
        
            
                
            
        

    Contents
 
Title page
Copyright
Other Books by Elle Casey
Dedication
Chapter One: Rae
Chapter Two: Malcolm
Chapter Three: Rae
Chapter Four: Malcolm
Chapter Five: Rae
Chapter Six: Malcolm
Chapter Seven: Rae
Chapter Eight: Malcolm
Chapter Nine: Rae
Chapter Ten: Malcolm
Chapter Eleven: Rae
Chapter Twelve: Malcolm
Chapter Thirteen: Rae
Chapter Fourteen: Malcolm
Chapter Fifteen: Rae
Chapter Sixteen: Malcolm
Chapter Seventeen: Rae
Chapter Eighteen: Malcolm
Chapter Nineteen: Rae
Chapter Twenty: Malcolm
Chapter Twenty-One: Rae
Chapter Twenty-Two: Malcolm
Chapter Twenty-Three: Rae
Chapter Twenty-Four: Malcolm
Chapter Twenty-Five: Rae
Chapter Twenty-Six: Malcolm
Chapter Twenty-Seven: Rae
Chapter Twenty-Eight: Malcolm
Chapter Twenty-Nine: Rae
Chapter Thirty: Malcolm
Chapter Thirty-One: Rae
Chapter Thirty-Two: Malcolm
Chapter Thirty-Three: Rae
Chapter Thirty-Four: Malcolm
Chapter Thirty-Five: Rae
Chapter Thirty-Six: Malcolm
Chapter Thirty-Seven: Rae
Chapter Thirty-Eight: Malcolm
Chapter Thirty-Nine: Rae
Chapter Forty: Malcolm
Chapter Forty-One: Rae
Chapter Forty-Two: Malcolm
Chapter Forty-Three: Rae
Chapter Forty-Four: Malcolm
Chapter Forty-Five: Rae
Chapter Forty-Six: Malcolm
Chapter Forty-Seven: Rae
Chapter Forty-Eight: Malcolm
Chapter Forty-Nine: Rae
Chapter Fifty: Malcolm
Chapter Fifty-One: Rae
Chapter Fifty-Two: Malcolm
Chapter Fifty-Three: Rae
Chapter Fifty-Four: Malcolm
Chapter Fifty-Five: Rae
Chapter Fifty-Six: Malcolm
Chapter Fifty-Seven: Rae
Other Books by Elle Casey
About the Author
Acknowledgments




 
Duality
Volume II
 
Euphoria
 
By Elle Casey




 
COPYRIGHT NOTICE
© 2013 Elle Casey, all rights reserved, worldwide.  No part of this ebook may be reproduced, uploaded to the Internet, or copied without author permission.  The author respectfully asks that you please support artistic expression and help promote anti-piracy efforts by purchasing a copy of this ebook at the author authorized online outlet that serves your country.  
 
Elle Casey thanks you deeply for your understanding and support.  Remember: piracy hurts everyone, writers and readers both.




Want to get an email when my next book is released?
Sign up here:  http://eepurl.com/h3aYM
 
Other Books by Elle Casey
 
War of the Fae: Book One, The Changelings - FREE!
War of the Fae: Book Two, Call to Arms
War of the Fae: Book Three, Darkness & Light
War of the Fae: Book Four, New World Order
 
Clash of the Otherworlds: Book 1, After the Fall
Clash of the Otherworlds: Book 2, Between the Realms
Clash of the Otherworlds: Book 3, Portal Guardians
 
Apocalypsis: Book 1, Kahayatle
Apocalypsis: Book 2, Warpaint
Apocalypsis: Book 3, Exodus
Apocalypsis: Book 4, Haven
 
Duality, Volume I, Melancholia
Duality, Volume II, Euphoria
 
My Vampire Summer
My Vampire Fall (Coming Soon)
 
Wrecked
Reckless
 
Aces High
(co-written with Jason Brant)




 
 
DEDICATION
 
To Monie.
My little Influencer puppy, who makes me happy every day with her antics and joie de vivre.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One: Rae
 
MALCOLM AND I MOVED APART when Jasmine came back down the hall.  As his hands slid away from mine I experienced a sense of loss that was much greater than it should have been, making me wonder if this is how Rainbows feel when I leave them behind.  It was weird to think that I was the Rainbow now.  I could only hope that Malcolm wouldn’t grow to hate them like I always did.
“Here you go,” Jasmine said, coming into the room and tossing me some pajamas consisting of a t-shirt and a pair of flannel shorts.  I caught them and put them on the bed.  “They’re not sexy, but they work.  Malcolm, you good with your man-jammies?”  She pointed to his jeans.
“Yeah, I’ll just wear my clothes.  No big deal.”
“Good.  So, my parents will be home tomorrow afternoon.  They said for us to just chill until they get here.  They also said if things get hairy we should head downstairs.”
“Hairy?” I asked.  A chill brushed across my arms, making me want to hug myself to get warm.  I resisted the urge.  Jasmine was being so brave, I figured I should try to have some courage myself.
“You know … parents coming over, cops, nutty chem teachers, dumbass kidnapper jocks, that kind of thing.”  She was all business, even though she was talking about ridiculous stuff that shouldn’t have been happening to us.
“Where is it?” asked Malcolm.  “The panic room or whatever?”
“Under your feet.”
“I mean, how do we get into it?”
Just hearing him ask the question made me feel safer, like he was ready to get us there if he needed to.  The idea of going into a room like that because we were being hunted down by parents or cops or mentally deranged people was kind of blowing my mind, making me feel helpless.  I never considered that leaving my parents one day was going to involve this kind of craziness.  I always figured I’d just get on a bus and ride until the end of the line or something, fade out into the country somewhere.  It all sounded very romantic at the time I’d been thinking it, but now it seemed not only naive but just plain stupid.  I had about enough money to buy a bus ticket to the next town over.  That’s it.
My heart sank as reality seeped in.  This night at Jasmine’s was going to be a temporary pause in what would end up being another move to another town, I just knew it.  The idea of leaving Malcolm behind made me sick to my stomach.  I wanted to grab him and hug him to me hard, but I didn’t.  I just stared at the floor.
“The panic room door location is need to know information, and right now you don’t have the need.  Don’t worry.  If the time comes, I’ll get you down there.  I’ve practiced a zillion times.”  She backed out of the room, stopping in the doorway.  “You guys need anything else?”
“Toothpaste?” I asked, feeling like a serious pain in the butt.
“In the bathroom, right hand drawer.  And you’ll find new toothbrushes under the sink.”
“I don’t want to be too much trouble.  I can use my finger.”
“Ew.  Please.  Use a toothbrush.  I have to share the bathroom, and germs and I don’t get along very well.”  Jasmine turned to go, hesitating a few steps out into the hallway.  “You guys are going to be fine.  My parents will help you, I know they will.”
“Thanks, Jazzy,” I said.  “It means a lot, that you’d help us like this when you could get in trouble over it.”
“Ha!  I laugh at trouble.  Trouble is my bitch.  Now go to sleep.  We have a big day of doing nothing ahead of us tomorrow.  And I have to warn you … there could be Kootch and Ding Dongs involved, so we all need a good night’s sleep for that train wreck.”  Jasmine left us alone in the room, closing her door down the hall behind her.
I looked at the clothes on the bed and then at Malcolm.  “I guess this is it, then.”
“This is what?”
“This is where we finally find out if we can break away.”
“Not live the same old lives.  Day after day,” he said, his voice soft.
“Week after week,” I added.
We smiled at each other.  My lips trembled a bit.
“Scared?” he asked, reaching up and taking my arm in a soft grip.
“Yeah.  Scared as hell.  My parents … you don’t know … they’re freaks.  And I have no money saved.  Not enough, anyway.”
“At least you have parents and a little money.”
I immediately felt like a complete jerk.  “I know.  I’m lucky.  Sorry, that was really insensitive.”  Here I am complaining about parents to a kid whose mother killed herself and father drank himself into oblivion.  Shoot me now.
He shrugged, letting my arm go.  “No big deal.  I can see how people suffocating you and being paranoid all the time would be annoying.”  He looked around the room, avoiding eye contact with me.
Searching for a way to get past the embarrassed silence, I moved behind an old-fashioned privacy screen divider that was in the corner of the room, taking the pajamas with me.  “It’s not just that.  It’s … I can’t even touch them without it causing problems, but they’re always trying to touch me, so it’s like we play this game of tag or something.  They’re always It and I’m always the one trying to get away.  I think they come in and touch me when I’m asleep, and I know they sleep on my floor sometimes, too.”  I took off my clothes while I talked, pulling the pajamas on when I was in my underwear.  The t-shirt was well-worn and smelled of fabric softener.  It was so normal it seemed abnormal.  Everything in my world was upside down.
“That’s creepy.  They actually kind of stalk you at home.”  I could tell from the sound of his voice he was facing the door.
“Yeah.”  I sighed, feeling guilty that I was talking this way about my parents, even though it was all a hundred percent true.  “And I’ve never known if they actually love me or are just addicted to me.  I think that’s the worst part.  It makes me hate them sometimes, and then I feel like crap for thinking like that.”  I stepped out from behind the divider, feeling self-conscious about exposing so much skin in clothes that weren’t meant to be seen by anyone outside of the house.
We stood on opposite sides of the room, looking at the double bed between us.  My face heated up as I imagined being in it with him.  I didn’t know if it was something he wanted, but a part of me wished we could just get in there together and cling to each other all night.  I was so scared right now, and being near Malcolm made me feel stronger.  For the first time in my life, I didn’t feel totally alone, and I didn’t want the feeling to go away.
He broke the weird mood by getting down on his knees and looking under the bed.  A few seconds later, he grunted as he pulled on something.   I walked over and got down next to him, helping him get the trundle bed from underneath.  It was a twin size with a regular mattress on it.
“So how does this thing work?” he asked, studying it as he stood.
“I think you can just leave it like this, but some of them pop up to be higher with a little lever underneath.”
He grabbed the sheets off the top and shook one out.  We did the team effort thing and got them put on.  I took the extra blanket off my bed and put it on his.
“There you go.  Bed, sweet bed,” I said, trying to sound cheerful.
Malcolm just stared at it.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, wondering why he had that look on his face, like he was trying to figure something out or memorize it, maybe.
“I was just thinking how nice it is.  Usually my beds are kind of crappy.”  He sighed heavily and then seemed to perk up a little.  “I’ll go brush my teeth and stuff and then you can have the bathroom … unless you want to go first.”
“No, go ahead.”  I climbed onto my bed and laid on my back, staring at the ceiling.  “I’ll wait.”
After he left the room, I looked down at his bed, sadness bringing on the melancholy.  My beds had always been top-of-the-line.  When I was little they were fit for a princess with canopies and drapes and fluffy pink lacy pillows.  Now it was luxury all the way for me with Egyptian cotton sheets in huge thread counts and silky to the touch, velvet spreads with hand embroidery.  It was so unfair that my life had been about privilege and Malcolm’s had been about doing without.  We were opposites in every way, even how we’d been brought up.  And yet, neither of us is happy.  Does that mean that happiness lies somewhere in the middle?  In not having everything but not having nothing either?  I squeezed my eyes shut tightly, trying to block out all the confusion.  It seemed like the more information I got, the more questions it ended up generating.
Being in the dark sucked, but being in the dark alone sucked more.  I released the tension in my face and smiled, thinking about the concept of no longer being alone as I stumbled around in the not-knowing.  Maybe I was being crazy, but it sure seemed a lot more appealing than doing what I’d been doing for the last seventeen years.
Malcolm came back into the room.  “Your turn.”
I went to the bathroom and took a little extra time brushing my hair with Jasmine’s brush, taking care of my teeth, and removing my makeup with soap and water.  I was a little nervous about Malcolm seeing me without mascara and eyeliner, but considering everything we were dealing with, it was kind of a minor concern.  If he doesn’t like me without makeup, then screw him anyway.  I smiled at myself in the mirror, pretending to be brave.  I can do this.  I can sleep in the same room as a guy, and I can run away from my parents.
My face fell.  I knew I wasn’t going to sleep or be able to run away.  It was all just a stupid fantasy.  Bravery, it seems, was a fleeting thing for me.  I only had it when surrounded by brave people.  Borrowed courage.  How lame.
I made my way back to the bedroom and walked around the trundle bed where Malcolm lay on his back, his eyes closed.  Climbing into the bigger bed from the bottom, I tried to ignore the butterflies that were having a dance party in my stomach.  I’d never in my life felt so out of my element.
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two: Malcolm
 
THIS WHOLE THING WAS NUTS.  I’d just met Rae today and now I was staying the night in some girl’s house and hiding from the cops, Rae’s parents, and who knows what else, wondering if I was going to see the inside of a real panic room.  And not because it’s a cool thing to check out, but because I’m hiding from insane people.
Crazy.  Ridiculous.  Did someone drug me at that party?  Am I hallucinating this whole thing?  The solid bed under my back said otherwise.
I heard Rae coming out of the bathroom, so I closed my eyes and pretended to be sleeping.  I couldn’t think of anything else to do.  It’s not like I was going to tell her what was on my mind - that I’d rather be up in that big bed with her than on this one.  Seeing her in those pajamas had made me start thinking about how soft her skin is and how good she’d felt in my arms at the party.  I could picture almost perfectly how it would feel to have our bodies all wrapped around each other, to have her beneath me.  Warm.  Her body pressing against mine.
My brain was short-circuiting with the conflicting thoughts and emotions crashing into each other.  One minute I was getting all hot, and the next wanting to punch myself in the face for having the world’s stupidest ideas.
We were here for one night only and then we’d be gone.  Separate ways forever.  Her parents would take her away and maybe even change her name.  That would be the end before we even started.  So why start when the finish line is already here in front of us?
All day I’ve been telling myself she’s wrong for me, that I should let her go and keep her safe by staying away.  But maybe Jasmine was right.  What she said makes sense.  Maybe Rae and I belong together.  Maybe she’s that yin thing and I’m the yang thing, and together we can have something we’d never have alone.  Shouldn’t I make our one and only night together something to remember?
I rolled over so I could rein in my runaway thoughts.  Doing anything with Rae tonight would be a huge mistake.  I already had too many regrets for things I’d done or not done when I should have.  The list didn’t need to be any longer.  And what possible good could come from being beside her in bed for one night?  Nothing.  Just a tease.  A taste of a banquet I’d never be able to eat.  I’d been starving for so long, the pit in my stomach felt normal, so why feed it now?  Keeping things the same was much easier than trying to change them and failing.  Time to just go to sleep and wait for this to all be over tomorrow.
I don’t know how long I laid there trying to sleep, maybe it was ten minutes or maybe a whole hour, but regardless, I was instantly wide awake when the doorbell rang.
Rae sat up suddenly.  “What was that?” she whispered loudly.
“The doorbell,” I whispered back, sitting up too.  I spun around so my feet were on the floor, my knees up by my chest.
It came again.  Ding-dong.
I stood next to the bed, wondering if I should go answer it or wake Jasmine up.
“What should we do?” Rae asked, dropping her legs over the side of the bed behind me, putting her feet on the mattress I’d been lying on.
Jasmine stuck her head in the room.  “I’m going to the front door.  You stay here.  Not a word, okay?”
I nodded, and watched the door shut behind her retreating form.
“Who do you think it is?” asked Rae even softer.
“Shhh.  Try to listen,” I said, walking to the door and pressing my ear up against it.  I couldn’t hear a thing until I cracked it open just the tiniest bit.  I could barely make out Jasmine’s voice.  She sounded like an adult.  An adult lawyer.
“Officers, just stand there for a second so I can read you something … here we go … a-hem … I’m reading to you out of the Butts Family Standard Operations Manual, the BUFSOM, outlining the SOPs - that’s standard operating procedures - to be used in the Butts residence.  This one is for confronting law enforcement professionals at the front door.”
“Excuse me?” came an annoyed male voice.
“Please save all questions to the end or just don’t ask them at all because that would be fine with me too,” came Jasmine again.  “Now … you have approached my front door asking to enter.  I therefore, according to my SOPs, must ask you for your warrant.”
“Young lady, are your parents home?”
“Officer, I’d appreciate it if you’d answer my very simple question, which I’ll repeat since you didn’t appear to hear me … do you have a warrant to search my private residence?” She sounded remarkably calm considering the crazy shit that was coming out of her mouth.
“No.  We don’t have a warrant.”  He sounded annoyed and tired.
“Okay, then … I hereby refuse you entry into my home, and since you do not have a warrant to search it, must ask you to leave.  Thank you, and have a nice life.”  The sound of a squeaking-closed door stopped abruptly.
“Wait one second.  We have a missing person case actively being pursued in this neighborhood, and we’d like to know if you’re aware of the situation.”
“I guess I am now,” she said sarcastically.  “Thanks for waking me up in the middle of the night with shit that doesn’t concern me.  Now if you’ll move your boot off my doorframe, I’ll be able to close my door and go back to bed where I was when you rang my doorbell at three a.m..”
“We have reason to believe you have a teenager who doesn’t live here in your house.  A runaway.”
“The SOP says to inform you that your so called ‘reason to believe’ is not the same as probable cause, which is probably why you don’t have a warrant in the first place, so unless you have that warrant, I suggest you back the hell up and get off my property.  Right now you’re violating my rights as a citizen, and the Butts family takes those rights pretty seriously if you haven’t already noticed.”
“We’re not leaving,” said a man with a deeper voice.
“I’ll tell you what,” said Jasmine in a very pleasant tone, “feel free to go get a moon tan out on my lawn while I sleep and dream about dragons.”  Her tone downshifted into something almost sinister.  “But don’t do anything stupid like creep around and look in my windows, or I might decide you’re here to attack me, and then I’ll use the force I’m entitled to in order to protect my home and myself.”
“Young lady, I’ve got some advice for you,” said the first officer.   He was definitely irritated now.  “You’d better get down off the high horse you’re riding on before you fall off and get hurt.  You hear what I’m saying?”
“Please don’t fart on my doorstep, sir.”
“Excuse me?”  Apparently passing gas was on his top ten list of bad things to be accused of.
“All that crap coming out of your mouth?  Farts.  The cries of a lonely turd.  Let me break this way, way down for you, since you don’t seem to get me.  I know my rights.  Intruder equals deadly force, buddy.  I have guns in here.  Go away.”
The door slammed shut.
At some point in the exchange my heart stopped beating.  Now it was pounding furiously.  I looked back at Rae, barely able to make out her face in the dark room.  Some light from the street lamps was sneaking in around the edges of the shade, and when she turned sideways, I saw the fear in her expression.  I wasn’t sure if she’d heard that exchange, but I was about to crap my pants, personally.  I had no idea how Jasmine was able to do all that stuff or how she knew the law like that, but I was just glad she was on our side.
I walked over and sat at the end of Rae’s bed, hoping just being near would be enough to ease her mind a bit and make me feel like I was still in the real world.  Right now it was like I’d fallen into an alternate universe where kids are in charge and adults walk around doing stupid shit all the time.  I wanted to crawl under the bed and not come out, like I used to when I was little.
Rae took a shaky breath.  Seeing her sad or upset made me feel terrible, like it was my fault it wasn’t better or something.  I just wanted to wrap my arms around her and tell her everything is going to be okay.  It would be a lie, but I’d say it anyway, just to make her feel better.   Then I’d try and find a way to make it true.
Before I could make my move, the door opened and Jasmine came in.  “Okay, folks, it’s showtime.”
“What’s that mean?” asked Rae, her whisper now partially a shriek.
“It means time to play hide and go seek.  Only the seek will be a total fail.  Follow me.”
“What the hell was that at the door?” I asked as I waited for Rae to get off the bed and climb over the trundle.  I held out my hand to steady her.
“Cops.  Just two now, and pretty stupid, but there will be more.  They bring the smart ones in during the second wave.  Help me push this thing in.”  She was on her knees, shoving the trundle back under the bigger bed.
I helped her roll it over the carpet and then moved out of the way while she frantically made up the other bed so it would look as if Rae hadn’t been lying there.
When she was satisfied it was good enough and had run her feet all over the rug to erase the marks left by the trundle’s wheels, she led us out of the room, tiptoeing and lifting a finger to her lips, signaling us to be silent.
Rae followed first and I took up the rear.  I thought Jasmine was going to take us to the living room, but instead she led us down the hall and into the room where she’d gone earlier.  Once we were inside, she shut the door.  The glow of several computer screens lit up the room with an eeriness usually reserved for scary movies.
“What is that?” asked Rae, stepping in front of them.
I stared at the various screens.  Several feeds were coming in from cameras around the property.  One of them showed two police officers at the front door; the guy on the right was talking into a speaker at his shoulder, and the other guy was looking around behind him, out into the yard.
“Cameras.  We have them at all points of entry.  We monitor them twenty-four seven.”
“I thought this was your bedroom,” said Rae.
“Nah.  This is command central.  My room’s on the other side of the house.  Come on.”  She walked over to a closet.
“You’re hiding us in a closet?” I asked.  After all the standard operating whatever and the serious computer hook-up I’d kind of expected more.
“Psshh.  Yeah, right.  Please.  Don’t make me shoot you for being stupid, Malcolm.”
“Uh oh,” said Rae.
“What?” asked Jasmine, turning around.
“Um, did you ask Kootch to come over?”
I looked at the screens.  Sure enough, now the monitor had three people showing on it instead of just two.  Kootch’s crazy bed head was hard to miss.
“Awesome.  For once in his life he’s not being a total bonehead.  I hope.”  Jasmine opened the closet door and turned on a light by pulling on a string that hung from the ceiling.  “Welcome to the inner sanctum.  You can bow at my feet and worship me later.”  She threw some shoes to the side and reached behind a jacket, throwing a switch of some sort.  The wall that was at the back of the smallish space opened with a click.
“What the hell?” I said, staring at the dark crack that appeared.
“See, the thing is, panic rooms only work if you actually go in them,” said Jasmine, pushing on my back.  She was too busy looking over her shoulder at the screens to show me what to do.
“Go, Malcolm,” said Rae, sounding panicked.  I looked over my shoulder at the screen again and saw one of the cops put his hand on Kootch’s chest, like he was holding him back.
I put my palm on the closet wall and pushed.  It swung in a lot easier than I expected it to and a light went on automatically.  A set of steep stairs was illuminated at my feet.  I just had to take one big step and I’d be going under the house.
“Are you sure?” I asked either Jasmine or Rae, I wasn’t sure which.
“As sure as I’m going to be,” said Rae, putting her hand on my shoulder.
“You coming Jasmine?” I asked.
“Nope. I’ll be up here throwing them off the scent.  The code word is popcorn.  If you hear me say it, that means you can come up. Otherwise, stay the hell away from the stairs.  I don’t want you accidentally opening the door.  There’s food and water for several days, a compost toilet, and some bunk beds.”
“Why do we need all that?” asked Rae, still panicked.
“Just in case they take me to the klink, duh.  Now go!”
Rae bumped into me, forcing me to go down a step.  My hand slid down the door as I descended, and five steps into the journey I had to depend on my balance to get me the rest of the way down. There were no railings, and Rae was holding onto my t-shirt for dear life.
“Be right back,” said Jasmine.  “I hope.”
“Where’s she going?” squeaked Rae.
“I have no idea.”  I had kind of brushed off the awful stuff that was waiting for us at the front door in favor of checking out the righteous underground hideaway I found myself in.  The space was huge, way bigger than I’d expected.  The walls were lined with shelves, the entire structure done in concrete.  The thing nearest the stairs was a desk with a computer setup much like the one that Jasmine had upstairs.
Something soft hit me in the back of the head.  “Get dressed,” said Jasmine, before closing the door above us and shutting out the sounds from her room.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three: Rae
 
