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Chapter One

Saturday, September 17th



Lance had agreed to show Kandice how to use the seals to change, but he had yet to do anything besides lecture and train her to fight to his standards. After four days of back-to-back training sessions, he insisted they go to a remote location.

They drove to a state park that was an hour outside of Austin. He hadn't spoken the whole drive, and wouldn’t answer any of her questions. They had been at the park for almost an hour, and she was fed up. 

She stopped him mid explanation. “I know the risks,” she said. “Telling me it’s dangerous at this point is moot. You’ve gone over how aware I need to be of my surroundings and to only change if there is no other way to win. So how about we get to the damn changing already?”

Lance’s brows tightened. “I agreed to teach you. Which means you agreed to learn. Slava spent almost a year teaching me before I changed for the first time. If it wasn’t so important that we kill the mayor, I’d not be showing you how to change now.”

“Well,” she said. “He’s dangerous, and you need my help. So, here we are.”

“What are the three costs when changing?”

“My energy will drain at three to four times its normal rate,” Kandice said. “Which is why I have to build up endurance. Second, my vision will blur, and I’ll only be able to see what’s in front of me, though it will seem that everything is standing still, or moving in slow motion.” She stopped, her mind blanked on the third cost. 

“Third, your body temperature will drop,” Lance said. “This is the most dangerous cost, because every time you change back, your body might go into a state of hypothermia, which is why you might lose consciousness, and some even die.”

“I know the danger,” Kandice said. “I just forgot what caused it. Will it hurt?”

“Extremely. It’s one reason we drink so much.”

Kandice steadied herself. She’d been swimming in a lake during winter and hoped it would be a similar experience. “I’m ready,” she said. “How do I activate the seals?”

“That’s the easiest, and hardest part.” Lance said. “All you have to do is put it against your skin, but first, you have to find your symbol.”

He pulled out a stack of seals carved into what Kandice realized was tanned animal skin. She looked through the pile, they were all the same. Lance pulled another seal from his pants and showed her.

The seal looked the exact same, except there was a small mark in the top right of the circle. It looked like an X, with a circle at the top right, and a star at the bottom left. 

“This is my mark,” he said pointing, to the extra symbol. “You have to find a shape, or combination of shapes, that resonates with you, and can represent you on the seal.” 

“How do I do that?”

He tossed a pocket knife at her, which she almost missed. “Practice. It took me about ten tries. I’ve given you twenty seals. Let’s see how you do.”

He reached into his pack and pulled out a bottle of vodka. He poured himself a glass, and offered to pour Kandice one, but she refused. 

“I’m going for a walk,” he said. “Think about the mark inside your mind first. When you feel confident, carve it without thinking.”

He turned back around. “Do not put the seal on until I’m here,” he said. “Do you understand?”

“Yes.” 

“Good,” Lance said, and walked down the trail.

Once he was out of sight, Kandice tried to focus on what mark would represent her. The pentagram came to mind first, but that seemed cliché. Though it was part of Lance’s, there was the simple X, it would be an Iron-cross if she turned it, but that didn’t seem right either.

The sun was high in the sky, and the trees were no longer shading her. Kandice took her top shirt off. Her tank-top was sticking to the small of her back. She pulled it away from her body repetitively to cool herself off. It had been at least thirty minutes since Lance left. She coudln’t remeber last time she had sat in one place, outside of school, focusing on a single problem. The way it made her brain hurt was refreshing. 

She wiped the sweat from her brow and stood up to stretch. Maybe a moon would fit, like a crescent moon. That had to be part of it. A tentacle crossing the moon, maybe? No. That wasn’t it. A knife? No. A spear? No… a staff! 

It made sense, while her staff form in Taekwondo competitions was weak, she was brilliant at sparring with a staff. She’d been able to defeat her fellow team members, despite them using swords or spears. 

Lance hadn’t come back yet. She called out. “Lance?” There was no reply. She picked up the knife, and was about to draw the symbols onto the seal, when she realized there was no guarantee that her mark belonged in the top right like Lance’s. 

Fuck. She stared at the seal. There were infinite amount places to put her mark. It might make a huge different if she placed the mark in the wrong spot.

She carved the mark four times. One in each corner. The concentration it took to keep the knife from slipping as she carved made her sweat. She kept wiping her hands on her pants to keep them dry.

Lance showed up just as she was about to carve the symbol in other random places out of boredom.

“I think this is it,” she said. “I didn’t know where to put it.”

“Luckily, for this seal, placement of your mark doesn’t matter,” Lance said. “Are you sure this is your symbol?”

“Well, no. You said not to put it on without you here.”

“Try it.” 

Kandice’s heart raced. The tension grew inside her chest as the complete seal came closer to her stomach. There had to be a way to clear her mind for what was about to happen. Every hair was standing on end, so she regulated her breathing as she held her shirt up by the hand not holding the seal. Lance was looking around, not paying the slightest attention to her. She slapped the seal against her skin…

Nothing. 

She was standing under the sun holding a tanned skin against her, but nothing was happening. She flipped the seal over and tried again, but still nothing.

“What the fuck?” she yelled at Lance.

“I told you, it took me ten tries to come up with the right combination of symbols.” He laughed a little. “I was considered a quick learner. There was no way you would get it the first time.”

“So, what now?” Kandice asked.

“That’s up to you,” Lance said. “This is all about you finding what represents you. It’s a personal journey. I can’t really help you. You might be on the right track, and just need to add to it. Or, you could be completely wrong, and need to start over.”

Kandice threw the seal to the pile and crossed her arms. It had taken her the better part of an hour to come up with that design. 

How did it not represent me? 

“Think about it some more and carve several options. I like the trails here. I’ll come back in an hour or so.”

“Remember,” he said. “Don’t try the seal without me here.”

“Okay.” 

Fucking a, I heard him the first time.



♦ ♦ ♦



When Lance returned, Kandice had made four new seals, each with a different mark on it. She tried each one, bracing herself before each attempt. None worked. Kandice asked for more advice, but Lance said it was inside her own mind.

“Try to make them without thinking,” he said. “And remember, don’t try before I get back.”

“Yeah, I get it,” she said. “It’s dangerous. I won’t try without you. Fuck!”

Lance was already walking down the trail again.

This is ridiculous. She could spend her whole life making up these damn symbols and never find the right one. 

Maybe that’s what he meant by not everyone is able to change. 

She picked up a fresh seal and carved, trying to not think so much about the symbols, but just to allow her hands to guide her work. 



♦ ♦ ♦



When Lance returned, Kandice had five seals done. She wasted no time and slapped one after another against her stomach. The heat was getting to her and almost all the water they brought was gone.

“Did you expect any of them to work?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t get how I’m supposed to pick a symbol that represent who I am.”

“It takes time. It took me ten tries, but it also took me three days. Slava didn’t let me try more than one at a time.”

“That’s crazy,” she said. 

Changing needed to happen then. There was no way they’d be out there two more days. 

“Remember!” Lance yelled over his shoulder, as he walked down the trail.

“I know. Don’t try without you,” she yelled back.

Her hands ached from carving. The knife kept digging into the bottom of her knuckles, and she’d slipped and cut her left thumb. Lance had brought a small first aid kit, so she put a bandage on her thumb, but it didn’t help with the throbbing pain.

More than half the stack of seals was gone. It wasn’t clear what would happen once all the seals failed. She hoped it didn’t mean it wasn’t possible for her to change. There had to be something missing, her mind just couldn’t think straight in the heat. 

It had to be over a hundred, but the sun had moved enough so that the top of the trees were casting a shadow against her. 

She tried to clear her mind and let her hands do all the work.



♦ ♦ ♦



“How many this time?” Lance asked, coming through a patch of trees.

“I’ll have four when I’m done with this one. I don’t get how you managed to find your symbol in only ten tries.”

“I was lucky, I guess,” he said.

Kandice didn’t believe him. There had to be more to it. She stood up when she finished the last mark and wasted no time putting it on. The seal did nothing. The next three failed too. If she was honest with herself, she hadn't thought they would work. 

“I give up,” she said. “It’s hot, and I need some food.”

“You can’t quit,” Lance said. “Maybe your hunger will help you. You’ve got three more. If you fail with those, too, we’ll go get food.”

“I’ll give you another hour,” he said. “Think hard about who you are and then carve. But don’t try a seal before I get back.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said annoyed, and waved him away.

Instead of picking up another seal, she tried to analyze herself, and what kind of symbol would represent the different parts of herself. Lance’s symbol seemed so simple, how did that sum up who he was as a person. 

She reached over and grabbed one of the first failed symbols. It was hopeless, nothing represented her as a person. She was about to throw it back but looked at the staff again. The moon has to be right. Her mom had died under a crescent moon so that seemed to represent a major part of her. The staff, though, that had to be the issue. 

The knife moved without her thinking about it. Three quick lines and her eyes refocused. Her hand had put a tip on the staff to make it a spear. It was right, it had to be. 

She called out for Lance, but he wasn’t around. Damn it. Her eyes fell on the pile of seals. At some point the whole pile had felt right. It made little sense to wait for him to watch her fail again. 

Fuck it.

The seal felt right, more right than the previous ones. Her body tensed as it accepted what was about to happen. It was time to do it; with or without Lance. As the seal got close to her skin, it tingled. This is it! The tanned skin stuck to her stomach.

In an instant, everything shift into a red tint. Even the green of the trees looked pink. The brown of the bark, like flowing blood. 

Stinging pain erupted from the back of her skull, and down her spine, as small spikes grew from her back, ripping her shirt. 

Her skin morphed into black scales that shimmered crimson in the direct sunlight. It was as if they had always been there just below the surface, waiting to come out.

Lance came running out of the trees. He’d changed himself into his blue-wolf form. Kandice realized she’d grown to over eight feet tall. She was looking down on Lance. There was a smell of raw steak coming from him, and her stomach longed for food. She lunged at him, mouth wide-open hoping to sink her teeth into him and feast.

They fought for several minutes. Kandice was stronger, but with Lance being trained and faster he had the advantage. Each time she grabbed hold, he would spin away out of her grip. He kept reaching for her stomach and blocked her advances. 

Lance pulled out another seal and struck Kandice’s arm with it. Her arm burned and became immobilized. She snapped at him, but he was too fast. He pulled the seal off her stomach, and Kandice fell face first into the dirt.



♦ ♦ ♦



When she opened her eyes, Kandice’s body screamed in pain. She bit down as hard as she could to avoid screaming out. Lance poured an awful smelling liquid on her that burned from being boiled. 

“Ouch!” she screamed.

“Sorry,” Lance said, and wiped it off.

Her skin had already turned red. 

“You put the seal on without me,” he said.

“You kicked my ass,” she said. “My whole body feels broken.”

“It will, for a couple days. You’re strong. I had to use a disabling seal.”

“Was that what caused my arm to feel like it was on fire?” 

“Yes,” he said. “I didn’t know you’d be so powerful. You about crushed me in one of your bear hugs.”

The liquid Lance was rubbing on her smelled worse than road kill, but it took the pain out of her bones.

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to change without you, it just kind of happened. I wasn’t thinking.”

“I know,” Lance said. “It’s how it happens to all of us. It’s all part of the test. Once you found the right symbol, you would never be able to wait. It calls to you.”

“What?” 

“It’s part of you. At first, your body feels lost without it. Over time, you’ll learn to live with the pain of separation. Until then, you can’t keep a complete symbol on a seal. You’ll have to finish it right before you use it.”

Kandice thought she understood, but she felt so sleepy that it had become hard to think.

“I’m tired,” she said.

“That’s good. You rest, and I’ll drive us home.”

Kandice noticed the moon was already out, and the sun was close to going down. She walked to the SUV with Lance’s help, but the moment she laid the seat back, she was out.

Chapter Two

Sunday, September 18th 



Sunday morning, Kandice awoke with a splitting headache as Slava was applying a metal seal against her back. 

“What the-” she said, not realizing at first what was happening.

“We did not expect you to wake until this afternoon,” Slava said. “How do you feel?”

“My head hurts.”

“Yes, that is to be expected.” He reached over to the coffee table and grabbed a glass of vodka. “Drink. It will help.”

Kandice was reluctant, but Slava tipped the glass up, so she took a small, then large, drink of the vodka. It burned her throat worse than usual, but the relief to her throbbing head was instant.

“Where’s Lance?” she asked.

“He is out,” Slava said. “He said he would be back with food and more vodka.”

“If it’s not too rude. How much vodka do y’all drink?”

“Maybe,” he said, pausing a moment. “Five, six bottles a week.”

“Together, or each?” she asked.

“Each. You will too. I heard how well you did. We are both proud of you.”

The amount they drank was shocking. During their time together it was clear they drank a lot, but at that rate, they would have to be drunk all the time. She struggled to imagine needing, or wanting, to drink that much, but hearing Slava was proud of her made her heart soar. Slava was becoming a kind of surrogate grandfather. It seemed a little dirty though to view him like that, given her feelings for Lance. 

She sighed. Life shouldn’t be so complicated; if only there was a way to go back before her parents died. 

“What is it?” Slava asked.

“Nothing, I was just thinking about changing. I didn’t know I would be so strong.”

“Yes. You will be a great fighter. Lance is glad he changed his mind. Now you rest. He will be back soon.”

Kandice closed her eyes again. Soon, her mind filled with thoughts of Lance. They were alone again in the forest, but they weren’t training. She grabbed his arms and pinned him to the ground. His eyes shimmered in the sunlight. As she ripped his shirt off, his teeth shone white through a massive smile. His lips were soft, and his tongue moved with grace.

He flipped her to her back, and his hand worked its way down her pants. First, undoing the button then, sliding the zipper down. When his fingers pushed back the top of her panties, she moaned. 

“She woke up for a moment,” Slava said. “She has been asleep since.”

“Good,” Lance said. “I can’t believe she woke up. I worried when she passed out in the SUV.”

“She is a fighter.” 

“I think she might become a better one than you,” Lance said. “Maybe even me.”

“You never knew me when I was your age.” 

Kandice opened her eyes. She couldn’t hold on to the dream with the sound of their voices. 

“She’s up.” Lance said.

“How do you feel?” He asked Kandice.

“Okay,” she said. 

All the pain was gone, but her panties were sticking to her. A hot shower sounded perfect. 

Lance reached under her and pulled the metal seal off her back. She shivered as his fingers grazed against her skin. 

“Are you sure? You look flustered.” Lance placed his hand against her forehead. “I think you might have a fever.”

“I’ll be fine,” she said. It was time to go home, to her shower, and her bed. 

“Actually,” she said. “I need to get home. Where are my keys?” 

She patted down her pants, but there was nothing in her pockets.

“They are here,” Slava said, picking them up from a bowl on the counter.

“She’s in no condition to drive,” Lance said. “If you need to go that bad, I’ll drive you home.”

“Oh, no,” she said. “That’s okay. I’m fine.” 

Being in a confined area with him wasn’t a good idea. 

“I insist,” he said.

The look on his face said no was not an option. If she wanted to get home for a shower, he would have to drive her there.

“Fine.” she said, throwing her hands up in surrender.



♦ ♦ ♦



Slava packed her a small bag with an extra metal seal for her to put on before bed, a small bottle of vodka, and an herb pack for tea that would help her sleep. Lance insisted on helping her into the SUV. He seemed to not believe she could manage on her own, and it annoyed her a little. Chivalry is one thing, but no should mean no. 

The drive was awkward for Kandice, because he still smelled like barbecue to her, which made her hungry and horny. She’d never been so sexually frustrated in her life. Her mind was screaming, rip his clothes off and fuck him in the back seat now or else. 

When they got to her apartment, Lance walked her to her front door. She invited him in since it would seem rude not to. 

