Though we don’t know if they’ll send more for you.” 
 
    I grabbed Cam’s hand and looked at the car behind, weaving over lanes trying to get beside us. “Are you ready to start?” I asked Cam.  
 
    He didn’t answer, simply nodding his head. “On three,” he said with a wry smile. “Three!” 
 
    Cam squeezed my hand and I jumped into his mind to boost his vision. I blasted the driver’s mind with everything I had, while Cam did the same. High octane mind messaging at its finest.  
 
    The purple car seemed to fall further behind us, weaving on the road. We were gaining some distance, but not enough. ‘LEFT’ we both screamed internally as we projected.  
 
    We were driving past an embankment, and as we’d hoped, the befuddled driver swerved violently to the left and crashed his sedan at the bottom. A loud ‘BOOM’ rocked the car as it hit.  
 
    “Step on it, Oskar,” Cam commanded, and our little red Corolla belted its way onto the motorway and away from our pursuers. 
 
    I rubbed my temples. The adrenaline wore off, and with all that effort getting into everyone’s heads mine now throbbed. But we’d saved Keira. My head didn’t seem to hurt so much once I remembered she was safe. 
 
    “What are you doing mixed up with the Gordons anyway? My father says they’re bad news. He never did believe that story that they died,” Cam said as Oskar navigated us back up the mountain.  
 
    Max answered. “Do you remember a tale of a girl Thomas Gordon converted that didn’t work and the family wanted to destroy her?” 
 
    Cam nodded. “Of course I do. Samantha.” Understanding flashed across his face. “That’s your mother. Crimeny, the Samantha Gordon who told them is your mother. Sorry. But what about your dad—I mean my uncle. That’s going to take some getting used to.” Cam looked Max up and down, taking a proper look at his cousin for the first time. “No wonder they want you guys. You’re like the lost boys of Gamils. What are your skills? I mean, I’ve seen some of hers, but nothing from you.” 
 
    “My abilities aren’t as impressive. Adeline inherited a mixture of my family’s repertoire.” 
 
    Cam stared at me and his friends whistled.  
 
    “Converted, eh?” said Rex, nudging Oskar in the ribs. “She’s a bitch, but she puts out.” 
 
    Apparently they weren’t going to let my conversion slip through the conversation this time. I blushed, but Max jumped to my aid. “She wasn’t transformed in the traditional manner. Or in any manner documented as of yet.” 
 
    He understated that. I would probably be the only converted Gamil ever who didn’t have sex. Freaking virgin convert had to be the worst label ever.  
 
    “Adeline is something entirely new, and it appears my mother made sure someone was aware of that.” He kissed my hair softly. About time he decided to be an actual boyfriend. Near death seemed almost worth it when he kept his arms around me, sending shooting flames into my skin wherever he touched. Content had a definite heat to it.  
 
    “What can you do then?” the others taunted.  
 
    I shrugged, let’s find out. I went to grab Cam’s arm, but he snatched it away. Too late for him though. I’d seen his mind earlier. I dug out the picture perfect memory I had and began searching. “Green used to be your favorite colour, but it changed to red once you got this car.” Aw, how sweet. He associated the car with so many memories of his friends that he saw red and it made him happy. And other things that made him happy. Unclicking my seatbelt with lightning speed, I scrambled onto Max’s lap. “You freaking christened the back seat with some red head. Gross, Cam.” And hell, Rex helped. I couldn’t even get the one guy I liked to do anything involving nudity, and she’d managed two? I’d be more appreciative if I didn’t have to sit in the aftermath zone. I’d have the longest ever shower back in Max’s room.  
 
    Scrunching my face, I continued on from memory. “It changed back to green today at some point.”  
 
    “I don’t remember it being gross,” Rex said, adjusting himself in his seat.  
 
    Oh god, I’d turned on the hornbag. So not a good thing. “I avoided the teenage boy parts!” I protested. “All I looked at was the car.” 
 
    “Seriously, Sweet Lips? We’re dudes and there’s a hot chick here. Everything is going to be set to teenage boy.” 
 