SOMEONE COULD HAVE KNOCKED ME over with a feather.  I was standing at the bottom of the stairs in a real, live panic room.  And I was freaking out like I never had before, so it was totally appropriate.  That didn’t make it feel any less surreal, but at least I was in the right place at the right time for a change.
I picked up the clothes that Jasmine had thrown at us just before she disappeared.  The door had clicked shut behind her, and looking behind me at the blank walls next to the top of the stairs, I couldn’t see how to open it again.  My mind had just started to wander into that land where I wonder if I’m ever going to get out alive when Malcolm’s voice broke in and stopped that train before it got going too fast.
“Holy crap … do you see this stuff?”  He was wandering next to a shelf, his hand trailing along and touching different things sitting there.  “Food, enough Ding Dongs to feed Kootch for a year … water, bleach, dried milk?  Gross.  Who’d drink that?”  He continued down the line, and as he got farther across the floor, lights flickered on above his head.  “Motion detectors.  Cool.”
“Cool?  You think this is cool?”  I hated the way my voice trembled, but this was all just a lot too freaky for me to just act like it was no big deal.
Malcolm turned, and after catching the look on my face, came back.  “Well, cool in a way.”  He reached down and took one of my hands in his.  “And really not cool in every other way.”  His voice dropped and became soft.  “Don’t be scared.”
I laughed bitterly.  “Yeah, right.  Like that’s even possible.  There are cops upstairs, and Jasmine’s ready to go all commando on them or something.”
He sighed.  “You heard her at the door?”
“Not all of it, but some.  What was she doing?”  I felt the hysteria creeping into my voice.  I was barely holding on, wanting to scream just so I could get the stress out of my body.
“She was just protecting us, like a good friend would.  And I have a feeling Jasmine’s family has kind of trained her for this kind of thing.”
“How is that even possible?  This stuff doesn’t happen in real life.  Not in any real life I’d been a part of, anyway.”
“She said her parents are ex-military, and Kootch kept calling them conspiracy people, so I’m just adding it all up.  Maybe they practice situations where cops come over, I don’t know.  I’m just trying to figure this stuff out, but I’m as in the dark as you.”
“Then why aren’t you scared like me?” I asked, pouting a little.  I hated being such a wimp when everyone around me was so tough.
He took my other hand, squatting down for a couple seconds so our eyes would meet.  “Are you kidding?  I’m scared to death. I almost crapped my pants back there.”
I laughed.  “Stop.”
“I’m serious.  Listening to Jasmine … she scares me.  I hope she goes to law school someday because I’m pretty sure she could get people off death row.”
“Do we want her getting people off death row?”  It was so silly, talking about stupid stuff like this.  But it was making me less afraid, so I went with it.
“Only if they’re innocent.”  Malcolm pulled me to him and hugged me.  “I’m sure this will all work out soon.  Just know that … I’ll be thinking about you when we’re not together anymore.  I’ll never forget you.”
My heart constricted painfully in my chest.  His recognition that this was a temporary thing - being together - made me so sad.  I clung to him without thinking.  “What do you mean?”
He spoke over my shoulder.  Somehow it was easier to listen when I couldn’t see his face.
“What Jasmine said … I wish it could be true.  Be that easy.  The yin and yang thing.  But we both know it can’t be.  That even if it’s true, we can’t be.  You know?  Like us be … together.”
Tears sprang to my eyes.  “Yeah.  I know.”  I wasn’t sure if I did know, not like he was saying.  But there was no way I was going to beg him to be with me when he so obviously didn’t want to be.
“For a few minutes upstairs I was dreaming about it, though,” he said.
I pulled back away from him slowly, looking up at his expression.  “You were?”  I searched his face, wondering if he was just being friendly or putting up a smoke screen to cover his lack of interest.  But he looked wistful.  Like he actually had been dreaming.
“Yeah.  I was thinking about how I’d always imagined running away alone and how it was really cool to think about doing it with someone else for a change.”  He looked at the floor and took a step back, putting more distance between us.
“I have plans to run away too.”  I felt foolish saying it.  If he asked me for details I’d have to admit I had none.
“Where are you going to go?”  He put his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders forward a little.
“Somewhere far.”
“Still in the United States?  Or Mexico or Canada or someplace like that?”
“I was thinking … Washington.  Or Oregon.”
“Do you know those areas?  Is that why you picked them?”
I shook my head, lost in the landscapes I’d built in my head.  I never looked those places up online because I was always paranoid my parents would search my Internet browsing history and figure out my destination.  I had no idea what those places looked like outside of snatches of things I might have seen in movies or heard in school, maybe seen in a textbook.  But it really didn’t matter.  I just needed to get lost in the wilderness somewhere.  Which wilderness made no difference.
“I always thought I’d go to Canada,” he said, sounding happy.  “In a forest somewhere, in a cabin.  Living off the land and stuff.  Maybe Alaska, even.”
“Sounds … cold.”  I smiled.  I could picture him in flannel with a beard-scruffy face, and decided he’d be even hotter in Alaska than he is here.
“Yeah it’s cold, but I can build a mean fire.”  He smiled at me.
“Maybe I’ll visit you sometime,” I said.  My heart pounded in my chest and I could hear the blood rushing past my eardrums.  I steeled myself for his rejection.  Stupid, stupid … why did you say that?  He just said you can’t be together!  Stop being a feeble dork!
“Yeah, maybe.  I’d like that.  Maybe … maybe we can have a code word and an email address and exchange messages and meet up someday.  Like when we’re old.  Twenty-five or something.”
The idea lit a fire in my chest.  I could totally picture myself doing that.  Getting my life together, getting a handle on all this Rainbow craziness and then finally being in a place where I could share my life with someone, the one guy who could love me for me.
“So what would our email address be?” I asked.
“It would have to be new.  Something that doesn’t connect us to each other or to ourselves even.”  He sounded like he was seriously considering it.
“And it should have the word popcorn in it,” I said, feeling goofy but not caring.
“Or it could have Ding Dong in it.  And since we can’t reserve the address online now, we have to make sure it’s not going to be already taken.”
“So what will it be?  And what will the password be?  I promise, I’ll log onto it once a month and check for a message.”  The idea of being forced back to my parents and moving to another town didn’t feel quite so awful now, knowing maybe I had a tiny back-up plan where I could see Malcolm again, when we were all grown up.
“How about … kootch eats ding dongs all day at gmail?”
“All one word?”  I was smiling uncontrollably.
“Yeah.  All one word.  And the password will be popcorn two-zero-one-three, the year we graduate.”
“I thought we weren’t supposed to use a number associated with us.”
“Fine.  Use the year a man landed on the moon.  Nineteen sixty-nine.”
“I hope I can remember that.”  I was only messing around.  I’d never forget the email name or the password. They were burned into my brain forever.
“Better?” Malcolm asked, stepping up to be close to me again.
I nodded.  “Yeah.  Better.”
“Good.  Want a Ding Dong?”
My face instantly flamed red and my voice came out sounding strangled.  “Excuse me?”
Malcolm used his chin to gesture towards the shelves.  “Cupcake thingy?  Kootch’s favorite Scooby snack?”
I laughed in relief, so embarrassed about where my mind had gone for a moment there.  “Yes.  I think so.  I’ve never had one.”
“Oh, man.  You’re in for a treat,” said Malcolm, leaving me to go to the shelf.  “Just don’t lick the hell out of it like Kootch did.  I’m not sure I’ll be able to control myself and keep my hands off you if you do.”
He stood there at the shelves opening the box, not knowing that he’d just blown me away and lit a fire of hope in my heart that I was going to keep alive for as long as I could.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four: Malcolm
 
I PROBABLY SHOULD HAVE BEEN more freaked out about what was happening, but I couldn’t get over the coolness factor of the panic room I was standing in.  The place was stocked, probably so well we could survive the zombie apocalypse or whatever.  I picked up a can of beans and looked at the label.  This stuff would last forever.
I put the can back and grabbed a box of Ding Dongs off the shelf.  After opening it up, I took out a package to share with Rae.  She was seriously scared, and I was hoping the sugary cake would help calm her down.  She was better now that we’d talked about maybe being able to see each other again, but I could tell she was still nervous.  I hadn’t seen her dimple come out for a while.
“Here,” I said, handing her a sticky cake I’d taken out of the clear wrapper.  I tried not to stare at the pink tongue that came out to lick the frosting.
“What?” she asked, pulling her tongue back in and smiling.
There’s that dimple.  “What?  Nothing.  I didn’t say anything.”
“You’re staring.”  She took a big bite of the cake and then smiled, chocolate frosting and cake coating her teeth.
I couldn’t help but laugh.  “That’s nasty.”
“Vese are goob.”
“Yeah.  Delish.”  I shoved one whole into my mouth.  No way was I going to lick the thing like Kootch had.  I smiled big at her, very satisfied when she cringed in disgust.
She swallowed her cake.  “Nice manners.”  She still had chocolate in her teeth.
“Better check a mirror before you scold me,” I said, pointing to one I could see in a small alcove where I assumed the toilet was.
She left me standing there, grabbing her clothes off the stairs on her way.  I watched her walk away, thinking about what we’d just decided; we were officially going to try and keep in touch.  The idea gave me hope.  Hope that I wouldn’t be alone out there in the world.  Even if I was up in the mountains in Canada or the deserts of New Mexico, I could find an online connection somewhere and communicate with her.  And then maybe one day, we could actually hang out together.
Is that what I want?  To hang out with Rae and no one else?  To make her a permanent part of my life?  I’d only known her for a day, but she’s special.  She gets me.  She gets what I go through every day.  She’s the only one in the world I’d ever met who I could say that about.  But is that enough to sustain anything more than friendship?  I thought about our kiss, and just the memory got me all hot and tingly again.  I was definitely interested in doing that again, and more stuff too if she’d let me.  As she walked back towards me with her street clothes on, I wondered if I’d ever get the chance.
“Have you ever seen a compost toilet before?” she asked. “It’s wild.”
“No.  Is it like a regular one?  Or do you go over a hole in the ground?”
“Nope.  It’s mostly like a regular one.”
I had to see this thing.  “Be right back.”  I walked across the room and into the alcove.  Behind a closed-off space was a big white toilet.  It had a lid, seat, and tank, just like a regular one, but with a much bigger base.  Using it would be like sitting on a big toilet box.  I nodded my head in appreciation; a panic room with a toilet no one could shut off from the outside.  What will the world think of next?
“This thing is cool,” I said, raising my voice so it would carry out into the room.
I heard Rae go, “Eeep!” and then running footsteps.
Rushing out of the alcove, I noticed immediately that she was no longer standing at the bottom of the stairs.  And feet were coming down into the panic room.  Whoever it was, he was wearing jeans and dirty sneakers.
“Yo, what’s up, freakazoids?” asked Kootch.  He saw me coming out of the bathroom and grinned like a fool.  “Oh, sorry.  Did I catch you on the scrap crapper?”
“No,” I said, looking up the stairs and then around the room.  “Where’d Rae go?”
“How the hell am I supposed to know? She’s down here with you, right?”
“She was, but then you opened the door and I guess she disappeared.”
Kootch looked around.  Then he smiled again.  “I bet I know where she is.  Follow me.”  He walked across the room to a door I hadn’t explored yet.   Pushing it open, he gestured inside.  The room was lit already.  “Voilà.  Welcome to the range.”
“The range?” I asked, stepping into the room.  Rae was standing in the middle of it, looking around with her eyes so big they took up half her face.
I could see why she was so shocked.  There were guns and all kinds of other scary looking things on the walls and shelves around her.
“They call it the range, even though you can’t actually shoot anything in here.  It’s like code, you know?  They trust me with the code.”  He nodded, obviously very proud of himself.
“So you know about popcorn then?” I asked.
“Yeah, dude.  It’s my favorite snack next to Ding Dongs.  What’s that got to do with anything?”
Rae shook her head at me.
“Nothing.  Just taking a poll.  What are you doing down here, anyway?”
Kootch crossed his arms.  “I was having a little talky talk with the cops outside and then Butts had to get all up in my juice.  She pulled me inside and then sent me down here.  She’s worried I’m going to get arrested or something, I don’t know.  I just came down for the Ding Dongs.”  He uncrossed his arms and turned around.  “You guys want one?”  He was already halfway to the shelves that held his favorite cake.
“We already had one,” said Rae, her color coming back and her eyes not quite as bugged out.
“Pretty ridiculous, huh?” I asked, following her gaze to a section of handguns in open cases on a bench against the wall.
“Um, yeah.  Or messed up.  Or just plain scary, I’m not sure what.  My brain isn’t exactly working right at the moment.”
“I know the feeling.”  I stepped closer to her, wanting to make her feel more secure.  She reached her hand out and I took it.  Her fingers were ice cold.  I enveloped them between my palms.  “You’re freezing.”
“It’s not the temperature,” she said.  “I’m just freaked.  My heart is going a million miles an hour.”
I knew what Kootch would say to that.  If he were standing here holding her hand, he’d say it wasn’t the situation; it was him doing it to her.  But I’m not a bullshitter like he is, so I said nothing.
“What’s going to happen, do you think?” she asked, looking up at me with her beautiful eyes.  I just wanted to stand there and stare at her, memorize everything about her face so I’d never forget it.
She frowned.  “Hello?  Anyone home?”
I shook my head, getting it out of the ether.  “Oh … yeah, sorry.  Um, what was the question?”
She grinned, her dimple sinking in.  “I asked you what’s going to happen next.”
“Well, I don’t know.  But Jasmine sent Kootch down here, so I guess she plans on keeping us out of the way until her parents get here.”
“Tomorrow.”
“Yeah, I hope.” The noises of crinkling wrappers came from out in the other room.  “Come on.  Let’s go see what Kootch can tell us.”  I led her by the hand out into the main room.
Kootch was sitting at the desk that had all the monitors and a keyboard on it.  He was tapping something out on the keys as he chewed his food, staring at the screen in the middle.  It was logged on to the Internet.
“What’s going on?” I asked.”
“Buff pecking va news.”  He swallowed his cake with effort, clearing his throat into the back of his hand when he was done.  “Trying to see how the deep the shit is.  Check it.”  He pointed to an article, reading the headline out loud while he opened up another cake.
“Breaking news.  Amber alert.  Local teen, possible kidnap victim.  Amber Alert.”  Then he scrolled down.  “Newcomer to town, Rae Livingston, seventeen years old, caucasian, brown hair, blue eyes, five foot four inches tall, one hundred and fifteen pounds, missing from her bedroom on today’s date, approximately ten p.m.  Last seen in the company of a young male caucasian by the name of Malcolm McNamara …”
“Stop!”  Rae jerked her hand out of mine and put it over her lips.  She shook her head as the tears came out.  “I can’t believe it … they’re saying you kidnapped me!”  She looked at me, an apology in her eyes.
My heart had kind of stopped beating for a little while there as I heard my name coming out of Kootch’s mouth.  Now I was just stunned as it slammed against my ribs from the inside.
“Dude, it so wasn’t you at all,” said Kootch.  “It was that Derek douchewad.  Jesus, can’t they ever get anything right?”  Kootch scrolled down to the comments section.
“What are you doing?” I asked, stepping closer to him.
“I’m telling them what fuckwits I think they are.”  He started tapping on the keys.  “How do you spell fuckwit?  Two Ts or just one?”
I leaned over and pushed his hands away from the keyboard.  “Don’t do that!  They’ll trace it back here!”
He frowned up at me, shoving me back with his fist on my waist.  “Dude, don’t be touching me with your whammy power, okay?  I don’t appreciate being turned into a zombie.  And for your information, they can’t trace shit back here.  Jasmine’s mom is like a double oh eight bitch-ass programmer hacker lady and when she wants to surf anonymously, she can do it.”
Rae cleared her throat.  “What’s a … double oh eight bitch-ass … whatever you said.”
“Double oh eight is better than that lame-ass double oh seven.  And she’s awesome.  She’s the bombadier.  She can hack into anything.  I tried to get her to hack into my grades and do a little magic last year, but she refused.  But she could do it if she wanted to.  She could get into the friggin’ Pentagon, I’ll bet.”
I highly doubted she was that skilled, but I wasn’t going to argue with Kootch about it.  He was apparently the president of her fan club.  “Whatever.  Jasmine will probably get mad if you put a comment on there without talking to her first, so just don’t.”  I frowned at him to make my point.
“Pssshhh.  Like Jasmine’s the boss of me.”  He rolled his chair back, abandoning the comment section of the website.  “We’re stuck down here for the night.  You guys wanna play a game or something?  They have cards and boardgames and stuff on one of the shelves over there.”  He jerked his chin over to the shelves at the back of the room.
“I’d rather sleep,” said Rae, yawning for effect.  “We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow, filled with I don’t even know what.  Probably moving for me.”  She looked around the room, her gaze landing on a cot.  She walked over to it.
“Are you mental?  You’re not moving anywhere.”  Kootch stood.  “Seriously.  After all this?  You can’t just take off.  That’s not cool.”
She sat down on the edge of the cot.  “Why not?  What other choice do I have?”
He threw his arms up and let them fall down to slap his thighs.  “I don’t know!  But you can’t run away!  That’s chicken shit!”
“That’s survival,” I said, resignation coloring my voice.  “That’s what people like us do.”
Rae nodded.  “He’s right.  We get too close, we leave.  We start all over.  I have to admit, this is the fastest I’ve burned through a school … but it was worth it.”  She smiled at me shyly.
“Well, I don’t accept that.”  Kootch crossed his arms again.  “That’s bullshit.  Why just keep running?  Why not just stand up and fight people?”
“What are we going to do?” I asked, getting mad at his complete lack of understanding.  “If we try to engage with people we can hurt them.  You saw it already!  You were attacking Rae when Jasmine and I came in the room.  You probably would have raped her!”
Rae’s face went white and she looked to the side, avoiding our eyes.
Kootch dropped his gaze to the floor.  “Yeah, well … there has to be a better way than just running all the time.”
“There is.  And I’m going to do it,” said Rae, sitting up straighter.
I was glad to see her face looking somewhat normal again.  When she went all ghostlike like that it made me really upset for some reason. I wanted to help her but I didn’t know how.  I didn’t like being so clueless.
“What are you going to do?” I asked.  For the first time since we’d gotten to Jasmine’s, she didn’t look scared.
“I’m going to find a way to get some money, and I’m going to go.  I’m going to do it.”
“Go where?” asked Kootch.  “And what … you’re gonna rob a bank or something?”
She frowned.  “No, I would never do that.  But I could get some money from my father.  I could convince him to give it to me.”
“Using your freakazoid powers on him, is that what you mean?”  Kootch frowned at her.  “Not cool.  Trust me.  I felt them firsthand.  It ain’t right losing control like that.  You shouldn’t zombify your dad.”
Rae’s face flamed red.
“Shut up, Kootch!  You have no idea what you’re talking about.”  Rae had finally gotten some balls and now he was going to ruin it.    I was ready to punch him in the face again.  “If Rae’s parents weren’t so wrapped up in her vibe they’d help her out.  They’d give her the money.  She’d just be helping them do what they’d do anyway if she used her influence on them.”
“Say whatever you want, man.  You haven’t felt the mojo take over your mind yet.  Talk to me when you do.”  Kootch walked over to another cot, grabbing the mostly empty box of Ding Dongs on his way.  He put the box on his chest and laid down on his back, lacing his hands behind his back and looking over at me.
I wasn’t so sure he was right about that - about me not feeling Rae’s influence - but I wasn’t going to argue in front of her.  She was already feeling bad enough about who she is.  I didn’t want her to think the only reason I was being nice was because she was tricking me with her vibe.
I decided changing the subject was our best bet to keep me from punching Kootch.  One purple eyelid on his face was ugly enough.  “Whatever.  Tell us what Jasmine is planning.”
Jasmine’s voice came out of a speaker in the corner of the room, over near the computer stuff.  “Kootch, keep your trap shut and eat a Ding Dong, would ya?”
Kootch pulled his hand out and pointed to the screen, still looking at me.  “She’s a spy kid.  Go-Go Gadget Butts.  Never forget that.”
“I heard that, Kootch.  Don’t make me come down there and school you.”
“Yes, almighty badass.  Whatever you say.”  He whispered, “Not,” as he put his hand in the box of cakes on his chest and pulled one out.  Making quick work of the clear wrapping, he shoved the cake into his mouth and just chewed while looking at the monitors from his cot.
“Jasmine, where are you?” asked Rae, looking at the computer screens.
A face popped up on the top left monitor.  “I’m right here.  Howdy!”  She grinned hugely, her teeth glowing out from the flat screen.  “Having fun down there?”
“It’s cool,” I said, walking over to stand in front of her projected face.  “So what’s the plan?  What’s going on up there?”
She looked to the right and then back at me.  “Well, the cops are cruising the hood, foaming at the mouth because they can’t get in here.  I could have let them in and just got it over with, but my parents said no joy.  No cops, no searches, nada.  So the boys in blue have to stew unless they can convince someone to give them a warrant.  My parents are about six hours out, and I have to stay topside to keep an eyeball on things.  I suggest you get some rest so you’re ready when they get here.”
My face turned red with the heat that came from my fear.  “Ready for what?”
“Ready for Operation Yinyang to commence of course.”  Her head jerked to the side, and then her hand came up, a gun in it.  “Whoopsy.  Gotta go.  Intruders on the premises.”  Her face came in really close to the screen and she spoke in a lower tone.  “Later, taters.”
And then the monitor flickered and went back to showing one of the video feeds, where we saw a figure run past a bush.  I could have sworn it was Derek.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five: Rae
 
“WHAT IS SHE TALKING ABOUT?  And was that Derek I just saw on the screen?”  I had moved over to stand next to Malcolm so I could see Jasmine better, and then she was gone.  Now we were looking at some part of Jasmine’s yard, and a guy was running around kind of crouched over.  He disappeared almost as quickly as he’d appeared.
Kootch walked over to join us.  “Dude, that guy’s obsessed.”  He looked at me. “What’d you do to him, anyway?”
My heart sank as I recognized the accusation in his eyes.  “Nothing.  I didn’t do anything to him.”  I wanted to cry, even though I’d done nothing wrong.
“Dude, do you always talk out of your asshole or is that just a frigging virus you have right now making you so stupid?”  Malcolm was upset.  He turned to face Kootch, effectively putting himself between us.
“What? What’d I say?”  Kootch sounded genuinely mystified.
“You’re talking to her like she has control over what happens to those Rainbow people or whatever.  You know she doesn’t, right?  You get that part of who we are?”
I wanted to throw my arms around Malcolm and squeeze him for all I was worth.  He said we.  How we are.  My heart soared into the clouds.
I’m not alone anymore!
I started to cry, but now they were happy tears.
“Oh, man.  Now she’s crying.”  Kootch looked like he felt terrible.  “I’m sorry.  I’m an insensitive dick, I know I am.  Butts tells me that all the time.  Please don’t cry.  I hate when chicks cry.”  He tried to get around Malcolm and reach out to me, but Malcolm wouldn’t let him.  He sidestepped and clamped his hand onto Kootch’s forearm.
“Don’t even think about it,” said Malcolm, a threat in his voice.
Kootch looked confused for a moment.  Then he stared down at his arm and frowned.  “Oh, fuck a duck.  Dude … you’re doing it too.”  His voice trailed off at the end.
“Doing what?” asked Malcolm, still irritated, still squeezing Kootch’s arm.
“Mojo.  Fucking zombie mojo.   Have I ever told you how much my life sucks?”  Kootch looked up at Malcolm, staring at him with bloodshot eyes that were filling with tears.  “That my dad’s a goddamn alcoholic and he likes to punch me in the abs after he’s had a few.  Says it’s to test my strength.”  He was clearly anguished, barely able to talk now.  “Have I ever told you that?”
Malcolm let Kootch go, his tone no longer threatening.  “No, man.  You never did.  I’m sorry.”
Kootch dropped his head and started crying.  “Oh god damn that was awful.”  He put his arms around himself as if he was hugging his own waist.  “Oh shit, that was bad.  Fuuuu-uuhhhh—uuuuck!”
“What?” I asked, moving around Malcolm, pushing him off when he tried to stop me.
“The darkness,” was all Kootch could say through his sobs.
I knew what I had to do.  It was the only thing I could do.  I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him hard.  “Shhhh.  It’s okay.  You’re not getting punched anymore.”
Kootch melted into me.  “I don’t want to get punched anymore.  I don’t want to get my abs tested anymore.”
I patted him on the back.  “Of course you don’t.  That’s child abuse.  No one wants to be abused.  No one.  Dads are supposed to love us, not hurt us.”
I pulled away before I could juice him up too much with my Rainbow light.  “Better?” I asked as he swiped the tears away with the back of his hand.
He nodded, clearing his throat.
“Jesus,” said Malcolm, staring first at me and then at Kootch.
“What dude?”  Kootch’s voice was raw.  “You never cried in your life?  Shit.  Real men cry when they see the end of the road, you know?”
“That’s what you saw?” Malcolm asked, sounding stricken.  “The end of the road?  Like your life was over?”
“Hell yeah, that’s what I saw.  That’s one hell of a Grim Reaper vibe you’ve got going on there, assmunch.”  Kootch took a step back from Malcolm.  “Keep your paws to yourself or I’m gonna have to test your abs.”
“Don’t worry.  I’ll stay away.”  Malcolm took a step back from both of us.
“Don’t do that,” I begged, pretty sure I knew what he was thinking.
“Don’t do what?”  Malcolm was angry.
“Pull away.  Say to yourself that you’re just going to disappear somewhere and leave me behind.”
He ran his fingers through his hair in frustration.  “Geez, Rae.  Are you a mind reader too?”
I reached out a hand and put it on his arm.  “No.  I’m just like you.  Remember?  We’re in the same boat.”
“Floating up shit’s creek,” he said, bitterness lacing his voice.  He pulled his arm away from my touch, putting his hands deep in his front pockets.
I shrugged.  “Maybe.  But I’d rather be in a boat on shit’s creek with you than in one alone.”
Malcolm’s expression lost some of its anger.
“Awww, isn’t that sweet?” asked Kootch, walking backwards to his cot.  “Totally gagworthy.  Do you mind if I sleep?  I’m tired as shit, and I have a feeling tomorrow is going to be hardcore.  When the big Butts get here, shit’s gonna go down.”
“The big Butts?”  I couldn’t help but smile.  Kootch so had a way with words.
“Yeah.  That’s what I call her parents, but don’t tell them I said that.”
“Too late,” said Jasmine, her image back on the monitor.  “I recorded it.  Now you are my slave and I am your master, or the Big Butts will hear all about your little nickname for them.”
“Aw, come on, Butts!  That ain’t cool!  You can’t record me without my permission!”  He threw himself down on the cot, staring at the ceiling again.  “Fucking spy kid.”
“Watch it, slave.  You don’t want to displease me.”
Kootch mumbled something I couldn’t hear before flipping over onto his side, his back to us.
“What happened with the guy outside?” asked Malcolm.  “It looked like Derek.”
“It was Derek.  I just tapped on the window and showed him my gun.  He took off running.  What is up with that guy?  Why’s he all over you, Rae?”
“I don’t know,” I said, feeling like I was getting accused of something again.
“Did you tell him anything about your life?” she asked.  “Anything about hiding from people or whatever?”
“No.  Never.  The first time I ever saw him, Malcolm was with me the whole time.  And then we saw him when he picked me up to take me home.  That’s it.”
“From what he and Holder were saying in the bathroom, they already knew you,” Malcolm said.
Jasmine cut in.  “Maybe Holder looked up her old records.  Anyway, I’m going to bed.  The cops are driving around, but they aren’t getting in here.  My parents will be home soon.  You guys better sleep too if you want to be ready for tomorrow.  Any questions, none, okay then, g’night.”  She didn’t wait for a response or a goodbye.  She just turned the camera back to the view of the outside.  The distinct click that came from the speaker told us she’d turned off her microphone.
I walked over to my cot and laid down, facing the one next to me.  Malcolm took that one and laid down too, turning on his side so he could look at me.
“Scared?” he asked me.
“Yeah.  A lot.”  I wasn’t ashamed to admit that.  Not being afraid would be stupid in my opinion.
“Me too.  About level six out of ten.  Maybe five being down here.”
“I’m at eight.  It would be worse if I were upstairs, though.  I’ve never in my life thought I’d be in a panic room, let alone need one, but I’m sure glad to be in one now.”
“Trying to sleep over here, if you don’t mind,” came Kootch’s annoyed voice.
“Sorry,” I said.  I shifted to a whisper.  “Are you going to run away tomorrow?”
Malcolm whispered back.  “I’m going to wait and see.”  He held out his hand, reaching for mine.
I put my fingers against his, a thrill going through me at the contact.  He was so damn cute.  “Me too.  I’m going to see what Jasmine’s parents say.  Maybe they’ll have ideas.”
“Yeah.  Maybe.”  Malcolm gently squeezed my fingers, rubbing them a little with his thumb.
It was such a simple thing but it filled my heart with warmth.  Something special was happening between us.  I didn’t know if it was because of the fear and the situation we found ourselves in, or if it was genuine magnetism, the kind that regular teenagers feel when they meet someone they like.  But at this point, I didn’t care.  When I was safe and no longer running from lunatics, I’d examine everything a little closer.  Until that time came, I was just going to enjoy this feeling.  This feeling of no longer being alone.  Of being touched by a boy because he truly liked me and not because I was tricking him into doing it.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six: Malcolm
 