“We need to get you a car or SUV,” he said.

The comment caught Kandice off guard. “Why?”

“Well,” he said. “A moped isn’t safe. If you ever need to chase someone I doubt it could keep up if they got on a highway.”

In the few times so far it came down to a car chase, her moped hadn’t kept up at all. “I don’t have the money for a car.”

“I’ve told you. We’ve got plenty of money. Tomorrow, we’ll go pick a car out. We’ll use our guy, so he can make the fake registration. That way, if you ever need to ditch it, you don’t have to worry.”

Kandice had forgotten they could make money out of thin air. They lived such a modest life style she kept writing them off as half-poor. The car idea made sense. An unregistered car would make things a lot easier for her if the cops ever got involved. She’d seen him and Slava change out cars so many times by now it had become normal to her.

“Okay,” she said.

“Do you have any vodka?” Lance asked.

“There’s some in the bag on the counter.” 

“I don’t need any. You’ll need it later, though. You should have a drink about every two hours. It will keep the pain down, and it kind of helps with the urges.”

“Urges?” she asked.

“You know what I mean.” 

He looked her square in the eyes. “The urge to eat and fuck.”

Her cheeks reddened. She hadn’t expected him to know, but then she realized he must go through the same thing all the time.

“Do the urges ever go away?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “They actually get stronger. It’s yet another reason Slava and I drink so much.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Would it have changed your mind?” 

“No.” 

“I didn’t think so. I didn’t say anything because I thought it would come off as me hitting on you.”

“Oh,” she said. What a fool. 

Her thoughts flashed back to that night in the river, it had just been him changed. He didn’t actually find her attractive. If he had let her in on this, it would have helped her own feelings about him up until now. 

“It’s been hard enough,” he said. “It’s the main reason I have to drink so much around you.” 

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“You’re fucking hot,” he said, not breaking eye contact with her. “It’s why I stopped to talk to you the first time we met. Slava scolded me afterwards. We couldn’t have known you could see everything, and he warned me to keep things in check.”

“But why not say something after that?” 

“Well, we were getting to know you. Besides, you being able to help us was more important than my attraction.”

Kandice grabbed the back of his head and forced his lips to hers. The heat between them was electric, her body screamed for more. It was everything she hoped it would be and more.

Then, he pulled away. “No.”

It took a moment for her to come back to reality. “What?” she asked. “You said-”

“I meant it,” he said. “But this can’t happen. At least not right now.”

“Why not?” 

“You’re new to changing. It will affect your sex life most of all. Trust me. After we kill the mayor, I’ll explain more. If you still want to then, well I’ll be lucky.”

“I’m going to shower,” she stated. Her voice was cold, but her blood was hot. 

Not looking back at him, her clothes peeled off before she’d reached the bathroom. The mind games were too much. So many rules, so many secrets, it was enough for one day. He knew where the door was.

The water was at maximum heat, but somehow it wasn't warm against her skin. She stood under the water, letting the steam build up around her. 

Of course, changing to fight better would come at the cost of sex. Life is a prick!

Chapter Three

Wednesday, September 21st



Kandice’s phone chimed. There was a text. 



Lance: You need to get over here quick. Slava found the mayor’s phone.



Kandice rubbed the sleep from her eyes and reread the text. She didn’t bother showering, but threw on some fresh clothes. 

The previous day, Lance picked her up to get her moped and they trained in the garage for a while. The changing process was less troublesome each time though her sex drive was at an all-time high. She’d been dreaming of passionate, and sometimes violent sex, ever since the first change. 



♦ ♦ ♦



Lance was waiting with the door open when Kandice pulled up. He wasted no time getting her into the living room. They had the mayor’s phone connected to the television and his emails were being displayed, his entire phone was at their disposal. Slava was scribbling notes on a pad of paper, so Kandice picked up a pad and pen and sat down. 

For ten minutes they sat in silence, writing everything possible, from events to contacts and other information that might be helpful. 

Then they lost access. The screen went black, and the phone would reboot but remained on the lock screen.

“Fuck,” Lance said. “He must have realized he lost his phone. He’s locked us out.”

“If he locked the phone,” Kandice said. “That means the phone is being tracked. My phone has that function, too.”

“How do we get around it?” Slava asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Blake might, though.”

She pulled out her phone and called Blake. He agreed to come over right away. He told her they needed to turn the phone off, and place it in the microwave until he got there.



♦ ♦ ♦



It was almost an hour before Blake arrived. Kandice heard Lance greet him. “Thanks for coming,” he said. “We’re in the living room.”

“How did you find the phone?” Blake asked.

“Yeah,” Kandice said. “I didn’t even think to ask.”

“It’s all thanks to Slava,” Lance said.

“I have been able to follow him,” Slava said. “He was in a bank this morning. I got it out of his coat pocket.”

“That’s slick,” Blake said. “Where’s the phone now?”

“We put it in the microwave, like you told us to,” Kandice said.

“Good,” he said. “Leave it there for now.”

Kandice brought Blake up to speed on the situation. They showed him the notes as well, other than Slava’s. His were in Russian, and not even Lance could read them.

Blake took out his laptop from his backpack. He pulled out an antenna and plugged it into the laptop. He explained that he was boosting his Wi-Fi signal to find a neighbor’s signal. Mr. Shaffer’s password hadn’t changed from when they lived there, so Blake could use his Wi-Fi.



♦ ♦ ♦



Kandice and Lance came back from the grocery store and cooked lunch. Blake was still online, trying to find someone who could access the mayor’s accounts. Since Lance had been smart enough to copy down the mayor’s email addresses, Blake wanted to find a hacker who would take payment to get in. 

Blake explained the biggest problem was the mayor was using two email accounts. The private account would be easier to get into, but his Gmail account would be the hardest. He might crack the private account himself, but he’d never be able to get around Google’s security. 

Kandice and Lance both nodded, but Kandice did not understand what the hell he was talking about. She knew how to use a computer, but was clueless for the higher-level security shit. Lance must have been in the same boat because he kept asking Blake if he had it under control. Not being in control of the situation must be a new feeling for him. 

They focused their energy on making lunch. Slava was in his room, taking a nap. He’d still been pulling night shifts to stalk the mayor and it had paid off. Kandice just hoped that Blake was able to pull off his part.

Lance and her made mashed potatoes, steamed asparagus, and pan fried steaks. By time they set the table, Blake had found three people willing to take the job. The cheapest of which would be 8.3 Bitcoins. 

“What are those?” Kandice asked.

“I’ve heard of these,” Lance said. “They’re online currency that criminals use.”

“Sort of,” Blake said. “They are an online currency, but you can use them everywhere. Online, and in stores.”

He explained there were several businesses around town that accepted Bitcoins, and that it was easy to sell them for actual money if you wanted. The problem was, 8.3 Bitcoins would run them about 5,500 dollars. 

“I wish I had that kind of money lying around,” Blake said.

“Do you think that’s a fair price?” Lance asked.

“The next lowest was a full 10 Bitcoins.” 

“Okay. How do we buy the coins?”

“There’s several websites, but are you telling me you’ve got 5K lying around?” Blake took a bite of potatoes.

Kandice took a bite of her steak. It was bloody, just the way she liked it. 

“No,” Lance said through a mouthful of food. “But we can get it quickly,” 

Blake coughed, almost chocking. He had to clear his throat before speaking. “I’m not going to be a part of some kind of bank robbery.”

“It’s nothing like that,” Lance said. “I’ll just need to sell some gold.”

“What do you mean?” Blake asked.

Lance didn’t continue, so Kandice stepped in. “Can I tell him?” she asked Lance, and he grunted.

She explained Lance and Slava's gold making abilities. He wanted to know if he could get some as a finder’s fee for new parts for his computer. They agreed that 800 dollars for a finder’s fee was fine.

“We’ll also make some extra for your car,” Lance said.

“You’re getting a car?” Blake asked.

“It’s for work,” Lance said.

She gave Blake a look to drop it, and they ate the rest of their meal in silence.

Chapter Four

Friday, September 23rd 



It took a couple days for Lance to find all the supplies they needed to make the gold. Kandice insisted they let her watch, and to her delight Lance agreed without his usual resistance. She headed over to their house first thing in the morning. 

They used the garage to keep the fumes out of the house, and Lance explained it would look like they were cooking meth if the neighbors saw. There was no smell, which made the process dangerous. They wore masks during the whole process as a precaution. 

Slava led the process, and Lance did as directed. Aside from grabbing a few bottles for Lance, Kandice wasn’t given a job. Slava said it was a one or two-man job.

She did her best to keep track of the recipe, but Slava did all the measurements by hand. Lance explained that even he didn’t know the exact formula.

“This is art,” Slava said. “Not science.”

Kandice didn’t know if he was being serious, or obtuse. 

The chemicals were all mixed in a large steel pot, then placed into the freezer. Slava opened the garage door and ran a giant floor fan strong enough to push Kandice when she tried to walk in front of it. After a couple minutes, Slava took his mask off.

“Better safe than sorry,” Slava said. “It has to freeze for six hours.”

“Damn,” Kandice said. “Why so long?”

“You’ll see,” Lance said. “But until then, it’s time to train. We’re going back to the park today.”

Kandice said okay, but was not at all pleased. It was hot as fuck, and the hour drive to get there annoyed her. After learning to change, being in proximity to Lance was unbearable. 



♦ ♦ ♦



Sweat poured from Kandice, and there was a shimmer on Lance’s forehead that told her he was sweating too. She was glad to see him having to try.

Their sparring rounds lasted about four to five minutes each. They had to try to grapple the other’s seal off. She won the second round, but Lance won the next two. She was stronger than him, but Lance was quicker. Every time she got close to snatching his seal, he’d spin away, or turn her to pin her against him.

The sun was high in the sky, and the exhaustion crept over her. She drank from her water bottle, glad they remembered to stop and buy extra this time. They’d already gone through three bottles each. 

“You’re getting better,” Lance said. “You need to stay focused, though. You’re watching what I’m doing too much.”

“You’re too fast,” she said. “You’re always just an inch away when I lunge.”

“Didn’t you ever fight faster opponents in Taekwondo?”

“Yes, but none of them were able to dance circles around me. You’re bigger than me, you shouldn’t be faster.”

“When you change, you’re larger than me.” 

The effects of the seals made no sense to her. Lance hadn’t been able to explain the seals different effect on each person. He thought it had something to do with personality.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Five more minutes,” she said.

They started off needing twenty minutes to recover from the rounds. The constant changing and unchanging every time they spared was wearing on her. It had already been forty minutes this time. Kandice didn’t understand where he was getting his endurance from. It felt like she weighed an extra fifty pounds, and her heart wouldn’t stop racing. Every breath was labored.

She raised her arms up and put her hands behind her head, to try to breathe a little easier. But her arms kept feeling like they would fall any second; she laid down on the ground and straightened her back out. It felt better as air flooded her lungs and her back stretched.

After the five extra minutes, Lance was ready to go. “Get up. We need to keep going until you can get the seal again.”

Kandice wanted to just fall asleep if she kept her eyes closed for another minute it would have happened. “Okay,” she said, and struggled to her feet. They each held their seals up and took five steps back from each other. On the count of three, they slammed the seals against their skin.

Kandice lunged first. She caught Lance by the shirt, but he spun out of the grip as fast as she had gotten it.

Each time she came close to locking him in a hold, he’d either spin out, or slide down and under her feet. She managed to keep him from getting her seal by punching him. With each punch, Lance moved back several inches. Kandice saw the pain on his face as he bared his teeth, but no matter how hard he kicked or punched, Kandice felt nothing more than slight pressure. Her scales protected her from the strongest of Lance’s hits. He tried biting her arm to pin it behind her, but she was able to fling him off like a rag doll, and there wasn’t so much as a scratch on her.

After a couple minutes of the back and forth, Kandice was heavy on her feet, she stood still waiting for Lance to make the next move. When he came in for the attack, she grappled him into a bear-hug with his back against her chest. She used the opening to grab at his seal. Just as her nail touched the corner, Lance spun - they were face to face.

They grabbed at each other’s seals and fell to the ground with Kandice on top of him. They tied. Kandice saw a smile spread across Lance’s face.

“What?” she asked.

“A tie doesn’t count as a win,” he said. “We’ll have to go again.”

Kandice couldn’t believe what he was saying, and his smile grew larger from the shock on her face. She shoved his hands against the ground above his head and kissed him. He didn't resist, but when Kandice freed his arms, Lance pushed himself away and out from under her. 

“We can’t,” he said.

“Tell me you don’t want to.”

“Of course I want to. But you’re only driven by the changing.”

“No. I know what I want and knew before I ever changed.” She rolled towards him. 

“Stop. Even if we both want this, it’s not the right time. We have to stay focused on killing the mayor.”

“Why?” She sat up facing away from him.

“Because,” he said. “If it comes down to one of us dying to kill him, we have to make that sacrifice.”

“We’re not going to die. If it goes that bad, we’ll retreat.”

“It doesn’t work like that," he said. "Slava and I have orders. I either have to kill the mayor, or die trying. I’ll protect you the best I can, but you can’t get so attached that you’ll try to save me at the risk of letting the mayor live. There are too many lives at stake.”

“You said y’all work alone.” 

“We do," he said "But there is a council made up of the older families, and they set the rules. It’s why we haven't told them about you, or you about them.”

“Why not?” 

“They would demand to meet you so they could test you," he said. "After the tests you have the choice of service, or complete exile.”

“So, fuck’em.” 

“It’s not that simple," he said. "Without the council, we’d never be able to move around. We’d quickly be arrested by police, or thrown into a psych ward. We need their power, and in return, we have to carry out missions from time to time.”

“So, you’re a slave.” 

“It’s more complicated than that," he said. "I can explain more after we’re done with the mayor.”

“No, I'm sick of that answer. For once, explain it now, not later.”

“After we kill the mayor," he said. "Slava and I will have to report you. We have to give a detailed report on how we pulled off the mission. They’ll protect you, even if it goes sideways. But if you refuse to meet them, you’ll be exiled, and we’ll never see each other again.”

Lance let a brief silence settle before continuing. “When we’re done, you have to make the choice to meet the council or not. There’s no point in explaining anything now. The less you know, the better it will go anyways.”

For the first time, Kandice regretted meeting Lance. She couldn’t have expected there to be a secret council, or a conspiracy to cover up Aether Walkers on a global scale. That was in spy movies - not that anything about her life was normal.

“Can we go?” she asked. “I need to go home.” It was impossible to deal with him at that moment. Too much had changed, and her mind needed to process everything. 

Lance stood up and offered his hand to Kandice. She grabbed it, and he pulled her up.

They took a minute to clean up the area they’d sparred in, so it wouldn’t look like a huge pack of wolves had been fighting. There was fur all around the ground and broken branches everywhere.

On the drive back to Lance’s house they listened to bad radio songs, and the worst commercials, but never said a word to each other. Kandice noticed Lance stealing a glance at her from time to time. It didn’t bother her; she welcomed the silence. The prospect of having to be a slave to some secret government, or risk going to jail was bullshit. 

Before today, there had been no notable consequence of killing the mayor. He was a killer, and an Aether Walker. Killing him was the right and moral thing to do, and it didn't bother her. But now, it seemed like being involved in his death would be more of a burden than a blessing. 

Her life would be over. She’d never be able to avoid the police without Lance’s help, and, that came at the cost of serving the council, or worse, having to cut ties with the only other person she’d met who can fight Aether Walkers.

By the time they pulled into Lance’s driveway, her mind was mush.

Kandice followed Lance inside, intending on getting her helmet and leaving. 

Slava greeted them as they walked through the front door. “How did the training go? Is she progressing?”