    Max grabbed my hand before I could hit him. Unfortunately I hadn’t turned my abilities off, so when I looked at his face, I could see he thought Rex had a point. Max had entertained similar ideas about me and his own car, but it’s not like he’d done anything about it. Freaking prudes shouldn’t have bodies like that. If he’d been a short fat mole looking blob, I’d be less tempted. I mean, probably not because it would still be Max and I’d like him however he came, but at least the initial overdose of hormones might have held out longer.  
 
    “I told you not to do that anymore,” Max warned.  
 
    “Technically, I almost had permission. But believe me, I regret it more than anyone. Photographic frigging memories, those pictures are burned into my retinas. I mean, less traumatic than the ones I have of Colleen, but I’ve been avoiding her so don’t have anything new.”  
 
    Rex and Oskar began howling with laughter in the front. I pushed Max’s arm aside and grabbed their elbows. “Let’s see what you’re hiding. Hey you can’t talk, Mr Sleeps-With-the-Light-on-Every-Night, and, Mr Doesn’t-Know-His-Left-From-His-Right. Doesn’t that make driving hard?” Rex’s face paled under his black spiky hair, and he turned to look out the windscreen at the road. Oskar stayed quiet as he drove. Cam’s smile had been replaced.  
 
    Everyone in the car began ogling at the two of us like a sideshow act. At least I earned the title. 
 
    Max wrapped an arm around, and something spiked into my chest. Just being next to him made happiness bloom in my chest, so skin contact added a whole new level. I could get used to boyfriend Max. 
 
    I leant my head back onto Max’s shoulder, carefully not to hit the bruise I could feel gradually spreading. He kissed my forehead as I closed my eyes. Today had exhausted me beyond comprehension. The next time I opened my eyes we were in Max’s driveway.  
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    There was an envelope tapped to the front door when we walked up to it. Once again, addressed to me. Dread pooled in my stomach—last time I’d found one of these, it hadn’t ended well. I stood on the porch staring at it, as if that would uncover whether I should read it or not. It wasn’t in Samantha’s handwriting at least, but she could have gotten Greg to write something. Chickening out, I passed it over to Max. Tearing it open, his eyes darted back and forth as he quickly read the contents. 
 
    “Well?” I asked, biting my nails.  
 
    Max smiled down at me. “You officially passed, and this is all over. You qualify to be recorded as a Gamil due to your abilities.” 
 
    I stood and tried to process for a moment. I hadn’t really done anything they could prove was me. Sure, I projected with Cam, but he likely could have done all that on his own. None of my other abilities had really come into play. “Huh,” was all I managed to say as my stomach grumbled loudly, distracting me from my thoughts. In our hurry this morning, I hadn’t eaten at all. Usually I’d at least managed a piece of fruit by now.  
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Oskar said, wringing his hands together. “But can we stay for breakfast?” 
 
    “Yes, food!” Cam chimed.  
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t see why not. We owed these guys more than food. “Sure, let’s go in. I’ll check the kitchen.” 
 
    My eyes watered as I approached the counter. This shaped up to be the best freaking day ever. On a plate large enough to fit an entire turkey sat the biggest freaking chocolate cake I’d ever witnessed. The icing dripped off the sides, only half finished but still glorious.  
 
    Doctor Gordon let out a little cough to alert me to his presence, as if the buzzing inside my head hadn’t given him away. “I’m not sure how you feel, but I think it’s best if an apology is accompanied by cake. I’m sorry I didn’t notice what Samantha was up to and that your sister got caught up in all this.” 
 
    “YES!” I screamed, running over and giving him the biggest hug of my zedonking life. He still smelled of dirt, but now he’d added Old Spice to the mix. “Finally, somebody who gets it.” I even kissed his stupid cheek in my excitement.  
 
    The guys came rushing into the room as I wiped tears from my eyes and stared at the exquisite cake that would be in my belly soon.  
 
    “You okay?” Max asked me. 
 
    I couldn’t get rid of the smile plastered over my face. “He made me cake. No one ever makes me cake.” Natalie had attempted it once and decided cooking wasn’t her thing. She made me a cake plushy instead.  
 
    “Sweet Lips cries over cake? Seriously, that’s what gets to her?” 
 
    “It’s all chocolatey and perfect,” I declared, getting a spoon out of the drawer and pulling the plate over towards me. Cam tried to grab a lick of icing and I hit him with the spoon. “It’s freaking mine, I earned this cake. Find something else.” 
 