I FELL ASLEEP HOLDING RAE’S hand.  The next thing I knew, I was hearing voices in the room that I didn’t recognize.  I sat up, completely disoriented.  I was on a hard bed that wasn’t a bed, and the space around me looked like a basement somewhere, like a giant supply closet.
And then the memories of last night came flooding back when I saw Jasmine on the stairs.  She was joining two adults at the bottom, and they were all looking over at us.
Kootch was the first one to speak, sitting up on the cot nearby, down by my feet.  “Dude, I’m totally sober wasted right now.  I think I overdosed on Ding Dongs.”  He rubbed his face over and over, blinking several times slowly when he was done.  His hair looked like he’d stuck his finger in an electric socket.
Rae sat up last, saying nothing.  She wiped some drool off her mouth and glanced at me, giving me a weak smile before turning her attention to Jasmine’s parents.
“Rise and shine,” said Jasmine.  “Time for breakfast.”
I stood and tried to straighten my clothes, feeling embarrassed about meeting her parents looking like I did.  Her mom and dad were both wearing bermuda cargo shorts and short-sleeved button-down shirts that looked like they’d been triple starched.  The creases down their sleeves were sharp and went from elbow to shoulder in a perfect line.
Mr. Butts walked up to me first.  He was sporting a military-style haircut, very short, and he had dark brown hair.  His mustache was short and lined up with the corners of his lips.  Not one hair of it was out of place.  Lean muscles flexed in his arm as he reached out for a handshake.  “Nice to meet you, son.  I assume you’re Malcolm.”
I shook his hand, trying to be firm enough about it to avoid getting my knuckles crushed.  His hand made me think of a steel trap, impossible to escape until he was ready to let me go.  “Nice to meet you, sir.  Malcolm McNamara.”
“Which makes you Rae,” he said, letting me go and reaching over to my side.  Rae was there and she took his hand.  Her tiny hand was like a small child’s compared to his.
“Nice to meet you,” she said.  “Thank you for letting us stay here.  We … didn’t know what else to do.”
“It was our pleasure,” said Mrs. Butts, stepping over to join her husband.  I couldn’t tell how long her hair was because it was pulled into a tight bun at the back of her neck, slicked back and shiny.  I could see that Jasmine took after her mom.  The lady was short, muscled if her legs and forearms were any indicator, and no nonsense.  She nodded once at me and smiled at Rae.  “I’m glad you were able to make it here before anyone intercepted you.  Sounds like it got a little scary there.”
For some reason, just having Jasmine’s parents there made me feel tons better.  Even if I had to walk away from all this and find my way out West, things were going to be okay.  These people were experienced military vets.  I knew instantly I could trust them.  Maybe they’d have some ideas for me about how I could manage my getaway.
“Yes.  You could say scary.  Or terrifying.”  Rae sounded very nervous.  “Have you heard from my parents?”
“As a matter of fact, yes,” said Mrs. Butts.  “They paid us a visit at seven this morning.  We sent them on their way, but if you prefer we can get them back here.”
“What time is it now?” asked Rae.  She was close to tears, I could tell.  I took a small step closer to her.
“Oh-eight-hundred,” said Mr. Butts.  “Come on upstairs and we’ll discuss this over pancakes and bacon.”
Jasmine smiled.  “My dad makes the best pancakes in the entire country.”
“Sweet,” said Kootch, striding over to the stairs.  He took them up two at a time.  “Bring on the carbs, baby.  I’m starving.”
“I thought you overdosed on Ding Dongs,” said Jasmine, following him up.
“Hair of the dog, Butts.  Haven’t you learned anything hanging out with me?”
“I don’t hang out with you, Kootch.  That only happens in your dreams.”  Their voices faded out and disappeared as they left the panic room for the living spaces above.
“Before we go up, I’d just like to get one thing straight,” said Mr. Butts.  His voice and expression were stern.  It made me stand up straighter without even thinking consciously about it.
“Okay,” said Rae.
I nodded.
“Whatever is going on here … it’s serious.  Don’t kid yourselves into thinking otherwise.”
Mrs. Butts put her hand on his upper arm.  “Babe, you’re scaring them.”
He didn’t break his gaze away from us.  “Good.  Let them be scared.  It’ll keep them alive.”
“Alive?” squeaked Rae.
I reached out and pulled her to me, my arm around her shoulders.  Mrs. Butts saw it and nodded very slightly, like she was proud of me or something.  My face went red over it.  Parents acting proud of me never ever happened.
“Make no mistake …” He pointed his finger first at me and then Rae.  “…People in high places are talking about you.  They want you to be brought in.  We’re going to do whatever we can to make sure that doesn’t happen, but only if you want our help.  We’re not going to force anything on you.  You just take this morning to noodle it through and then let us know what you want to do.”
“Let’s save the rest for discussion over breakfast,” said Mrs. Butts, signaling with her head towards the stairs.  “Come on, Rae.  You look like you could use some orange juice.”
“Orange juice sounds great.”  She slipped out from under my arm and let Mrs. Butts lead her away by the elbow.  Once she reached the stairs she turned to face me, pulling her arm out of Mrs. Butts’ grip.  It looked very casual and natural, but I knew she was purposely making sure they didn’t have any more physical contact.  Who knew what kind of nightmare we’d be stuck in if either of these two got jacked-up on our mojo.  Probably nothing good.
I moved my right foot to start walking in the same direction, but Mr. Butts put his arm out, blocking my path.  “Just one minute more of your time, Malcolm.  Humor me.”
I stepped back, putting some distance between us.  His expression was so intense, it was freaking me out.  I glanced nervously at the stairs.
“We’re not going to breakfast?” I asked, wishing Mrs. Butts would turn around and see we weren’t with her.  But she and Rae were quickly disappearing up the stairs.
“I just need to check one thing out before we join the others.  Just man-to-man.  You and me.”
Oh, shit.  I don’t like the sound of this.  I took another half-step back.
“Don’t run away, I’m not going to hurt you.  Jasmine and I had a little conversation upstairs, and I came up with a theory.”  He put his forearm out in front of him, his arm bent at a ninety degree angle.
“A theory about what?”
“About you and Rae.  Come on over here and grab my arm.”
I shook my head.  “No, sir.  I’m not going to do that.”  My pulse rate picked up and my heart was instantly thumping hard.  I wanted to run up those stairs and out of this house and never come back.
“It’s not a request, young man, it’s an order.  Take my arm.”  He fixed me with a killer stare.  “Do it.  I can take it.”
“I’m not sure you can, sir.  Seriously, I don’t want to touch you.  Can’t I just go to breakfast with the others?”
“Scared?”  He was taunting me, thinking that would fire me up to whammy him or something.  It wasn’t working at all.  Now I just felt sorry for him.  He had zero clue.
“I’m scared for you, not for me.”
He laughed mirthlessly.  “Please.  I’m a highly trained, decorated veteran.  I served two tours in Iraq and two in Afghanistan, before going over as a private contractor.  Grab my arm and then we’ll go to breakfast, okay?  Come on, chop-chop, I don’t have all day.”
I gritted my teeth to keep my angry retort from flying out.  Reminding myself that he was just trying to give me a hand and probably couldn’t help but be curious about my curse, I stepped up to stand in front of him.  “I really, really don’t want to do this,” I said.
He nodded once.  “Understood.  Lay it on me.”  He spread his legs farther apart and locked his jaw, the muscles on the side of his face pulsing in and out rhythmically.
I reached up and hesitated just a few seconds, my hand hovering above his wiry-haired forearm.  “Here goes nothing,” I said, lowering my hand and gripping his warm skin.  I felt his arm hair under my palm settle between my fingers as I gripped him tighter.
At first he seemed to be resisting the effects of my touch.  Then sweat started beading up on his forehead.  He blinked rapidly a few times and his eyes went bloodshot.  His head shook once left and then right.
It was horrible to watch, this grown man trying to fight the inevitable.  I started to pull my hand away, but he growled at me.  “No!  Keep it!”
I gripped him tightly again, getting pissed I was being pushed into hurting him.  As I got angrier, he lost more control of his cool.  He was breathing heavily now, huffing out on the exhales.
I quickly decided that the only way out was to dose him up good and end it before the guy gave himself a stroke or something.  I channeled all the energy I could feel inside me and sent it out through my hand and into his arm.
A second or two later, he pulled away and collapsed on the floor, cradling his arm while crying and moaning.  “Ohhhh, Jesus H … oh my wife … my child … oh, what did I do?  Please,  Jesus save me … save them …”  His sobbing was getting louder and more painful-sounding.
I was desperate, stuck in place with my panic.  I wanted to comfort him, but I couldn’t get near enough to touch him.  I knew it would make him worse, and there was a roomful of guns in the other room, not ten feet from where I was standing.  Shit!  What should I do?
“Awful … terrible … pain …”  He choked on his own cries.  “Kah!  God, oh no … why did I do this?  What did I do?”
“Mrs. Butts!” I yelled.  I ran over to the bottom of the stairs and yelled as loud as I could.  Looking over my shoulder, I could see him curled up in a fetal position on the floor.  It looked so wrong, seeing that strong, confident man wallowing in my darkness.  I’m a terrible person. Why did I let him convince me to do that?  I knew better!  I knew better!
“Mrs. Butts!  Jasmine!  I need you to come here right now!”
Running footsteps at the top of the stairs sent a ray of hope into the darkness surrounding us.  “Thank God,” I said.
The first person down was Jasmine.  “What the hell?  What are you yelling for?  You want to wake the entire neighborhood?”
“I’m sorry, Jasmine, but it’s your dad…” I turned around to gesture at him, but he was gone.
“What about my dad?”
“Oh, fuck!”  I yelled, jumping off the stairs and running towards the room filled with guns.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven: Rae
 
I WAS JUST PULLING OUT a chair to sit down at the breakfast table when Malcolm’s desperate yells came up from the panic room.  At first I thought I was imagining something like a television set left on or a neighbor yelling outside, but it quickly became clear; something bad had happened downstairs.
I left the table and ran behind Kootch, the last one to make it down the stairs.  Everyone was leaving the steps and running towards the back corner of the room, where all the guns and ammunition were kept.
“What’s going on?” asked Kootch as he jumped to the ground ahead of me, obviously annoyed.  “My pancakes are gonna get soggy.”
Kootch’s pancake problem disappeared in the wake of Jasmine’s screams.  As soon as they reached my ears, I got goosebumps over the fear I heard in her voice.
“Dad!  No!  What are you doing?!  Stop!”
“Joe, put it down, babe.  Please!  You don’t want to do this.  Please, put it away.”  Mrs. Butts was begging her husband; it was awful hearing her so out of control and worried.
Standing at the bottom of the stairs, I had a terrible feeling I knew what was going on.  Malcolm was in the corner of the room, over near the cots, as far from the gun room as he could get without leaving the panic room entirely.  He looked horribly guilt-ridden.
“What happened?” I asked him, torn between following everyone into the other room and staying to find out why he looked so stricken.
“Just get in there,” he said, defeat in his tone.  “You’re the only one who can save him, I think.”
“Rae!” screamed Jasmine.  “Rae!  I need you, Rae!  Please!”
“Yeah, Rae, you better hurry up,” added Kootch.
My heart leaped into my throat and I felt like vomiting, but I ran.  I ran right for the ammunition room where I knew tragedy awaited.  I was shocked at what I saw when I reached the entrance to the room.
Mr. Butts was at the far end of the space pointing a handgun at the side of his head.  Tears were streaming down his beet-red face.  Even his nose was dripping, but he wasn’t doing anything about it.  He just leaned against a wall partially slumped over, moaning and babbling something about pain and darkness.
“What the hell is wrong with him?” asked Kootch.  He stood off to the side, looking confused and scared, like a little kid.
“Rae, you have to help him,” said Jasmine, tripping over to me, grabbing onto my arm when she got close and shaking it hard.
“Me?  I … what can I do?”  I looked at Jasmine’s mom.  She was standing diagonally to Mr. Butts, her hand out in a calming gesture, making sounds and murmuring things I couldn’t hear very well.
“You need to erase what Malcolm did,” said Jasmine, her voice strained and high.  “You have to reverse it.”  She was crying openly now.  Her grip on my arm felt like eagle claws digging into my flesh, but I didn’t brush her off.  My touch couldn’t hurt her since she was a Neutral, and I knew she was just panicking.
“Why are you blaming Malcolm for this?  What did Malcolm do?”  I looked over my shoulder, but I couldn’t see out into the main room.
“I think my dad made him touch him … show him the dark stuff.  You have to undo it.”  She pulled me towards her father.
I dug my heels in, frightened by the desperate look to his whole posture and expression, and the obvious lack of sanity I saw there.  “I … can’t … I … I’m afraid I’ll hurt him.”
“Hurt him?  Shut up!” screamed Jasmine, an unhinged tone creeping into her speech.  “You can’t possibly make him worse!  Now get over there and give him a Rainbow whammy or you’re never going to be my friend ever!  Do you understand me?!  Ever!”
Her words cut me like a knife.  The last twenty-four hours had been my whole life concentrated down to its worst parts: Find a friend, lose a friend.  Meet people, hurt people.  Get too close, have to leave.  I wanted to cry right along with her.
Mrs. Butts looked over at me, panic evident in her expression.  It scared me almost as much as Mr. Butts’ breakdown.  “Please, Rae,” she said, “if you can do anything, please try.  I’m confident he won’t use the weapon on you or I wouldn’t ask.”
I wasn’t so sure about that, but I knew I couldn’t just stand there and not try.  Besides, a bullet to the brain was a solution I’d considered before, but I’d always been too chicken to go through with it.  Maybe this was how I was supposed to leave this world, letting someone else do the dirty work.  It made me ashamed to think about using his distress to ease my own.
I stepped around Jasmine, avoiding looking at her eyes.  I couldn’t blame her for playing the friendship card on me; I would have done the same for someone I loved, had I ever loved someone like that.  It was probably jealousy that kept me from acknowledging her statement.  She had no idea how lucky she was.
I walked up to stand next to Mrs. Butts, trying to soak up some of her courage.  “What do you want me to do?”  By this time, Mr. Butts had slid down the wall to sit on the floor and had one arm resting sideways over his bent knees.  He still wept, but his head was on his forearm, while the hand holding the gun rested against his ear, pointed at the ceiling.  The sobbing wasn’t quite as pronounced or loud as it had been when I first came into the room.
Mrs. Butts pointed to her husband.  “I need you to go over there and do whatever it is you do.”  She looked at me, searching my face.  I think she was trying to find hope there.  Her voice softened.  “Use your influence on him.  The yin to Malcolm’s yang.”
“What if I … what if I can’t help?”  The pressure was killing me, making me feel like I was going to stroke out right there in their basement.  I’d never had anyone count on me for something so important.  This grown man, this veteran of the military who probably kicked butt all over the world, was very possibly going to shoot himself right in front of me.  Nothing in my life had prepared me for this horror.
Her nostrils flared as she got control of her emotions.  “It’s not your fault.  Whatever happens here is not your fault.  Please, just try.”
I nodded.  She was a brave lady.  I wanted to be strong like her.  Taking a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and faced Mr. Butts.  Here goes nothing.  “Mr. Butts …”
“His name is Joe,” said Jasmine from behind me.  “Call him Joe.”
“Joe … I want to come over there.  Do you mind if I come closer?”  My legs were shaking with the stress and fear.  My feet didn’t want to move.  Everything in my body was telling me to go the other direction, to run, run, run far away from this place and these people.
He didn’t acknowledge me, lost in his own world.
I forced my feet to move and walked towards him quietly, never taking my eyes completely off the gun.  Stopping directly in front of him, I squatted down so we could be face-to-face.  I spoke in as calm a voice as I could manage.  “Joe, hi.  It’s me … Rae.  I stayed here in your house last night.  I don’t know if you remember.”
“I remember,” he said, through tears.  “I remember everything.”
“Good.  I think something happened to you and made you sad.  More sad than you’ve ever been before, maybe.  More sad than you know how to handle.  I’m going to try and help you, okay?”
“There’s no help,” he moaned.  “No help.  No peace for the wicked.”
“You’re not wicked, Joe.  You’re not wicked.”  His words tore me up inside.  I really needed him to stop feeling so awful.  I wasn’t used to seeing this kind of pain around me.  Usually, it was the opposite, with just me feeling the sadness of my life while others danced around in the light.
“You don’t know,” he moaned.  “You don’t know me … the things I’ve done …”
“Shhh, I’m just going to put my hand on your arm, okay?”  Whatever confessions he was about to make, I wasn’t interested in hearing them.  I had a feeling no one had ever heard them before, and they probably weren’t something for his teenage daughter to hear if they involved his past.
His head jerked up.  “No!  Don’t touch me!”  The hand that had been across his knees fell to his side and hit the floor.  “Stay away.”  He tried to press up against the wall more, get away from me, but there was nowhere for him to go.  He was frightened but weak.
Ignoring the gun that was thankfully still pointed at the ceiling and resting sideways against his head, I put my hand on his leg.  “See? No big deal. I’m just touching your knee.  I won’t hurt you.”
He stared at my hand for a few seconds.  It seemed like a full minute had passed by before he spoke.
“It doesn’t hurt.”
“I hope not,” I said, feeling less frightened at the expression on his face.  Some of the stark fear was being replaced by curiosity.
“There’s no pain,” he said.
“Right,” I replied, not knowing how else to respond.
He sniffed hard, picking his hand up to wipe his face.  “What’s happening?” he asked, looking only at me, his eyes locked on mine as if he were drowning and staring at me would save him.
“I think you’re coming out of the darkness.  I want to touch you with my other hand, now.  Is that okay?”
He nodded, reminding me of a child filled with innocence and trust.
“I need you to put the gun down, though.  I’m afraid of the gun.”
He looked up at his hand next to his head, appearing surprised to see it there.  He watched his own arm lower the gun to the ground, as if it belonged to someone else.
As soon as he let the weapon go, I put my hand on his bare arm.  Lifting it up to his knee, I rested his hand there.  “Put your other hand there, on your other knee.”  I looked at it pointedly, using my gaze to direct him.
His hand moved as if he were hypnotized.  I placed my other hand on his, and together we sat in front of each other, me with my palms going warm over his.  “Better?” I asked, smiling through the last remnants of panic that were refusing to totally leave my body.
“Yes.  Better.”  He cleared his throat.  “What did you do to chase away the demons?”
My voice caught and didn’t want to come out.  I coughed to the side to get back on track, to get my voice working again.  I hadn’t expected to hear that word.  Demons.
“I just got you back to the real world.  You were lost in a … dream state or something.”  That’s it.  Play it off.  We’re cool.  Nothing to see here.  Move along.
“Don’t over-juice him,” said Jasmine.  “I don’t want him trying to make out with you like Kootch did.”  She sounded happy now.  Relieved.  I guess I was back on the good friend list.
I wasn’t sure how I felt being off the list so fast and then back on again like she hadn’t threatened to hate me forever, but now wasn’t the time to be thinking about girl-friend drama.  My work wasn’t done here yet.  Wherever Joe had gone, it wasn’t any place I’d ever seen a Rainbow go before.  I wanted to be sure he wouldn’t fall back in when I let go.
“You let me know when you’re feeling normal again, like … your regular happy self, and I’ll let you go.”
“I’m not sure I can do that,” said Joe, giving me a half smile that looked pitiful on his tear-stained face.  “I’ll do just about anything never to go back to that dark place again.  I’m ready to overdose on whatever drug you’re pumping into my system right now.”
“I think that’s enough, don’t you, sweetie?” asked Mrs. Butts, stepping over to stand at my side.
She wasn’t talking to me, but I responded anyway.  I nodded and pulled my hands free, standing.  I backed away from her touch and from Joe, moving until I was even with Jasmine.
“Nicely done, Rainbow maker,” said Kootch.
“Don’t call me that,” I said, feeling hollow inside.  All I wanted to do now was leave.  What Malcolm and I could do to people was wrong.  We hurt people.  We needed to get away from them.
“Better than being the friggin’ darth vader of awful,” snickered Kootch.
I turned around to scowl at him for being so thoughtless and caught Malcolm’s stricken expression in the doorway, right before he spun around and fled up the stairs without a word.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight: Malcolm
 
I HEARD MURMURING IN THE other room and crying too.  Knowing I’d caused all of it made me sick and angry at myself.  I knew better.  I knew better!  I should have told Mr. Butts to get bent and left this whole place without a backward glance.  It was stupid to think I could fit in with whatever was going on here.
I crept over to the armory room and tried to hear what they were saying, hoping like hell Rae could erase the damage I’d caused.  I got there in time to see her with her hands on Mr. Butts’ knees.  She was saying something to him, and he was smiling.  He looked a lot better than he had the last time I’d seen him; at least now he wasn’t acting like he was being attacked by the grim reaper or something.
Rae stood and backed away.
Kootch spoke up, grinning hugely. “Nicely done, Rainbow maker.”
I cringed, knowing how Rae would hate that nickname.
“Don’t call me that,” she said, sounding depressed.
“Better than being the friggin’ darth vader of awful.” Kootch crossed his arms over his chest and turned around.  When he saw me standing there his jaw dropped open.
My heart stopped beating for a few seconds, and my face flamed red with shame.  He was completely right.  And then Rae turned around and stared at me.  I couldn’t take the anger I saw on her face.  I ran.
I pounded up the steps, taking two at a time, pushing through the partially open door at the top.  Falling out of the closet, I stumbled through the computer room and down the hallway, vaulting over the couch on my way to the front door.  I flew like the hounds of hell were at my heels.  My past was catching up to me and there was nothing more I wanted to do than outrun it for once.
The deadbolt on the front door moved easily, but as soon as I cracked the door open, the beeping started.  Fucking alarm!  I ignored it, running out the door and down the front steps.  Maybe getting the cops here was for the best.
I stopped at the bottom, looking left and right as I oriented myself.  There was no one outside, but I assumed the cop cars had to be close.  I had to get back to my place and get my few meager possessions before I headed out of town.
“Stop!” yelled someone from inside.  Kootch.  Asshole.  He’d only spoken the truth before, but that didn’t mean it felt good hearing it.
I took off across the grass.  The beeping of the alarm stopped.
Kootch’s voice came from the front of the house loud and clear.  “Stop, dickcheese!  Stop or I’ll take you out!”
“Go to hell!” I yelled, not looking back.
I made it almost to the sidewalk when a weight that felt like a frigging truck hit me from behind.
“Oooph!” The air flew out of my lungs and didn’t come back for a full five seconds.  I laid on the ground under a hundred and seventy pounds of muscle and stink, gasping for my next breath.
“You aren’t running away, dude,” grunted Kootch.  “I’m not letting you do that.”
“Oh my God, Kootch!  What are you doing?!” yelled Jasmine, running in our direction.  The pounding of her feet reverberated through the manicured lawn.
“He was trying to get away!  I had to stop him.”  Kootch rolled off me, making sure to pound me in the shoulder once before completely letting me free.
“Fucker,” I said, my face still partially in the grass.  It smelled musty, like snail shit or something.
“I’m not the fucker, you’re the fucker.”  He scowled at me.
I rolled over and sat up, nursing my bruised shoulder as I glared at him.  “Why’d you punch me, dick?”
“Because, you made me do all this bullshit exercise and you also got my pancakes all mushy.  I’m takin’ yours.”  He stood up slowly, limping a little until he got his footing back.  He walked all the way across the grass and into the house without looking at me or Jasmine.
“I’m not going to breakfast,” I said, standing up.
Jasmine came over and stood right in front of me.  Even though she’d just seen me send her dad into the darkest place on Earth, she didn’t seem to care.
“Listen up, ball sack, because I’m only going to say this once.  That shit?  Is not your fault.  It’s not your problem that my dad tried to commit suicide by superpower, okay?  He’s the dumbass, not you.”
“You’re dad’s not a dumbass.”
“Yes, he is!  I told him what would happen, but did he listen?  No.  Only dumbasses don’t listen to me and have to test my theories out for themselves.”  She grinned.  “But thanks to you, now he believes me, and I’m sure next time I bless him with my brilliance he’ll listen.  You have no idea how hard I have to work to penetrate that thick skull of his sometimes.”  She walked around and put her hand on my back, trying to push me towards the front door.  “Get in the house and eat some of the damn pancakes so I don’t have to hurt you.”
“I appreciate what you’re doing, Jasmine, but no thanks.”  I refused to move forward.
She stood in front of me again, her arms flying up.  “What?  So you’re just going to give up on Rae?  On life?  Is that it?  Walk away crying to yourself about how you can’t live in the real world and can never have any friends or family?”
She made me feel like a stupid crybaby.  “I don’t do that.”
“Yeah, you do.  Boo hoo, I’m darth vader, I make people cry, poor me.”
She was angry, and anger makes people say stupid shit, so I was going to ignore her bullcrap, even though the part about Rae was making me feel a little guilty.  “Whatever.”  I rolled my eyes.
“No, not whatever.  Dude, you’re either something or nothing.  You choose.”
“That doesn’t make any sense.”  I looked over my shoulder, wondering how much lead time I’d lost in avoiding the cops.
“Yeah it does.  You’re either somebody who gets involved and stands up for what’s right and protects those who need it, or you’re nobody - some jerk who lets everyone else do the work and then walks away after he’s done taking.  Stop looking like you’re going to run again.  You’re staying with us for just a little while longer, at least until we figure out what the hell is going on.  If you can’t do it for yourself, do it for Rae.”
“You don’t need me!” I yelled, angry at how guilty Jasmine was making me feel.  She’s right.  I am a nobody.  “She’s the one who has people after her.”  The fact that I was leaving when that was the case was pretty shitty.  I knew that.  But I couldn’t help but feel she was better off without me.  I just wished that it didn’t hurt so damn bad to even think it in my head.
“Yeah, that’s the thing, right?  Like, why are they after her and not you?”
I shrugged.  “Why would they be?”
“Duh!  Hello!  McFly!  Are you even in there?  Did your yanging of my dad kill off too many brain cells?  Are you retarded now?”
“Shut up.”  I didn’t know whether to be insulted or to just laugh.  She was totally worked up, spit flying out of her mouth when she talked.
“No, I’m not going to shut up, until you listen to reason.  What she can do, yeah, it’s powerful.  But what you can do?  Fuck me.  That shit is nasty.  Do you have any idea what someone could do if they controlled you?”
I looked at her like she was nuts.  “Controlled me?  Don’t be stupid.  That shit only happens in the movies.”
“No, buttfuck, it happens in real life, all the time.  Ask my parents, they’ll tell you.”
I was starting to think I’d landed in a nest of mental conspiracy nuts, just like Kootch had said.  I wondered if either of her parents had been in a looney bin.
“So … why are they after Rae and not you?  That’s the fifty million dollar question.  I want to find the answer, don’t you?”
“No.  I just want to leave and be left alone.”
She forced her arm through mine and clamped my elbow in her arm tight, dragging me towards the house. “Good, then we finally agree.”
I went along, all the while trying to get her to let go of me with some gentle tugs.  I didn’t want to pull her over or hurt her; I just wanted her to leave me alone.  “I’m pretty sure I’m disagreeing, or I meant to.”
“Nope.  You’re agreeing.”  We got to the front steps and she turned to face me, finally letting my arm go.  “The only way you’re going to be able to leave and be left alone is if you know what’s going on.  Running around in the dark only gets you banging into walls.  You need to find out what the hell Holder and Derek were doing coming after Rae and why they weren’t coming after you.  Right?  Tell me I’m wrong. Go ahead and try.”
I knew she’d never let me leave without a fight, or at least until I heard her out.  My stomach chose that moment to let out a huge gurgling growl.
“Good.  Even your stomach agrees.  Come on.”  She walked into the house without looking back, totally confident in her ability to sway me over to her way of thinking.
I stood in the front entrance, half of me wanting to go run down the street and never come back.  The other half smelled bacon and heard laughter coming from inside the house and wanted to be a part of it, if only for a short time.
I sighed heavily, taking a step over the threshold.  First I’ll have some breakfast, and then I’ll leave.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine: Rae
 