“She’s doing great,” Lance said. “She was able to get my seal off twice. Better than I did against you.”

Slava laughed a deep laugh that reverberated in Kandice’s gut. The threat of small talk brought on a headache. It was past time for her to be at home.

What if killing the mayor wasn’t the right move for her to make? Her mind raced; she wanted to get her helmet and leave without being rude. 

“Come, it is time to add the charcoal.” Slava pointed the way to the garage.

Lance looked at Kandice after he moved, and she stood still.

“I’m just going to go home,” she said.

“This will only take a minute,” Lance said.

“Okay, fine,” she sighed following Lance into the garage.

Slava had the thickest gloves on Kandice had ever seen. Next to him, was a massive bag of charcoal. He poured charcoal into a large pot and handed Lance a hammer. 

Lance banged away at the charcoal until it was dust. 

Slava poured the dust into the chemical mixture and stirred it slow. Twice clockwise, and once counterclockwise, over and over. Lance poured more charcoal into the pot and hammered it down to dust. 

They worked together in silence, until all the charcoal was dust, and stirred into the chemical mixture. Kandice noticed that the color had changed to solid black, but when Slava stirred, the ripples had a golden shine.

“Now, we heat it,” Slava said.

In the kitchen, Slava turned the oven to broil, and placed the container on the bottom rack. He had to remove the top rack to make it fit, and without a spare inch.

“How long do you bake it?” Kandice asked.

“It depends,” Slava said. “Each batch takes as long as it takes. Once the color is golden, we freeze it for days, and the chemicals do the work.”

Part of her hadn’t believed it would work, but it was an impressive process. She had only read of alchemy in the dark ages in fairy tales. 

“So, you can just make gold whenever you need money? Just like that.” She snapped her fingers.

“Not exactly,” Slava said.

“We’re under the council’s rule,” Lance said. “We’re allowed to make gold twice a year. The rest of the time we have to find other ways to make money. Slava is one of a handful of people who knows how to make gold. The council keeps a close eye on it because a massive influx of gold onto the market will cause suspicion.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, It’s not as simple as snapping your fingers to get money, but it helps. At least we don’t have to get jobs.” He laughed, and they chatted about the impossibility of real jobs given their lives.

After a while, Kandice said goodbye and refused several offers from Slava to stay for dinner. It was impressive to see the process completed, but she still needed to get home.

Lance walked her to her moped. “Call me when you’re ready.”

“I will.” 

 And with that, she backed her moped into the street and drove off without looking back.

Chapter Five

Sunday, September 25th



Just after 11:00 AM on Sunday, Kandice got out of the shower to the sound of her phone ringing. The missed-call notification popped up and told her it was Lance.

A couple seconds later, a text came in. 



Lance: It’s done. Come over when you get this.



Her excitement level neared that of learning to change. It was time to see if they could actually make gold, and how much the batch created.

Although excited, she took her time picking out her clothes. It wasn't that big of a rush for her to get over there. Thirty minutes later, with jeans and a shirt on, her hair in a ponytail, she finished applying her lip-gloss. 

When she stepped outside her front door, her upstairs neighbor was on the stairwell. He said hi. Kandice locked her door and said hi without glancing at him. It annoyed her that her neighbors were so friendly. 

Was it too much to ask to live in peace and not talk to those around her? 

After only a few days, it was clear her next place would need to be a house. Now that she knew meeting the council was in her immediate future, it left her extended future more confusing. Moving around all the time like Lance and Slava wasn’t appealing, but deep down, she knew it would end up happening.

Her neighbor followed her into the parking lot, making her nervous. Kandice started her moped and sped away before he would have time to approach. He may not have done it with her in mind, but regardless, it made her uncomfortable. She knew she could take him in a fight, but the last thing she wanted was to draw attention to herself.



♦ ♦ ♦



When she got to Lance’s, he wasted no time showing her to the garage. Slava was hammering away at what looked like a giant chunk of gold. The ringing sound bounced off the garage walls, amplifying itself. Sparks flew in the air, and the lump kept rolling into itself. Kandice’s mouth fell open.

“Is-” she started, still in shock. “Is that all gold?”

“No,” Lance laughed a little at her reaction. “The outside looks like gold, but it’s only the core that’s pure. Most of it is random metals, tinted a gold color.”

“Oh,” The disappointment lingered in her tone.

“Take over.” Slava handed Lance the hammer.

Lance used the back end of the hammer to pry open a crack in the chunk of metal. He then put a screwdriver into the crack and whacked it with all his might. The plastic handle broke off, but the metal split apart, revealing the gold core. Kandice could tell the difference as the inside was a deeper color. There were ripples in the outside metal that made it appear water like.

Lance used the metal part of the screwdriver, the last part left, to start hammering out chunks of gold with care.

“It’s very soft,” he said. “It’s like cutting butter straight out of the fridge.”

Kandice laughed at the thought. “How much is there?” 

“Not sure yet. At least a Kilo.”

Kandice tried to do the math in her head. “So about two-and-a-half pounds?” 

“Something like that,” he said. “Regardless, it’s more than enough to get you a car, and pay the hackers.”

“Let me call Blake.”

“Ok. See if he can help sell this, too. We all need to sell it at different places.”

Kandice dialed Blake’s number. It went to voicemail, so she left a message. “Blake, call me when you get this. We’re ready to-” She stopped talking because Lance was waving his hands, telling her to stop.

“Just call me,” she said, and hung up.

“Don’t talk about gold on the phone. Ever!”

“Why?” 

“It’s one of those keywords that will cause people to look into us. Gold is used as currency by drug dealers and gun runners. So, it’s best not to talk about it.”

“Oh, Okay.” 



♦ ♦ ♦



It was around 5:00 PM when Blake got to Lance’s. He’d woken up late, but called Kandice first thing. Lance and Slava had finished digging out the pure gold from the giant chunk of metals. It weighed in at just under three pounds. Lance mentioned it was one of their better batches. 

Slava divided up the gold into one ounce segments and used a leather seal that morphed them to look like a coin he kept on him. The front had a royal lion with a pronged tail, and the back had a two-headed eagle, with a sword in its talons. 

When Blake sat down in the living room, Slava divided up the coins. They each got eleven, except for Slava, who kept twelve. 

“The plan is to sell these at pawn shops and cash-for-gold places,” Lance said. “We have to spread out and hit all surrounding cities. Only two shops per city and two coins per shop. This will prevent raising too much suspicion.”

Kandice and Blake both nodded in agreement.

“Slava will sell north, I’ll go way south,” he said. “Blake, you go west, and Kandice east. The key is to be confident. Tell them they’re coins from your parents, or grandparent’s collection, and that you need the money for school. You want to sell, not pawn. You should accept nothing less than $1,250 a coin. That’s well under value. Any questions?”

“When do we sell them?” Blake asked.

“Tomorrow,” Lance said. “We should all meet back here before dinner. I’ll take the cash and convert it into prepaid credit cards. I’ll give you what you need for your Bitcoins, Blake.”

“Can I keep one?” Blake asked. "They’re really awesome looking.”

Kandice could tell Lance was thinking about it. “Sure," he said. "We can spare one. But that would cover your finder’s fee.”

“Damn,” Blake said. “Well, that’s fair.”

They hung out for a few more hours, talking about how they were getting close to taking down the mayor. Lance and Slava made their best dinner yet. Between the four of them, they finished a bottle of vodka, though Blake and Kandice both paced themselves. Kandice never got drunk, and Blake seemed only a little buzzed. His speech never became sloppy. 

It was well past 10:00 PM when they called it a night. A good night's sleep would be important for tomorrow. Blake said he would try to nap, but regardless, he’d get his coins sold.



Chapter Six

Monday, September 26th 



Kandice’s alarm sounded at 7:45 AM. She laid out her one Sunday church outfit that still fit and then got into the shower. 

When she was locking up her front door, her upstairs neighbor was on the stairs again. 

“We’ve got to quit meeting like this,” he said.

Kandice locked her door and turned around to face him on the stairs so he could see her roll her eyes. “Yeah.” 

She walked into the parking lot, keeping an eye on him as he followed. “Where are you headed?” 

Kandice turned around and faced him dead-on, dropping her leg back into a fight stance out of instinct. “I’m not interested, you need to leave me alone.”

“I’m just trying to be nice.” He kept walking towards her.

Kandice regretted wearing heels even if they were short ones. She dropped her tone into the most forceful octave possible. “You need to back off, or I’m going to hurt you.”

“I’m not trying to hurt you. I’ve just seen you around, and I wanted to see if you wanted to get lunch sometime.”

“No,” Kandice said, keeping to her leave me alone tone.

He reached out to grab her. On instinct, she grabbed hold of his wrist with both hands, pivoted her body weight, and tossed him over her shoulder. In a fraction of a second she had his cheek pressed to the pavement while she used her heel to apply pressure to his armpit. He screamed in pain, and she could see blood from where the pavement had scraped the skin on his cheek. 

“I don’t know who the fuck you think you are. But when a woman says no, it means no.” She kicked him with all her might in the ribs. 

“If you ever try to touch me again, I’ll put you in the hospital. This is Texas. No jury will convict me. Now, fuck off.”

She applied pressure on his wrist, right up the point where it would break, then let go. He rolled himself into a ball and cried in pain. She didn’t look back, just got on her moped and drove away. 

Technically it was a crime to attack him, but he was in the wrong. No jury would convict, so it didn’t matter. The pervert deserved it. The average man in Texas would think the guy was lucky they weren’t there, and women would congratulate her for standing up for herself. 



♦ ♦ ♦



When she arrived at Lance’s house in the evening, Blake’s moped was already there, but not Lance’s SUV. Slava opened the door to greet her before she got to the front step.

“Come in,” he said. “Lance and Blake are out buying credit cards.”

Kandice followed him into the living room. “How long have they been gone?” 

“About an hour,” he said. “Lance wanted to buy the cards from several locations. He figured if Blake helped, they could cut the time in half.”

Slava opened a new bottle of vodka and offered Kandice a drink. She only took a small sip. 

“When did you get back?” 

“Maybe two hours ago,” he said. “I left early. I drove up to Waco and worked my way back down.”

They drank in silence for a few minutes until Slava spoke. “Do you feel ready to infiltrate the mayor’s compound?” 

“I think so,” she said. “I’m stronger than Lance, but he still wins most of our sparring matches.”

“He has years of experience. You should be proud that you can win any of your matches.”

“Yeah. He pushed me to my limit last time. I about passed out.”

“Did he tell you about when I trained him?” 

“Not really.” 

“Lance was stubborn. He was much faster than me, but I was always a move ahead of him. It took almost six months before he beat me the first time. My abilities allowed me to know where he would be before he got there. He had to learn how to fake his intentions. If you learn how your opponent thinks, you can know what they will do. Then you will never lose.”

Kandice already knew that from Master Monroe drilling it into her, but it didn’t work with Lance. She couldn’t figure out what he planned to do. The few times she did, Lance was too quick, and would change mid attack.

About thirty minutes later, Lance and Blake came back. 

“I’ve never seen so much money,” Blake said.

“I still have my cash,” she said. “I got $14,000. It made me nervous carrying around so much.”

“I know what you mean,” Blake said. “When I finished selling the gold, I sat down with the cash and just looked at it. I only got $12,000 though.”

“Use the cards to pay your hackers,” Lance said. “We’ve got enough cash left to buy you the car, Kandice.”

Lance handed Slava a stack of cards, along with a large stack of cash. “That should be enough for a few months. We’ll need to get money orders for rent.”



♦ ♦ ♦



Blake clicked away on his computer, and after about twenty minutes, he got the other’s attention. “I’ve paid the guy his Bitcoins. He said it will take him a few days. He’ll send me a message when he’s done.”

“Excellent,” Lance said. “Let’s celebrate. Tomorrow, we’ll buy your car, Kandice.” 

“Are you sure?” Kandice asked. “It’s a lot of money.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Lance said. “Besides, we’ve been over this. You need a car that can go fast.”

Everyone helped make dinner and drank quite a bit. When they were finishing up with dinner, Lance told Blake and Kandice they could stay the night. They both agreed. She was in no shape to drive, and Blake wasn’t either. He wasn’t sloppy, but if he drank any more, he would get there. 

It was hilarious to see Slava and Lance drunk, with all they drank this was the first time to reach that point in front of her. They started singing Russian drinking songs. Lance tried to teach Blake and her how to sing them, but the words were too much, and Lance’s slurring speech didn’t help.

At 2:00 AM they called it a night. Slava had staggered off to bed after midnight, and Blake passed out on the couch. Lance told Kandice goodnight and gave her a kiss on the cheek before stumbling up the stairs to bed. Kandice laid down on the other end of the couch with her head next to Blake’s. The stale liquor on his breath lingered in the air. It only took a few minutes, and she was out like a light.

Chapter Seven

Tuesday, September 27th 



The next day, Kandice woke up a little after nine with a splitting headache. She sat up, and Lance brought her a shot of vodka with a packet of powder. 

“This will take the headache away in about ten minutes,” he said. “It really works.” 

The powder tasted like dirt in her mouth, so she appreciated the vodka to wash it down. The slight burn helped mask the poor taste.

“How do you want your eggs?” Slava asked from behind the counter.

“Any way is fine,” she said.

“Fried it is.” 

When she sat down at the breakfast table with everyone, there was a large jug of orange juice, toasted bagels, eggs, and strange bacon.

“It’s turkey,” Blake told Kandice when she picked it up. 

“Oh,” she said. “I didn’t take y’all for health conscious.”

“We’re not,” Lance said. “Slava doesn’t eat pork.”

“Pigs are filthy animals,” Slava said.

She took a cautious bite. “It’s actually pretty good.”

“Yeah,” Blake said. “I’ve already had two pieces.”

When they finished eating, Kandice did the dishes, despite Slava and Lance both protesting. She gave Blake a look, and he reluctantly gathered up the dishes and helped clean them.

“Are you ready to go car shopping?” Lance asked Kandice when they had finished.

“No,” she said. “I’ve got to go home and change.”

“Oh. Right,” he said.

He was still wearing the same clothes as the day before. Men.

“I’ll follow you, and we’ll take my SUV to the dealership,” Lance said.

“Thank you for breakfast,” Blake said. “I should head home. I’ve already got four missed calls from Aunt Jackie.”

“You can move in with me you know,” Kandice said. 

It just came out. It hadn’t been the plan to ask him to move in so soon as the slightest change was difficult for him to process. But Blake moving in with her would have been what their mother wanted. Plus, he was great company, and her only family left. 

“Are you sure?” Blake asked. “I mean, you’ve only got the one room. Wouldn’t it be weird if I was living in your living room?”

“Not at all,” she said. “You don’t have to answer now. Think about it and let me know.”

“Okay,” he said, and left to head home.

Lance picked up his keys. “Are you ready?”

“Sure.” 



♦ ♦ ♦



They pulled into a small dealership that wasn’t far from her apartment. There were maybe thirty cars to choose from. Even though they only sold used cars, they were all well kept. There was one row of six sports cars that caught her eye, going fast sounded exhilarating. 

When they parked, a man came out to greet them. “Hi, Lance. Do you need to trade in your SUV already?”

“No, not today,” Lance said. “We’re here to get her a new car. Kandice, this is Mike. Mike, Kandice.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” Mike said, and shook her hand. “Do you know what you’re looking for?”

Lance turned to Kandice. “Sports car?” 

“Yes,” she said with a giant smile.

“Right this way,” Mike said. 

He led them over to the row of cars Kandice had seen as they pulled in. There was a little BMW, and a Porsche, but the midnight-blue Mustang caught her eye. It looked fast, but also had enough room for more than two people. 