    Oskar laughed while Max looked at me strangely. Cam choked back a laugh as he headed for the pantry.  
 
    “She growled! Anyone else worried about that?” Rex asked as I dug into the cake.  
 
    I moaned around the first mouthful, and four sets of eyes turned to me. Sweet baby ermines, it was perfect. I wouldn’t be eating anything else until this was gone. Max came over with some plates and a knife, so I pulled the platter closer, hugging it to my chest. “It’s okay, baby,” I soothed the cake. “Nobody else is going to eat you.” Only freaking me.  
 
    Doctor Gordon chose that moment to chuckle from the hall. “I would offer to make pancakes for everybody, but I used up all the flour on the cake.” 
 
    That got my attention away from the cake. “Wait, you do the cooking?” I looked to Max for confirmation, and he nodded. “Four of you live here, and your grandfather has to work and cook?”  
 
    Max shuffled a little on his feet and swiped at his hair, the only sign of his discomfort. “My parents weren’t up to anything, so Doctor Gordon always cooked for everyone. I can order something to eat since it looks like we only have cake. There’s a café down the road that’ll do takeaway if you ask.” 
 
    “Only I have cake,” I said, correcting him. “This is my apology cake. Which you still owe me by the way.” I would rather make out with Rex than share this thing. How did Max not know you never get between a girl and her massively oversized cake? “You ripped me in half and still, no cake. You still have things to learn.” 
 
    Rex snorted and looked down at Max’s crotch a little too closely. 
 
    Dear god, he had to go there. My face burned at I returned to my cake. It wouldn’t misinterpret what I said about converting and hold it against me.  
 
    “Addy, come with me to pick up some food,” Max said, slowly moving me away from my cake.  
 
    I held my spoon out threateningly. Well, as threateningly as I could with a rounded blunt object. “If you touch my cake, I will destroy you.”  
 
    Max stumbled back. “That’s what gets you dark green? Calm down, Addy. We could feed fifty guys with that.” 
 
    “Mine,” I repeated, putting my spoon on the counter and following Max out.  
 
    Cam had his hands up in surrender while Oskar rumbled laughter into the room. Rex looked like he wanted to run again.  
 
      
 
    We took off in Doctor Gordon’s car to retrieve our food. I found it comforting to have some time alone with Max after all the craziness. I just wished I had been sensible enough to have gotten changed before we left. I was a mess. I sent Max in to fetch the food, seeing as he had shoes and I looked like I’d been lost in the bush for weeks. Another crisis averted. I’d done pretty well today. 
 
    While I waited for him to get back, I summoned a Filargei. Because I could do that with my special snowflake abilities. “Rose, 734,” I spoke into the empty car. She appeared in the passenger seat with a zap of electricity that made the keys spark. 
 
    “Adeline, 91178.2b,” she greeted me with a curt nod. 
 
    “How do you go with seatbelts and the extra arms?” I asked out of curiosity. 
 
    “I do not have the need for transportation in metal boxes. Have you found our leader?” Her voice echoed off the car, reverberating in a hollow buzz as she spoke. 
 
    “You’re a seer, don’t you already know that? She isn’t coming. She ran away.”  
 
    Rose looked disappointed, and started to pick up her arms to leave. 
 
    “One sec, I have an address.” I scrambled for a pen in the glovebox and wrote the motel’s location on the back of an old receipt. “She’ll probably move soon, but if you come back and tell me, I can find wherever she moves to.” Something had happened when I’d boosted through Cam. He’d upgraded me somehow. I really did know where she was. 
 
    Rose took the paper and studied it with her white eyes. “I will send Sanjim if she is not willing to meet with me.” Rose’s face darted towards the windscreen. She seemed to be looking to the counter where Max paid for our order. 
 
    “Relax, it’s Samantha’s son. You don’t have to mask from him.” 
 
    “It is not wise for me to meet with him. I will only converse through you, 91178.2b.” Rose reached out for me, and I leant back into the door behind me. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’m staying here today. If you need me, fine, but come back tomorrow after I’ve slept.” 
 
    Rose accepted my explanation, and with a zap of blue energy she left. 
 
    Max opened the door in a hurry. “What the hell are you doing in here?” 
 