I SAT DOWN AT THE table in one of the side seats facing the kitchen.  Mr. and Mrs. Butts sat on the ends and Kootch sat across from me.  The other two seats were empty until first Jasmine came in and then Malcolm.
My heart soared when he came around the corner and took the seat next to me.  I wanted to touch his hand or hug him, tell him everything was going to be okay.  But he looked so upset, I didn’t.  And I couldn’t blame him.  What Kootch had said was so wrong.  I would be madder at him for saying it if he wasn’t looking so guilty over it right now.  He was staring at his pancakes, poking them with a fork, mangling them in the middle but not eating them.
“Thank you for coming back, Malcolm,” said Mr. Butts, most of the evidence of his earlier breakdown gone.  All that remained were bloodshot eyes.  “I know it was difficult for you to see me like that, so I appreciate you coming back to hear us out.  And I owe you an apology.  I’m sorry I pushed you to do that.”
Malcolm nodded, saying nothing.  He had to feel horrible, and I knew him well enough by now to know that he was blaming himself for everything.  It was totally unfair.  Mr. Butts had asked for it, according to Jasmine.  At least he was apologizing now.
“Thanks to all of you for coming here and staying,” said Mrs. Butts, holding up a plate filled with bacon.  “Please help yourselves to what’s here.  There’s more in the kitchen for those of you with a big appetite.”  She looked pointedly at Kootch, but he still wasn’t engaging with anyone.
“My dad makes the best bacon in the world.  Try it, you’ll see.”  Jasmine was all smiles.
I wished I could smile back at her and pretend like we were BFFs, but that wasn’t going to happen.  The sting of her earlier threats still hadn’t totally worn off.
Malcolm handed me the plate after taking a piece of bacon.  Maybe it was my imagination, but it seemed like he purposely avoided touching me during the transfer.  I tried not to be hurt by it, but it was impossible.  I wondered if he would ever check our secret email account in the future.  I shoved a bite of bacon in my mouth to keep myself from crying.
“Let’s go ahead and get down to business,” said Mr. Butts.  “I know you two are anxious to figure out what you’re going to do, and we’re anxious to help you do it, whatever it turns out to be.  Let’s all be clear about that, okay?  You decide.  We’re just here to facilitate.”
Malcolm and I nodded.
“Let’s give them a primer about us, first,” said Mr. Butts, looking at his wife.
“Good idea,” she said.  “I’ll start, and Joe, you can fill in the blanks.”
He nodded, putting a large forkful of bacon and pancakes into his mouth.  His jaw muscles pulsed out with every chew.  Kootch finally stopped playing with his food and began eating it.  His mouthful was even bigger than Joe’s.
“We are both veterans, Joe of the Army and me of the Air Force.  We worked in intelligence.  We retired a couple years ago after twenty plus years each, and have been members of a special group of ex-military intelligence providers ever since.  Our mission is to identify possible activities occurring in subversion of the government or our country.  We work closely with the U.S. government and are often paid as private contractors to deal with issues that are not exactly military standard.”
Kootch kept chewing, pointing his thumb at Mrs. Butts.  “Told ya.”
“They’re not conspiracy nuts, jerk.”  Jasmine jabbed Kootch with her elbow, scowling at him.
“Conspiracies?  Yes.  Nuts?  No.”  Joe speared a pile of cut pancakes, hesitating for a moment before putting them in his mouth to speak.  “We’re busy pretty much twenty-four seven trying to keep up with all the shenanigans going on, but right now, you’re on our radar.  That’s why we’re here.  Cut our trip to Hong Kong short.”  In the pancakes went.  I looked away, not crazy about seeing him perform the amazing feat of eating eight normal mouthfuls at once.
“Yes, as Joe said, you’re on our radar.  As soon as Jasmine called us and told us what was happening, we took a plane back.”
“What’d she tell you?” asked Malcolm.
I was glad Malcolm asked, because I was curious too; kind of like how I’m curious to know all the whacky things my parents do but then cringe when I actually hear what they are.
“I told them that I thought we had some Influencers at school.  And I was right.”  She smiled, very proud of herself.
“Influencers?”  Malcolm sounded confused.  I was glad not to be the only one.
“Yes.  People who can influence others.”  Jasmine said it like it was something we should already know about.
“Influence them how?” asked Kootch.
“Well, for example, to influence them into making out with girls they claim not to like,” said Jasmine, purposely not looking at Kootch.
He dropped his fork loudly to his plate.  “Are you going to torture me over that for the rest of my life?”
“Uh, yeah.”  Jasmine drank some juice, in total casual mode.  I think she was happy to add another way of harassing Kootch to her arsenal.  First the rock-to-the-face, and now this.  I tried not to be mad about this particular harassment tool existing at my expense.
“That’s not what Influencers do exactly,” said Mrs. Butts.  “In your case, Malcolm, I think it’s clear that you can influence people to see the dark side of things.”
“I’m the agent of darkness,” he mumbled at his plate.  He was holding a fork over his pancakes, but not eating anything.
“I wouldn’t say that,” said Mr. Butts.  “Darkness isn’t a being, per se.  It’s not an entity.  It’s just an emotion.  Somehow, your presence causes people to tap into that emotion more than they normally would or even could.”
He looked up.  “So why do some people crave it and others avoid it?”
“An excellent question,” said Mrs. Butts.  “We’d love to try and figure out the answer, but we can’t without your help and cooperation.”
“Uh-oh, time for a lobotomy,” said Kootch.  “They want to study your brain, dude.”  He held up his butter knife and aimed it at Malcolm, making cutting motions in the air.
Jasmine poked him with her fork.  “Stupid people must remain silent until called on.”
He held out his fork pointed at her plate.  “Poke me one more time and see what happens.”
She poked him again without hesitation.
“Ow, Butts! Watch it!  You’ll get a vein with that fork and I’ll catch some kinda weird infection from the bacon on it!  Like mad pig disease or something.”
“Children, that’s enough,” said Mrs. Butts, getting her point across.  Now was not the time to be acting like little kids.  I was jealous that Jasmine and Kootch could be so casual about the whole situation.  I bit my lip to keep from saying something rude.
“No one wants to study your brain unless it’s inside your head and functioning on its own power, okay?” Mrs. Butts said.  “But we have some scientists who would like to ask you some questions and conduct some basic experiments, if you ever decide you want to find out exactly what’s going on.”
“No thanks,” said Malcolm, putting down his fork and setting his napkin next to his plate.  He stood, pushing his chair back with his legs.
I put my hand on his arm.  “Please wait.”
He looked down at me, serious and obviously stressed.  “For what?  For them to tell me I’m a freak?  That I can’t be around people or I’ll kill them?  I already know that.”  He looked at the Butts family one at a time.  “Save your time and money.  I’ve lived my entire life like this.  In three months I’ll be eighteen and no one will bother with me anymore.  Until then, I just need to keep my head down and away from any cops or social workers.”
“And how are you going to do that, son?” asked Mr. Butts, putting his silverware down too, folding his hands loosely over his plate while resting his elbows on the table.  “What’s your plan of action?  Your end game?  Your goal?  Have you figured out the logistics?”
Malcolm didn’t answer at first.
“It’s a simple question.”  Mr. Butts shrugged and then used his thumb nail to get some food out of his teeth.
“No.  I don’t have a plan.  But my goal is to just get away.  From people.  I don’t want to hurt anyone anymore.”
“You gotta have dough, man.  How much dough do you have?” asked Kootch.
Malcolm didn’t answer Kootch; he just glared at him.
“I know you’re frustrated,” said Mrs. Butts, using a calming voice.  “I know you want to leave and you’re scared that you’ll hurt someone you care about.  That’s normal.  It’s a good sign, really.  Please sit down and let us help you.  If you want to go, if you want to run away, we can help you with that.  We have money to spend, people who will guide the way, and places you can stay along your route.  You don’t have to do this alone, Malcolm.  You’re not alone anymore.  We’re here for you.”
I could tell Malcolm was fighting himself internally.  His eyes darted to the faces around the table and then to the door.  His body jerked ever so slightly to the left and then back to the spot in front of his chair, part of him wanting to take off and the other wrestling to stay.   It was torture just watching it.  I knew exactly how he felt, so it was like I was experiencing it multiplied by two.
“No.  I have to go.  Now.”  He left the table at a fast walk and went out the front door.
I jumped up.  “Let me talk to him,” I said in a rush.  “Just give us a few minutes.”
I ran from the table and out the door behind Malcolm.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten: Malcolm
 
RAE CAUGHT UP WITH ME out on the front lawn.
“Malcolm, wait!”
“Just leave me alone, Rae,” I said, not looking back.  I hated to be so cold to her, but it was the only way I could see to get out of this mess without causing any more damage.
“No, I’m not going to.  Not yet, anyway.  Let me just talk to you first, okay?”  She came up to my side, breathless by the time we reached the sidewalk.
I kept going, but she stayed with me, walking at my elbow.
“I know what happened back there freaked you out.  It freaked me out too.  But maybe we can figure this out.  Maybe their scientists can tell us what’s wrong with our heads.”
“Oh, so what …?  We’re brain damaged now?”  I looked at her for a second, just long enough to scowl at her.  I didn’t want to admit I’d been thinking the same thing.  But I knew better.  There were no answers for us or someone would have already figured it out.
“No, not brain damaged.  Just different.  And I want to know why, don’t you?”
“Not if it means hanging out with them.”
“Why?”  She put her hand on my arm and jerked it back.  “What do you have against them?  They’re just trying to help.”
I turned to face her on the sidewalk.  We were two doors down from the Butts’ house.  The sprinklers were running, spraying water just inches from my shoes.
“Yeah, trying to help … by making me turn Mr. Butts into a suicidal maniac.  That was helpful.”
She sighed heavily.  “Rookie move, I agree. But he didn’t know.  He wasn’t sure he believed Jasmine.  Now he does and he won’t do something stupid like that again.  I think he’s just one of those guys who has to see something to believe it.”
“Kind of ironic when you consider he’s a conspiracy nut.”  My anger was dissipating.  It was impossible to stay mad at Rae.  It was probably her Influencer power or whatever.
“I don’t think he’s a nut.  Seriously.  He and Mrs. Butts seem really cool, don’t you think?”
I shrugged, not willing to admit that I did think that about them.  They were nothing like the foster parents I’d had in the past.
“Do you have any money?” she asked me, her tone very sweet.
I gritted my teeth for a few seconds before letting the answer out.  “No.”
“A place to go?  You told me before you didn’t.”
“No.  What’s your point?”
“My point is, let’s just stay with them until we know a little more.  If anything gets weird, I promise, I’ll leave with you.  We stick together.”
“You and me?”
“Yes.  You and me.”  She took my hand and laced her fingers through mine.  “Together.  Us against the world.”
I don’t know why, but when she said that, it’s like all the anger just faded away.  Hope crept in, even though I was trying like hell to make it go away.  There was a tinge of sadness laced around it, telling me I was suffering under Rae’s Rainbow power, but I didn’t care enough to walk away from it. Not right now, anyway.  She looked so sincere, with tears making her eyes shiny.  She really wanted me to stay.  Maybe she was afraid to do it alone.  And she was right … I had no money and no plan.  The Butts had offered me both; it would be stupid to turn them down when they weren’t asking me for much in return.
“Fine.  I’ll come with you and stick with you on one condition.”
“Okay, anything.”
I smiled a little.  “Don’t you want to hear what it is, first?”
She grinned back, the tears disappearing before they could fall.  “I don’t care what it is.  As long as I can be with you, I’ll be happy.”
My heart nearly exploded with those words.  A fire burned in there, lit by her kindness.  By the happiness I saw waiting for me in her world.  Maybe … just maybe, I could be happy with someone in my life.  Rae.
“I want you to promise me that when I say it’s time to go, you’ll go with me.  That you won’t fight me or try to make me stay.”
“Okay, fine.  But you have to promise me something in return.”
I nodded.  “That’s fair.”
“You won’t tell us it’s time to leave until one of us is being hurt or taken advantage of.  You can’t leave just because you get scared.”
I frowned.  “I wasn’t leaving because I was scared.”
She gripped my hand harder when I tried to draw it away.  “Yes you were.  Who wouldn’t be?  I was pee-my-pants terrified.  But it still wasn’t a good reason to leave.  We have a lot of b.s. to get over, you know?  The stuff that’s happened to us?  We’re not going to be okay. Not now and probably not ever.  But let’s just be the best we can be, together.”
I nodded, the glimmer of hope I’d felt earlier turning into a full blown laser beam, hitting me right in the eyes.  “You’re asking me to stick.”  I’d never stuck.  Not ever.
“Yeah.  I’m asking you to stick with me.  That’s it.”
I nodded again, unable to speak.  No one had ever wanted me to be with them except for the purpose of helping them die.  Rae wanted me with her so that she could live.  And be happy.  It was such a foreign concept, I didn’t know what to say.
“Good.  Now come on.  Kootch is getting all the good pancakes.”
“He’s probably eaten them all,” I said, turning back to walk to the Butts house.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven: Rae
 
WE WERE BACK AT THE table, eating quietly, having put the discussion on the back burner until after breakfast, when Ho Ho the giant monster dog started barking like mad out in the backyard.
“Get downstairs, go!” said Mrs. Butts, looking at Jasmine and then Malcolm and me.
Jasmine jumped up, running around the table.  “Kootch, plates!”
I saw him leaning over the table and grabbing Malcolm and my plates and running to the kitchen with them before we left the dining area following Jasmine to the computer room.  Jasmine clicked the mouse a few times before pushing me towards the closet.
Once again, we made our way through the hidden door and down the stairs into the panic room.  We paused at the bottom, waiting for Jasmine to get in and close the door behind us.  She clicked the door shut and raced down the steps.  Jumping into the seat in front of the computer monitors, she wiggled the mouse to wake everything up.
“Let’s see who decided to get stupid,” she said peering at the screens.  She seemed to be focused on the upper right one.
When the images came in, I could see why.  Ho Ho, who looked like a giant bear-beast of some sort, had a man cornered against the fence.  The guy had his hands up near the sides of his head and a terrified expression on his face.
“Who the hell is that?” Jasmine asked.  She clicked the mouse a few times and the image got bigger.
“Oh my god…”  My heart leaped into my throat.  “That’s my father!”  I couldn’t believe he’d come over here and snuck onto their property.
“Wow.  Desperate, anyone?” she asked, clicking the mouse and pulling out a little.  Now we could see Mr. Butts coming into view, holding his hand out for the dog.
The dog looked over its shoulder a couple seconds before walking back, stopping at Mr. Butts’ left leg and sitting down.
“Oh, I love my puppy.  Isn’t she brilliant?”  Jasmine was staring at the screen with a huge grin on her face.
“Jasmine, that’s my dad.  Do you mind not being so happy about him nearly being eaten?”  Now I was mad at her for a whole other reason.  My dad may be a Rainbow, but he was still my father.  And he was probably worried sick about where I was.  I felt terrible for making him so desperate that he’d trespass.  It was so not like him to break the law.  He didn’t even speed.
She turned around and noticed my expression.  Her smile dropped away.  “Oh, yeah.  Sorry.  I wasn’t thinking.  But Ho Ho is badass, right?  I mean, she didn’t touch him, even though he climbed over the fence.  She could kill a person if she wanted to.  Tear their throat right out.”
“Uh, Jasmine?  Not helping.”  Malcolm put his arm around me, making me feel just the tiniest bit better.
“Oh, crap.  Yeah.  Sorry.  Sometimes I get a little excited over my baby’s skills.”  She turned back to the screen.  “Looks like my dad’s talking to him.”  She looked at me again.  “Are you going to go with him?”
I shook my head.  As bad as I felt for him, I couldn’t do it.  I had always known that breaking away was going to be tough. I hadn’t imagined it going like this exactly, but it didn’t matter.  Malcolm had made his promise to me, and I had made one to him in return.  We were stuck together now, until someone tore us apart, and it wasn’t going to be me.  “I’m staying.  I need to figure out what this is all about, and I can’t do that if they move me away again.  And they will.  If I go home, I know I’ll find the entire house packed up.”
“Wow, they move fast,” said Malcolm, looking down at me.  His body was keeping me warm when I felt so cold with all the craziness and fear.
“They have it down to a science.  They only rent furnished houses, so when it’s time to go, all they pack is clothes and linens and we’re outta there.”
“That’s hardcore, man,” said Jasmine.  “It’s kind of like my parents.  They’re ready to go at the drop of a hat too.  They jet off all over the world with one phone call.  Their bags are always packed.”
“Doesn’t that get lonely?” I asked, kind of understanding now why Jasmine is the way she is.  She’s been raising herself, kind of like Malcolm, only with more of a solid foundation under her, of course.
“Nah.  We have video chat and texting and email.  Plus, I have Ho Ho and the ding dong next door to bother me whenever I start getting bored.”  She shrugged, going back to looking at the monitors.  “It’s a life.”
Our fathers walked off the screen next to one another, Ho Ho on the opposite side of Mr. Butts as my dad.  I could tell my father was still nervous by his posture.  “Where are they going?” I asked.
“I’ll bet my dad is bringing him to the front door and telling him buh-bye, but let’s check it out.”  She clicked on the mouse again and soon we heard voices coming through the speakers.
“I’m sorry for trespassing.  It’s inexcusable.”  My father was stressed; it was easy to hear in his voice.  I couldn’t see him, but I’d bet money he was running his hands through his hair.  He did that when he was frustrated with me.
“Not to worry.  If my daughter went missing, I’d be worried too.  But Jasmine heard from her, and Rae told her she was fine.  That she just needed a little space and would be back home soon.”
“Have you notified the police?”  My father sounded demanding now.  Rude.
“Not yet.  We just got back from out of town early this morning.  Just heard from her, really, and didn’t realize it was an active investigation.”
“The police came here last night.  They told me.  Is Rae here?”
“No, she’s not in the house.  I already told you that.”
“I don’t believe you.  Witnesses saw her with your daughter last night. One of them saw her get into your neighbor’s car and drive away.”
Derek.  I got angry just thinking of that jerk.  He still had my phone, too.  I bet my father tracked it down and then interrogated him about why he had it in his car.  He’s the reason my father was here right now climbing fences and fighting off killer guard dogs; it wasn’t just because of me.  Blaming Derek for my father not using the front door made me feel just a tiny bit better.
“Sir, I don’t appreciate being called a liar in my own home, but I’ll tell you what.  You go ahead and take a look around inside if it’ll make you feel better, so you know she’s not anywhere in this house.”
I grabbed Jasmine’s shoulder.  “He’s going to find us!”
“Pssshhhh, please.  No offense, but that guy couldn’t find his butthole with wraparound mirror and a magnifying glass.  Just relax.”
We watched the monitors as they flickered on and off, Jasmine moving the mouse to follow my father around the house.  He looked in closets, under beds, and around the backs of doors. He was leaving no stone unturned.  When he got to the computer room, I held my breath.  He was right above us.
“What’s all this?” my father asked, pointing to the screens and stepping up to see them better.
Mr. Butts wiggled the mouse. When the energy saver went off, the monitors were filled with multi-colored rows and charts filled with numbers.  “Stock trading screens.  My wife’s a day trader.”
My father leaned in even closer.  “Forex?”
“Among other things.”  Mr. Butts clicked a button, and all the screens went black.  “Are we finished?”
“Not until I check this closet.”  My father turned around and the sound of the accordion doors sliding open made me instantly sick to my stomach.  He was going to find me and make me come home so we could disappear again.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve: Malcolm
 