“Great choice,” Mike said. “This is a 2010 Mustang GT. Semi-automatic transmission, with paddle-shifters. Zero to sixty in 4.9 seconds, and tops out at about 150 miles per hour.”

“How much?” Lance asked.

“Same as usual?” Mike whispered to Lance. “All cash?”

“Yes, same as usual.”

Mike pulled out his phone and tapped away. 

“With all the fees, it would be eighteen five,” Mike said.

“Sounds good. Get the keys.”

“Are you sure? That’s a lot of money.” Kandice said, after Mike had walked back towards the building.

“It’s okay,” Lance said. “Besides, he’ll set up all the paperwork to where it’s not in your name. It’s well worth the extra price.”

Mike came back and handed the keys to Kandice.

“We’ll be back in about twenty minutes,” Lance said.

“Sounds good,” Mike said. “Don’t wreck it.” 

They both laughed. 

Kandice got into the driver’s seat, and Lance got into the passenger. 

“How do I drive this?”

“It’s basically the same as any car,” Lance said. “You’ll just use the paddles behind the steering wheel, the right to shift up, and the left to shift down.”

Kandice started the car and pulled it forward. When they got on the street, the car took off like a rocket.

“Press the right,” Lance said.

She did, and the needle dropped out of the red.

“Again,” he said.

The needle dropped again. 

They came to a light, so she slowed down.

“Press the left twice,” he said.

She did, and the engine revved up a little.

Once they got through the light, they took the ramp onto the highway. Kandice shifted up this time without having to be told. When she merged onto the highway, the car was already doing 70mph.

“Take the toll road,” Lance said. “We’ll open it up and see what it can do.”

She took the toll road overpass at 85mph. The car hugged the turn and didn’t slide at all. Once they were on the highway, Lance turned on the police scanner that was in the middle of the dashboard.

“No cops,” he said. “Go as fast as you can.”

Kandice got into the far-left lane and put the peddle down. The car climbed to 120mph and she let off the gas. It was far too fast for her comfort. The car wasn’t shaky, but she didn’t feel in control. 

“I can’t go that fast.” 

“That’s okay,” he said. “You’ll get used to it. It’s just important that the car can do it if you ever need to get away.”

They took an exit and pulled into a gas station so Lance could get into the driver’s seat. He wanted to test out the engine and see how fast the car could really go.

When they were back on the highway, Lance got up to 145mph before their exit forced him to slow down.

They were back in the dealership parking lot in under ten minutes.

“What did you think?” Mike asked as they got out of the car.

“Do you like it?” Lance asked Kandice.

“Yes.” 

“We’ll take it,” Lance said.

“Excellent,” Mike said. “Give me about an hour, and I’ll have all the paperwork done.”

They spent the hour finding a storage facility that was open 24/7 and had security on site to store her moped long term. The unit they settled on was a ten-minute drive from Kandice’s apartment. 

When they got back to the dealership, it had been two hours. 

Mike was waiting for them.

“Are we good to go?” Lance asked.

“Yes Sir,” Mike said.

He had put the dealer tags on the car and showed them the registration. It was under a Susan Carroll. They went into Mike’s office, where Lance counted out $18,240 for Mike. The receipt showed the car sold for $9,800, with taxes and title. Mike counted out the money, put half into an envelope, and half into a safe behind his desk. 

“As always, it was a pleasure,” Mike said, and shook Lance’s hand, then Kandice’s.

He gave Kandice the keys and walked them out to the car. 

“If you need anything, just stop by or call,” Mike said.

“I’m sure I’ll see you again soon,” Lance said.

Mike beamed with a smile.

Kandice got into her new car to follow Lance back to his house.

Chapter Eight

Thursday, September 29th



Thursday night, Blake sent Kandice a text. 



Blake: We’ve got the passwords. I’ve checked, and I have full access. When can we meet?

Kandice: Be at Lance’s in 45 minutes.



She sent Lance a text. 



Kandice: On my way over. Blake will be there soon.



When she was locking up, her upstairs neighbor was sitting on the stairs. He didn’t say a word. She looked at him when she got to the stairs; he stood up and walked back to his apartment. Good. She hoped he learned his lesson, and wouldn’t try that shit again on anyone else.

She sped along the back roads to get to Lance’s house. There were always cops patrolling the main streets. But by staying inside the neighborhoods it was easier speed without fear of being caught. Her new car was a beast, it was like it wasn’t capable of doing the speed limit on any road. The slightest pressure on the gas pedal, and it took off.



♦ ♦ ♦



When she arrived at Lance’s, he had one laptop connected to the TV, and another on the coffee table to take notes with. There was a pad of paper and pen waiting for Slava and Kandice. All they needed was Blake to show up with the passwords, and they would be in business.

After a few minutes, Kandice asked for a drink.

Lance poured a double into a glass. She thanked him and downed the drink in two large gulps. 

Her body was starting to crave vodka. The thought of the clear liquor’s slight burn made Kandice’s mouth water. Turning into her father was her biggest fear, but with changing being the reason it made it easier to keep the amount of alcohol consumed in check. 

Slava said something in Russian to Lance and he walked to the front door before there was a knock. Kandice heard Blake and Lance greet each other, and then Blake walked into the living room with his laptop. 

“I’ve got it all here,” Blake said. “Email, calendar, storage drive, I’ve even got access to his personal phone number and voicemail.”

“Here,” Lance said, unplugging the HDMI cable from their laptop and handing it to Blake. “Show us what you’ve got.”

Blake plugged the cable in, and all four of them sat down to take notes. This time around, they prioritized with the mayor’s calendar, and backed up all his emails. It took four hours to back up everything, including all the pictures and files the mayor had on his cloud storage drive. 

Kandice stretched back in her seat, ready for bed. She wanted to get home and sleep before they started the next phase of surveillance with this new information. With the mayor’s iternary for the next night, Lance and her planned to track him down and see if they could get close. 

Blake would to keep reading through the mayor’s emails to find anything else important. 

Lance and Slava planned to stay up longer to comb through the files from the mayor’s cloud storage.

Blake left with Kandice, clearly uncomfortable staying by himself with Lance and Slava. They accommodated his quirks, and tried to make him feel welcome, but Kandice knew Blake was uncomfortable around people he didn’t know well.

“Love the new car,” Blake said. “When do I get to drive it?”

“Maybe in a couple weeks,” she said. “I’m still getting used to it myself.”

They drove to the end of the street together. Blake took a right, and Kandice peeled out to the left. Each headed to their own homes. It was well past 3:00 AM, and Kandice’s bed called to her.

Chapter Nine

Saturday, October 1st 



The only light came from the glow of the street lamps far from her. Kandice looked up, but there was no moon in sight. Lance and her had to split up for the night to find the mayor. It was eerie being on a stake out alone. He had better tracking skills than her and having backup was reassuring. Plus, there was always the bonus of being alone with him.



Lance: Compound looks clear.

Kandice: I’ve found his SUV, but there’s no sign of him.

Lance: Keep looking.



Her location to watch was the gravel mine while he had gone to the house. There was a lower ditch on the roadside that her car could slide into without getting stuck. With the lack of moon, it was out of sight. The metal warehouse was about 250 yards away from her; with the binoculars, everything in front was visible. There were at least twelve cars in view, and maybe more behind the building. The mayor’s SUV sat in the front, next to a second identical one. It was the vehicle from the first night Lance took her on surveillance at the mayor’s house. 

Two men wearing suits came around the corner from behind the building. Kandice could make out the rifles hanging at their hips because they kept their hands resting on them. When they turned the corner on the far right of the building, Kandice lost them in the shadows. 



Kandice: They’ve got at least two guards. Maybe more inside. I’ll never get past everyone. There’s at least twelve or more people inside. No idea how many Aether Walkers.

Lance: Hold tight. Just keep an eye out on them. Take photos of those you can so we can try to identify them. If you notice any new Aether Walkers, take notes of what they look like. I’ve probably seen them before. If not, I’m sure Slava has.



Kandice clicked off her phone before finishing her next text. A new SUV was pulling into the mine. It was less than 30 yards away. She dropped behind the hill of dirt before the headlights caught her and listened as the sound of the tires got further away. 

When she couldn’t hear the SUV moving anymore, she popped her head up. It had parked with the rest of the vehicles. Four men wearing suits were getting out, pulling two women with them. The women wore cocktail dresses as if they were heading to a dinner party. Kandice used her phone to take a picture, but it couldn’t zoom in far enough to get a detailed photo of their faces.

The men had to hold the women at the front door until the patrol came back around and let them in. The women were flailing their legs, but the men holding them didn’t seem to notice, or care. 



Kandice: They just brought in two women they kidnapped.

Lance: They’re probably for a human sacrifice.

Kandice: I’ve got to do something. I can’t let them kill those women. 



There had to be a way to save them. It would be impossible to stand by and do nothing. It would eat at her for weeks, knowing they’d be alive had she done something.



Lance: Don’t do anything! 

Lance: Anything! They’re extremely dangerous!

Lance: If there’s more than two other Aether Walkers in there with the mayor, it will be too much for you to take on by yourself.



He was right, but knowing there were two women about to die was not sitting well. She leaned over and almost puked, but it was only dry heaves. Her stomach was in knots.

 

Lance: I’m inside his house. There was a chimney on the roof. It was tight, but I got in fine. No motion detectors in this room. Windows are clean, too. I found us a way in. Just have to take care of the rest of the house.

Kandice: We need to talk to Blake. I think he’ll be able to get the security system offline.

Lance: I’m going to find a way out of here without going through the chimney. I don’t know if I could climb out.

Kandice: Let me know when you make it out. I’ll keep an eye out here.



Cars zoomed by every couple of minutes on the highway close to where Kandice crouched. Like clockwork, the guards outside made their round about every six minutes. They were the only two guards outside, but there had to be more inside. 



♦ ♦ ♦



After about three hours of staking out the building, everyone came out. Lance had gotten out of the mayor’s house and made it back to his own. He text her to stay put, and out of sight. 

Aether Walkers, and men dressed in suits, made their way out. There were thirty or more people. It was next to impossible to note all the Aether Walkers at the speed they made it to their vehicles.

She had to drop behind the dirt mound again as the cars and SUVs pulled out of the min. When there was no more sound, Kandice popped her head up to verify it was all clear for her to leave. The mayor’s SUV were still there, and at that moment the guards who had been walking the perimeter came out of the building carrying a large black bag. 

They opened the back of the SUV and threw the bag into it. A couple minutes later, they brought out a second bag. They had to be body bags, most likely filled with the women they dragged in. Her stomach tightened up again. 



Kandice: I have an opening!

Lance: No! You can’t take him alone. Just wait.



Kandice watched as the mayor walked out with a woman beside him. It was the same female Aether Walker who had been at the mayor’s compound. Her dress was fire-red. Kandice couldn’t help but stare at her through her phone.

Kandice pulled out a seal. It was impossible for her to take them on alone, but the urge to rip him apart, limb from limb was strong.



Lance: Kandice, don’t attack!

Kandice: Ok! We’ve got to get this fucker though.

Lance: We will!



Kandice hid again until the mayor’s SUVs left, then drove back to Lance’s to discuss the night and go over each other’s notes. Her mind was on autopilot from the night's events, she made the whole drive without speeding. 

Lance and her argued from the moment she got there. First, about what had happened to the girls that went inside. Then, about when they should attack the mayor.

Kandice’s blood boiled - something needed to die. Lance, an Aether Walker, it didn’t matter. The rage took over her entire body. Slava stepped between them as the voice of reason. They apologized, and Slava pointed out that clearer heads would prevail in the morning, after a good night sleep.

Chapter Ten

Sunday, October 2nd 



Right before noon Kandice pulled into the driveway of her aunt’s house. She got out of her car and rang the doorbell. It took a couple minutes before Blake answered.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

“Almost,” he said. “I just woke up a few minutes ago. Let me finish getting packed.” 

“Hurry up. I don’t want to be here when Aunt Jackie gets back.”

She followed him up the stairs to his bedroom. It was a total disaster. There were dirty clothes everywhere, and his trashcan was overflowing with empty energy drink cans.

“You need to clean,” she joked.

“I know. Aunt Jackie has been on my ass about it. She’s been a little less of a pain, though, since you left. I think she’s worried I’ll leave too.”

“Have you decided if you want to move in with me?”

“I don’t know.” 

Blake shut down his laptop and loaded it into his backpack. He took off his shirt and put a fresh one on. At least, it might have been clean, since it came from a pile of disheveled clothing. He had never been that tidy of a person, but this was the worst his room had been. He seemed like one of those people that was too busy to pay attention to his surroundings. In the past, his room always got worse the closer they got to finals. 

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”

Kandice popped her head into her old room. It was the same and didn’t appear to have the Aunt Jackie cleaning treatment yet. Maybe her aunt expected her to change her mind and move back in. Jackie had always lived somewhat in denial of reality. 

When they were backing out of the driveway, Kandice saw Jackie’s car turning onto the street. They would have to cross paths for her to get out of the neighborhood. It wouldn’t look good if she sped by so they ended up making eye contact as they passed each other. Kandice didn’t stop, smile or wave. There was still nothing to say to her.

A couple minutes later, Kandice got a call from Jackie, but she ignored it and let it go to voicemail. Her aunt was likely just going to bitch at her, and there wasn’t a point to go through the routine anymore.



♦ ♦ ♦



The team sat in the living room, sipping vodka. Even Lance took small drinks. Kandice finished explaining the other night, and Blake sat silent taking it in. Lance had gone first, to explain how he got into the house.

“The best option is to cut power,” Blake said, after a few moments. 

“How?” Lance asked.

“I’ve read that if you shoot the power line’s transformer, it will release an electromagnetic pulse, and knock out the power,” Blake said. “That would be enough to get you inside, if you time it right.”

“What about police?” Kandice asked.

“Slava?” Lance asked.

“There are ways to stop phones,” Slava said. “We have done it before. It will buy you some time.”

“It will all come down to timing.” Lance raised his glass. “To victory.”

They all clinked their glasses together and finished their drinks.

Slava had been keeping an eye on the mayor’s compound for a few weeks. He explained that, at most, the mayor would have four guards. Three walk the grounds, and one inside. He also had the female that stays close to him. She left and came back throughout each day. He wasn’t sure if she slept at the mayor’s house, but she was there most nights. He decided they must plan for her to be there.

They agreed that Slava would be the lookout, and Blake would only go inside once Lance and Kandice cleared the house. Slava and Blake discussed a plan to get Lance and Kandice inside. While they got into the details of the plan, Kandice asked Lance to speak with her alone.

They went upstairs, leaving Slava and Blake to their planning.

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” Kandice told Lance. “I know you said it’s only because I’m new to changing, but it’s not.”

“I feel the same for you,” he said. “Trust me, I want this just as much as you do.”

“Waiting is pointless. Life is too damn short. I saw two young women die last night. I’m too young to die with regrets.”

“You’re not going to die. That’s part of my point. We have to keep our distance until the mayor’s dead. You have to be willing to walk away and let me die if it comes to it. I promise, I’ll do everything I can to protect you, even if it means dying to save you.”

“If you feel that way, why not be with me?”

“Because, if we were together, you might try to stop me.”

Kandice tried to move in closer to him, but Lance stepped back. “I’m sorry, Kandice. I won’t allow this to happen. When the mission is over, we can talk about it more.”



♦ ♦ ♦



Lance left the house to run to the grocery store. Kandice assumed it was to clear his head.

She sat back down in the living room while Slava and Blake kept talking about ideas of how to get them all on the compound without being caught. Slava noted they had added cameras all along the wall of the property after Kandice and Lance had tried to break in.