    “Rose,” I ventured, rubbing my temples. I had the mother of all headaches now. That didn’t seem to alleviate Max’s concerns. “Experiment 734? She’s looking for Samantha, so I told her where to find her. She didn’t want to meet you.” Not that Max seemed to care. I guess hanging out with his grandfather’s failed experiments wasn’t exactly his idea of fun. 
 
    We took the food home, and between the guys I barely got a bite before they devoured it. Pancakes, hash browns, bacon, eggs, all of it disappeared. None of us had really eaten at all that day and we’d been awake a while, given the series of events. Lucky for everyone involved, my cake remained as I’d left it, and I didn’t have to shoot anyone else.  
 
    “That’s a lot of cake,” Rex said casually as I swiped my spoon in for another mouthful. “Someone could get sick eating all that on their own.” 
 
    “My baby would never do that to me, would you?” I cooed to the cake, going for another mouthful. Rex sighed as if he hadn’t eaten in a month and looked at the chocolatey goodness a little too covetingly for my liking.  
 
    “Is she serious?” Cam asked Max. 
 
    Max had a look as closed to perplexed as I’d seen on him. “It looks that way. I’ve never seen her with cake before.” 
 
    “I don’t share cake. You want my stuff, fine. Some of my eggs or a first-born child? Whatever. But no cake.” 
 
    Rex waggled his eyebrows again. “I can help you with that first-born problem.” He grabbed at his crotch in case I missed the subtle innuendo.  
 
    I smiled with cake all over my teeth. Here’s hoping it looked as deranged as I wanted. “Split in half remember? I don’t think you can live up to that.” 
 
    Max choked on the air he was breathing, and I was especially glad Doctor Gordon had left the room. There really was such thing as too much information. Everyone continued staring at me, so I put my spoon down and huffed. “Fine, I will share. With one of you,” I added when Rex took a step forward. Max’s eyes lit up in triumph, but he’d be sorely disappointed. “Oskar, would you like some cake?” I offered sweetly. 
 
    “No fair!” Rex protested. “He doesn’t even eat cake!” 
 
    “Seriously?” I stared at Oskar. What kind of mutant had I let near my sister? And I’d pegged him as the nicest one of the three. “Do you at least eat chocolate?” 
 
    “I love chocolate, skatten min.” 
 
    “Okay, you can stay then.” We all had our faults, Oskar’s just happened to be a particularly large one.  
 
    “I’ll eat his share,” Cam said, Rex not far behind. 
 
    I pointed my spoon at the pair. “You guys made me sit in the back. No one who leaves me to sit there without a towel deserves cake.” I turned my spoon towards Max. “And you still owe me cake for being a jerk about a billion times. This one is mine.” 
 
    “Holy crap, Sweet Lips is crabby when you wake her up from a nap.” 
 
    I shrugged and went back to my cake. Natalie would argue I was crabby in general. Adeline with cake levelled me up to about the nicest I ever got, so if this got to him, he’d be in for a shock next time we met.  
 
    Eventually the guys stopped watching me. Cam figured out the coffee machine on the counter, and they congregated towards in living room to perch on the couches. After being at my house, they weren’t going to stay white if people started putting their feet up.  
 
    Once my stomach distended far enough for my mother to accuse me of being pregnant, I put the cake in the fridge. “I’m going to go shower. Anyone other than Rex need anything before I go?” I called out, noticing Max had already disappeared. Hopefully not into his bathroom, because I had dibs. 
 
    “Mind if we crash for a bit?” Cam asked, his eyes already half closed. “I don’t think it’s safe to drive back until we get some rest. We had a really early start to get here.” 
 
    Max wasn’t here to give permission, but I didn’t think he’d mind. Cam was his cousin, after all. “The master bedroom at the end of the hall no longer belongs to anyone if you don’t mind sharing. Or the couches I guess, but Oskar won’t fit.” He would be too tall, and half his legs would hang over the end. “I don’t personally recommend the table or bathtub unless you’re desperate—not exactly the most relaxing sleep I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “My mum loves a soak in the bath,” Rex said, forgetting to be sleazy. 
 