WE WATCHED MR. LIVINGSTON WALK around the house and search every crevice of it for Rae.  The guy was serious about finding her.  And no one could blame him; even without the Rainbow thing going on, he was her father and she was an underage teen who’d disappeared the first night after her first day of school.  It had to be awful for him and Rae’s mom.  I felt bad that we were hiding just feet away from him like this.
Rae moved closer to me, and I put my arm around her.  I wanted to protect her from harm and pain.  She’s the only girl I’d ever felt this way about.  I’d been pushing people away for so long, it surprised me how easy it was to be near her.  It probably shouldn’t surprise me though; she was a Rainbow-maker after all.
I’d never call her that to her face, just like I would never want anyone to call me the agent of darkness as a regular name, but the words do describe who we are and what we do pretty well.  So much of who we were had to stay locked up inside our heads, never to be shared.  Secrets.  I was so tired of keeping them from everyone.  I’d never realized before now how heavy a burden a secret can be.
Rae’s father finally moved away from the closet, not having found the entrance to the panic room.  We all breathed an audible sigh of relief.
“Wow, that was close,” said Jasmine.  She looked at Rae.  “Are you cool with being here?  We can let you out when he’s out of the house and send you to him if you want.”
Rae shook her head.  “No.  I want to stay.  I don’t want to go with him, if that’s okay.”
“Of course it’s okay,” said Jasmine, reaching over to gently whack her on the arm with the back of her hand.  “We have plans to make, asses to kick, and pancakes to finish eating.”  She was being a lot nicer now than she had been earlier, when she wanted Rae to help her dad.  I wondered if it hurt Rae’s feelings to have Jasmine scream at her like she did.  Judging from Rae’s more withdrawn attitude, I’d say, yes.  I was still kind of pissed about it myself.  Jasmine should apologize in my opinion.  Maybe later I’d tell her, when Rae couldn’t hear us.
“I’ve lost my appetite,” said Rae.
“Me too,” I said.  My stomach could growl all it wanted, there was no way I could eat when I was this nervous.
“That’s probably for the best.  Kootch has eaten everything that wasn’t moving by now anyway.”  Jasmine went back to the screens and watched closely as Rae’s father and Mr. Butts walked into the living room.  She turned up the volume so we could hear them pretty clearly.
“If you have any information about my daughter, I expect you to share it with me and the police,” said Rae’s dad.  “And where’s your daughter, by the way?  Why isn’t she here?”
“I promise … if there’s any information that I think you need to know, I’ll share it with you, not a problem.  My daughter is out for a jog.  She should be back within the hour.”
Jasmine snorted.  “Yeah right.”
Rae’s dad had been about to walk away, but then he hesitated.  “What’s that supposed to mean?  Need to know?”  He pointed to his own chest.  “You need to let me decide what I need to know, not the other way around.  If you have any information about my daughter, I expect you to share it.  Now.”  His hand dropped to his side where it turned into a clenched fist.
“Like I said, Mr. Livingston, if there’s any information you need to know about your daughter that I’m privy to, I’ll be sure to share it with you and the police.  And now you’ve done your search, you can see she’s not here, and so I have to ask you to leave.”
Mrs. Butts appeared from the kitchen.  “Is there a problem here?” she asked.
“No, Rae’s father was just leaving.”
“No, I was not.  I know you know something, Butts, and I want you to tell me what it is.  I’m not leaving until you do.”  He was very agitated.  If we didn’t hear it in his voice, we’d see it in his posture.  He looked ready to punch someone.
Mrs. Butts pushed between the two men, effectively moving her husband back and causing Mr. Livingston to step away so he could avoid touching her chest.
“We know you’re upset about Rae,” she said, looking directly at Mr. Livingston.  “We completely understand, as we have a daughter her age ourselves.  If we thought our daughter was in danger, we’d be doing exactly what you’re doing.  We promise, as soon as we have any information that will be helpful to you finding Rae, we will give it to you.  But in the meantime, you’re wasting time being in our home, when you should be out searching for her, don’t you think?”
It was so smooth, how Mr. and Mrs. Butts kept making promises they didn’t actually have to break.  And neither of them had lied either.  They kept saying she wasn’t in the house, which is true.  She’s under it.  I looked down at her, and at the same time she glanced up at me.  Her expression showed worry and stress.  I pulled her into a hug, letting her rest her cheek against my chest.  I watched the video over her head.
Mr. Livingston looked around the room, his frustration evident.  “I think … that there’s something funny going on here.”  He stepped back away from Jasmine’s parents.  “I think you’re hiding something.  And I need to warn you that if I find out that’s the case, then you’re going to be very sorry.”
“Are you threatening us, sir?” asked Mr. Butts, moving around his wife to stand just in front of her.
“I’m making you a promise.  You have no idea who you’re messing with and who I’m friends with.  Rae is a very special girl and her going missing is not your average Amber Alert situation.”
“Everyone knows his child is special, sir.  We don’t disagree with you on that.  We understand your stress over it, so we’re going to forget that you just threatened us in our own home.”
“Don’t misunderstand me.  This is not just about her being my child.  She’s a special child.  A child like no other.  You may think that about your daughter, but I know it about mine.  She has other people looking for her, not just me.  Other people who know she’s special.  And we will find her.”
Rae jerked her head off my chest and turned around, coming partway out of my arms.  She was staring at the screen, at her dad.  I was pretty sure I knew why, too.
“What exactly are you saying, Mr. Livingston?” asked Mrs. Butts.  “Are you saying there’s something we should know about your daughter?  Does she have a medical condition or something that makes her more vulnerable?”
“No.  But if I think you need to know something, I’ll be sure to tell it to you.”  His snide tone was impossible to miss.  He was really enjoying turning the tables on the Butts with their need-to-know stuff.
“Seems like you already did tell us,” said Mr. Butts.  “Let me break it down to be sure we got it right.  Rae’s special, like no other teen.  So she has other people searching for her besides just you and besides just the police.  Did I get it right?”  Mr. Butts stood there, shoulders back, head held high.  I could totally picture him in uniform, covered in medals.
Mr. Livingston didn’t say anything.
“So tell us, since you seem to want to throw your weight around here this morning, who are these people?  These other interested parties?”
“That’s none of your business.  Just watch your back.  And better make sure you’ve crossed all your Ts and dotted all your Is.  I’d hate for them to find out you’ve been hiding my daughter from us.”  He turned and walked to the front of the house.
We watched on another screen as he opened the front door and walked outside.  A lady was standing on the front doorstep.  “Come on, we’re done here,” he said.
“That’s my mom,” said Rae in barely a whisper.
“Why didn’t she go in?” asked Jasmine, staring at the screen.
“Because my dad wouldn’t have let her.”  Rae sounded sad.  I got the impression she felt bad for her mother.  Seeing the woman standing out there by herself looking freaked out and nervous made me feel sorry for her too, and I didn’t even know her.
Jasmine turned around.  “What was he talking about?  About those other people who aren’t cops?”
“I don’t have any clue what he’s talking about.  It’s the first I’ve heard about it.”
“Maybe it’s private detectives,” I said.  “He’s probably hired someone to find you since the cops aren’t having any luck.”
“Maybe,” said Rae, shrugging.   She looked back towards the screens, but her parents were gone now.  Mr. and Mrs. Butts were walking to the kitchen.  For the first time, I noticed that’s where Kootch had been the whole time.  He was leaning against a counter, eating a pile of bacon.
Mrs. Butts took it away from him and put it on the counter.
The expression on his face was classic Kootch. I couldn’t hear him but I was sure he was asking what she did that for.  He’d see nothing wrong with eating all the bacon while half the breakfast party was stuck in a panic room not able to get to it.
“Why aren’t they letting us out?” asked Rae.
“They’ll keep acting like we don’t exist until they’re sure no one is looking through any windows or anything,” explained Jasmine.   “Closing all the blinds now would be suspicious.”  Jasmine pulled the Internet up on one of the screens.  She clicked around with her mouse and typed a bunch of stuff in, using Rae’s name as a search term.  Articles came up about a missing teen in our town.
Jasmine read for a few minutes silently before filling us in.  “Says here they interviewed Mr. Holder and some kids at the party who saw you with some other people.  Must be me and Kootch.  I wonder if they’ve been to his house.”
“He didn’t say anything,” I said, wondering why.
“They must not have caught him at home, or he would have mentioned it.”
“What about Kootch’s parents?” I asked.  “Wouldn’t they come get him from your house if the cops were there?”
“First, we don’t know if the cops identified Kootch as being with you guys.   And second, no.  Kootch only has a father now, and he’s a total douche nozzle.  If he was home at all, he was passed out drunk.  He’d never hear the doorbell.”
“Oh.  That sucks.”  I hadn’t realized that about Kootch’s family.  I’d assumed he had something more like Jasmine going on - a mom and a dad and a nice fenced-in back yard.  Yeah, he said his father liked to test his abs, but I’d figured that was just a once in a great while thing when he’d had too many beers at a party.  Besides, when he’d said it, he’d been feeling my dark vibe; that always exaggerated the awful, or at least that’s what I’d always believed.
“You have no idea.  Don’t tell Kootch I told you this because he gets all pissy about it, but his dad is a complete alkie loser.  Thankfully he’s gone a lot or Kootch would probably be dead by now.”
“That’s a horrible thing to say,” said Rae, sounding shocked.
“Yeah, maybe.  But it’s true.  Trust me.  The guy likes to use Kootch as a punching bag.  I don’t have this scar on my eye for nothing.”  She turned back to the article.  “It doesn’t mention anything about detectives being involved.”
“Would it?” I asked.
“Why not?  It’s part of the news.  Seems like your parents would want to give the public plenty of people to call if they have tips.  If I had a missing kid, I’d let the world know I had detectives on the case.”  She turned around, a sly look on her face.  “But maybe they’re not detectives, have you ever thought of that?”
“Who else would they be?” asked Rae.
I rubbed her arm several times, trying to use friction to warm her up.  She was covered in goosebumps.
“I already told you.  My parents told you too.  There are people out there who are looking for kids like you so they can use them for their own purposes.”
“People like who?” I asked, not even bothering to keep the skepticism out of my voice.
“Governments.  Corporations.  Nutjobs.  And probably other groups I don’t even know about.  But any one of those would give a gift-wrapped box of their own testicles to have either one of you on their side so you could bring the whammy and help them get what they want.”
“That makes no sense,” I said. “No one has ever come after me.  And Rae’s just been living with her parents all this time.  She’s never seen anyone like a government guy or whatever, right Rae?”
I looked at her.  She smiled up at me weakly.  “I’m not sure.”
I pulled away, not because I was mad but because I wanted to see her better.  Her face fell as we separated, so I took her hand.  “Tell us what you think.”
She shrugged.  “I don’t know if it’s anything at all.  But my dad is self-employed and he has clients who come to the house sometimes…”  She shrugged again.
“What does your dad do?” asked Jasmine.  “What’s his business?”
“I have no idea.  Something on the computer.”
“What do you mean you have no idea?  How is that even possible?” asked Jasmine, sounding like she didn’t believe Rae.
“I don’t know … I guess I never asked.”
“And it never came up in conversation, you never heard your dad talking to one of these clients, your mom never mentioned anything?”
Rae just shook her head no.
“Not all parents are as open as yours are, Jasmine.”  I had no idea if that was true, but I said it anyway to make Rae feel better.  It did seem kind of strange to me, though, that Rae wouldn’t even have a vague idea of what her dad did all day, especially because he was home the whole time.
“Whatever.  I think that’s strange.  I’ll bet he was hiding it from you,” said Jasmine.  “Did you ever get that impression?  That he didn’t want you to know what he was doing?”
“Like how?” asked Rae.  “What do you mean?”
“Did he lock the door to his computer room?  Did he not talk about it at the dinner table?  Did your mom ever ask about it in front of you?  Did he say you’re not allowed to ever use his computer or go in his office?”
Rae’s face turned pink.  “Um … yeah.  Some of that stuff.”
Jasmine sighed.  “Which ones?”
“He locked the door to the home office, but he said it was to keep my mom from cleaning in there.  He said she cleaned once and rearranged all his stuff and then he couldn’t find anything.”
“What else?” Jasmine probed.
“He never talked about work.  Neither did my mom.  But I always thought it was because he was so obsessed over me.  They always wanted to just talk about me, what I’d done, who I’d talked to, and what we’d talked about.”
“Sounds suffocating,” I said without thinking.
“Yeah.”  Rae nodded.  “Very.”
“What about using the computer?  Did you ever try to use it and get in trouble?”
Rae shook her head.  “No, I always had my own computer, so I never had to use his.  And since I never went into his office, I never saw his computer.”
“In all the years you’ve lived with your parents … seventeen years … you never once went into his office?” asked Jasmine, her head tipped down as she looked up at Rae.
Rae bit her lip.  “I might have sneaked in once.  A year or so ago.  Just to see what the big deal was.”
“Good for you!” said Jasmine, grinning broadly.  “What’d you see?”
“Nothing.  Just some papers and his computer with a screensaver on it.”
“Oh.”  Clearly Jasmine had been hoping for a big clue to crack the case with.  I felt like I was watching a kids’ detective show on TV.
“I think you’re nuts,” I said, looking at Jasmine.
“How so?” she asked, crossing her arms and leaning back in her chair.
“You think her parents are into something weird?  Is that it?”
“Did you, or did you not hear her father - if that’s who he really is - talk about other people searching for her?  People my dad doesn’t want to mess with, according to Rae’s dad?”
“Yeah, I heard that.  But that’s just a father threatening his detective juice on someone.  That doesn’t mean anything.  He’s just worried about his daughter like any dad would be.”
“You think he’s not really my dad?” asked Rae.  She sounded like she was going to cry.
“Who knows?” said Jasmine. “Maybe he was assigned to be your dad.”
“Oh, come on,” I said.  “That’s ridiculous.  You’re acting like Rae’s some kind of alien.  That’s bullshit.”
“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger.  Besides, I’m just floating theories here.  No need to get your panties in a twist.”  Jasmine turned back around and went to the keyboard again.
I took Rae by the shoulders and turned her to face me.  “Don’t listen to anything she’s saying right now.  She’s talking out of her butt.”
“I’m sitting right here, dickcheese.  I can hear you.”
I ignored Jasmine.  “All we know is you live with your mother and father and they’re Rainbows and they’re looking for you. That’s it.  The rest is just guessing.”
Tears swam in Rae’s eyes as she spoke.  “Except … I’ve always wondered if they really are my parents.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen: Rae
 
I COULDN’T BELIEVE I SAID it out loud.  The one worry, the one thing that I’d never said to another living soul was out there now.  And I said it to Malcolm and Jasmine.
“You’re just saying that because of what Jasmine said.”  Malcolm was squeezing my shoulders, trying to make me feel better.  But nothing could make this okay.
I tried to explain.  “I never thought that about my mom.  She and I look alike and we have a bond.  A connection.  But my dad … I always wondered, ever since I was young.  It has nothing to do with what Jasmine said.”
“Thank you,” said Jasmine, not turning around.  “Check this out … it says Mr. Holder has been held for questioning.  He’s a person of interest in your disappearance.”
I felt terrible.  He was a creep, but he wasn’t a murderer or anything.  “Oh, crap.  That’s awful.”
“No it’s not,” said Malcolm, frowning.  “That turd came after both of us and tried to kidnap you twice!  He totally deserves it.”
“Yeah, I agree.  Better off that the cops have him than him running around town looking for you too,” said Jasmine.  “There’s no evidence of you on him, so he won’t be charged with anything.”
“She was in his car,” said Malcolm. “That’s DNA evidence of her being in his frigging car.”
“And that back seat was … nasty,” I said, imagining all the other DNA that the police would find if they checked.
“A sea of evidence to sift through,” said Malcolm.  “Gross.”
“Good.  They’ll hold him longer.  There’s none of her blood, so he’s not going to fry.”  Jasmine turned around.  “Anyway, back to the daddy or no-daddy conversation.  Why did you have suspicions?  What tipped you off?”
“Could you not say it like that?” asked Malcolm.  “We don’t know it’s true.”
“He never felt connected, you know?  To me or my mom very much.  And I don’t look like him.”
“Lots of kids don’t look like their parents,” Malcolm said.  He sounded really mad, but not at me, at Jasmine.
I shrugged.  “I could be totally wrong.  I’m just telling you what came to mind several times growing up with him.”
“Did you ever ask him?”  Jasmine was leaning forward, anxious to hear the answer.
“No way.  He’d blow up at a question like that.”
“Why?” she asked.  “Guilty conscience?”
“No.  He’s just like that.  He has a temper.”
“I thought he was a Rainbow or whatever,” said Malcolm.
“He is.  But he gets worried.  And the idea of me not being his daughter would freak him out.  Believe me, anything I say that can be taken as a hint that I don’t want to be with him, is always blown waaaay out of proportion.  My parents expect me to live with them until they die.”
“Freaky,” said Jasmine, turning back around.
I looked up at the monitors and saw Mrs. Butts looking directly into the camera.  “You guys can come up now.”
 Jasmine put the computers into sleep mode and stood.  “Come on, let’s go up.  I didn’t get to finish my breakfast, and I’m tired from all that jogging I did.”
“How many miles did you run?” I asked, trying to go with the flow of joking rather than collapsing in the tears that threatened.
“Oh, five.  Six maybe.  I lost count.”
She walked up the stairs ahead of me, and Malcolm followed.  The three of us went into the kitchen where we joined Kootch and Jasmine’s parents.  Her mom pulled the blind down so we couldn’t be seen from the outside, just in case there was anyone stupid enough to try and climb over Ho Ho’s fence again.
“That was interesting,” said Mrs. Butts, leaning over to put her hand on my shoulder.  “You okay?  Still want to stay?”
“Yes.  Now more than ever.”  I felt a little guilty about admitting that, but it was the truth.  Now I was questioning my dad’s motives in more ways than one, and until I had some answers, I wasn’t going to be able to trust him.  I had a bad feeling he was more than just a Rainbow.
Mrs. Butts nodded her head, dropping her hand from my shoulder and leaning back against the counter near the sink.
“So, anyone interested in hearing my theories?” asked Jasmine, crunching on a piece of extra-crispy bacon.
“By all means,” said her mom.  “Enlighten us.”  She wasn’t being sarcastic at all.  It made me jealous to see a girl my age being treated like an equal by parents. That never happened at my house.
“Okay, so here it is, stripped-down version.  Rae’s dad?  Not her dad.  Caretaker only.  Rae’s mom?  Probably really her mom.  Somehow being controlled by the caretaker.  People searching for her? Caretaker’s employers.  Bam.  That’s it.”  She popped another piece of bacon into her mouth, smiling as she crunched away.
Mr. Butts looked at me.  “Any possibility this is correct?”
All eyes were on me.
Kootch spoke before I could.  “That’s nuts.  You guys are off the range, man.”
Jasmine reached up and slapped him on the face lightly.  “Shut it, hosebag.  The grown-ups are talking.”
He snatched her hand in midair and squeezed it hard before letting it go, scowling at her.  She just smiled.
I spoke as if Kootch hadn’t interrupted.  “I don’t know.  It sounds ridiculous, I agree with Kootch on that.  But I told Jasmine and Malcolm downstairs … I’ve always wondered about my dad.  At some point when I was younger I started thinking he wasn’t my real father.”
“What made this happen?  Was it something he said or something he did?” asked Mrs. Butts.  She was so nice.  I trusted her, maybe because she always seemed like she really cared.  She wasn’t faking it.
“I don’t know.  I don’t remember.  It’s been a long time that I’ve been thinking this way.”  I shrugged, feeling really stupid about not having proof and accusing one of my parents of not being a real parent.  It was like I was selling them out or something.
Malcolm took my hand and laced his fingers with mine.  I leaned into him, grateful for his support.  I was so glad he wasn’t turning away from me when I was being such a jerk to my poor parents.
“Her dad works from home on a computer, keeps the room locked.  Even her mom’s not allowed in.”
Kootch snorted.  “And this somehow makes him not her father.  Man, Butts, you should be a private dick for a living.  You’re amazing.  Maybe I should call you Sherlock Homey.”
“Just remember,” she said, facing him, her expression very serious, “you forced me to do this.”  Her hands came up so fast, I didn’t even know what she was doing until it was already done.
“Ow, shit, Butts!” Kootch howled, putting his hands over his chest.  “Goddammit, they’re gonna be purple now!”  He scowled at her and hunched over himself, moving to the other side of the kitchen to get away from her.
“Kids, do you mind?” asked Mr. Butts.  “We’re trying to work here.  We don’t have time for the games right now.”
“Yeah, Kootch.  No time for your games,” said Jasmine, sticking her tongue out at him.
“Back on track,” said Mrs. Butts.  “We’ve sent some messages to our contacts to see what they can find out.  In the meantime, I think we need to put some plans together.”  She looked at Malcolm.  “Malcolm, what’s your situation?  Who’s looking for  you?”
“No one will look for me for a while.  My social worker, Mrs. Gonzalez, is scheduled to be at my house tomorrow after school.  If I’m not there, she’ll go to the school next.”
“What about your parents?”
“My foster mother is never home.  Actually, she’s a missing person now, so the social worker was going to move me to another home on Monday.”
“Okay, well, then we won’t worry about that for now.  I guess the big question for me is, why do we have a private army out looking for Rae and no one looking for you, if you both have these special talents?”
“I’m not important,” said Malcolm.
My heart squeezed in pain for him.  I gripped his hand tighter and looked up at him, wanting him to know that he is important to me.
He looked down and gave me a half-smile that eased the pain in my chest almost all the way.
“You are important,” said Mr. Butts.  “And forgive the vernacular, but you’re a powerful asset.  I think someone’s already identified Rae as an asset, but the question is, why not you?”
“Tell us about Mr. Holder and Derek,” said Mrs. Butts, motioning to the corner of the room.  “But let’s sit at the little table over there so we can relax and no one will be able to see us while we’re figuring things out.”
I sat down next to Malcolm and waited for Kootch to bring in some extra chairs before continuing.  Once everyone was settled, Malcolm and I told them about our experience with the car accident and our subsequent run-in with Mr. Holder at the party house.  Malcolm also told us the details of what had happened in the bathroom, when Derek and Mr. Holder had talked with each other not knowing Malcolm was in the stall listening.
“So Mr. Holder, who you’d never met before, suddenly shows a huge interest in getting you alone?” asked Mrs. Butts.
“Yes.  That’s what it felt like.”
“I agree,” said Malcolm.  “And if you add in the conversation I heard in the bathroom earlier in the day, it makes sense that’s what he was trying to do.”
“And Derek was doing the same?” asked Mr. Butts.
“Well, it seemed like it.  But I never found out actually, since I was rescued.”  I grinned at my friends.  The memory of how afraid I’d been came rushing back during the telling of the story, and now I remembered also how grateful I had been to see them there at the gas station.  They didn’t have to do that.  They’d taken a risk for me, a girl they hardly knew, and none of them had been feeling the Rainbow vibe at the time either.  It made me feel special.
“The dick smashed my window in, he was so set on getting Rae out.  Freak owes me like three hundred bucks.”  Kootch scowled.
“Okay, so somehow, Rae, you moved from your last school and ended up at this school here where there were a teacher and a student interested in you, both of whom I assume have been there for a while …”  Mrs. Butts looked at the nodding heads of Jasmine, Kootch, and Malcolm.  “…And they had strong suspicions you were a certain person they were looking for.  Is that right?  Am I missing anything?”
We looked around the table at each other.  Everyone shook their heads no.  “I don’t think so,” I said.
“And they didn’t know about Malcolm,” said Mr. Butts.  “Interesting.”
“What happened at your last school, Rae?  Why did you leave?” asked Mrs. Butts.
I knew she was just trying to solve the puzzle, but my heart sank over the idea of telling them what had happened.  I was still ashamed over it, even though I knew it wasn’t really my fault.
“I … uh … well, I had to move.”
“Why?” asked Jasmine.  “What happened?  Something must have happened to upset your parents or whatever.”
I looked down at the table, using my fingertip to trace the lines in the woodgrain.  “Well, it was … messy.  Bad.  Scary.”
“If you can’t share, that’s okay,” said Mrs. Butts, leaning over the table, trying to catch my eye.  She was being so nice, and I wanted to help, but I didn’t look up.  I was too embarrassed.
“You should tell us, even though we can see it’s difficult,” said Mr. Butts.  “Every little story has a clue we can use to put this thing together.”
I sighed.  “Fine.  I’ll tell you.  It just brings up some memories I’d rather forget.”  I glanced at Malcolm, but his face was like a mask.  I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.
“I was living in South Carolina.  I’d been going to the school for about five months, which is really good for me.  There was this guy, Jerry, in a couple of my classes.  One of them was Drama.  I was forced into taking the class because I don’t play an instrument and at that school, you had to do music or drama.  We were required to do a play, which we practiced all semester.  I didn’t try out for any roles, but the teacher made me be an understudy for the lead.  It was a Rainbow thing, him making me.  I tried to avoid it, but eventually just gave up trying.  Otherwise, I painted backdrops.  I just wanted to stay out of the way and do whatever I could to not be on that stage and not be interacting with people.”  I took a breath, noticing that everyone was staring at me, completely dragged into the story.  I took another deep breath in and out and continued.  “The morning of the opening, something happened to the girl playing the lead.”
“Let me guess … she got mysteriously injured,” said Jasmine.
I nodded.  “She fell down some stairs and broke her ankle.  She said someone pushed her, but there were a lot of people there at the time, and no one saw anything except her going down.”
“So you had to play the lead,” said Kootch.
“Yes.  And Jerry was the lead male role.  He’s big.  On the basketball team.  At the end of the play we had to kiss.  I was able to avoid touching him for almost the entire play, but at the end, there was no way to avoid it.  I tried to tell the teacher and Jerry that I had a cold sore, but they didn’t believe me.  Or maybe they didn’t care, I don’t know.  I tried to turn my head, but Jerry kissed me, right on the mouth.  It was all over after that.  He became obsessed.”
“Yeah, that happens to me all the time,” joked Jasmine.  “I have to beat them off with a stick.”
I frowned at her.  It wasn’t funny at all, what had happened.  To me or Jason.
“Jasmine, try to be sensitive, would you please?”  Mrs. Butts was frowning at her daughter.
Jasmine looked down, her face turning pink.  “Shit.  Sorry.  Lost my mouth for a second there.”
“Oh, there’s something new,” said Kootch, and for once, Jasmine didn’t hit him.
“We had to do the play several times.  The school had sold out shows for four nights. By the last night, Jerry was convinced we were meant to be together.  He started stalking me, trying to catch me alone.  He even came to my house and tried to break in.  The last straw was when he grabbed me in a back hallway and forced me into a stairwell.”  My face burned bright red, the shame overtaking me.
“What happened?” asked Kootch, no longer joking or goofing around.
“We don’t need to know anymore,” said Mrs. Butts.  “You’ve told us enough.”
I breathed out a sigh of relief.  “Anyway, my parents packed us up and moved us away the next day, and now here I am.”  I shrugged, embarrassed about having all their eyes on me.
“What happened to Jerry?” asked Malcolm.
“We filed a restraining order against him.  I never saw him again, so I don’t know.”
“Wow.  That’s messed up,” said Jasmine.  “I’m sorry I joked around about it.  That was lame.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said.
I got it, where she was coming from.  My life is a mess.  Joking about it made sense for someone who lived like she did in this cocoon of love and security.  I couldn’t be mad at her for that.
“So what’s that got to do with anything?” asked Malcolm.  He sounded angry.  “Why did she need to pour her heart out like that?”
“Well, a couple things,” said Mr. Butts.  “First, if in fact her father is not her father, that means we have possibly two groups involved and not just one.”
“How so?” asked Kootch, hanging on his every word.
“Think about it … Holder and Derek were wondering if Rae was a certain person.  If they were in with another group who did know who she is, they wouldn’t need to try and figure that out.”
“So you’re saying there are two groups who may have competing interests.”  Mrs. Butts wasn’t asking; she was putting the pieces together and talking out loud.
I, personally, was lost.
“Yes.  So Rae gets moved to this area and there are at least two entrenched assets, Holder and Derek, waiting for her arrival.”
“How is that even possible?” asked Malcolm.  “There are thousands if not hundreds of thousands of schools around the country.  What are the chances they’d pick the one place where these two turds are and have been for years?  I’ve known about Derek for like four years at least.”
“Any number of ways,” said Mrs. Butts.  “Without even mentioning the power of other Influencers, I’d say that whoever is handling Rae could have a list of safe areas on his computer that got hacked.  Or someone from the other faction could have dropped the idea in her father’s head that this was a good place for her.  We don’t know what it is for certain, but it’s not impossible.  In fact, it’s very possible.”
“What do you mean, other Influencers?” I asked.
“Yeah, good question,” said Kootch, leaning in and looking at Mrs. Butts for an explanation.
“Like we mentioned before … you two are not the only ones of your kind.”  She looked right at me and then Malcolm.  Despite Malcolm holding my hand under the table, the panic crept back in.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen: Malcolm
 