They continued to ask Kandice questions, but her short answers weren’t helping move the plan along. Her mind was far away from their conversation. Lance’s response left her in a foul mood. 

Slava walked towards the front door. “Mail is coming.” 

He went outside, and sure enough, the mailman pulled up to the street mail box shared by several houses. Kandice and Blake watched as Slava received his mail after showing a key to the mailman. 

“How do you do that? How did you know the mailman was there?” Kandice asked, once Slava was back inside.

He laughed. “I can see around me.”

“What do you mean?” 

“It is hard to explain. I see the whole street in my mind. The people who pull onto it and driving down it.”

“Wow,” Blake said. “That’s awesome. How do you do it?”

“I gained sight when I changed the first time,” Slava said.

“Can Lance do the same?” Kandice asked.

“No,” he said. “Each person gains their own ability, and sometimes, it will take years to find what ability it is.”

Kandice looked up at the mail Slava was holding. There was the typical junk mail everyone got, and at least two bills, but there was a letter in an envelope made of paper that looked expensive. The paper danced between gold and brown, and royal-blue lettering on the front peaked out.

Slava pulled a knife out of his pocket and used the blade to cut along the top of the envelope. Kandice could smell cedar even though the letter was six feet away.

Slava’s face grew stern as he read it. 

“Kandice, you are in trouble,” he said. “The Council has learned about your presence here. They want to meet you.”

“May I?” She held out her hand to read the letter.



Dear Mr. Pukher,



It has been brought to our attention that you and your grandson have been in contact with a young woman who can see Them. The Biancardi twins will meet with you on the 5th of October, at 1:30 PM at your home. Please plan accordingly and accommodate them. It would be best if the young woman in question were present.



Sincerely,

Cara Dinapoli



Kandice read the letter twice and gave it to Blake. 

“They didn’t mention Blake,” she said. “Do you think they know about him too?”

“I do not know,” Slava said. “However, it is best you come.”

“Who are these people?” she asked.

Slava poured them all drinks. “This will take a while,” he said.

He started by explaining ancient Rome. Aether Walkers had been a part of the world since before then, but it was in Rome that they were first written about. What he and Lance call the Council, was just older families that had seen them for several generations. Some families could trace their heritage back hundreds or even thousands of years. During times of great turmoil, many families would die out, so only a handful could trace their heritage back to ancient Rome. 

The older families didn't hunt down Aether Walkers, but instead led newer families. There was a constant power struggle where the older families would try to get new families to swear loyalty to their own causes. Slava explained it was close to feudalism, except there were no serfs farming, and families almost never fought against each other. 

Slava and Lance weren’t tied to any other family, but they worked for many. Cara had asked them to look into Austin. There were no established families in the US. It was up to other families in Europe to look after it. 

He went on for over an hour, explaining history, and how some wars had been about ridding the world of Aether Walkers who gained too much power. Through his story it became clear to her why getting rid of the mayor was so important. If he continued to gain more power, he could end up gathering enough influence to be governor of Texas, and that would be disastrous.

The Biancardi twins were excellent fighters, but their main job was to keep an eye on other hunters of Aether Walkers.

“She called the Aether Walkers, Them,” Kandice said. “What does everyone else call them?”

“There are many names,” Slava said. “So, she calls them, Them, because the name is unimportant.”

“Should I worry?” 

“I doubt it.” 

“Are you really going to meet with them?” Blake asked. “These people sound dangerous. Like a secret government.”

“They are only dangerous to Aether Walkers,” Slava said. “They will not attack you. They just want to find out who you are and what you can do.”

“Do you think they know Lance taught me to change?” Kandice asked.

“Maybe,” Slava said.

“We need to go,” Kandice said. “I need to think this through. I’ll call Lance when I’ve decided if I’ll meet them.”

“Kandice,” Slava said. “It will be best you do. Lance and I will protect you. You are not in danger.”

“Okay.” 

It was important to think it through, but if Slava felt it was safe, that was reassuring. 

Blake followed her to the car, and Slava closed the door only after they pulled out of the driveway. They kept quiet the whole drive back to Jackie’s house. Kandice kept running through scenarios of what could happen. Slava saying they would keep her safe, gave her the impression there was more to this visit than he said. It seemed impossible for them to protect her from a group that had unlimited resources. They had discovered her existence without anyone other than the four of them knowing about her abilities. 

When Kandice dropped Blake off, her aunt came outside. Kandice waved to her and drove away. It wasn’t the time for a heart to heart with that woman. There wasn’t a reason in her mind she’d ever need to speak to her aunt again.



Chapter Eleven

Wednesday, October 5th 



Kandice drove to Lance’s early to get the place ready for the meeting.

Lance and Slava seemed worried by the letter’s orders to accommodate the Biancardi twins. It could mean anything from providing a proper meal with great wine, to setting up the guest room because they’d be moving in. Lance had spent a couple days shopping, to prepare for any scenario that might occur. Kandice’s job was to wear a nice dress, and prepare herself to answer any, and all personal questions the twins might ask.

At 1:15 PM, Kandice walked into the house wearing a crimson dress. The shoulder straps caressed her outer shoulders, and her cleavage hung out just enough to make her uncomfortable. It sounded like Lance was already in the kitchen cooking. His knife was tapping away on the cutting-board.

“You look magnificent,” Slava said.

Kandice blushed a little. “Thank you.” 

The living room looked much the same, however, next to the typical vodka bottle were two bottles of wine, and a bottle of whiskey.

“Sit and relax,” Slava said. “They will be here soon.”

“Do you want a drink?” Lance asked Kandice over the counter.

“No.” She lied. 

He was staring at her chest, and her heart raced. A drink sounded great, but it was more important to keep her wits about her than trying to take the edge off. Kandice could smell the vegetables Lance was sautéing in a pan. It made her stomach groan for comfort food.

“Anything new happen with the mayor?” she asked Slava.

“He has added more security,” he said. “He had a crew out to add security cameras throughout the ground.”

The three of them spoke about what this would mean for their plan. Kandice noticed that Lance hadn't touched his glass of vodka, and there was sweat on his brow. They agreed that the plan would move forward, and they would deal with the cameras when they got on the property. Lance thought he could move fast enough to disable a camera without it catching him. Regardless, he intended to change before going over the wall.

At 1:30, the doorbell rang. Slava looked to the door in surprise. When he opened it, the twins walked in without saying a word. They were a perfect copy of each other, reminding her of the twins from the Shining, and her skin crawled. 

“Is this the girl?” the twins asked in unison as they entered the living room.

“Yes,” Slava said. “This is Kandice.” He lifted his hand up to Kandice.

She stood up. “Mr. Biancardi, Mr. Biancardi, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“She lies,” the twins said in unison. “But she’s a beauty, so we’ll forgive her.”

They turned to Lance. “How goes the fight?”

“Good,” Lance said. “We’re planning to attack at the end of the month.”

“Excellent. Cara will be glad to hear it. Now, Kandice, please sit.”

She sat down in her usual spot, and they both sat across from her. They sat so close to each other, they were touching. Their proximity to each other made her feel even more uncomfortable. It felt like they were touching her in a way. While their suits were the same dark gray, their shirts had a different blue striped pattern and their ties were yellow. One had dark blue spots while the other had light blue. It was a small difference, but enough for Kandice to tell them apart. 

Their olive eyes stared at Kandice with intensity, it made her feel much like a fly caught in a spider’s web. 

They smiled, and their sharpened teeth shone. “Kandice, why don’t you tell us how you met these men.” 

Kandice glanced at Slava. 

“Don’t look to them,” the twins told her. “Lies will not do. Slava, leave us.”

Slava wasted no time and went to the garage.

Kandice explained her short time tracking Aether Walkers by night, and her run in with Lance during one of these outings. 

“Aether Walker,” they said. “This is a nice phrase. Continue.”

Once her story of tracking Lance down the second time was complete, the twins looked away from her for the first time. They looked into each other’s eyes for a minute and Kandice regretted not taking Lance up on the offer for vodka. 

The twins looked back at Kandice. The next moment, the twin on the right opened the bottle of vodka and poured her a glass.

“Drink?” they asked, and the twin handed her the glass.

“Thank you.” They can sense my thoughts, this will go over well. 

“Lance, two wine glasses,” they said.

Lance came around the counter with the glasses and handed them to the twins. As he walked back to the kitchen, he gave Kandice a reassuring look.

The twin on the left opened the bottle of merlot and poured a small portion of wine into each glass. They both lifted their glasses and swirled them around. 

“When did you first see Them?” 

“You mean Aether Walkers?” she asked.

“Yes.” 

Kandice didn’t want to share this, it was too personal. Over the past month, she’d done well not to dwell on her mother’s death. It felt good, like the progress people talk about when they see a therapist. They had no right to know such a personal story. They each smelled their wine, then took a small sip.

“This will go best if you answer our questions.”

Kandice understood their meaning and explained about her mother’s death. Upon hearing her describe the Cthulhu like creature, that had attacked with its tentacles, the twins raised their hands to silence her and looked at each other. This time, they didn’t break eye contact for what felt like an eternity to Kandice. Something was happening between them, but it wasn’t clear what. They seemed to communicate with each other through telepathy.

Lance had finished cooking and was setting the table.

“We are familiar with this one,” the twins said. “It has been around for many years. Was your mother a seer?”

“No,” Kandice said.

“Uncertainty. Do you know this, or are you assuming?”

Kandice couldn’t be 100% sure, but her mother had never reacted to an Aether Walker in her presence. Though, there was no way to know since she’d never seen one herself before the night her mom died.

“She wasn’t a seer,” Kandice said.

“Your father then?” the twins asked. 

“No.” 

They broke eye contact and looked to one another again.

Kandice looked behind her to Lance to beg for help with her eyes, but Lance shook his head. Being alone with nobody to converse with, or reassure her was doing a number on her nerves. Her hands were sweaty, and her heart was racing. She took a deep drink from her glass and finished the vodka.

“It’s time to test you,” the twins said, not breaking eye contact.

“Lunch is ready,” Lance said. “Perhaps we could all eat before the test?”

They each took a deep breath. “It smells great. Food will help fortify her.”

They ate in near silence. The only time someone spoke was when they asked for a dish. The twins finished the entire bottle of merlot, and Kandice drank two more glasses of vodka. Her head was a little foggy when they finished eating.

Slava started the dishes. 

“You can use the garage, when you’re ready,” Lance said. He finished clearing the table and helped Slava with the dishes.

Kandice and the twins sat for several minutes. They switched between staring at her and looking into each other’s eyes. If it hadn’t been for the vodka, she would have lost her nerve.

“Let’s begin,” they said. “Kandice, please come with us.”

The garage had padded mats on the floor, and the twins stood at the far wall, away from the door. It was 3:00 PM, and the garage was blistering hot, but Kandice noticed the twins weren’t sweating in the slightest. They looked just as comfortable as when they were inside. Within a minute, Kandice was sweating. 

There’s no way they’re human.

“We want you to change,” they said.

“I’ll ruin my dress,” she said. “And I don’t have any seals.”

“Go ask them for a seal.” 

Kandice walked into the kitchen and explained what the twins wanted. Slava retrieved a seal from his room. While Lance offered to let her wear some of his clothes, to not ruin her dress. 

She took the seal from Slava and carved her symbol into the leather with a kitchen knife. Once finished, Lance came back into the kitchen with basketball shorts and a t-shirt.

“This has a pull string, so I think you’ll get it to fit,” he said, and handed her the clothes.

She thanked them both with a reluctant sigh and stopped in the bathroom next to the garage to change clothes. Her dress hung on the spare towel bare, it would have been easier to prepare had anyone in the house been more open about the Council. 

When she walked back into the garage, the twins looked away from one another, and back to her. “Ready?” 

“I guess,” she said.

They took three steps apart from each other. “Change.” 

Kandice lifted the t-shirt and slapped the seal against her stomach, her body began the transformation the instant it touched her skin. Within moments, her scales appeared, along with the large spikes down her back. She’d grown to over eight feet tall and was looking down at the twins.

“Impressive,” they said. “Now, attack us.” 

Kandice didn’t hesitate for a second, it was about time they turned the tables. She swiped with all her might at the twin on her left. 



♦ ♦ ♦



She woke up on the ground with her shirt ripped open and not covering her right breast. The twins were standing over her staring. She covered herself and sat up in shock. It was foolish to think she had a chance in defeating them. A wave of embarrassment rolled over her from their stares. 

“What the fuck happened?” she demanded.

Lance and Slava open the garage door.

The twins looked to each other before speaking. “She has passed.”

They looked to Lance. “You may continue to train her.”

They walked to the door. Slava stepped aside, but Lance didn’t move from the door. He bared his teeth and growled. The twins looked to each other and then turned around. 

“Kandice, it was a pleasure to meet you.” 

They turned back to Lance and pushed him aside. He grabbed onto one twin by the shirt. Lance’s whole body stiffened, and when the twin removed his hand, Lance fell to the ground. Slava followed them to the door, yelling in Italian. The twins responded in calm unison. Kandice heard the anger in his voice, and even a little fear, as he followed the twins outside.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I’ll be fine.” 

She stood up and walked over to help Lance up. When he was back on his feet, Slava came back in.

“What was that about?” Lance asked.

“Nothing,” Slava said.

“What did you say?” Lance asked.

“Nothing.” Slava walked away, leaving Lance and Kandice alone.

Kandice heard the door to Slava’s room slam shut and jumped a little. He’d never lost his temper before in front of her, and it made her a arms cold.

Chapter Twelve

Tuesday, October 11th 



Kandice, Blake, and Lance were driving to the mayor’s street in a new Escalade courtesy of Mike. It was a typical pearl-white with the metal chromed-out and windows tinted as dark as the law allowed.

It had been a week since Kandice’s interview with the Biancardi twins, and the visit was still unsettling with everyone. She spent most of the time gathering information on the mayor with Slava. Blake had also been hanging around Lance’s house a lot more. He came to help solidify a plan for getting around the mayor’s security system, and guards.

Lance and Slava still fought about what was said in Italian to the Biancardi twins. Slava refused to say anything more than it was personal, and Lance flooded him with questions at every chance. Blake and Kandice had gone home one night when it got bad. Slava and Lance had both ended up yelling at the top of their lungs at one another in Russian. It reminded Kandice of old sitcoms, but it wasn’t quite as funny in real life. She got the impression,  Lance was unaware there were secrets between them until now.

“We’ll do two passes,” Lance said from the front seat.

Kandice and Blake sat in the back with their phones ready to record.

Lance made the final bend in the road and slowed down to about 20 mph. Lance figured ahead of time that twenty would be slow, but not so slow as to draw a lot of attention on them. Kandice and Blake had their phones out and filmed what they could see through the gate.

When they had taken the bend all the way around, and away from the mayor’s house, Lance pulled over to the side of the road. Blake showed his film first. They could see three guards between the gate and front door. 

Kandice’s film showed little more, with the female assistant in a window, dressed in a black dress, and bright red hair. The red that was an obvious shade of fake, but still looked good for some people. She was not one of those people.

“We’ll do one more pass,” Lance said. “I’ll have to go a little faster. I don’t want them to mark this vehicle.”

Lance turned the SUV around and headed back. This time, they passed doing 35 mph. Kandice and Blake both filmed again, but their film showed nothing new. The guards were moving, but they just switched positions with each other. The inside of the house looked dark and the only light seemed to be in the mayor’s office. Slava’s reconnaissance showed that the mayor spent most of his time in the office. He only left when he was ready to go to his bedroom for the night.

Chapter Thirteen

Thursday, October 20th 



Lance: We need to meet. Bring Blake. ASAP.