    “She wouldn’t have liked this one,” I said with a shudder. Freaking pink cherubs shooting at me. “Word of warning, do not fall unconscious if Doctor Gordon is nearby. You never know where you’ll wake up.” Or in what freaking condition.  
 
    Cam sat up straight at the news. “I’m getting images that resemble a gory horror movie.”  
 
    He wasn’t far off the mark. 
 
    Cam mopped his face and tried to look awake, but Rex pushed on his shoulder until he lay back down. “Cameron, I got this, man. You two are the only ones who need rest, I can catch up in the car.” 
 
    They were cute, taking watch schedules. “The master bedroom is easier to defend,” I suggested, wondering if they’d take me up on it. “And Max still has a magic bag full of weapons around somewhere. I’m sure you can borrow it as long as you promise not to shoot any of us.” Max would know if they lied, so I couldn’t see them being much of a threat. A tranquilizer might even be pleasant right now, guaranteed uninterrupted sleep. 
 
    With that I left, trudging my way up the stairs to get to Max’s room. I found him curled up in the bed instead of on the floor, which left the shower free.  
 
    The water was disgusting as it ran off me, and I used up all of Max’s shower gel getting clean. At least now I smelled good. The cinnamon mouthwash helped too. One more mystery solved.  
 
    I dragged on the wildly insensible pajamas Max had bought me and curled onto the bed beside him. Thirty seconds later I was asleep.  
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    I woke up late in the afternoon to find Max already awake, lying on his back next to me and staring at the ceiling. Becoming a morning person might be worth considering if I got to wake up next to him. Though it actually being afternoon was definitely coloring my thinking. Maybe I’d rethink that if I got to attempt this again in actual daylight hours. There hadn’t been time for considerations this morning. 
 
    Max rolled over onto his side and gave me a kiss. “You’re finally awake! It’s barely evening yet.” He kissed me once more, a little longer this time, before slowly pulling back, though his face lingered close to mine. “I like waking up next to you. We skipped the routine this morning.” 
 
    I smiled with his touch, ignoring the pain radiating from my face where Levi had punched me. “You stayed in the bed.” I’d assumed he would retreat to the floor at some point like he usually did. Just declaring himself my boyfriend shouldn’t have broken the habits he’d set in place, though I wasn’t about to complain. I ran my fingers over Max’s bare skin. “Come on, we better get up. We’ve got things to do.” And I needed a car to get me to them. 
 
    Max looked at me, trying to read my plans, no doubt.  
 
    “I know you won’t figure it out,” I said, pulling off the covers. “Is it alright if I have another shower here? I want to get going soon.”  
 
    Max gave me an approving look that said it was more than okay. I threw the pillow at his head and took off to the bathroom.  
 
    Calling my hair a major mess didn’t do it justice, but I couldn’t even attempt to tame it until I’d washed more of the dirt out. I snuck one last look at Max as he took off his bed shirt to get dressed. Holy crap. This would need to be one freezing cold shower.  
 
    I put my stupid lingerie pajamas back on once I got out. I’d run out of clean clothes, and as I couldn’t hear Doctor Gordon’s soundtrack in my head, I didn’t have to worry about him seeing anything. Maybe I’d convince Max to revoke my worst converted Gamil title.  
 
    I could hear Max downstairs, hopefully not attempting to cook. Once had been enough. “Max, do we have anything for dinner, or do I need to cook?” I called out, walking towards the kitchen.  
 
    I froze in the doorway as a coffee mug hit the tiled floor and smashed into a thousand pieces. Max wasn’t in the kitchen.  
 
    Again, I hadn’t been paying attention. Concentrating, I found Max to be in the laundry. The other guys were in the kitchen. Cam, Rex and Oskar. The ones I’d forgotten were crashing here for a few hours before they drove home. And I’d arrived mostly naked.  
 
    I folded my arms over my chest to hide my hard nipples. It had been a really cold shower dammit. And I had plans. Max plans. Not Cam and Rex or Oskar plans, even if it got me a little curious. No, you’re not, it’s only hormones because Max keeps leaving you hanging. My face burned in embarrassment. More at my thoughts that what they were seeing, because this changed body still barely felt like mine. “I ran out of clean stuff. I usually wear more clothing than this.” 
 