ALL OF THESE CONSPIRACY THEORIES Jasmine’s parents were throwing out there were pretty unbelievable, but this last one, that there might be others out there like us, had me curious.  It’s something I’d always wondered about but never thought I’d get any answers to.
Mrs. Butts continued.  “What I mean is, you two are what we call Influencers.”
“We?  Who’s we?” asked Kootch.
“Our colleagues.  We’re involved in many covert operations, some of them involving reports of people with special … gifts.”
“Kootch, if you say another word, I’m going to give you a beanbag piercing while you sleep,” warned, Jasmine, not even looking at him.  Her attention was focused on Mrs. Butts.
Kootch glowered at her, but said nothing, his hands moving to his lap to protect his jewels.
Mr. Butts picked up the explanation.  “There are reports of Influencers both in our country and abroad.  The nearest we can make out, they have the ability to influence how people’s senses work.”
Mrs. Butts continued where he left off.  “…Seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, all of that.  They can change how people sense things.  But you’re the first we know of who can affect emotions.”
“What do you mean, you have reports?” I asked, thinking that right now Kootch was probably wanting to yell about them being conspiracy nuts, but was too afraid of getting attacked by Jasmine.  I didn’t blame him for keeping quiet.  She looked like she meant it.
“We’ve intercepted communications about them from different sources, but we haven’t actually come into contact with any until we met you two,” said Mrs. Butts.  “The reports we have lead us to believe that there are people like you out there, being used or groomed to be used for different purposes.”
“And you think that’s what was happening to me?” asked Rae.  She didn’t sound as upset as I expected her to.  Just curious.
“Possibly.  Maybe even likely,” responded Mrs. Butts.  “But we won’t know until we do some digging.  And in the meantime, we need to keep you safe.”
“We’ve contacted a couple of friends who will be here soon,” said Mr. Butts.  “Malcolm and Rae, we need you to be ready to leave in the next thirty minutes.”
“Where are we going?” Rae asked.  Now she sounded really scared.
“To a safe place.  I’m not going to tell you the location.  I don’t want Jasmine or Kootch to know it.”
“Oh, man.  I can keep a secret.”  Kootch looked offended.
“No one can keep a secret.  No one.”  Mr. Butts had never looked so serious, not even when he was insisting I shoot him up with the darkness.  It made me wonder if he’d ever been tortured by enemy forces so he’d confess.
“Wow, geez, okay.”  Kootch stood.  “So what do you need me to do?  If you give me a gun I can watch the front door.”
“No guns,” said Mrs. Butts, a small smile on her lips.  “But thank you for your offer.  We just need you to keep as quiet as you can about what happened with Rae and Malcolm. But if someone puts you under pressure and you talk, it’s okay.  They’ll be safe as soon as they’re away from here.”
Kootch frowned.  “I don’t care what anybody says or does to me.  I’m not talking.  Your secrets are safe with me.”  He looked at me and Rae.  “I hope I see you soon.  Life hasn’t been this interesting since Jasmine pissed her pants in the fourth grade.”
Jasmine punched him hard in the arm.  “I didn’t pee!  That was spilled water, assmunch!  I’ve told you a thousand times, so get it through your thick skull.”
He winked at us and jabbed a thumb in her direction.  “I smelled it.  It was pee.”
“You’re sick.”  Jasmine stood up and left the kitchen eating area, storming out of the room.
Kootch stood there giggling silently and holding his stomach.  “Oh, man.  Gets her every time.”
Jasmine’s parents ignored him.
“Rae, if you want to leave a note for your parents, you can do that,” said Mrs. Butts. “I know you don’t want them to worry, so we’re happy to pass it on for you.”
She shook her head.  “You can just tell them if you want.  That I’m safe and happy and they should stop looking for me.”
“It would be better if it was written in your handwriting,” said Mr. Butts.  “If they are who we think they are, they’ll authenticate.  If nothing else, it will help your mom, maybe.”  He shrugged.  “Your call.”
“I’ll help you,” I said to Rae, wanting to ease the panic I saw on her face.
Mrs. Butts got up and came back with a pen and a piece of paper, passing Kootch as he left the room.  “No details, just assurances, okay?”  She smiled, stroking Rae’s head a couple times before leaving us alone at the table.
When Mr. Butts left, we were finally alone.
“Scared?” I asked, reaching up and moving a stray hair away from her face.
“Heck yes.  Aren’t you?”
“Of course.  I feel like Jasmine in the fourth grade.”  I grinned, trying to make Rae feel better.
“Ha, ha.”  She smiled for a second before frowning again.  “Do you believe all this?  Do you think it’s true?”
“I don’t know.  On one hand it sounds ridiculous.  Crazy and all that.  But then, on the other … not so much.  I mean, I could see it being true.  What’s hard for me to believe is that I’m involved in it, you know?”
She nodded.  “Yeah, I get it.”
“It’s like, my whole life, I’ve been invisible.  I’ve worked every day at not being noticed, and now all this shit is flying at me, and I’m in the center of it with you.”
“It’s my fault.”
I put my arm around her and squeezed.  “No, it’s not.  Maybe it’s your father’s fault or some company’s fault or something like that.  But we were born this way, and we can’t help it.  It’s not our fault that we do what we do.”
“You’re strong, Malcolm.  Stronger than me.  You’ve somehow come to terms with who you are.  I wish I could be more like you.”  She dropped her chin to her chest.
I used my finger under her chin to lift her face.  “No, I’m not strong.  At least not any stronger than you.  But I had a really bad experience like you did, and I decided after that happened that I just had to focus all my attention on getting away, being separate.  That’s why I’m having such a hard time convincing myself that you actually want to be with me.”
I couldn’t believe I’d just admitted that crap to her.  My face got hot with embarrassment.  Something about Rae always made me talk without thinking first.
“Do you want to talk about it?  What happened?” she asked.
“No.  Not really.”  I’d tell her if she really wanted me to.  She’d told her awful secret; it was only fair.
“Maybe someday you will,” she said, letting me off the hook.  And I wasn’t strong enough to put myself back on it and confess.  Her dimple came out with her smile.  “When we’re living in a cabin in Canada, you can tell me all your secrets.”
I grinned back.  “Or in a mud hut in New Mexico.”
“Where do you think they’re going to take us?” she asked, going serious again, picking up the pen and twirling it in her fingers.
“I have no idea.  But as long as you’re with me, I won’t care.”  I leaned in, putting my forehead against hers, whispering my innermost thoughts out loud.  “I hope I’m not a Rainbow.  I want this stuff to be real.”  My chest spasmed inside.
“You’re not a Rainbow, I promise.  I can spot them a mile away.  This is real.  It has to be.”  She was whispering too, and being this close to her, talking this intimately, made me go all warm.  My jeans started to get too tight in the crotch.
I kissed her gently on the lips.  “I want to be with you when no one else is around.”  All I could think about was seeing her skin.  Feeling it.  Lying down next to her in a bed somewhere, where no one would find us or bother us anymore.
She pushed towards me, licking my mouth with her moist tongue and kissing me back.  “Me too,” she whispered, reaching up to put her hand on my face.  Her fingers were cool.  Small.  The delicate touch of a girl, something I’d never felt before.  Not like this.
“Hey, sorry to break up the love fest, but your ride is going to be here in like five minutes and my mom wants that note,” said Jasmine.  She dropped a duffle bag on the floor.
Rae pulled away, her face going a cute pink color as she leaned back in her chair.  I stayed put, hoping I could calm myself down a little before I stood up and embarrassed myself.
“What’s that?” Rae asked, looking at the bag.
“Some clothes, make-up, and soap and stuff.  Hopefully where you’re going they’ll have those things, but just in case…”
Rae stood up and grabbed Jasmine in a big hug.  “Thank you so much, Jazzy Butts.  I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me.”
Jasmine patted her on the back.  “It’s not like you’re going forever.  I’ll see you again.  But you’re welcome.”  She looked at me over Rae’s shoulder.  “Sorry, dude.  I don’t have any guy clothes.  But Kootch is supposed to try and find you some of his stuff.”
“He doesn’t have to do that.  I’m good,” I said, finally standing.  I kept my hands in front of me to block the view of my pants.  Things hadn’t completely calmed down there yet.
Rae sat back down and quickly wrote out a note.  I only saw part of it; she was telling them she was fine and not to look for her.  Just as she was finishing, voices I didn’t recognize came from the side of the house near the garage.  They were as effective as a cold shower.  Thoughts of Rae and me together without clothes on disappeared in an instant.  I bent down to grab the duffle bag, carrying it for Rae as she and Jasmine finished their goodbyes.
“Come on.  Let’s go meet your ride,” said Jasmine, leaving us to follow her through the kitchen.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen: Rae
 
WE WALKED THROUGH THE HOUSE, but not to the front door like I’d been expecting.  Instead, we headed toward the interior garage door where two people were standing in the entrance.  A blonde woman and a guy with jet black longish hair wearing a hat stood waiting, staring at us with serious expressions that made me nervous.
“Change-up,” said Mr. Butts.  “Girls in the bathroom, men in the guest room around the corner.”
The woman walked over and gestured in my direction.  “Follow me.”
I looked at Malcolm, but he just shrugged.  I went with the stranger into the bathroom, more than a little worried about what was going to happen, but trusting that the Butts family was trying to help me.  The woman shut the door behind us.
“Hi, I’m Jennifer.”  She smiled as she reached up to the top of her head.  I nearly had a heart attack when she pulled her hair off.
“Oh my god … it’s a wig.”  I breathed out a sigh of relief.  Good news - no alien invasion today.
“Yes.  It’s a wig for you, actually.  Take your clothes off.”
Time to faint again.  “What?”
“We’re doing a change-up.  You’ll be leaving here as me, I’ll be staying here as you.  This is how it works.  Hurry up while we have no one on our tail.”
I wasn’t exactly sure what was happening, but I didn’t want to argue and make something bad happen.  Jennifer was quickly taking her clothes off, and in less than a minute was standing in front of me in a bra and underwear.  Hers were much prettier than mine.
“Here,” she said, handing me her blouse.
“I’m sorry … mine are dirty,” I said as she put on the t-shirt I wore to the party.
“Don’t worry about it.  I’m just going to go be seen around town and then I’ll take them off.”  She pulled on my khaki pants.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“I’m going to be you and try and attract your parents’ attention or the police or someone who might recognize you in these clothes, so they’ll have a nice false lead to follow while you’re headed out of town.”
I put on her jeans and then stepped back into my own shoes.  “Do you know where we’re going?”
“No idea.  It’s need to know basis, and I don’t need to know.”  She took out the ponytail she’d been wearing and settled her hair into my plain style, combing her fingers through it.  It wasn’t perfect, but it wasn’t completely far off either.  We even had a similar shade of brown.
“Put your hair up in this,” she said, handing me her elastic.  “Then put the wig on.  I’ll help you adjust it once it’s on your head.”
I’d never worn a wig before but had always wanted to.  Somehow I’d never pictured myself wearing one to hide from my parents.
I put my hair up into a bun at the nape of my neck and then flipped the wig upside down, pulling all the hair out of the cap part of it.  Leaning over a little, I put it on my head, flicking it all back when I stood straight again.  It looked like I was wearing a Lhasa Apso puppy on my head.  “If I were hiding in a pack of dogs, I might be able to blend.  Maybe not so much as a person, though.”
“Let me help you,” said Jennifer, reaching up to move the hair around and get it to hang straight.  “There.  That’s better.  Here, put this on.”  She reached into her bag and pulled out some lipstick.  Bright red.
“I look terrible in lipstick that color.”
“No, you don’t.  Because you’re not you, you’re me, and I look fabulous in red.”  She spared me a quick smile, before going back to her bag.  “Last but not least.”  She handed me some sunglasses.
I put the lipstick and the sunglasses on, checking myself out in the mirror when I was done, posing with some pouty lip action.  “I look so Hollywood right now.”
“That’s the idea.  You are as far from teen nerd as you could possibly be.”  She took a makeup wipe out of her bag and scrubbed at her lips, removing all traces of the red that had been glaring out at the world.
“Hey, that’s not nice, calling me a nerd.”  I gave her my best scolding look.  Most of it was hidden behind the sunglasses.
She lifted an eyebrow at me.  “Exhibit one.  Here’s you.”  She gestured to herself, waiting for the image to sink in.  Then she moved to stand next to me in the mirror.  “Exhibit two.  Look at the before and after.”
It was hard to deny the huge difference.  She’d erased about ten years off her appearance, and I’d gone from wallflower to starlet.  All it took was a wig, sunglasses, and some lipstick.  I smiled, thinking about how in this disguise and Malcolm with me, I could actually go shopping in a mall and buy and wear a stylish outfit.  Yes, it was a shallow thought, but it was also a huge dream I’d had since I was a little girl.  All I’d ever wanted was the freedom to be who I really am, who I could be, but all I’d ever been able to do was disappear.  So now I’d be disappearing one more time, but then afterwards maybe I could be normal for the first time in my life.  When I was far, far away from here.  I hoped their plan was to bring us to another country.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen: Malcolm
 
“CHANGE-UP, MAN.  TAKE OFF your shirt.”  The guy in front of me started unbuttoning the black shirt he was wearing.  “My name’s Bud, by the way.”
I backed up a few paces.  “Uh … no thanks.”  I wasn’t sure what he was about to do, but whatever it was, I wasn’t interested.
He pulled the shirt down his arms, stopping just to undo the buttons at his wrists before taking it off all the way.  “We don’t have a lot of time.  Take your shirt off and put this one on.”
I was relieved to know there wasn’t going to be any attempted man-touching going on.  “You want me to take my shirt off?  And put yours on?”
He stopped in mid strip.  “Are you hard of hearing or just retarded?”
“Not cool, man.  I have no idea what the hell is going on here.”
The guy paused for a moment.  “They didn’t give you the plan?”
“No.  I wasn’t even aware there was a plan.”
He sighed.  “Okay, sorry for harshing on you.  You’re leaving as me.  I’m staying as you.  Jen and I will go out after you’re long gone and be seen around town so we can keep the cops thinking you’re still here.  Get it?”  He reached up and pulled the top of his head off.
“That’s a wig,” I said, a little out of breath.  Part of me actually thought he was going to remove the top of his skull and show me that he’s some kind of go-go gadget robo cop.
“Yeah, it’s a wig.  You think I’d walk around with fucked up hair like this for real?”
I laughed in relief.  “I was kind of wondering.”
The guy smiled kind of evil-like.  “Yeah, well, glad you liked it so much, because it’s yours now.”  He threw it at me.
The black tangle bounced off my chest and landed on the floor.  I made no move to pick it up.
“Take your shirt off,” he urged.  “Hurry up.  I don’t want Jen giving us shit about taking too long.”
“Who’s Jen?”
“She’s my sometime partner and all-the-time pain in my ass.  That woman you saw out there with the red lips.”
“Oh.”  I lifted up the edge of my shirt, still not excited about the idea of wearing some stranger’s clothes.  He yanked the shirt away from me before it was completely off my arm.
I took his shirt from the ground and slid my arms into it, glad to find that it was freshly laundered.  It made me feel a little guilty to know he was going to be wallowing in my stale sweat.  That shirt had been through a lot in the last twenty-four hours.
“Get the hair on.  Come on.  We gotta beat feet.”
I picked up the black mess from the floor.  “This thing is so eighties.”
“You like the ponytail?  That was my add.”  He smiled, his expression telling me he was torturing me on purpose.
“Mmmm, not so much.”  I moved the hair around a little, trying to find out where I was supposed to put my head.
“Give it to me,” he said snatching it from my hands.  He shook it out, shoved some hair first to one side and then the other, and then slapped it onto the top of my head.  “Use the mirror.  Get it straight.”
I walked over to the small armoire and used the mirror on the front of it to adjust my new hair.  “No way does this look natural,” I said, frowning at my ugly self.  “I look like a drugged-out eighties rhythm guitarist in a shitty band.”
“Here, add this to your look.”  He handed me some sunglasses and a baseball hat.
“Oh, yeah,” I said, putting them on, “this looks sooo much better.”
He stood behind me, hands on hips, his aggravation reflected in the mirror.  “Do you or do you not want to get out of here undetected with your girlfriend?”
I didn’t argue the girlfriend part.  “Yeah.  I guess.”
“No, it’s either yes or no, man.  Don’t waste our time.  Every second counts.  Every second costs money and possibly lives.  You have to know what you want and then go after it.  This ain’t high school anymore.”
He was dead serious, I could tell by the hardcore expression on his face.  Even wearing my shirt, he was intimidating as hell.
“Lives?”  Of everything he’d said, that was the part that had really stuck.  Crazy.  No one’s risking lives, right?  Whose life would it be, anyway?  Mine?  Rae’s?
“Yeah.  Lives.  You get what we’re all about, right?”
“You’re like … commandos or something.”
“No, we’re not commandos.  We’re military contractors.  Independent security specialists.  We get paid the big bucks because we take big risks.  And right now a bunch of people are taking risks for your ass, and the least you could do is make it easier to not get someone jacked up or killed.”
I swallowed hard.  How had I gone from hiding in a bathroom in high school avoiding an over-eager Miserable to playing cat and mouse with commando freaks, nutjob parents, and cops?  Am I even awake?  I reached over pretending to brush some lint off my sleeve and pinched my arm really hard.  Ouch.  Shit.  I guess I am awake.
“Come on.  Maybe one of the chicks can help you with that hair.”  He walked out of the room, not looking back to see if I was doing what he said.
I didn’t respond, choosing instead to just follow him out of the room and hopefully get through this weird shit as quickly as possible.  I walked down the hall and out into the living room, joining Rae near the back of the couch.  She was facing away, toward the kitchen, so I leaned in near her shoulder and said in a quiet voice, “How fucked up is this?  I feel like a lunatic.”
She turned and nearly gave me a heart attack, smiling her head off.
“Rae?” I said, my voice coming out totally weak.
“Fooled  ya.  Pretty good, huh?”  Someone else’s voice was coming out of a face that wasn’t quite Rae’s.  But she was wearing Rae’s clothes and had her hair, too.
I backed away from her, bumping into someone behind me.  I spun around to find a blond with red lipstick standing only inches away.  “Sorry,” I said, looking down at the ground.  That’s when I saw her shoes.
“I know those sneakers,” I said, looking back up at the woman.
She was smiling at me and lifting her sunglasses.  “Boo.”
“Rae?” I asked again.  My brain was spinning.  Rae’d apparently done a change-up too, with that Jen lady Bud had been talking about.  “Holy crap. I totally didn’t recognize you.”  She looked like either a Hollywood celebrity or a big time hooker.  I wasn’t going to tell her that, though. She seemed downright cheerful.
“Nice wig,” she said.
“Ugh, let me help you,” said Jen, coming up to my side and reaching up to my face.
I flinched away from her, but she just kept coming, grabbing onto the wig and wiggling it around on my head.  “It’s not even centered.  You want to blow this whole thing?”
I stood up straighter once I realized she wasn’t there to attack me.  “I’ve never worn a wig before.  I don’t even know how to put one on.”  I felt it settling over my head tighter.  The heat building up under my own hair made the sweat begin to come out all over.  Soon I’d be dripping.  “This thing sucks,” I said.
“So does getting arrested and tortured,” said Jen, stepping back to admire her work.  “As good as it’s going to be.  Ready?”
She was talking to me, but I didn’t have an answer for her.  My concentration had gotten stuck on the word tortured.  The word arrested was pretty awful too.
Rae put her arm around mine, clinging to it like we were going out on a date or something.  “We’re ready.  What do we have to do?”
Mr. Butts had just come in from the garage.  “I put the coordinates into your GPS.  Get in the car and start driving.  Your bags are in the back seat.  Purse in the front has your wallets in it and two cell phones.  Stay at the location we’ve programmed in until you hear from us.”
Rae looked at Mr. Butts, her shiny happy expression changing to one of worry and fear.  I was right there with her, wondering what the hell he was talking about.
“Say what, now?” I asked.
Jen blew out a big breath.  “I really think you should have at least one of us going with them.”
“No.  You know the drill.  We have people waiting on the other end,” said Mr. Butts, frowning at her.  He looked at us next.  “You can do this.  It’s simple.  You get in the car and follow the directions.  We have locator beacons on the car, so we will know where you are at all times.  If you go off course, you’ll hear from us.  Your trip should take about fourteen hours going the speed limit.  Always go the speed limit, understand?”
He waited until we both nodded before continuing.
“You have IDs, credit cards, and cash in the wallets.  Use cash for food only.  Do not talk to anyone, do not make eye contact, and avoid cameras.  Every gas station store has them, so pay at the pump with the credit card. Keep your faces pointed at the ground.  Get food at grocery stores, not gas stations convenience stores.  Don’t stop to rest, just switch drivers every three hours or so.  One drives while the other sleeps.  Don’t leave the highway except for food.  Do you understand these instructions as I’ve given them to you?”
I nodded dumbly.  I felt numb, like I was in an end of the world scenario where if I didn’t follow everything to the letter, the whole planet was going to explode.
Rae’s question brought me out of my movie daze.  “Why are you worried about cameras?”
“Facial recognition software.  Keep the sunglasses on.  Hat on and low over the head,” he said, looking at me.  “Don’t let them get a straight shot of your face if you can help it.  Stay away from ATM machines and banks.  Keep the hat and glasses on even when driving on the highway or in town.”
“I’ll wreck the car,” I said.  “I can’t drive in the dark.”
“The lenses are specially treated.  You’ll see fine, both of you.”
“Won’t that be suspicious?” asked Rae.
“Better to be suspicious than photographed without them on.  Now it’s time to go.  Say your goodbyes.”  He moved out of the way and let Jasmine get close.  She’d been standing in the background, patiently waiting her turn.
The adults went out into the garage, leaving us standing in the house alone.  Kootch was behind Jasmine, his expression revealing nothing.
“I told you guys my parents would take care of everything.”
“I’m not even sure where we’re going,” said Rae.  “Do you know?”
“No, I have no idea.  I’m not on the need to know list,” said Jasmine.  “But it’ll be safe, you can bet your ass on that.”  She hugged Rae, speaking over her shoulder.  “Just stay together, you guys, no matter what.  Together you cancel each other out.  No one can find you if you’re normal.”  She pulled away and came for me.  I hugged her back awkwardly.  It felt weird to have her pressed up against me with Rae there watching.  She wasn’t bothered by it though, I could tell, but still…
“I’m glad your parents are keeping us together,” said Rae. “No way could I do this on my own.”
“Sure you could,” said Jasmine.  “You don’t need Malcolm to be strong.  But it will be more fun to have him there, I think.”  She winked at Rae, making her go pink in the face.
“Take it easy, man,” said Kootch, holding out his hand to me.  “Keep it real, but don’t forget about us … you know … when you get wherever.  Witch Mountain or whatever.”
I smiled.  “Nice.  Alien spaceship escape plan.”  I was joking, but for all I knew, that’s what they had planned for us.  I lost my smile immediately.
“Now remember,” said Jasmine, talking in low tones to Rae, “I’ve given you the secret word.  There are three more I want you to know about.  If you get a message from me and it doesn’t have one of these words in it, you ignore it, you hear me?  Treat it as bad news and ignore it completely.  Do the opposite of whatever it says.”
“What?” said Rae.  I was glad she asked the question so I wouldn’t feel like the only clueless idiot in the room.
“Codes.  Here they are …” She leaned over and whispered in Rae’s ear.  Then she pulled away.  “Got it?”
Rae nodded.
“If I send you a note or a message, it will have one of those words in it.  If you get a message that’s supposedly from me, but is missing one of those words?  Ignore it.  Get me?  And I’ll only use each word once.”
Rae nodded, a small smile coming out.  “But why do we need them?  Aren’t your parents handling everything?”
“Yes, they are.  And I have all the faith in the world in my parents.  But if the shizzle hits the fizzle, I’m going to be all up in your business, helping you stay clear, okay?  I promise you that.”
“Yeah, me too,” added Kootch.  “Me and Geneva are ready to go road tripping any time you need it.  Just say the word and we’re outta here.”
Jasmine stepped back until she was even with Kootch.  “We got your backs.  Now go get out of here and find your bliss. We have to erase any trace of you being here.”  She reached over to the hall table where a pair of pink kitchen rubber gloves were sitting.  She pulled one on and let it snap at the bottom.  “Come on, Kootchie Pie, time to de-fingerprint the house.”
“I’m pretty sure I’m busy right now,” he said.
“I’m pretty sure you are too.  Following my orders.  Come on.”  She walked past us, blowing us a kiss on the way.
Kootch followed, giving us a baleful look as he walked by.  “Thanks a lot, you two.  You probably touched the shit out of everything while you were here, too.”
Mrs. Butts stuck her head in from the garage.  “Come on, kids.  Time’s awastin’.  Get a move on.”
I took Rae by the hand and looked down at her, trying to see her eyes behind the sunglasses.  “You ready to do this?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said, squeezing my hand and gesturing for me to go to ahead of her into the garage.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen: Rae
 
WE SPENT THE FIRST FEW hours of the trip trying to wrap our heads around the idea that we were running away from home, finally doing what we’d always dreamed of.  Malcolm took the first driving shift, and I sat in the front passenger seat next to him.  The car was a small economy-sized model with two doors and a hatchback.  It was kind of hard to tell how this was all going to end up, since we didn’t even know where we were going.  Whether our escape would turn out like it always had in my dreams was still a mystery.
Conversation shifted to the concept of figuring out our destination.  The GPS system was only giving us directions, but efforts to find out the final stopping point hadn’t worked out so well.  At one point a voice had come over the system telling us to stop messing with the buttons.  Big Brother was definitely watching.  Maybe it should have scared me, but I found it oddly comforting to know we weren’t totally alone.  Malcolm and I avoided talking about personal things since we knew we could be overheard.
“We just passed a sign saying interstate sixty-five in five miles.  Do you think we’re going to go that way?” asked Malcolm.
“Maybe.  Where does it lead?”  I opened the glove compartment for the tenth time, hoping a map would magically appear.  No such luck, though.
“North.  That’s all I know,” said Malcolm, staring out the windshield, still wearing his ridiculous mullet wig.  He was one pitifully ugly boyfriend today.  I didn’t tell him that, though, because I didn’t want him to get upset and pull the disguise off.  I liked the idea of being different people for a while, at least until we were really, really far from my parents.  It probably helped that I felt beautiful in my get-up.
“Want to bet we’re going to Canada?” I asked.
“No, we can’t be going there.  They said it would take fourteen hours.  That’s not enough time.”
“So, north, but south of Canada.  Hmmm…  Detroit?”  I wasn’t much for geography, but I’d lived there once.  I think it was move number three in a very long list of moves.
“Maybe.  Or Chicago.”
“But I thought they were going to send us to the middle of nowhere,” I said, shutting the glove compartment.  The only thing in there was an ice scraper, a seat belt cutter, and the owner’s manual.
“We just assumed that.  Unless that lady Jen said something to you about it, we’re just guessing.”
“She said she wasn’t on the need to know list.”
“Neither was Bud.  I think it was Mr. Butts who put the coordinates into the GPS.”  He spoke louder.  “Mr. Butts?  Are you there?”
Only silence greeted his question.
I sighed heavily.  “This is boring.  I hate road trips.”
“They’re not so bad, really,” Malcolm said, a slight grin making his ugly disguise not quite so terrible.  “At least we’re going in the opposite direction as all those people looking for us.”
“We hope,” I said, not in the mood to cheer up.
He reached over and put his hand on mine, squeezing it.  “You’re not alone.  That’s got to be worth something, right?”  He glanced over and then went back to concentrating on the road.
My heart warmed at his gesture, some of my grumpiness slipping away.  “Yeah, that means something.  A lot, actually.  I’m glad it’s you in the car with me and not someone else.”
He smiled but said nothing.
We went silent again, the miles gliding past.  I was easily lost in my memories, wondering when and if I’d ever see my parents again.  I’d miss my mother for sure.  She always seemed weak, afraid.  Now that my father’s actual relationship to me was in question, I wasn’t missing him so much.  I picked my brain over for memories of him and our interactions, trying to find clues about when he’d entered my life and if he was really related to me by blood.
A couple hours later we stopped for gas, being very careful to follow Mr. Butts’ directions.  Malcolm did all the work, pumping the gas and using the credit card to pay.  When he came back into the car, I took it from him to put it back into the wallet.  “Thank you, Mr. …” I looked at the card, “… Williams.”
“You’re welcome, Mrs. Williams.”
I smiled.  Our fake IDs and credit cards made us either a married couple or brother and sister.  I avoided the subject of talking about it, too embarrassed to confess I kind of liked the idea of playing house with Malcolm.
Being with him made me feel like a little girl, unsure and completely in the dark about what made boys tick and what they were thinking.  The last thing I wanted to do was get all excited about being with him as more than friends and have him reject me outright.  Better to just cruise along and wait for him to do something.  That kiss at the party was like a million years ago, and so much had happened since, it was stupid to think we could just pick up where we’d left off.  Right now was like starting from square one.
“Are you ready to take a shift of driving?” Malcolm asked, yawning when he was done with his question.
“Sure.  Do you want to stop for lunch and we can trade then?”
“Yeah, okay.  There’s an exit in a mile.  We can get off and find a grocery store.  We’ll eat and change spots so I can get a nap.  My eyes are having a hard time staying open.”
After exiting the highway, I waited in the car as Malcolm went into the grocery store we found a mile down the road.  As I sat in the hot vehicle, I wondered where we’d end up.  Would it be an apartment or a house?  In a city or the country?  Or maybe the mountains?  Would we have our own rooms?  Imagining myself sleeping in the same bed as Malcolm made my whole body go warm from the inside.  Now I was sweaty from the sun and my dreams.  Dammit. Get your head out of the gutter, Rae!  Sleeping with Malcolm should be the last thing on your mind.
As if he’d heard me thinking out loud, he appeared at the front of the car, giving me a weird smile.  I tried to calm my racing heart by breaking eye contact and focusing on opening his door for him from inside.  I was in the driver’s seat now.
“What’d you get?” I asked as he strapped himself in and we left the parking lot, headed back to the highway.
“Sandwiches, water, juice, and Oreos.”
I smiled.  “I love Oreos.”
“Me too.  It’s my favorite cookie.”
“Mine too!  You’re the only one I’ve ever met who hasn’t said chocolate chip is their favorite.”
“I won’t walk away from a chocolate chip, but Oreos are better.  Two cookies and frosting.  It’s like cookies and cake at the same time.”
I grinned hugely.  “I never thought about it like that, but I like it.”
“Stick with me, Rae, I’ll turn you on to all kinds of things.”
My grin stayed, but faltered.  His choice of words had my pulse pounding so loud I could hear it in my ears.  Just relax, Rae.  He’s not making a move.  He doesn’t feel that way about you.  Just drive.
I gripped the steering wheel really hard, pointing the car back onto the highway and taking the interstate sixty-five junction, headed north.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen: Malcolm
 