They were only ten days away from their attack on the mayor. They’d not done any more reconnaissance, other than Slava’s spying. Something must have changed for him to call an emergency meeting. A few days before, the mayor had downsized his guards. Lance thought he felt safe since they hadn’t gone near him in over a month.



Kandice sent Blake a text: 

Kandice: I’m coming to get you. Lance needs to meet!

Blake: Ok. I’ll be ready in five.



Kandice locked up her apartment and smiled as she sped out of the complex. Her new car was still more toy than car to her.



♦ ♦ ♦



“We got another letter,” Lance said, when Kandice and Blake sat down. 

Lance poured them each a drink, and Slava handed the letter over.



Dear Mr. Pukher,



It has been brought to our attention that the young seer named Kandice you’ve been in contact with has a brother, whom you’ve also been in contact with. We are disappointed to find out you didn’t divulge this information when the Biancardi twins were at your home on the 5th. 

Due to this new revelation, the Biancardi twins will return to Austin. They will keep a close eye on you and those in your company. We advise that you make yourself available upon their request. Failure to do so is ill advised. 



Sincerely,

Cara Dinapoli



P.S. Kandice has passed the level one test and is cleared to know the information that entails.



Kandice read the postscript a second time before handing the letter to her brother.

“What does she mean by level one?” she asked.

“You are cleared to know about the council, and mission briefs,” Slava said. “Mostly, what you already know. Anything more, I cannot say in front of Blake. It would put us all in danger.”

“You said they only wanted to keep the existence of Aether Walkers secret,” Kandice said. “You told me they would let us walk away, we would just have to cut ties. Now they’re threatening my brother!” 

Her cheeks grew hot. Getting involved with Lancemay have been a huge mistake. Letting her brother get this close was a mistake, her mistake. 

“Technically,” Lance said. “They’re threatening Slava and I. We’re not supposed to share information about what we do. Since we’ve never sworn loyalty, we’re in a weird loophole where we’ve not violated any rules.”

“You could see the Aether Walkers,” Slava said. “And so can Blake. That means we can talk about them with you. However, the council is off limits. Or, it should be.”

They continued to argue about Blake being let in on level one information. Once they filled her in, there was no doubt in her mind she would fill Blake in. Lance tried to convince her it would put him in danger to know any more than he already did. Since Blake was untrained, and couldn’t change, he wouldn’t be able to take the test. The council viewed outsiders being aware of them as a major threat. They wouldn’t kill him, but they could get Blake and Kandice locked up, if they thought they were a large enough threat.

Kandice gave in and agreed to keep Blake in the dark after it was clear Lance wouldn't. It didn’t change their current mission to kill the mayor, but it was something she planned to revisit once they finished.

“So, what do we do about the Biancardi twins?” she asked.

“There’s nothing to be done,” Lance said. “We just have to wait, and if they contact us, we’ll address it then. They may want to meet Blake, but I doubt it, since it would make the council more vulnerable.”

They discussed their plans, but it was so airtight they were just repeating themselves for the umpteenth time. Lance made dinner as planning had become boring. When they finished eating, they did something they had never done before. Sat on the couch and watched a movie. 

Kandice was at home, this was her family. But if that was so, Lance would be what to her? Maybe a hot cousin she wanted to fuck? Slava was the protective grandfather. They had both accepted Blake. The ideal nuclear family was dead for most American families, but not during her childhood. Her parents had been perfect, and Blake had been an outgoing and fun brother. Now they were lost and only had each other. The prospect of finding a group to belong to was too much to pass up.

Over the past few weeks, Blake had grown out of his dark shell, and was sociable again. It had to be the mission. Having something important to do helped get him out of his rut and focused on something bigger than himself.

They all got too drunk, so Kandice and Blake slept on the couch again. Lance had prepared with pillows and blankets that were far more comfortable than what they had the last time.

Chapter Fourteen

Friday, October 28th



Lance bought mattresses for the spare rooms upstairs in preperation. With the mission a week away, Lance thought it would be best if everyone was under the same roof until it was over. He said it was important to live and breathe the plan so they would carry it out flawless. 

They planned to stay up a little later than the day before and sleep in later. If everyone switched to a night schedule, the over night mission would be easier. Blake fell into a night routine the first night and came over after he woke up. He liked having a mattress he could rest on while Lance and Kandice slept. 

Kandice and Lance had a little more trouble. They sparred each night to get their adrenaline pumping and forget about wanting to sleep. The first few nights, it was hard to make it to 4:00 AM but by Thursday it had moved to 6:00 AM. 

Kandice’s skills showed major improvements. After the first two days of training, she was up to winning about half the matches. They always went for the best of five rounds. Some days, it would take two hours, others thirty minutes. Kandice learned to anticipate Lance’s moves, and in return, Lance changed up his moves to avoid her. By Thursday, their matches morphed from sparring, to full-fledged stratagem, like chess matches. 

When they woke up Thursday, around 3:00 PM, Kandice and Lance both agreed to keep each other awake until 2:00 PM Friday. The plan was air tight. All four of them could list their duties and the duties of every other person. There was no more prepping needed, now it was just a waiting game. Blake switched to waking up around 10:00 PM and going to bed around noon. Slava was almost always awake and took power naps throughout the day. 

Kandice learned that, for the past four years, Slava hadn’t been able to sleep for more than two hours at a time. It was one of the many side effects from changing for so long, but it did make him great for reconnaissance. It seemed like with each negative to changing there was also a bonus to counter it with. Part of the plan centered around Slava’s sleep needs, since he was only awake for about five hours at a time. With them hitting the mayor in the dead of the night, everyone in the neighborhood would be asleep. 

By the time 1:30 PM rolled around on Friday, Lance and Kandice both agreed it was close enough. Blake had been the only reason they made it that far. He’d done everything he could to keep them awake and entertained. Sparring would have taken too much out of them so they agreed to skip it. Blake made fun of them the whole day because they were too young to not be able to pull an all-nighter with ease.

Chapter Fifteen

Saturday, October 29th



At 1:00 AM Kandice woke up to Blake next to her, poking her arm. 

She rubbed the sleep from her eyes, and he leaned in. “Lance said y’all needed to be up by one. I just woke him up. You two were out of it. I tried at 12:30, but y’all didn’t move.”

Kandice yawned and tried to roll back over. Her whole body cried out, it needed more sleep. But the light turned on, and her blanket flew off. Lance and Blake were both standing in her room and turned around the instant the blanket hit the ground.

“Sorry,” they said together.

“What the fuck?” she said.

“You weren’t getting up,” Lance said. “It’s almost two.”

They both stepped outside and closed the door.

Kandice was wide awake. She pulled out fresh clothes from her bag and put them on. If they didn’t know she slept naked before, they did now. 

That will be the last time they take the covers off a sleeping person.

Once dressed, she headed downstairs with Blake. Lance was already in the kitchen cleaning dishes. He made eggs, bacon, and biscuits. Kandice poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down to her plate. The food was great, it helped wake her up more than expected. 

Blake and Lance looked over their notes on the computer plugged into the TV. 

“Are we ready?” Kandice asked.

“Slava said the compound is at its lowest staff yet,” Blake said.

“He must feel safe,” Lance said. “It makes me a little worried. He’s either over confident, or there is something we’ve missed.”

“Like what?” Kandice asked.

“I’m not sure,” Lance said. “That’s why I’m worried. There could be any number of things inside.”

“What about the security system?”

Blake clicked over to a new image. “This is the phone line connected to the house. It will contact the security company.” He flipped to another image. “This is the main power line.” Another image showed the transformer outside the house. “If we blow this, the power will be out for his house, and probably the whole neighborhood. I suspect we’ll have about twenty minutes.”

“Is that long enough?” Kandice asked.

“Depends on if security backup shows up.” Lance said.

“That’s what we were talking about,” Blake said. “I’m not sure if the security system will notify someone if the power goes out. Same thing if I cut the phone line.”

“What do we do then?” she asked.

“That’s the question,” Lance said. “Regardless, we have to go in tomorrow. There’s no more time. The council is demanding action.”

“Why don’t we cut the phone and hit the power at the same time?” Kandice asked. “How long would it take for the security company to respond?”

“If they call the cops, maybe ten minutes,” Blake said. “They’ll try to contact the mayor first, but that could be worse if they reach his cell.”

“We’ll have to all three coordinate the attack,” Lance said. “Slava can act as backup support from the street by keeping cars away from the house for a little while.”

Their plan had been to go in where Lance had found a weakness since the motion detectors would be off inside while the mayor was home. If they could, it was still the plan, but, they needed to prepare for anything. They spent the next few hours going over all the photos Slava had taken. 

Once the sun was up, they felt confident that the backup plan was sound. It was unlikely they would need to use it, but just in case, it was there. Kandice hoped that Blake wouldn’t become anymore involved than he already was.

Lance and Blake packed to go to the local shooting range so Blake could practice on targets. Kandice and Lance were planning to infiltrate the compound, so Blake would have to shoot the transformer. Having never shot a gun before, he needed to practice first. If the plan went sideways, Blake would then have to cut the phone line, and Slava would do what he could to stop any cars from getting to the house.

When they left, Kandice spent the day binge watching TV. It had been several weeks since the last time. Her favorite shows were 90’s Sci-F. Something about the retro style was so appealing. That act of spacing out in front of the TV was like meditation.



♦ ♦ ♦



The boys got back around 1:30 PM, Blake had a smirk on his face.

“He’s a natural,” Lance said.

“It was amazing,” Blake said. “At first I wasn’t hitting shit. But after I figured out how to adjust my scope, it went great.”

“He’ll do great. We’re set.”

Kandice looked at her phone. “We need to get ready for bed. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”

Lance smiled. “Agreed. We’ll take our time getting ready when we wake up. I want to leave here by three.”



Chapter Sixteen

Sunday, October 30th 



At 3:20 AM Slava stopped the SUV. Kandice, Lance, and Blake hoped out, wach with their own packs. Slava drove off, and they made their way through the park. There was no one around, which Kandice found peaceful. She pushed what they were about to do to the back of her mind, but only for a few moments. They hadn’t seen many cops on their way down. Kandice figured since it was Sunday night, the drunks called it a night at 2:00 AM, because of work in the morning.

The three of them walked as fast as they could without drawing attention to themselves. Lance had already said if the police showed up, he’d have no choice but to attack. Slava had a scanner online in the SUV, and was listening for any activity, just in case.

“Domestic dispute on Barton Hills,” Slava said, they heard him through their earpieces.

“They are coming from the east on Barton Springs,” Slava said. “You are clear, but keep an eye out.”

“Affirmative,” Lance said.

At 3:38, they were sitting on a hill, looking over into the mayor’s house. Kandice tapped Lance on the shoulder and pointed. There was a third guard outside. Blake had taken out his rifle, a stock AR15 with an extra laser guided sight, and aimed at the transformer to ensure he had a clear sight.

Slava parked about two minutes up the road with his lights off, ready to come get them in a moments notice.

Aside from the lights in the yard, the house was dark. They couldn’t see into the mayor’s office, and his bedroom was out of sight, but, with both his SUVs in the drive they knew he was home.

There was no sign of the female Aether Walker which made Kandice nervous. They’d never been able to confirm her movements at night. Slava had tried several times, but he never saw her come or go, unless she was with the mayor. They could only assume that she lived with him, and would be inside.

All the outside guards were human, which would make it easy for Kandice and Lance to take them out.

They sat and waited. 

Lance didn’t want to move until 4:00 AM. He knew most of the police switched shifts at 5:30 AM - 6:00 AM, and he figured that by 4:00 AM, they would all be parked somewhere, and only respond if there was a call.

“Stay here,” Lance said, when 4:01 AM came around. “When I give the signal, shoot the transformer. If I give the second signal, you need to cut the phone line.”

Kandice took a breath and hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Blake was too close to the house as it was. Without being able to change he was defenseless. 

“We change only once we’re over the wall,” Lance said. “We’ll have about fifteen minutes before we have to change back. If we can, we take out the guards without changing.”

“No killing. Agreed?” she asked.

Lance and her had been arguing this point since day one of planning.

“We do what we must.” He pulled out two tranquilizer guns and handed one to her. 

Lance clicked on his walkie talkie. “We’re moving out. Is it all clear?”

“Nothing on the scanner,” Slava said.

“Affirmative.” 

“Good luck,” Blake said, as they dropped their ropes down the small cliff and shimmied down.

They made their way down the road, staying in the shadows, and then cut across, working their way back to the mayor’s walls.

“Guards’ position?” Lance asked over the walkie talkie.

“Far-right, clear,” Blake said.

“Affirmative,” Lance said. 

Lance helped push Kandice up on the wall. The lights only lit up the interior of the property, not the outside. This left Kandice in the shadow of darkness. There was no moon out, which is why Lance had picked that night to attack.

Once she was secure on the wall, she offered her hand to Lance, and helped pull him up as he climbed. They both lowered themselves over the other side and dropped the final three feet in silence. When Kandice landed, her ankle twisted, and the pain was instant. It started off like ice running through her veins and end with knives stabbing over and over.

“Twisted ankle,” she whispered to Lance. “Give me a sec.” 

There wasn’t time for this, they were here. She did her best to swallow the pain and push through it. 

They hunkered down behind a bush, while Kandice flexed and rotated her ankle, trying to work out the pain. After a minute, she could stand again.

“Can you run?” Lance whispered.

“I’ve had worse. I’ll be fine.”

They moved forward and peered through the bush. There was one guard carrying a larger gun. 

“Left guards?” Lance asked over the walkie talkie.

“One in the far back. Second is looking at the far-right guard, near you,” Blake said.

“Affirmative,” Lance said. 

“You shoot the closest one, and I’ll take out the other,” Lance whispered to Kandice. “Then, we change, and take out the last one.”

“Okay,” she said.

They each pulled out a seal and took aim. On the count of three, they both took their shot. The men wobbled for a second before dropping. Kandice and Lance slapped their seals onto their stomachs and charged, dropping their guns in the bushes. 

Kandice’s gloves ripped open and fell off as her hands grew and her claws developed. 

In moments, they were across the yard, and turning the corner of the house to confront the last guard. 

The guard tried to raise his gun, but before he could get it up, Lance was on top of him and snapped his neck.

“No!” Kandice screamed. “You said no killing!”

“He had a gun,” Lance said, brushing off her comment. “Follow me.”

Kandice had no choice and followed Lance to the back of the house. They made their way up to the balcony of the room Lance had been in before. 

He clicked the walkie talkie. “Now!”

A second later, there was a loud pop and the lights in the yard blinked out.

“Fifteen minutes starts now,” Slava said.

“Get in position,” Lance said.

“Affirmative,” Blake said.

Blake’s job was to get over the wall and prepare to cut the phone line if the alarm sounded.

Kandice and Lance waited, staring through the window, hoping that no one was inside.

The seconds moved by and the three minutes it took Blake to get into position felt like an eternity.

“Ready,” Blake said.

“Affirmative,” Lance said.

Lance tried to lift the window, just in case it was unlocked. It wasn’t. Kandice shattered the glass with her claws and did her best to clear the broken glass. Lance slipped through the open window, and opened the door so she could get in. 

The room was pitch black. They brought flashlights in case of an emergency.

They stopped at the door leading out of the room and listened. There wasn’t any noise coming from the other side. After opening the door with caution, they were standing on a walkway, with stairs leading down, and doors around the top. It resembled an old Victorian manor she’d seen in history films of the south.

“One of these is his room,” Lance said.

They opened the first door and clicked on their flashlights. It was a bedroom, but it was empty. 

He clicked off the light. 

“Guest room,” Kandice said.

When they walked to the second door, Kandice tapped Lance on the shoulder, pointing to the corner behind them, above the stairs. There was a camera clear as day, with a red light blinking. 