    Rex started a slow clap. “Sweet Lips, no one,” he paused and stared at the other guys for a moment while Oskar went beet red, “and I mean no one, is complaining about your clothing.” He smirked over at Oskar, who had broken coffee cup littered around him.  
 
    Oskar was avoiding looking at me. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I sighed. “I’d rather you guys than Doctor Gordon. That was zedonking awkward. Especially when he cleaned his glasses and put them back on to get a clearer view.” 
 
    Cam cracked his knuckles. “Did that actually happen?” He looked ready to rumble on my behalf, but I already had Max for that. I’d pegged Cam as more laid back.  
 
    “There has been so much weird in my life I’ve honestly lost track. He wasn’t hitting on me or anything if that’s what you’re worried about. He just likes to laugh when bad things happen, and they’re usually happening to me. It’s like his version of therapy is to see that my life is more screwed up than his.” 
 
    Oskar finally eased up, looking at me. His eyes shot to my face, not lingering over sheer lace like Rex’s did. And Cam’s when he thought I wasn’t looking. “Your face looks awful,” he gasped. 
 
    “Thanks. Do you want to tell me I’m fat too? Teenage girls love when you comment badly on their appearance.” 
 
    Oskar went back to looking flustered. 
 
    “Sorry, should have let that one slide,” I said. “It’s been a long week.”  
 
    “And getting longer,” Rex grinned, eyes darting down to his pants. Horrified, my eyes followed. He leaned over the counter, crossing his hands under his chin with his elbows on the bench. “We’ll be happy to wait around and watch until dinner’s ready.” 
 
    Oh sweet ermines, his pants were tenting. My vomit reflex was very close to triggering. Only the knowledge that I’d lose my chocolate cake in the process gave me the will power to keep everything down. “Max!” I called into the house as loudly as I could. “I need to borrow a shirt.” And long trousers. And a baggy ugly Christmas sweater. Maybe a goblin mask. 
 
    “I’ll get some meat out and we’ll clean up the mess,” Cam offered as I backed slowly out of the kitchen.  
 
    Oskar whacked Rex on the back of the head again, but he didn’t seem to mind.  
 
    I’d picked a really bad morning to go commando.    
 
      
 
    I made boring old meat and veg for dinner. Rex picked around his broccoli, but Cam and Oskar ate everything on their plates. Then all the leftovers.  
 
    “Thank you for dinner,” Oskar said, leaning over and placing a kiss on my cheek, bringing the scent of fresh cut grass and baked goods with him. We both turned bright red and then pretended we hadn’t. Natalie would have a field day if she were here right now. 
 
    It was weird to be receiving affection from anyone other than Keira or Max. Even Max had been sparing with his until very recently. “Thanks for helping me find my sister.” 
 
    The guys cleaned the kitchen up while Max glared at Oskar, I guessed for the cheek kiss. Though Rex deserved way more of his ire. I thumped Max on the chest when Oskar’s neck started to flush red with his face. “Stop being the Adeline police. You have pulled way jerkier moves and I didn’t give you crap. He was being nice—take notes.” 
 
    Cam winked at me and went back to wiping down a counter while Oskar lumbered over and started drying the dishes. No more ended up on the floor, and I didn’t have to do anything, so it was perfection in my view. The guys must have been working together for a while because they made a good team.  
 
    After that they grabbed their stuff to leave, and I found myself feeling bummed. It’d been fun with them hanging around. Max better live up to his promise and take me around to visit. Not even because of the beach clothing situation. I mean, I may have had a little unhealthy obsession with wondering what they looked like shirtless, but I called teenage girl on that one.  
 
    “Here, give me your numbers,” I said as they were headed towards the door, pulling out my phone.  
 
    Oskar damn near lit up as he typed in his info, and Rex insisted on taking the perfect picture for his contact information. Little did he know I’d be changing his name to ‘sleazy little guy’ as soon as they left. Cam studied my phone with a smirk, no doubt coming to the conclusion that I had the second crappiest phone in existence next to his. Okay, not that bad, but not new by any stretch. I’d been lucky Natalie had even given it to me.  
 
    “This thing is older than your sister,” he commented, punching in his number before immediately sending himself a text so he’d have mine.  
 