I COULDN’T BELIEVE I ACTUALLY said that.  I’ll turn you on to all kinds of things.  What am I? A perv?
I tried to change the subject, talking about the benefits of eating turkey over ham.  Like a runaway idiot train, I couldn’t seem to stop myself.  Eventually she just responded by nodding her head, so I took the hint and finally got my mouth to shut up.  As soon as I finished my food I put my head on the window and forced myself to go to sleep.  Better to sleep and be oblivious to my own stupidity for a little while than be awake wallowing in it.
I woke up a couple hours later with drool going down my cheek and a crick in my neck.
“What time is it?” I asked, sitting up straighter and blinking my eyes a few times hard, trying to clear the sleep fuzziness away.
“Almost four.  We’re getting close to Illinois.  I’ll bet we’re going to Chicago.”
“Why do you say that?” I asked, staring at the highway I could finally see normally again.  It looked mostly the same, maybe with more trees off to the sides.
“I don’t know.  I keep seeing signs for it.  Like literal signs, not imaginary ones.”
I scrubbed my face, trying to wake up.
Rae glanced over at me and giggled.  “Better fix your wig.  You look a little demented.”
I flipped the mirror down and gazed at my reflection in horror.  I don’t think I’ve ever looked so down and out in my entire life.  “What’s become of me?” I said, being overly theatrical on purpose.  I was still feeling stupid about what I’d said to Rae earlier.  Laughter was the distraction I was going for.
She rewarded me with another giggle.  “It is pretty awful.  Luckily you have a handsome face.”
The car got quiet again.  I hated these awkward moments between us and wished we could get to know each other better so they wouldn’t happen anymore.  But I’d spent my whole life pushing people away, so I had no idea how to get close to another human being.  It was time to face facts: I am socially retarded.
“Do you think we’ll have an apartment?  If it’s in Chicago?”
“Maybe.  Or a hotel, possibly.”
“Yeah, like one of those sleazy ones where the front desk guy wears a stained undershirt and smokes a cigar.”
I smiled.  “I think you’ve watched too many bad spy movies.”
“Hey, we’re in a spy movie right now.  I’ve been going over all the spy techniques I know, just in case we have to use them later.”  She sounded serious.
“Yeah, okay.  Like what spy techniques?”  This was going to be good.  Rae is kinda goofy, but I liked it.
“Code words, for one.”
“Jasmine gave you some more, right?  Why?”
“To communicate with us.  You heard her.”
“But why just you?”
“I don’t know.  But I’ll tell them to you, if you want.”
She opened her mouth to say them but I waved my hand in her face, cutting her off.  When she looked over in confusion, I gave her a signal telling her to wait, and then I pointed to the GPS.  Someone could listen in on our conversations, maybe, so it was probably better that she not say anything to me right now.  She nodded, recognition dawning.
“Just kidding,” she said.  “It’s need to know, and you don’t need to know.  So … um … the other things I was thinking about were like, not using cell phones that can be traced.  My dad had a tracer on mine, so I know that’s real technology that can be used to find us.”
“They gave us these phones, so they’re probably okay, right?”  I picked one up and turned it over, wondering if I should pry the battery off and look behind it.
“Yeah, of course.”  Then she frowned at me and shrugged, like maybe her answer wasn’t a yes.  If she was saying that maybe there would come a time that we would cut ourselves off from the Butts group, I was in complete agreement.  In my mind, I owed allegiance to no one but Rae.  And maybe Jasmine and Kootch, too, but they were a distant second to Rae.
“Anything else?” I asked her.
“Maybe.  But you know, they’re top secret.  Need to know.”  She pointed to the GPS.
“And I don’t need to know is that it?” I asked, winking at her.
“Egggg-zactly.”  She grinned at me.
I know it’s stupid, but the idea that we had a secret together, something even the Butts group didn’t know, made me feel really happy inside.  I knew that if the crap hit the fan at any point in this thing - this adventure or cluster fuck, I wasn’t sure which it was right now - I could count on Rae.  And we needed to stick together, no matter what.  Maybe later when we were safe and on our own we could decide whether to stay that way, but for now, we were better off together than apart.  If she got caught up in some group trying to use her for her Rainbow power or whatever, I’d feel terrible about it.  I might even be tempted to go save her, so it was better if we just didn’t get separated in the first place.
“Rae.”
“Yeah.”
“I want to say something to you.”
“Okaaay.  I’m listening.” She glanced at me and then the GPS, worry creasing her face.
“But I gotta take a leak first.  Can you pull over for a minute?  I won’t be long.”
“Can’t you wait?” she asked, sounding confused.
My spy tactics apparently needed work.  “Nope.  I have to go now.  It’s pants wetting time if you get my drift.”
She put on the turn signal and pulled onto the shoulder.  I got out, waving for her to join me.
“I’m going to get out too, but I won’t watch, I promise,” she said, a little too loudly to sound natural.
Whatever.  I didn’t care if they knew we were talking out of earshot.  I wasn’t even sure if they were listening to us or not, but I wanted to be cautious just in case.
“What’s up?” she asked, coming up next to me.  We were faced out into the trees, about ten feet away from the car.
“I just wanted to say some stuff to you before, you know…”
“Before what?”
“Before we get to our destination.  Before we find out what’s going on or before we have to use your killer spy skills or whatever.”
She smiled.  “Do you doubt my skills?”
“Yeah, kinda.  But anyway, I wanted to say that no matter what, I think we should stick together.”
Her face turned a little pink and she looked at the ground.
I continued, knowing I was probably burying myself in stupid, but feeling like I had to get it all out there once and for all.  “I know you don’t know me, and I don’t know you that much either.  I mean, we kissed and all, and that was awesome, believe me.  But as a person, I don’t know you.”
“Yeah, I get it.”  She sounded sad.
I took her hand.  “But I want to know you.  And I think … no I know that I really like you.  I want to spend time with you and laugh at stuff with you and drive all over the damn country if I have to with you.”
She looked up, her eyes a little shiny.  “You do?”
“Yeah.  And I have a feeling that the crap is going to hit the fan soon, and when that happens, I’m going to be with you.  I’m on your side.  If we have to choose sides, I choose yours.”
“I choose yours too,” she said, taking a step closer to me.
I reached down and took her other hand.  “I’m glad.  I really am.”
“You sound surprised.”  She was looking up at me with those beautiful eyes of hers.  Even with the silly wig and blood-red lipstick, she still blew me away.  And that dimple couldn’t be hidden away under any disguise.  I’d know Rae anywhere.
“I guess I am surprised,” I admitted.  “It’s just … in my whole life, girls have only liked me when they were really unhappy people.  It’s impossible for me to love someone like that.  Not really.”
“What do you mean, ‘not really’?”
I looked over her head for a few seconds, lost in memories.  “I had a thing happen once.”  I could still see the girls face and remember the last time I spoke to her.
“Was it a girl? An old girlfriend?”
I let out a big breath.  “I don’t know.  I guess.  I thought I liked her.  I let my guard down and kind of got close to this one girl.  But it was a total disaster.  A big mistake that she paid for. After it happened, I knew I could never be with another girl again.”  I squeezed her fingers.  “Until now.”
She gulped visibly.  “What happened to  her?”
I didn’t want to answer.  I don’t even know why I brought it up.  I guess I just wanted her to know that I don’t just fall for girls easily.  I don’t let myself, and I swore to myself I never would again.  Standing here, talking to Rae like this, allowing myself to feel these feelings … it was such a huge risk.  I hoped I was making the right decision.
I opened my mouth to answer her, but a voice cut me off.  “Hey!  What are you guys doing?  Get in the car and keep driving!”
“What the hell?” I said, staring at the car.
“I knew they were listening to us,” said Rae in a low tone.
“That’s kind of annoying,” I said, embarrassed that I’d almost just confessed one of my most awful secrets on the side of the road like that.  Saved by the GPS man.
“I liked the idea at first but now it’s just annoying,” she said.
One of the cell phones rang.
Rae sighed loudly.  “Fine.  We’ll continue this later.”  She stood on tiptoes at the same time she pulled down on my hands, forcing me to bend over towards her.  She kissed me right on the mouth, surprising me with her sudden boldness.  “That’s for now.  Later, when we’re alone, maybe we can do it better.”  She grinned, her dimple sinking in deep.
I couldn’t keep the goofy grin off my face.  “Sounds fun.”  Slick words escaped me, but she didn’t seem to care.  She was smiling the whole way back to the car, even while she was grabbing the phone and turning it on.
“Hello?” she answered.
I watched as she nodded her head a few times.
“Okay.  Goodbye.”  She got into the passenger seat.  “Your turn. We have to drive.  No more stopping, they said.”
I went around the to the driver’s side, getting in and buckling up.  We looked at each other for a few long seconds, both of us serious now.  I nodded once at her and she nodded back.  The message was clear.  We’re a team and maybe something a little more, too.  As soon as we were safe from the most immediate threat, we’d get started on finding out just how much more.
I started the car and pulled out onto the highway, following the signs north.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen: Rae
 
I’D NEVER BEEN TO CHICAGO before today.  Pulling into the city was like a totally surreal moment for me.  The buildings started out shorter and more spread apart, but the closer we got to the main part of the city and out of the suburbs, the skyscrapers took over the views.  There was glass and stone everywhere, with big trees and fountains mixed in to create the most amazing atmosphere.  It was way better than I’d ever imagined.
“You were right.  It’s Chicago,” said Malcolm.  “We have less than a mile left until our destination.”
“It has to be an apartment,” I said.  “There are no houses in this part of town.”
“Yeah, you’re right.  Or a hotel.”
“I wonder how long we’re going to be here.”  Maybe it would be long enough to discover the city a little bit.  I hoped they weren’t planning to keep us locked up and out of sight the entire time we were here.  The idea made me feel like an animal in the zoo.  And that idea made me want to visit the zoo.  I’d bet Chicago had an awesome one.
“What’s wrong?” asked Malcolm, glancing at me for a second before turning his attention back to the traffic.  It was late at night and dark, almost midnight.
“Just wishing we could be tourists here.  It’s so amazing.”  It was surprising how much traffic there was on a Saturday night in the middle of the city.  I watched a marble and glass building slide by as we crawled our way down the street.  I couldn’t stop myself from putting my fingers on the window, wanting to reach out and touch it.
“Yeah.  But I doubt we’re going to be seeing much of this place.  These disguises are too awful to work close up and in the daylight.”
“Speak for yourself,” I said, puffing up the bottom of my wig. “I can totally pull this off in public.”  I grinned.
“Except for that hunk of brown hair hanging out on your forehead, maybe.”  He smirked.
I pulled the mirror down and saw that he was right.  My bun under the wig was falling apart.  “Oh well.  We’re almost home now anyway.”
Home.  The word sounded so weird, considering where we were.
The GPS voice came out over the car’s speaker.  “You have reached your destination.  Please take the envelope out from under the driver’s seat and follow the directions.  Do not deviate from the plan.  Keep your cell phones close.  We’ll be in touch.”  I couldn’t tell if the voice was pre-recorded or live.  It had an almost robotic tone to it.
Malcolm pulled over on the side of the road behind a parked SUV and put the car in park.  After turning off the ignition, he reached under his seat and pulled out a manila envelope, handing it to me.
I opened the flap and pulled out some papers.  Dumping the envelope upside down made some keys fall out into my lap.
“What’s it say?” asked Malcolm as I looked at the top page.
I read it aloud:
“You will be staying in the gray building on the north side of the street, number one-eight-one-nine.  Ride the elevator to the tenth floor.  Use the short, round key to open the elevator doors on that floor.  Use the other key to open the door on that floor, Letter C.  There’s food in the fridge for the next few days.  Stay inside.  Don’t let anyone in.  Don’t speak to anyone.  Don’t call anyone outside of the numbers pre-entered on the phones.  Don’t make noise.  We’ll be in touch.”
“Does it say what to do with the car?” Malcolm asked, taking the top paper from me.
I looked at the second paper.  More instructions.  “Directions for the car.  Drive around to the next block to find the entrance to the underground parking garage for the building.  Park the car in space number four-four-two.  Leave the keys in the apartment on the kitchen counter. Do not drive the car anywhere.  Stay in the apartment until you are contacted.”
“I guess that answers my question,” said Malcolm, handing the first sheet back to me.  “Do you see which direction I have to go to get to the parking garage?”
“I think it was back there,” I said, pointing to where we’d just come from.
“I’m going to park the car now, unless you want to go up first,” he said, his hand poised on the keys in the ignition.
“No, go park.  We’ll stay together.”  His responding smile warmed me to my toes.  No way did I want to be alone without him in this big city, even for a minute.  I was glad he was okay with that and didn’t treat me like a weenie, even though I was probably acting like one.
Malcolm pulled out into traffic and made his way around the block, getting a little sidetracked with the one-way streets.  We passed a really cool looking sushi place, which reminded me that I hadn’t had any of my favorite food in a long time.  When I was with my parents, they sometimes got some sushi to-go so I could indulge in my craving for the stuff at home.  It was the one meal my mother couldn’t make, and sitting in a restaurant was never an option for me when I was with them.  It was so unfair we were banned from going outside.  I frowned as it went by my window.  The restaurant was crowded, telling me they had awesome sushi.  I could already picture a glob of green wasabi paste floating in soy sauce…
We parked under the building and found the elevator that would take us up to the apartment.  The little key was kind of weird, but the elevator doors wouldn’t open until we figured out how to use it and got it to work.  The small lobby area of the floor we were staying on was nothing fancy, but the apartment itself was amazing.  The furniture was very contemporary and everything was so clean and shiny it looked like a team of maids had just walked out the door.
“Whoa,” said Malcolm, stopping just inside the entrance.
“Nice,” I said, walking into the living room and dropping the duffel bag I’d taken from the car to the ground.  I hadn’t even looked inside the bag yet, much more interested in the view from ten floors up.  I walked over to the big windows, planning to push aside the drapes and look out, but they wouldn’t move.  I frowned, jerking and pushing them to the side.
“Better not,” said Malcolm, standing in the kitchen, holding up some papers.
Looking over my shoulder at him, I scowled.  “What?  More instructions?”
“Yep.”  He read the paper out loud. “Do not open the curtains.  Do not leave the door open or unlocked.  Do not play music or make noise.”
“Do not, do not, do not.  I’m already tired of all the do-nots I keep hearing,” I said, letting go of the stiff curtains.  I gave them one last look before joining Malcolm in the kitchen.  I wasn’t done with trying to get them open.  If we didn’t have the lights on inside, what harm could it do to just see the city?
“What’s for dinner?” I asked as I made my way over.
Malcolm was standing in front of the open fridge.  “TV dinners.  Decent ones, looks like.  Couple pizzas too.  Milk.  Juice.  Coke. Ice cream.”  He looked at me.  “Hungry?”
I smiled.  “Maybe for some ice cream.”
“Me too.”  He pulled the container out and put it on the counter.  We hunted around, looking for bowls and spoons.  Five minutes later we were in the living room on the couch, our duffle bags next to us and our bowls of ice cream in hand.
“Yums,” I said around a big mouth full of chocolate sweetness.
“Man, this hits the spot.” Malcolm shoved a huge spoonful into his mouth.
“The last time I had ice cream was … months ago,” I said, taking another bite.
“Nah,” said Malcolm, digging around in his bowl for his next monster bite.  “You had some in your shake at McD’s the other day.  Remember?”
I stopped eating, frozen in place for a few seconds as I thought back.  “Can you believe that was just a couple days ago?”  I looked at Malcolm wondering if it blew his mind like it did mine.
“No.  It’s nuts.”  He waved his spoon around at the room.  “We’re in Chicago?  In a high rise apartment?  No.”  He shook his head, back to spooning out ice cream.  “This isn’t real.  I’m just having a big gnarly dream right now.  I’m going to wake up soon, so I want to hurry up and finish this ice cream first.”  The rest of the dessert went into his mouth, possibly breaking a world record for the biggest bite of dairy product ever taken.
“Don’t choke to death,” I said, stirring mine around, trying to make it melt faster.  I preferred a milk shake in a bowl.
He put his bowl on the glass coffee table.  “I want to see what’s in these bags,” he said, unzipping the one closest to him.  “Ow, shit … brain freeze.”  He stopped, his eyes crossing as he winced.
I laughed, watching him battle the ice cream freezing his throat.  I took a cautious bite of my own, making sure to let it melt on my tongue before swallowing.  I hate brain freezes.
When he recovered, he pulled out some t-shirts, jeans, toiletries and a couple books.  “This must be my bag,” he said, holding up a shirt that had a beer company logo on it.
I put my bowl down on the coffee table and opened the other duffel.  I found much of the same thing.  At the bottom of the bag, though, was something different.  Whatever it was, it was heavy and shoved into a sock.  Something inside it crinkled.
“What’s that?” asked Malcolm, looking in his bag a second time, trying to find something like it but coming up empty-handed.
“I have no idea.”  I peered into the top of the sock, stretching the edges open.  All I saw was paper, but the thing was way too heavy to be just that.
“Open it,” he said.
I handed it to him.  “You do it.”
He smiled.  “It’s not a bomb.”  Then he frowned.  “At least I hope it’s not a bomb.”
He reached into the sock and pulled the thing out gingerly.  It had a piece of school notebook paper wrapped around it.  “Here,” he said, pulling the paper off and giving it to me.
My eyes scanned the page.  “It’s a note from Jasmine.”
Malcolm and I stared at the thing in his hand.  It was black, some kind of electronic device maybe.
I read the first line of the paper silently and put my finger to my lips, telling Malcolm not to say anything.  Leaning close to him and holding the paper between us so we could see it together, I finished reading to myself.
Hey, Rae-Rae. It’s me.  I’m eating some popcorn now.  It’s my fave snack.  Anyway, this is a bug detector.  The buttheads who work with my parents sometimes get a little nosey.  Thought you’d like to know when you’re being listened to.  So before you and Malcolm get it on anywhere, better do a sweep and make sure you’re not being recorded, know what I mean?  Ha ha.  Maybe I’ll see ya soon.  My phone number’s in the cell you got.  I made sure of it.  Don’t tell anyone about this equipment I snuck in here.  It’s from my dad’s stash and he’d probably be pissed.  I’m pretty sure it’s expensive.  Toodles. JB
Malcolm stood and flicked a switch on the side of the bug detector.  He waved it around the room while he watched a tiny screen on the front.  Frowning, he brought it down and shook it a few times.  Shrugging at me, he held it out again, getting up and slowly walking around the room.
He stopped all of a sudden, right near the front hall table.  Running the device in the air around the table, he finally slowed down by one of the back legs.  A light was going on and off until he got there; then it went on and stayed on.
I followed Malcolm into the bathroom where he didn’t find anything, then through both bedrooms where we found listening devices on the bedside tables.  We went back to the bathroom and shut the door behind us.  I turned the water on in the sink.
“What are you doing?” asked Malcolm, shutting the device off.
“Blocking out any noise,” I said.  “I saw it in a movie once.”
“What the hell, man?  They’re spying on us,” he said, scowling at the door.
“Of course they are.  They’re probably making sure we don’t leave and also listening in just in case someone comes in here.”
“Who’d come in here besides us or one of them?”
I shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Bad guys.”
Malcolm half smiled.  “Bad guys.  I thought I was the bad guy.”  He put the bug detector on the bathroom counter.  “So we have to hide in the bathroom if we want to talk.  That sucks.”
“Yes and no.  We can move one of those bugs out of the bedroom and both sleep in the same one, if you want … if you want to be able to talk before we sleep and not be standing in here.”  My face went red as I realized what I was suggesting.  I quickly tried to cover it up.  “Or we could move them both out of the rooms and have our own private areas.  Whatever you want.”
“Nah.  If we move them both, they’ll probably get suspicious.  Let’s just pick the room we like best and move the bug out of there.  And right before we go to sleep I’ll go in to the one with the bug and say goodnight to you and you can say goodnight back, and they’ll think you’re a fast sleeper or something when they don’t hear anything else all night.”
“Okay.  That works for me.”  I tried to mask my excitement at sleeping in the same room with him.  I didn’t envision anything actually happening, except maybe a little kissing if I was lucky, but I was really happy to not be sleeping alone.  Our one night together on the cots had been nice.  It should have been too stressful to sleep, but with him holding my hand like he had, it wasn’t.  Having Malcolm next to me made all the craziness that was going on seem not quite so out there.
“Which bedroom did you like best?” he asked, looking around the bathroom like there were really interesting things to see on the walls and ceilings.
“The one with the gold bedspread.”
“Okay.  Let’s go move the table into the other room.  Follow my lead.”
“Ten four,” I said, turning off the water.
He walked out of the room and I followed behind, wondering if we’d be able to pull this off and what would happen next if we did.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty: Malcolm
 