“Problem,” Lance said over the walkie talkie. “We’ve got cameras, and they’re on.”

“There must be a backup power source,” Blake said.

“Ten minutes,” Slava said.

“We’ve got to take them out,” Lance said over the walkie talkie.

“Won’t matter, unless you find out where the footage is going,” Blake said. “If it’s an online stream, we’re fucked.”

“Affirmative,” Lance said.

“Follow the plan,” he told Kandice.

A quick flash of light in the next room told them it was a bathroom. 

They opened the third door, and Lance clicked on his light again. It was a much larger bedroom, with the bed unmade. 

“Mayor’s room?” Kandice asked.

They moved in together and did a quick search of the room. The first door they opened inside the room was the closest to the door they came in, and it led to the master bathroom. Lance searched, while Kandice stayed in the bedroom, to open the other closed door. It led to a walk-in closet. Aside from an unbelievable number of suits, there was nothing of note.

Lance walked back into the bedroom. “All clear.”

“Office,” Kandice said.

They turned their lights off and made their way down the walkway. When they got to the office door, it wouldn't open.

Before they could bust open the door, a light shone against the wall of the stairs. A quick look over the ledge showed two figures were down below. As the figures moved up the stairs, one was the female Aether Walker, and the other was a normal man.

“You take the man!” Lance jumped over the ledge, landing on the Aether Walker.

She took a moment to react, but followed. She jumped over the guardrail and landed just behind the human on the stairs. He didn’t stand a chance. Before he had time to respond to the two of them falling down upon him, Kandice punched him in the side of the head. The force was enough to knock him up two steps, and he crumpled on the landing of the stairs. Kandice threw his gun down the stairs, towards the front door. It almost hit Lance in the back of the head as he spun behind the Aether Walker.

The Aether Walker was the smallest Kandice had seen. She only came to Lance’s shoulder, and was less than half the size of Kandice, but her speed was unbelievable. Every time Lance slashed, she moved out of the way.

Kandice jumped down the stairs, taking four steps at a time. She brought her claws down in an arc, right as Lance slashed, and caught the Aether Walker in the back, ripping through her flesh like it was butter. Purple blood flew as the lights in the house came on.

“What’s happening?” Blake asked over the walkie talkie.

“Seven minutes,” Slava said. “Do I need to move in?”

Kandice and Lance moved as one, the weeks of training was paying off. They each knew what the other wanted to do before it happened. They pinned the Aether Walker, and Kandice pushed all her weight onto the woman's body. The Aether Walker wasn’t going anywhere.

“We’re fine,” Lance said over the walkie talkie. “Stick to the plan.”

“Where’s the mayor?” Kandice demanded.

The Aether Walker spat in Kandice’s face, and Lance punched her in what would have been a nose. 

“Where is he?” Lance asked.

“Fuck you,” the Aether Walker said.

Lance shrugged and jabbed his claws into the neck of the Aether Walker. The purple blood splattered all over Kandice, some of which got in her mouth. She spat out as much as possible, but the taste of rotten eggs wouldn’t leave her mouth. 

Lance clicked on his walkie talkie. “We need a concealment seal.”

“Affirmative,” Slava said. “Six minutes. Still nothing on the scanner.”

“Affirmative.” 

“Let’s go,” he said to Kandice.

They ran back up the stairs to the office door. 

“Ready?” Lance whispered.

Kandice nodded.

Right as they busted the door open, the mayor fired. Lance tried to push Kandice out of the way, but missed. The bullet caught her in the left arm and lodged itself halfway in.

Kandice groaned in pain, and Lance shot off towards the mayor. He was slower than Lance, but twice the size of Kandice. His first punch knocked Lance to the floor, and he slid to the middle of the room. The mayor walked over his desk, towards them. 

Kandice had to act. The pain in her arm was blinding, but the giant form that was the mayor was obvious. She darted towards Lance, and lunged at the mayor, sinking her teeth into his arm. Vile blood poured into her mouth, and she fought down the urge to vomit. 

Lance got back to his feet and joined the fight. 

There was a flurry of limbs as Lance and Kandice both clawed and bit at the mayor. His fists struck them both several times, each time knocking them to the ground. When he knocked Kandice off, she took a chunk of flesh with her. Blood from the mayor’s arm was pouring onto the floor. 

“Two minutes,” Slava said. “Open the gate.”

Lance lunged forward from the floor and sank his teeth into the mayor’s leg.

“Affirmative,” Blake said.

Kandice blocked a punch inches from Lance’s head. The mayor roared and flung Lance off his leg and in an instant he vanished.

“Fuck!” Lance screamed and ripped off his seal. “Take your seal off!”

Kandice did so and sunk to the ground. Her arm was bleeding.  Blood pooled on the floor below her.

Lance took a bandage from the pack on his hip and wrapped Kandice’s arm.

“We’ll take care of this better when we’re gone,” he said.

He walked behind the mayor’s desk, and clicked on his walkie talkie, “I found the camera footage. It’s on the computer.”

“I’m coming in,” Blake said.

They heard Blake open the front door, then the sound of the alarm. Lance hadn’t given the signal, and Blake hadn’t cut the wire.

“Get out,” Slava said. “I will set the concealment seal.”

“We have to take care of the footage,” Lance said over the walkie talkie.

Blake came into the room and stopped when he saw Kandice on the floor.

“I’ll be fine,” she said. “Take care of the footage.”

Blake closed his eyes for a moment and then walked over to Lance, behind the desk.

Blake clicked away on the computer. “I can’t be sure, but I think the footage only feeds into here.”

“Polistsiya are coming,” Slava said. “We have to go.”

Blake dropped to the floor and pulled wires under the desk. When he stood back up, he was carrying a desktop.

“We’ll take it with us,” Blake said. “Only option.”

“Fine,” Lance said.

Blake tried to hand Lance the computer, but Lance waved him off. 

“You go,” he said. “I’ve got Kandice.”

Lance helped Kandice to her feet. Blake was already out the door.

The gun shot made Kandice’s heart stop. She pushed herself forward, away from Lance. Blake lay crumpled on the landing of the stairs, his blood already flowing on the carpet. 

“No!” she screamed.

Blake didn’t move. 

Kandice pulled out a new seal from her pocket with her good arm. Lance tried to catch her, but she was too fast. The seal was on her stomach and she jumped over the ledge before the change completed. As she was falling a second bullet hit Blake. 

Kandice landed in front of the guard, changed, and furious. Before he could aim his gun at her, she ripped his arm clean off, and the gun fired into the wall. She slashed at his stomach with her claws, as his guts tumbled out, she pulled his head off, removing it clean from his neck. 

Blood was everywhere, and it was impossible to tell where the red of her scales began, and the crimson of the guard’s blood ended.

She was panting hard, holding the guards head in her hands, and staring in his dead eyes. 

Lance’s arm reached around her body and pulled the seal off.

The next moment, she was looking up at the ceiling. Slava picked her up over his shoulder; Lance carried Blake’s body beside them. 

Once in the SUV Lance put a computer next to her, in the back seat, then climbed into the storage section in the back. Kandice craned her neck as much as it would allow, to see what was going on.

Lance had Blake’s shirt off and was applying bandages to the two bullet holes. Blake wasn’t moving. 

Her heart was racing, this couldn’t be happening right now. It was like a horrible dream that her mind wouldn’t wake up from. Even though it was happening right in front of her, it was too much for her mind to process. She tried to speak, but her voice wouldn’t come. 

“I need a seal, now!” Lance yelled.

The next moment, a metal seal flew into the back, and Lance caught it. He placed it over Blake’s heart.

Slava took an underpass so fast that Kandice’s body slammed against the door. Her body pressed into the seat as Slava accelerated onto the highway.

“Don’t get pulled over,” Lance said.

“We kill any cops that stop us,” Slava said. “Time is of the essence.”



♦ ♦ ♦



Kandice opened her eyes again. The pain in her arms had vanished, and her body was freezing. She looked out the window as the streetlights zipped by. 

There was a slap behind her. “Blake, open your eyes! You’ve got to stay awake!” Another slap. “Blake! Tell me something about computers!”

Silence.

“That’s it,” Lance said. “Keep your eyes open. Now, how do I get the footage off the computer?”



♦ ♦ ♦



Kandice felt a hand on her chest, there was a burning sensation coming from it. She opened her eyes, and Lance was applying a metal seal against her chest. 

“Try to stay awake,” he said. “I need you to keep your eyes open, too. You’ve lost a lot of blood.”

With the seal against her skin she was feeling better.

“What-” she started.

“It’s going to be okay.” Lance said, interrupting her. “I need you press here,” He placed her hand against her arm at the bullets entry point. She tried to push, but was too weak.

“Take the back roads,” Lance said. “Cops will be out for morning speeders.”

Kandice felt them slow down as Slava exited off the highway. 

“Hold tight,” Lance said, and pushed her hand against her arm again.

He crawled back over the seat. 

“Blake!” He yelled. 

There was another slap, and then another, and another. Then, silence. She turned herself over to look back. Blake lay crumpled on the floor in the fetal position. The blood covered the back area to where it would flow in the opposite direction every time Slava took a turn.

“What’s wrong?” She asked.

Lance leaned forward. “Don’t talk. Just keep pressure here.” He pushed against her wound.



♦ ♦ ♦



She opened her eyes again. They had stopped, and Lance was slapping her on the cheek.

“Stay with me,” he said. “We’re almost there.”

Slava got back in the SUV and closed the door. They pulled into a garage, and the door shut behind them. 

Lance and Slava got out of the vehicle. Lance came around and opened Kandice’s door. She fell into his arms, and Lance carried her into the house.

He laid her out on the couch and ran out of the room.

A moment later, he was back with a hand full of supplies. He pulled her bandage off to pour vodka on her arm. She screamed, the burning felt like liquid fire. 

“This is going to hurt,” Lance said. “Bite on this.” He put a leather strap into her mouth. Then, he drove a sharpened piece of metal into her arm. The bullet moving around in her arm, but to her surprise it didn't hurt. Aside from a general feeling of pressure insdie her muscles, her body relaxed. Then, it was out. The pressure left her arm. Her eyelids felt weighed down by lead, but she fought the urge to close them.

He poured more vodka into the wound, then added the healing powder he and Slava had used. After new bandages were on her arm, he moved the seal over them, then wrapped it tight.

“Now, you can rest,” he said, wiping the sweat from his face, and collapsed on the floor next to her. 



♦ ♦ ♦



The mayor was standing in his office. Kandice saw him about to kill Lance. She jumped forward, slashing her claws at the mayor, but they glided right through him. Then, the mayor disappeared, laughing at her.

Blake was standing in front of her bleeding. 

“Please Kandice,” he said, reaching his hand towards her, but still so far away.

She reached out to hold him, but couldn’t move. Something was holding her. She looked back, and the mayor had her arms. She tried to struggle free, but he was too strong.



♦ ♦ ♦



Lance looked down at her as she laid on the floor. “It’s your fault,” he said. “You didn’t follow the plan.”

Blake’s body was bleeding next to her.

“He’s dead because of you,” Lance said.



♦ ♦ ♦



Kandice woke up with tears on her face. Her body weak, and mouth dry. She tried to sit up, but the pain was too much. Aside from a deep sadness, which made her body numb, she remembered nothing of her fever-dreams.

“She’s up,” Lance yelled.

He came around the counter with a glass of water. He sat the glass down and helped Kandice to lean up, pushing pillows behind her. Her body hurt, but she could deal with it.

He held the glass to her mouth and tipped it so she could drink. The unexpected burn hit her tongue, and She spat it out and coughed. It wasn’t water, but vodka.

“You have to drink this,” he said. “It will help, I promise.”

She nodded, and took small drinks. It burned, but her body was getting stronger as the burn worked its way to her stomach.

“Water?” she asked Lance.

“Okay,” he said.

Slava came out of his room carrying a box. He kneeled down on the floor next to Kandice and looked at the bandage on her arm. It was wet with blood. Slava removed the bandage with care, trying not to cause her any pain. He poured more of the healing powder into the wound and wrapped a fresh bandage around it. He applied a new metal seal against the bandage and wrapped it up tight.

Lance handed Slava a glass of water. He held the glass up for Kandice, and she drank down the whole glass. When the glass was empty, Slava and Lance went to the kitchen. She fell asleep listening to them speak in Russian. It was like listening to an opera where she didn’t know the words, but could sense the emotions all the more for it.

Chapter Seventeen

Monday, October 31st 



When Kandice woke up again, Slava and Lance were moving around the living room.

“What’s going on?” she asked, still half asleep.

“Go back to sleep,” Lance said.

She sat up and her arm didn’t hurt anymore. “Where’s Blake?”

Lance stopped what he was doing and sat down the coffee table in front of Kandice. “I’m so sorry Kandice.” 

“What do you mean?” she asked in a panic.

“He didn't make it.” 

“No!” Kandice shouted, remembering what had happened. “No! you healed him!” 

He had to have been able to heal Blake. She’d seen what they could do. They healed two different bullet wounds since she'd known them. Hell, she was fine. Why wouldn’t Blake be?

“I’m sorry,” Lance said. “He lost too much blood. I couldn’t stop the bleeding fast enough.”

“No!” she said tears pouring down her face. “Where is he?”

“He’s in the garage.” 

Kandice started to stand. 

“You need to rest,” Lance said. “You don’t need to see this.”

“Fuck that!” Her body screamed of exhaustion as she pushed off the couch. She was standing, but her legs wobbled. Lance stood up and put his arm under hers.

She tried to shove him off but he wouldn’t let her. “I’ll help you.” 

He led her into the garage slow and steady. When he opened the trunk, Kandice broke down into fresh tears. Blake’s face was pale, and there was blood everywhere. 

Kandice bent over and hurled from the putrid odor. There was nothing in her stomach, so the only thing that came up was bile. 

Lance held her up while she vomited on his boots. 

“It’s my fault,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

When there was nothing left to throw up, Kandice straightened up. Somehow, the tears had left her stronger. The realization set in and the overwhelming sadness became fuel for her anger. Her mental state stood on the precipice of her life. One more step, and her mind would fall into the abyss, and never recover. Or, she could fight, she could fight with a furry she’d never had before. The rage that had fueled her desire to hunt when her mom died was nothing by comparison to knowing Blake was dead. As she attempted to process it all her mind cleared, and only numbness remained.

“What now?” she asked. “Where did the mayor go?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Slava is trying to figure it out. He’s already spoken with the Biancardi twins.”

“So?”

“They’re taking care of the investigation. We’ll be fine, but we have to dispose of the body.”

“You mean Blake!” she said.

“Yes. We’ve made a plan. We will plant the body, then call it in. It will look like a robbery gone bad.”

“What do you mean?” 

Lance looked at his watch. “It’s eleven,” he said. “I’ll drop the body off and then go back around six to call it in. I’ll pretend to be a jogger who came across the body, if no one else has called it in by then.”

“You can’t just drop his body off somewhere.” 

“I’m sorry, but it’s the only option.” His tone said it was one of those non-negotiable things. 

“It’s my fault,” she said.

“What?” he asked. “No, it’s not.”

“Yes, it is. You said it would be safer to kill the guards, and you were right. If I had killed the fucker, rather than knocking him out, none of this would have happened.”

“You can’t blame yourself. I should never have let him come inside. Really, I should never have let you two come along at all.”

She looked him in the eyes for several moments, then hugged him. Lance held her in his arms until she lost track of time. 

“I have to go,” he said, once she broke the hug. “I need to get his body placed.”

“I’m coming with,” Kandice said. 

He argued, but realized that it was pointless. She held her death-glare that said I dare you to defy me until she got into the SUV.