    “I don’t get paid for watching her any more than you do.” I chewed by pinkie nail, not wanting to say goodbye. “Thanks again for showing up and helping out. It meant a lot we didn’t have to do that alone.” I leant up to give him a kiss on the cheek, but he turned his head at the last moment to tell me something and I ended up kissing him on the lips.  
 
    We both jumped apart, Cam scratching at the back of his head as he stammered something incoherent at Max before taking a step back so it couldn’t happen again.  
 
    Rex laughed and ran at me, stealing a kiss and thrusting his tongue in my mouth. I bit it. “Worf it,” he called before running and locking himself into the car. It was a good idea, Max looked ready to break something. Probably Rex’s face. 
 
    I spat in the driveway and wished for mouthwash. Then I remembered where I’d seen that tongue go in Cam’s car memory, and made a mental note to Google tongue peels once we were back inside.  
 
    “What the hell, Addy?” Max said, flicking his fringe while his body stood rigid. 
 
    “You’re telling me! He’s like a sewer rat. All scrawny and slicked with grease and runs too fast to catch.”  
 
    “You missed one. May as well kiss them all,” he said, throwing his hands up in the air. 
 
    Well, he didn’t know me at all. “Bend down, I can’t reach.” I smiled at Oskar. He blushed and put his cheek near my face. It took both hands to swivel his face near mine so I could give him a soft peck on the mouth. Absolutely no tongue. “Thanks for driving here to help me. I hope I see you again.”  
 
    He gave me a mammoth hug in his gigantic arms, and I giggled as I melted inside his chest. Crap, I freaking giggled. Not good. He was just so squishy and comfortable.  
 
    “Good to meet you too. If you need anything, skatten min, call. We’ll come.” He waved and stooped down into the car, leaving me alone on the porch with Max.  
 
    “You kissed them.” 
 
    “The first two were accidents. And then you dared me. If it helps, I need to go brush my teeth now. And gargle with bleach.” Not even kidding.  
 
    “I guess I deserved that. I thought—” 
 
    I knew where this would go. “Because you converted me, I’m yours? Or because you’re my boyfriend? You’re mine, Max, so don’t get any ideas. If that makes me yours too, then I guess I’ll have to take it,” I said with a smile. “I’m working on being nicer, like you wanted. I only meant to kiss them on the cheeks, I swear.” 
 
    Max sighed and wrapped his arms around me. “It sucks being mad at you, because I can tell you aren’t lying. No more European hospitality, okay? I want to like my cousin.” 
 
    Grabbing Max’s hand, I pulled him inside. “I already like him. It’s nice having people around that stick up for you. I’m not used to it.” They’d made their own little family between them, and I wanted in. It’d be pleasant to see them again in future.  
 
    Speaking of a pleasant future… “Oh, come to mama, baby.” My cake waited for me, all radiant and shiny in her chocolatey goodness. I went with a fork this time, sitting on the counter and gouging out a large chunk. “I need to fill you in a little. Since your parents aren’t coming back, I’ve organized to have every family asset transferred to your name.” All the sneaking around was worth it when I saw his face. 
 
    “When did you have time for this?” Max spluttered in shock. “I’ve been with you the whole time.” 
 
    I gave a laugh around a mouthful of cake. “Didn’t you know, Max? I have the skills of a ninja and reflexes of a small kitten. Doctor Gordon is formally apologizing. I told him that he had to give you a proper future, and he decided that’s how he’d do it. There’s a catch though: Doctor Gordon has to stay living with you. We all need someone, even if it is an old man who’s too controlling of you.” 
 
    Max looked at me, entirely grateful. “I have you, Addy. I could handle living alone.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. Besides, I have a feeling your grandfather will come in handy in the future.” Like making meals, since Max couldn’t cook anything edible.  
 
    “I called my mother too.” Max raised his eyebrows as I took his hand. “I’m trying to be responsible,” I admitted. “Can I bunk with you again tonight? Like, with you not being on the floor?” 
 
    Max kissed my hand and looked at me intently. He let out a chuckle.  
 
    “What?” I demanded. 
 
    Max’s face spread into a wide smile. “I can see you. You think one day is going to satisfy you? From what I can see, I doubt it.” 
 
    I felt my face flush. Plus some other parts of me that weren’t meant to be talked about in public. 
 