♦ ♦ ♦



They chose a park near her aunt’s house. That way, it would seem like Blake had been out for a late night walk. 

Lance turned the SUV’s lights off and drove backwards down the neighborhood street. When he reached the curb, he parked the SUV, but left it running.

“You don’t have to do this,” he told Kandice, pulling on rubber gloves.

“Yes, I do,” she said, grabbing a pair for herself.

Kandice followed Lance out of the SUV. When he opened the back hatch, she went stiff. The body of her brother laid there as proof it was all real, but her mind was still having trouble coming to terms with his death. Still, her feelings were empty, there were no tears, or any emotions left inside of her. Life was suffering, and from that moment any Aether Walker that crossed her path would discover it. Vengeance would be hers. 

Lance pulled Blake’s body out of the back floorboard and heaved him onto his shoulder.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I can take it from here.”

Kandice just shook her head and followed Lance into the park. He stopped at the first dip they found. The ground was still wet from where the water of sprinklers ran through.

Lance laid Blake’s body on the ground. When he went through Blake’s pockets, Kandice pulled his hands away.

“I’ll do it,” she said.

“Be sure and take everything,” Lance said.

Tears were trickling down her face, but Kandice stayed focused. She emptied his pockets one by one, making a pile next to his body.

“The seal,” Lance said.

Kandice lifted his shirt and saw the bullet wounds. She ran her hands over the one next to his heart before pulling the metal seal off his body. As she did, blood trickled from his wounds. She kissed Blake’s forehead, grabbed his belongings, and backed away.

“Give me his wallet,” Lance said.

Kandice offered it up without taking her eyes off Blake’s body. Lance ran off deeper into the park. 

“I’m so sorry,” she said, staring at Blake’s wound, as if looking at it harder would make it go away. 

Kandice didn’t notice Lance return until he lifted her to her feet. 

“We have to go,” he said.

“I can’t.”

“Getting caught won’t bring him back.” he said, shaking her. “Kandice, move!”

She looked at Lance, and then back to Blake’s body one last time, before following Lance to the SUV as he pulled her arm.

Lance drove off and didn’t turn his headlights on until they had turned onto a new street.

He picked up his cell phone from the center console and called Slava. “We’re on our way. Meet us there."

Kandice couldn't make out what Slava said.

“She’s out of it,” Lance said. “Just be there in five.”

He drove the SUV onto a construction site near the park where a company was building high-end condos for the never-ending flood of people moving to Austin. Slava was already there with a new car, waiting for them. 

Lance walked Kandice to the front passenger seat of the car and helped her in.

“Just stay here,” he said. “We’ll be done in a few minutes.” 

“Okay,” Kandice said, not paying attention to what he said. She remembered the time that Blake had stolen money from their mom’s purse, she refused to rat him out when her mom accused her of it. If only there was a way for her to switch places with him. 

Lance and Slava took two large cans of gas out of the car’s trunk and poured it throughout the SUV. The fumes wafted to where Kandice was sitting. She breathed the scent in and it stung her nose.

Slava sat in the driver’s seat. “We will go in a moment.”

Kandice looked back at Lance holding a something in his hand with a flame on top. As he came running to the car, there was a small growing glow from inside the SUV.

Lance jumped into the back seat. “Close the door."

Kandice closed her door, and Slava drove forward to turn around. As they pulled out of the construction site, and back onto the street, a large glow of a fire brightened the back window.

Watching the fire as they pulled down the road somehow brought closure. She wasn't better, but just numb all over, and it would be her new normal. She wanted the numbness to take over.



♦ ♦ ♦



Lance tried to get Kandice to sleep, or at least take a nap, but she refused. She sat on the sectional, waiting for the morning to come. 

Lance was returning to the park to call in Blake’s body, if no one else had. Kandice insisted on returning and knew if she fell asleep they wouldn't wake her. Lance and Slava disagreed with her desire to go back because if police showed up, it would be a disaster. 

Kandice looked at her phone. it was 4:30 AM. Lance was right, but she couldn’t bring herself to abandon Blake’s fate to someone else. 
“You need to go home,” Lance repeated for what seemed like the millionth time.

“I want to go,” she said.

“I'll follow you home. When I’m done at the park, I’ll come to your place.”

They argued for almost thirty more minutes until she agreed that it was too much of a risk for her to go back.

She followed Lance out of the house. 

“Call me the moment it’s done,” she said. 

“Okay,” he said. “Go home and rest. I’ll come by after.”



♦ ♦ ♦



Kandice woke up to her phone ringing.

“Hello?” she said, half asleep.

There was heavy sobbing on the other end.

“Hello?” she asked again.

“Kandice,” Jackie said. “It’s Blake. They found his body.”

Kandice took a breath to calm herself. “What? Where?”

She elbowed Lance, who was sitting in the bed next to her, and leaned in so he could hear the call. He had come back like he said to keep watch over her while she slept. They’d stayed up for hours while Kandice cried and tried to work through her brothers death. Lance held her until she fell asleep, his scent calmed her nerves and grounded her mind enough to relax into a restless sleep.

“He was at a park,” Jackie said. “They said he’d been there for hours. Someone called it in this morning.”

“What do you mean? What happened?” Kandice asked, freaking out.

“He was shot,” Jackie said. “Kandice, it’s horrible. They said it looked like he was robbed for his phone and money.”

“What?” Kandice asked melting into a fresh round of tears. 

“They found his wallet. All they left was his ID.”

Kandice was crying, and her aunt’s sobs were growing into hysterics on the other end. 

After almost a full minute of crying her aunt asked, “Kandice are you there?”

“Yes,” she said through her heaves.

“They’re keeping his body,” Jackie said. “They made me identify him and said they have to keep it for an autopsy.” 

“Can they do that?” Kandice asked. “We have to bury him!”

She hadn’t meant to yell. Her aunt cried even harder.

“When do we get his body?” Kandice asked.

“They said a few days,” Jackie said. “I have to call Mr. Goldsmith.”

“I’ll do that. We need to plan the funeral though.”

“I know. I called Pastor Gerlock. He came by earlier and has gone to get things situated.”

Jackie was crying so hard that Kandice couldn’t make out what she was saying.

“Aunt Jackie, I’ll call you back later."

“Okay,” Jackie said. “Kandice?”

“Yes?” 

“I love you.” 

“I love you too.” 

When Kandice hung up the phone, she looked to Lance. She wiped away the tears and took a few steadying breaths. “What will happen next?” 

“If the police view it as a mugging, they’ll investigate and try to locate the robber,” he said. “They’ll either charge the wrong person, or leave it as an unsolved case.”

An innocent person going to jail would have bothered her, but she didn’t give a shit anymore. The world took her whole family from her, everyone else could go fuck themselves.

They both got out of her bed and Kandice walked to the bathroom sink to wash her face. Her body was grimy all over, but an actual shower was unappealing. All she wanted was to punch someone.

“What can I do?” Lance asked.

“Nothing,” she said. “I’ve got to plan his funeral now.”

“I’ll help. Just tell me what to do.”

“Just leave,” Kandice said, emotionless. “I just want to be alone.”

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes.” 

Lance hesitated, but when Kandice wouldn’t look at him, he left. When the door close behind him, she sunk back on the bed and stared at the wall. The thought of killing herself crossed her mind, but deep down she knew it would be worth living, to kill as many Aether Walkers as possible.

Chapter Eighteen

Monday, November 7th 



Over the next several days, Kandice and her aunt worked together to plan Blake’s funeral. 

It shocked Mr. Goldsmith, Kandice’s and Blake’s attorney, to learn about Blake’s death. He explained he would have to look into how to address Blake’s trust fund, but he was working under the plan of it transferring to Kandice.

When Kandice and her aunt went to pick out a casket, they got into an argument over which one was best. Kandice wanted to go with a simple oak casket that had been stained black with blue satin inside. Her aunt insisted that he should be in a far more elaborate metal casket. Their argument became so heated that the funeral director had to excuse himself so they could work it out. After a ten-minute yelling match, Jackie conceded to Kandice, and they both broke down in tears, which made Kandice feel dirty somehow. Pastor Gerlock had agreed to oversee the burial. 

The police released Blake’s body on Sunday, and the funeral home scheduled the burial the next day.

Jackie called Kandice to let her know they had the body. It surprised her to hear Jackie’s voice was back to normal. There was no longer any sound of understanding and sympathy. With each conversation they had, Jackie grew more interested in Blake’s death. 

Jackie knew he’d been hanging out with Kandice more and felt there was more to the story than everyone said. Blake never left the house prior to Kandice moving out, so in Jackie’s mind there was no way he would have been in a park late at night. With Kandice and Blake as close as they were Jackie was insistent that Kandice knew why he was in the park. But Kandice held strong and continued to reassure Jackie that she knew nothing of the sort. 



♦ ♦ ♦



Lance drove Kandice to the funeral. Slava stayed behind to finish packing up what little they owned to leave town.

“Are you ready?” he asked, once they parked in front of the funeral home.

“No,” she said. “But I have to do this.”

There was a small turn out for Blake’s funeral. All of his friends had been online, and their only close relative was Jackie. Pastor Gerlock was there, and eight adults Kandice didn’t recognize, but assumed went to church with Jackie. She struggled to imagine Jackie having friends outside of her congregation.

Lance held Kandice’s arm as they walked across the lawn to the fresh hole dug for Blake. 

Dr. Gerlock took Kandice’s free hand and gave it a slight squeeze. “I’m truly sorry. He’s in a better place now. If you want to talk, I’m always here.” 

“Thank you,” she said, and meant it. She didn’t believe in much, but trusted that her family was in a better place.

Everyone else came over one by one to offer their condolences. Lance was her rock. He stood beside her the whole time holding her arm and often keeping her upright. She loved him for it. If he hadn’t been with her through her brother’s death, she would never had made it.

Kandice lost track of all the movement as everyone got into position, and Pastor Gerlock walked to the head of the casket behind Blake’s grave marker. 

Pastor Gerlock spoke for several minutes, but lost in her own head she only heard muffled words as her mind replayed Blake dying over and over. Her crying became crippling, and Lance had to hold her up. 

Strength radiated out of him keeping her standing. She looked over, and he smiled a little, not in a way to show happiness, but as a reassurance he was there for her.

It was comforting to know Lance was there. The thought of him and Slava leaving rushed into her mind with a new wave of tears. 

As Blake’s casket made the slow decent into the ground, Kandice’s legs gave out, she sunk to ground before Lance could catch her. She was crying harder than ever before in her life. She’d watched her mothers lowered and kept a stoic posture as expected. When her fathers lowered, there wasn’t a tear on her face.

Losing Blake was too much. Her body screamed in pain but she suppressed the urge to do it aloud. Her vision was red with rage, her only thought was killing the next Aether Walker that crossed her path. They needed to get out of there, seeing him lowered in was killing her with each inch he descended. When the sound of the wenches stopped, Kandice looked up at Lance trying to pull her back to her feet. She gave in and stood next to him.  

She wiped the tears from her eyes and hid her emotions behind a mask of blank expression. Jackie’s church companions offered their condolences again. Dr. Gerlock offered to talk with Kandice after the reception, but Kandice said she was fine.

Lance stood next to her, and they stared at Blake’s casket at the bottom of a hole that seemed to go on forever.

Jackie walked over to her. “I’m not sure what happened,” she said. “But I know you know more than you’re telling.”

“Why do you think that?” Kandice asked. Trying to force her mind to think straight and come up with new lies while remembering the old ones.

“You know why Blake was killed,” Jackie said, “I know you do. He was spending all his time with you.” She looked at Lance. “Is he involved? He looks like trouble. Kandice, what have you gotten yourself into?”

“Fuck you,” Kandice said. “Fuck You!”

Jackie slapped her. It was sudden and unexpected. Kandice’s cheek stung, and her skin swelled.

Before Kandice could punch back, Lance stepped between her and Jackie. “You’ll never do that again. Do you understand?”

“How dare-” Jackie started.

“Never again!” he said and pointed to the parking lot. “Leave.”

Jackie’s face was red with anger, but she stormed off, leaving Lance and Kandice alone at the grave.

“I’m sorry,” Lance said. “This is all my fault.”

“No, it’s mine,” she said.

She stepped closer the grave and stood teetering on the edge.

“It should have been me,” she said.

Lance pulled her back as she slipped forward. “I’m glad it wasn’t.” 

She didn’t think, but pushed up onto her toes and kissed him. He pulled her in tight by the small of her back and kissed her back with a passion she only knew of from the movies. She could feel her teeth cut the front of her lips from the force of his kiss.

“I want to come with you,” she said, once they separated.

“You do?” he asked.

“When you leave, I want to come with you and Slava. I can’t stay here. Not anymore.”

“Yes. I’d love that.”

“Me too,” she said.

They walked back to the parking lot. They could see cars pulling out on their way to the reception.

“I’m going to skip it,” Kandice said.

“Skip what?” he asked.

“The reception,” she said. “I can’t stand to listen to people who never knew Blake talk about him.” 

It was time for her to leave. Not just the funeral, but the whole damn city. There was nothing left for her here but negative memories. It was time to start fresh, in a new city with new people. 

“Fuck,” she said, and stopped walking.

“What is it?” Lance asked.

“I’ll have to sell everything and break my lease.” 

“It’ll be fine. Slava and I will help.”

She looked up into his eyes and smiled for the first time since Blake’s death. She hugged him, and Lance squeezed her back.

Chapter Nineteen

Wednesday, November 9th 



Kandice had dodged every one of Jackie’s calls. There was no point trying to explain her departure, and they’d never gotten along anyway so they shouldn’t miss each other or need a long goodbye. After the first six voicemails, she quit listening, and deleted them. The only person she contacted was Mr. Goldsmith to explain her departure. Since it was unclear where they were going, she let him know the city was too painful to live in and a friend would accompany her on a cross-country adventure. She promised to check in with him, and Mr. Goldsmith agreed to watch after her assets.

Kandice also let him know her apartment would be empty by the end of the week because she was selling off her belongings. Breaking a lease would look bad on her renter’s history, but there was no avoiding it as paying for it throughout the year wasn’t an option. Mr. Goldsmith said he would pay the cancelation fee, and next month’s rent, out of Kandice’s bank account, and that he could smooth it over with the apartment complex on her behalf.

He also agreed to sell her moped for her and didn’t want compensation for it. He considered it a favor to Kandice and her parents. She had thanked him and asked one last favor: that he not discuss any of it with Jackie. He explained that it would violate client privilege to tell Jackie anything.



♦ ♦ ♦



She stopped by Mr. Goldsmith’s office. He was out playing golf, but his secretary, Mrs. Nicolson, had Kandice sign the needed documents. Kandice gave her the key to her storage unit, along with a piece of paper that had the address written on it. The closure was numbing. There was no reason to stay in Austin, but somehow, leaving didn’t quite feel real.

When she came out of the office building, Lance was waiting for her. 

“Are you all set?” he asked her.

“Yeah,” she said. “He’ll call me if anything comes up.”

They both walked to their cars parked next to each other. Lance was driving a forest green mustang, which sounded like a rocket when he revved the engine. As he pulled out, Kandice followed and Slava pulled up behind her in a cherry red mustang. It was amusing to see him in a bright red sports car. He always had struck her as a subtler man. 

The three of them took the on ramp to I-35, the largest north and south highway in the entire US. Kandice was still nervous going fast, but kept up with Lance as he cut across all five lanes of traffic to get into the far left one. She looked in her rear-view mirror, and there was Slava, keeping pace half a car length behind her. 

In no time, they were flying northbound as fast as they could without hitting another car. They swerved in unison around anyone who refused to get out of their way as they headed out of Austin. Headed to anywhere but…
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