    Max grabbed my hands. “Stay with me. You can come live here. With me. There’s plenty of space.” 
 
    My heart beat uncontrollably in my chest. Could we do that? “I’ll think about it,” I ventured. Though never having to leave Max… it sounded irresistible, but I still had Keira at home. Leaving my house would effectively be writing her out of my life. I couldn’t do that.  
 
    Was it wrong that I kind of missed the other guys? It’d be really quiet here again. “Don’t forget, you promised me a beach trip every weekend to work on my freckles.” 
 
    Max laughed and kissed my head. “We can do that. Cameron lives out near the beach, we can visit and swim and do whatever we want.” 
 
    Hells yeah, we could. He only needed a cowboy hat and he’d be perfect.  
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    “Are you sure about this, Max?” Gramps questioned as I flicked through the yellowed pages once more. “There’s a lot at stake.” 
 
    As if he hadn’t already made me already aware. I’d trawled through the file hundreds of times and I still couldn’t see a solution. When I’d been warned against dating Addy, Gramps could have chosen to be a little more specific. Ideally, he would have deemed to mention that Adeline being converted would unleash a chain of events that had been documented by the first seer he’d ever created. Though ‘created’ might have been too strong a word. Addy had been wearing off on me, and there would be a lot I questioned now. Doctor Gordon had experimented on someone and ruined their entire existence. The fact Rose had volunteered didn’t negate the results. Whatever he’d done had been monstrous. One day Adeline would figure out that injecting someone with blood wasn’t enough to garner the results that were evident in the Milargon. I’d never met any, but from the experiment notes the woman now had four arms. She’d had two before she met Doctor Gordon.  
 
    “I can handle it,” I assured my grandfather. It had to be true, he’d know if I lied. “Addy’s already converted, but I can control the rest of the situation.” That part was definitely true. I could control it. I just remained unsure about whether I wanted to.  
 
    “This has the potential to spiral exponentially,” he warned me, for the twelve hundredth time. “I want to be sure you understand the full ramifications before committing to a course of action. You don’t need to remain involved from this point.” 
 
    Like I’d been able to resist her at all.  
 
    Gramps had given me the file the day after I’d brought Addy over to meet him. Rose had drawn a picture, but never included a name. Seemed a little short sighted when you considered the future of two races depended on her. I’d tried my hardest to obey Gramps and stay away from her, served all my punishments without complaint, but no way I’d ever abandon her now, regardless of the personal cost. 
 
    The urge to pull my hair rode me and I gave in, flicking the curl of my fringe off my forehead. “We both know she’s safer if I remain involved.” Contents of the folder aside, the Gordon name remained the best defense Addy had left. I owed it to her to keep her as sheltered from this life as possible. Rose could be wrong; there would always be a chance to alter the future she’d glimpsed. Though I had a feeling certain parts would be unavoidable. I had no doubts that Adeline would need multiple protectors, like the file said. One wasn’t going to cover it with what we were up against. Which meant I needed to learn to share.  
 
    It would be safer if I guarded her from a distance and kept some boundaries in play. In theory it could work, since I wasn’t allowed to be in love with her. Not if we wanted this to have a happy ending. The practical applications were a little more troublesome. But I’d deal with it. This had been all my fault. Addy never would have been put in this position if I were stronger. If I’d stayed away like I was supposed to. 
 
    “What she represents is worth taking a risk for, but not at your own expense,” Gramps said, putting a soothing hand on my shoulder. “We can try again to replicate the process. A few more years at this point isn’t going to greatly affect anything.” He thumbed his suspenders with his free hand. 
 
    I should have been able to see his mind flicker green when he said that, but I didn’t. The absence of it became even more disturbing when you factored in that his entire life revolved around protecting my interests. I might not like or appreciate everything he did but seeing what I did I couldn’t deny that everything came out of love. Doctor Gordon always did what he thought best for me. But sometimes he was wrong.  
 
    I shook my head and walked towards the door. “We both know it has to be her.” I needed Addy. I had to hope that being near her would be enough. It couldn’t go any further than that. Not without consequences neither of us would be prepared to face.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading Adeline’s first book! 
 
    There will be more in the Gamil world. You can keep an eye out on Amazon or Goodreads, or follow my Facebook page for updates. 
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