I LEFT THE BATHROOM, TRYING to focus on the job ahead of me and not the bed I’d be sleeping in later.  With Rae.  I wasn’t sure if she meant for me to sleep on the floor, but I was going to try and get in that bed with her; not so I could make my big move or anything, but mainly because I wanted to try and get a good night’s sleep after all the craziness we’d been through.  Of course, if she decided she wanted to kiss me or whatever, I wasn’t going to fight her off.
I walked into the room we planned to sleep in and stopped in front of the table.  “Goodnight, Rae. Have a good sleep.”  I gestured at her, trying to prompt her to answer.  She looked confused at first but then brightened up.
“Oh, um, yeah.  Goodnight, Malcolm.  Sweet dreams.”  Her dimple appeared, and I couldn’t help but smile back.  Now who’s playing spy kid?
I waved at the bed and she took the hint, pulling back the covers and bouncing around a bit, trying to make the noises of a soon-to-be sleeping person.  After a couple of rolls and loud sighs, I took the lamp off the table where the bug was and put it on the floor.  Lifting the nightstand up, I carried it out of the room as quietly as I could, leaving it in the living room as far from the bug in the front hall as possible.  I wasn’t sure if there could be interference from two bugs being too close, but I hoped not.   
I went into the other bedroom and whistled a little, pretending to get ready to sleep.  I pulled down the sheets and got into bed.  I let out a big burp for good measure.  Once a minute or two had passed, I slipped out of the room and went back to join Rae in her room.  She was sitting in the middle of the bed with both duffel bags next to her.
I shut the door behind me, making sure not to speak until I was well away from it.
“Are we good?” she asked.
“All set.  We can talk freely here, I think.  I hope.”
“We just have one problem,” she said, looking down at the duffels.
“What’s that?”  I asked, hoping she wasn’t going to say she couldn’t sleep with me.
“We forgot to brush our teeth.”  She held up toothbrushes and toothpaste.
“Let’s just go together and do it at the same time, so if they hear it from the front hall they’ll just think it’s you.”
She slid off the bed with the stuff in her hands and joined me in the bathroom.  We brushed together, making goofy faces over our foamy mouths.
“I’b nebber brufft my teef wif a boy before,” she said, spitting goop all over the place.
“Me neever,” I said, choking and laughing on the minty paste I accidentally inhaled.
We were grinning our heads off by the time we got back to the room.  I don’t know about her, but I was mostly feeling goofy because of what I was hoping would happen next.  I’d never slept in the same room as a girl, and Rae was no ordinary girl, besides.  I could still remember how she felt against me, and I wanted more of that.  But I didn’t want to take advantage of her when she was scared and away from her parents for the first time.  That would be a total dick move, and I didn’t want to mess this up, whatever it was between us.
“You have to close your eyes while I change,” she said shyly.  “I can’t sleep in these clothes.”
I threw myself down onto the bed, dragging a pillow over to cover my eyes.  “Go ahead.  I’m blind now.”  I could picture what she was doing, though, and had to turn on my side to hide my excitement.  I was guessing my imagination was almost as good as what I’d see right now if I moved the pillow away.  It took all my strength to keep it there.
The bed jiggled and dipped down next to me, right before the pillow was yanked off my face.  “Your turn,” she said.
I looked up at her, my expression dead serious.  “I sleep naked.”
Her dimple disappeared and she instantly looked scared.
“Just kidding,” I said, standing with my back to her.  “I wear shorts.”  I dug around in the bag for the basketball shorts I’d seen earlier, stalling for time since I didn’t think exposing my excitement was going to help her not be nervous anymore.  She’d probably kick me out of the room if she saw it.
She giggled.
“What?” I asked, looking over my shoulder and pulling the ugly black shirt off, glad to be finally rid of it.  She was lying in the bed with the covers pulled up almost to her eyes.
“Nothing,” she said, giggling some more.
“Is it my manly man muscles?”  I flexed for her like a complete idiot.  The result was pitiful, making me wish I’d been doing pushups for the last ten years instead of sitting on the couch in front of the television.
She nodded, saying nothing.
“Yeah, I get that all the time.  Better close your eyes.  I’m about to go for the big reveal.”
She pulled the covers all the way up as I unzipped my jeans.   A piece of me was bummed she didn’t keep looking, but it was probably better that way.  All we needed to do to complicate this situation even more was add sex to the mix.  I wasn’t against it; all she’d need to do was say one word and I’d step up to the plate.  But she was probably smarter than that.  Smarter than me for sure.
I put the shorts on and quickly climbed under the covers, staying way over on my side so I was barely in the bed at all.  I didn’t want her to think I was going to jump her as soon as I had the opportunity, much as I might want to.  She wasn’t just some girl I was never going to see again or someone I might pass in a hallway at school someday.  She was the Rainbow creator to my Miserable maker, and she was the only one of her kind that I knew of.  A girl that special you don’t mess things up with.  She’d be the one calling the shots between us, not me.
She peeked out of the covers.  “Hi.”
“Hi,” I said, turning on my side, resting my arm on top of the covers.
She rolled over onto her side to face me, staying completely covered.  “Are you tired?”
“Yeah.  Are you?”  I was tired.  Really tired.  But if she wanted to stay up all night talking, I’d do it.  I could never get tired of hearing her voice or looking at her beautiful face.  Now that she’d lost that wig and terrible lipstick, she looked like the Rae I remembered.  My heart spasmed over the idea that we were together, running away and staying in an apartment together like a real couple.  What I wouldn’t give to make that come true.  The earlier fears I’d had about being together were melting away in the heat that was being generated between us right now.  All I’d have to do to touch her nearly naked body is reach out…
“Yeah.  But I’m not ready to go to sleep yet,” she said.
Her words made my pulse pick up the pace.  Does she mean what I hope she means?  “What do you want to do, then?” I asked, holding my breath as I waited for her answer.
She shrugged.  “I don’t know.”
I took a chance and scooted forward a little, closing the distance between us.  And then I waited, saying nothing.  We stared at each other for a few long seconds.
She fumbled around under the covers a little and then moved forward, getting close enough that I could feel the heat coming from her body.
Blood flowed to my lower regions making the front of my shorts strain towards her.
“What are we doing?” I whispered.  I didn’t want to misunderstand her and do something totally embarrassing.  It was taking everything I had to stay back and not touch her.
“Saying goodnight,” she whispered back.  Her gaze never left my face.
I felt like I was being hypnotized by her pretty face.  Should I touch her?  Should I stay back?  What does she want?  What’s the right thing to do?
“Are you making me into a Rainbow?” I asked, kind of in a daze, options and desires swirling around me in a storm of desire.
She frowned. “No.  Do you really think I am?”
I closed my eyes and shook my head as best I could against the pillow.  “No.  I’m just … feeling stupid inside, and I want to blame it on something else.”
She reached her hand out from under the covers and pushed her finger into my face, right between my eyebrows.  “Stop frowning at me.”
I reached up and pulled her finger away from my face, placing it against my lips so I could kiss it.  “I’m sorry,” I said, lacing my fingers through hers.  Just that little bit of touching was sending a shockwave of thrills through my entire body.  “I shouldn’t have said that.  I know you’re not Rainbowing me.”  It was true, too.  I’d been suspicious of it before, but now I knew that was a cop-out.  Whatever was going on in my heart was happening without her doing anything except being cute and being Rae.  Not the yin or the yang or whatever part of the equation she is.  She might be able to do that crap to Kootch, but it wasn’t working on me.  This was the real deal.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One: Rae
 
FROM THE MINUTE WE’D DECIDED to sleep in the same room, I’d been freaking out inside.  Not in a bad way, but in a are-we-going-to-mess-around way and in an I-hope-so way.  Maybe all the years I’d spent wishing I could kiss a boy had gotten so bottled up, they’d turned me into a sex fiend or something, but all I could think about was his lips on mine again.  It had been so nice at the party, and now that we were in relative safety, it was impossible to not focus on the memory and re-live it over and over.
I’d gotten bold and scooted over closer to Malcolm.  Now the only thing between us was about six inches of mattress and a bunch of fear.  I wasn’t afraid of what might happen, but I did worry about whether he was thinking the same thing as me.  What if I was the only one who wanted this between us?  How embarrassing would that be to throw myself at him and have him reject me, feel sorry for me that I’m such a misguided dork?
“Are you making me into a Rainbow?” he asked.
My heart collapsed in on itself painfully, my chest aching with it.  From happiness to despair in less than a second.  I’d thought we’d resolved this back at Jasmine’s house, but apparently he still believed that whatever he was feeling wasn’t real.  I guess I should be happy to know that at least he was feeling something, even if he didn’t trust its source.  Now all I had to do was convince him he wasn’t under my spell.
“No.  Do you really think I could do that or would do that to you?”
He closed his eyes and shook his head, his hair making swishy sounds on the pillowcase.  “No.  I’m just … feeling stupid inside, and I want to blame it on something else.”
The sense of relief that flooded through me was like a big wave crashing on the beach.  I went from really sad to happy almost as fast as I’d flipped the other direction.  But as relieved as I was in that moment, it was clear he was upset, riding the other end of the emotional spectrum as I was.
I reached over and pushed my finger into the wrinkles that had appeared on his forehead.  Whenever he was worried, two vertical lines formed between his eyebrows, and the more upset he was, the deeper they got.  “Stop frowning at me.”  I smiled a little so he’d know I wasn’t really mad about it.  I just wanted him to be happy and not so stressed.
He reached up and pulled my finger away from his face, kissing it gently with his soft lips.  “I’m sorry,” he said.
His fingers slid down and wrapped around mine.  They were big and thick making me feel like a small child.  Protected.  His thumb moved up and down, tickling my skin, the warmth from it spreading quickly to other parts of my body.
“I shouldn’t have said that,” he confessed.  “I know you’re not Rainbowing me.”  He was staring at me so intensely, now I knew what it meant to actually feel someone’s gaze on me.  I’d always thought it was just poetic nonsense, but in this moment I knew it could be literal.  The weight of it was just right and very warm.
“I promise, I’m not,” I whispered, wanting so badly to be able to just lean forward the last few inches and kiss him on the mouth.  But I wasn’t bold enough.
“Rae, I have to tell you something,” he whispered back, looking worried again.
“What?” I asked.  “It must be bad because you look totally freaked out right now.”  I wanted to bonk myself on the head a split second after I said that.  Way to go, Rae.  Totally romantic.  Ruin the moment why don’t you?
Confusion passed over his expression and then sheepishness.  “Sorry.  I’m not freaked out.  Well, maybe I am a little, but mainly it’s just because the hottest girl in school is almost naked in a big bed with me and just touching her hand is about to make me lose it.”
I grinned so hard I was surprised my cheeks didn’t touch my ears.  “Really?”
“Yeah.  Really.” He sighed heavily, lifting his voice barely above a whisper.  “Rae, you are the most beautiful girl I’ve ever known.  And I know I can be near you without hurting you.  It’s taking every ounce of control I have not to jump you right now.”  He rolled his eyes.  “God, I’m such an idiot.  Can you just forget I said that?”
“Why would I want to do that?”  I moved another inch towards him.
“Rae, don’t.  I’m serious.  If you get any closer, I can’t be held responsible for what I’ll do.”
“Why do we have to be so responsible?” I asked.  The devilish grin I couldn’t contain caused him to smile back just as evilly.
“Because.  We don’t have condoms and … I don’t know.  You’re a nice girl, and we don’t even know each other.  I don’t want to take advantage of you.”
I squeezed his fingers and moved even closer, daring myself in my head to just go for it and say what was on my mind.  “We don’t have to do the thing that needs condoms exactly, and just because I’m a nice girl doesn’t mean I don’t want to jump your bones too.”
He swallowed hard, looking very nervous.  “Rae, are you sure you know what you’re saying?  It’s late.  You’re probably really tired.  I don’t want you to do something you’ll regret tomorrow.”
I froze, not sure if I was fully understanding what he was saying.   “Are you trying to tell me that you don’t really want to mess around?  If this is your let me down easy speech, please tell me now so I can avoid making a complete idiot of myself.”  Pretty sure I’ve already done that.
He let go of my hand and grabbed my waist, pulling me up against him.  I felt something hard there, pressing into me.
“Trust me, Rae.  I want to mess around.”  And then he leaned towards me, pushing his lips to mine.
Fireworks exploded in my head.  Warmth blossomed out from my heart, spreading through my chest, legs, and arms.  As his lips moved against mine and his tongue came out to join the dance, I thought about what this could mean, what this could be for us.  I’m a virgin, never able to get close enough to a boy to even entertain the idea of having sex.  Tonight I had Malcolm, but who knew what was going to happen tomorrow.  We might be separated and never see each other again.  With all the secret spy stuff going on, the chances that we’d both be in control of our lives at all was starting to look like an unknown.  Maybe tonight would be all we’d ever have.
“What’s happening to us, Rae?” Malcolm asked against my mouth.  He didn’t stop kissing me, he just paused.  And then he was back to licking my tongue, causing electric shocks to travel down to my lower parts, making me squirm with need.
“I don’t know.  But I don’t care about stopping.  I want to be with you.  I might not have you after tonight.”  I clung to him, partly out of fear that he’d move away and partly out of the craving I had for his touch.  I wanted to feel him everywhere.
“I don’t want to be split up,” he said, kissing my face and then my neck, making goosebumps come up all over my body.  My breasts were tingling, aching to be touched.  He must have read my mind because a second later his hand was there.
“Rae, I want to be with you more than just tonight.  I hope you know that.”  He stopped kissing me and looked into my eyes.  He seemed so earnest it made me want to cry.
“I’m really happy to hear that,” I said, sounding very wimpy.  “I didn’t want to feel like a stalker, chasing you all over the place.”
He squeezed me to him.  “Never.  It’s the other way around.  I’m going to be like the worst Rainbow you ever knew.”
I put my hand on the side of his face.  “You could never be a Rainbow.”
“I know,” he said, taking my hand and sliding it down, placing it on his abdomen.
My pulse went through the roof.  He was giving me the signal of what he wanted.  The question was, am I brave enough to take it?  Hell yes, I am, I said to myself, lowering my hand even more.
I was shocked by what I found there, never guessing the stories I’d heard and the things I read could be quite like this.
His sharp intake of breath told me I was doing something right.
“Rae, this is dangerous,” he whispered, eyes closed.
I moved my hands up and down on his shorts, reveling in the power I had over him.  He’d frozen in place, his hand stalled out on my chest as he soaked up the sensations I was creating with my touch.
“Does this feel good?” I asked, feeling both shy and brave at the same time.
His voice came out strangled.  “Uh … yeah.”  He opened his eyes and they were different now.  Darker.  Deeper.  Scary, even.
My hand froze, but not in fear.  We weren’t playing anymore.  Something was coming over both of us.  It wasn’t darkness, but it wasn’t light either.  Passion.
Malcolm pushed his body into mine, forcing me over onto my back, adjusting the covers as he went.  He was on top of me, pushing his hard body into my soft parts.  I was breathless with desire, parts of me aching for things I didn’t even understand.  I couldn’t help spreading my legs, accommodating him and his heavy frame.
He moaned.  “Oh, Rae … I can’t control myself around you.”  He leaned down and kissed me while at the same time pushing his pelvis and hardness against me.
I moaned too, not meaning to, no longer in control of what my body and voice were doing.  There was a heat down there that needed quenching, a fire that was building that he would stoke until it became a roaring inferno.  It’s what I wanted.  I didn’t care if it burned me.  I needed to come alive with it.
I’d held back from human contact for so long that I was greedy for it now.  I moved my hips experimentally, finding a rhythm that matched perfectly with his.  With every sway, with every pressing of our bodies together, shocks of desire moved through me and momentum built.
He moaned as he kissed me, his hand reaching up to squeeze my breast again.  It felt amazing.  I’d touched my own body before, but it had never been like this.  When he pinched my nipple, I thought it would hurt, but instead it made what was happening lower down on my body even more thrilling.  “More,” I whispered out, and was rewarded a moment later when he complied.
“God, Rae, I’m going to lose it.”
I had no idea what that meant, but I didn’t care.  Something was happening to me, and I was spinning out of control.  My conscious mind took a trip somewhere, leaving me alone in this storm of emotion and sensations that were all focused down near his hardness, down where our bodies were rocking together, where the heat was rising and the juices flowing.
I clung to him as our rhythm picked up, gasping and crying out over the delicious half-tickling, half-throbbing that was building up inside me.
He cried out and stiffened up, pushing fast and hard against me several times in a row.  I wrapped my legs around him, riding him almost but from underneath, pressing my most private places against his most private places, soaring over a cliff of emotion and heat.  Pulsing came from deep inside me somewhere and centered on that one spot where we were almost connected.
He went still, but I kept going, needing to finish what we’d started.  He held me tightly as I rode the wave of something I didn’t understand but didn’t need to.  Wave after wave of crazy delight crashed over me, leaving me breathless and almost satisfied.  The only thing missing was a real connection, the actual touching of his skin on mine.  But I knew that couldn’t happen right now, so I rode the last of the pulsing, pressed against him, whimpers passing through my lips without any conscious control.
I finally had to stop.  The touching was too intense now, almost uncomfortable.  My feet that had somehow ended up wrapped around the back of his legs flopped back onto the bed on either side of him.  My face flamed red with embarrassment over the sounds I’d made and the things I’d done.  I didn’t regret them at all; I just wished I hadn’t been so goofy about it.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, sliding a little to the side, staring down at me.
“Nothing.  I’m just … a little embarrassed, I guess.”  I closed my eyes and turned my head to the side, trying to escape the idea of him laughing at me.
He reached up and stroked the side of my face very tenderly, moving a piece of hair away from my cheek.  “You have nothing to be embarrassed about.  I’m the one who lost my cool before you were ready.  I won’t blame you if you kick me out of the room.”
My eyes flew open and I grabbed him, afraid he was serious.  “No!”  In a calmer voice, I added, “Please stay.  You didn’t do anything wrong.  Not at all.”  I smiled shyly, wishing I could say more but too embarrassed.
He leaned down and kissed me once.  “Are you sure?  Because I’m not sure there’s anything real sexy about dry humping a girl before I’ve even taken her out on a date.”
I giggled.  “I hate that word.”
“What word?  Dry?”
I giggled more.  “No.  Humping.  Dry humping.  It sounds gross.”
He leaned in close to my ear and nibbled my earlobe.  “Okay, how about … sexy cuddling.”
“That’s better,” I said, knowing we were being totally goofy but not caring one bit.
“I wanted to do more, but I controlled myself,” said Malcolm, lifting his head to look at me again.  “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.  I feel like Superman right now.  Superman with jiz in his pants.”
I barked out a laugh, totally not expecting him to say that.  “Maybe someday soon we won’t have to control ourselves,” I said, lifting my head so I could kiss him once on the mouth.
“I hope so.  I really hope so,” he said, kissing me some more.  We lost ourselves in the heady sensations, and I felt my body waking up all over again.  The heat began to build.
He rolled off me and onto his back.  “I think it’s like three in the morning.  We’d better go to sleep or we’re never going to make it tomorrow.”
Although I was bummed over his willingness to stop so easily, I knew he was right.  “Yes.  That would be the smart thing to do.”
He was still staring at the ceiling when he responded.  “I’ve been called stupid a lot in my life.”
“I haven’t,” I said, wondering if he meant what I wanted him to mean.  “But right now, I feel really stupid.”
He turned his head and looked at me.  “Because you just did that with me?”
“No.  Because I want to say screw sleeping, let’s do it again.”
He grinned huge.  “Me too.”  And then he leaped on top of me, making me shriek with laughter.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two: Malcolm
 
SHE WAS GRINNING AT ME over her bowl of cereal, her dimple deeper than I’d ever seen it.
“You’re real pretty, you know that?” I said, reaching out and pushing on her nose, flattening it a little.  It was so small and cute, much nicer than mine.
“You’re not so bad yourself,” she said, slapping my hand away gently.  “Do you like seafood?” she asked.  She took a huge bite of her Rice Krispies as she waited for my answer.
I shrugged.  “Sure.  Some kinds.”
“Good.  Here you go, then.”  She showed me the chewed up mess in her mouth.  “Get it?” she asked, giggling.  “See food?”
“Nice.  Have I mentioned how much I enjoy your table manners?” I asked, drinking the milk straight from the bowl and then burping weakly after.
“No.  But I do enjoy yours, I have to say.”  She lifted her bowl up and drank her milk, too.  She tried to burp after she finished but nothing came out but the sounds of her straining.
“Lame,” I said, putting my bowl in the sink.  “You need lessons.”
“Oooh, burp lessons. I always wanted a big brother so I could get some of those.”
I walked up behind her and turned her around on the bar stool, stepping in between her legs.  Looking down at her, I stared her in the eyes.  “I ain’t no big brother to you, Rae-Rae.”
She pulled my waist towards her, pressing her crotch against my fly and wrapping her legs around the back of me.  “Thank God for that.”
We kissed for a few seconds until I remembered that we were being spied on.  I pulled back kind of fast and pointed to the two bugs that were probably picking up the sounds of our lips mashing around.
She nodded in silence, her cheeks a pretty pink.  I loved knowing they were that way because I’d been touching her.
“So what are we doing today?” she asked.
“I don’t know.  I thought we’d call Joe and ask him.  Then maybe do some lunch and TV.”
“Mmmm.  Big day ahead of us,” she said, a sparkle in her eye.  “I’m probably going to take a nap since I didn’t sleep well last night.”
I play-frowned.  “You didn’t get much sleep?  That’s too bad.  I kind of had the same problem.  Must have been the beds.” I looked over at the bugs, hoping they were picking up our little act.
“Lumpy,” she said, grinning like a loon.
“Hard,” I agreed, looking down at myself and then winking at her.
She reached out to touch me, but I backed away giving her a warning look, knowing the next time we were together, it was going to be nearly impossible for me to not be inside her.  Dry humping was okay for last night, but no way was it going to work for much longer.  I can be a good guy for Rae, but I’m only human.  Being next to her, grinding on her, there’s just no way I’ll be able to keep it in my shorts anymore.  I want too badly to feel all of her.  Picturing it now was making me want to throw her on the kitchen floor and do the deed.  I was pretty sure after last night that she wouldn’t say no, which only made holding back that much more difficult.
Rae walked out of the kitchen and signaled for me to follow.  “I’m going to take a shower.  You can go after me,” she said.
“Let me brush my teeth first,” I said, following her signal.  She was furiously moving her finger across her teeth and giving me bug eyes.
“Okay.  We can brush together.”  We both stepped into the bathroom and I shut the door while she turned on the faucet.
“So, what are we really going to do today?” she asked, moving up to hug me around the waist, pushing her body into mine again.  I was never going to get tired of her doing that.
I took her in a loose embrace, rubbing my hands up and down her back.  I loved knowing she wasn’t wearing a bra.  I wanted to move my hands to the front of her but didn’t because I needed to keep things cool between us, at least for now.  I was liable to do something really stupid and dangerous otherwise.  I probably should have pushed her away entirely, but I craved her touch too much.  We remained in a loose embrace, morning breath and all.
“We need condoms.  I’m serious, Rae.  If you’re okay with that, I mean.”  I felt sick all of a sudden.  What if she says no?  Can I keep doing this without attacking her? It didn’t take me longer than a second to answer my own question.  Yes.  I’ll do whatever it takes, just so long as I can feel her against me some more.
“Yes, definitely.  I’m ready.  Totally ready.”
I breathed out a huge sigh of relief.  “Good.  Because I don’t know how much longer I can get that close and not go further.  We need to get them today.”  I spied the medicine cabinet and frowned.  “Unless they have some here.”  I detached myself from Rae and did a quick but thorough search of the bathroom.  I came up empty.  “Dammit.”
“So we have a mission, should we choose to accept it,” she said brightly.
“Don’t sound so happy about it,” I said, frowning. “You don’t have to wear that nasty wig like I do.”
“No wigs.  Just you and me in public, holding hands, staying together.  No one knows us here.  We can’t affect people if we stick next to each other.  We go out, we get some condoms, we have some sushi, we get back, and they’ll never even know we were gone.  We’ll act like we’re taking a nap and sneak out.”
My mind was racing with possibilities.  “You think we can pull it off?  Sushi too?”
She shrugged.  “Why not?  It’s a huge city.  We have the commando gang all up our butts, so I’m sure it’s safe.  And we’ll only be gone for an hour, two tops.  What could possibly go wrong?”
I smiled.  “Isn’t that what the good guys always say, right before they get totally jacked up?”
“First of all, this isn’t the movies.  And second of all, we’re not the good guys, Malcolm.  We’re the bad guys, remember?”
She was giving me a stone cold sober look now, all the sneakiness and passion gone.  I hated that it had disappeared so quickly.  My smile fell as I thought about her believing she’s actually bad, being just who she was born to be.
I took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes, totally focused on getting my point through.  “You’re not a bad person.  If anyone is, it’s me.  I push people to suicide, Rae.  Killing themselves.  Murder.  All you do is make people really happy.  What could possibly be bad about that?”
She reached up and grabbed my elbows.  “Both of us cause people to lose their minds.  That’s bad.  That makes us both bad guys … equally bad guys.  That’s why we need to get the hell out of this place and disappear.”
“Do you mean that?”  I searched her expression for doubt or questions; I saw none of that stuff there.
“Yes.  I do.  Before I didn’t know you well and wasn’t sure we could be together, but now I know different.  And now I feel like … we need to just be alone.   Without everyone around.”  Her hands were sinking into my skin like talons, but I ignored the pain.  She dropped her gaze.  “Or I’m just totally being an idiot right now and making you want to run a hundred miles an hour in the other direction.”
I smiled, warmed in every inch of my body over the idea of her feeling that way about me.  But chances were she didn’t really feel that way, not like I wished she did.   She was just caught up in the moment.  I couldn’t blame her; I was too.  “You just met me.  You’re just saying this because we  … you know.” I gestured towards the bedroom.
“No, that’s not true.  And I didn’t just meet you.  I’ve known you my whole life.”  She hugged me to her hard, her voice sounding stressed.
I put my arms around her back and squeezed too.  “I think I know what you mean,” I said, my voice catching in my throat a little.  It was true, what she’d said.  She was me, only the antithesis.  But the effects were undeniable.  Our lives were the same, while also being polar opposites.  The sense that there actually was someone out there like me in the world and that I was holding her in my arms was making me want to cry with relief and hope.
She spoke passionately.  “I’ve lived my whole life wondering if you exist.  I’ve pictured you in my head.  I’ve dreamed of being in a bed with you, being held by you, talking to you about stupid stuff like the benefits of sushi over hamburgers.”
“Did we have that conversation?” I asked, confused.
“No.  But we’re going to.  I’m sure of it.”  She looked up at me.  “What I’m saying is that I’m glad I found you, and now that I have, I don’t want to risk losing you.  What if they take us to some medical compound and hook us up to machines or cut open our heads or something?  I’ll never see you again, or if I do, I’ll be like that guy in Cuckoo’s Nest or whatever.”
“What?”  First she was talking about finding her lost love and now something about cuckoos?
“One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.  The movie.  Where they cut the front of that guy’s brain out and make him dead inside.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I get it.  You don’t want to be a science experiment, and neither do I, believe me. I’m just not sure what to do about it.”
She stepped back and took me by the hands.  “Just promise me … we stick together, and if stuff starts to get weird, we run together.  No looking back.”
“It’s a deal,” I said without hesitation.  “I’m all over that plan.  I feel exactly the same way.”
She rushed me with another hug.  It felt almost like a tackle it was so enthusiastic.  “I’m so glad I found you.”
I melted into her, bending down so I could get as close to her as possible.  “Me too.”  I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply, memorizing her scent and the way her body felt against mine.  In case anything happened to ruin our plan of being together, I wanted to have something to look back on, to re-live over and over until the day I died.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three: Rae
 
I WAS NERVOUS AND JUMPY all morning, waiting for the moment we’d leave the apartment for condoms and sushi.  A million things were swirling around inside my head, while outside I battled to remain cool.  Cool like Malcolm.  You’d think he had sex every day and regularly took off for places unknown, the way he was acting so nonchalant about everything.
“Cookie?” he asked, handing me an Oreo.  He grinned, not bothering to hide the chocolate bits stuck in his teeth.  I loved that he was loosening up, having fun with me in ways I was pretty sure he never did with others.
“Thanks,” I said.  I separated the two cookie parts and got busy licking the frosting off, staring at Malcolm while I did it.  I loved the sugary goodness, always saving the chocolate cookie parts for after I ate every last bit of the inside.
His gaze took on an intensity that surprised me.  I had no idea what his problem was until he reached up and pushed the cookie away from my mouth.  “Do not do that,” he said, very seriously.
“What?” I asked, my tongue still hanging partway out of my mouth, in mid-frosting-lick.
He leaned in and flicked my tongue with his, turning it into a kiss that tasted and felt like creamy sugar.  Then he broke away and whispered in my ear.  “I’m picturing that tongue licking other things, and if you don’t put it away, I’m either going to do something really stupid or ask you to do something really stupid.”
I leaned back away from him, my tongue zipping back into my mouth and hiding there, my lips clamped shut.  I looked at him in shock, pretending that he’d said something bad, but inside I felt powerful and alive.  The simple act of tasting some frosting had him going nuts, and I had done that to him.  I had made him want to lose his cool and want to do sexy things.  Unmentionable things.  It was a heady feeling.
“Behave yourself,” I whispered, feeling very bold, a big part of me wishing he’d ignore my order and jump me right there.  One night of sexy cuddling had turned me into a sex fiend, and I didn’t feel one bit bad about it.
He backed away.  “Yes, ma’am.”  He snatched the mostly de-frostinged cookie out of my hand and shoved it into his mouth, talking around the crumbs he was crunching away on.  “No cookies for you.  Too dangerous.”
I shoved him, but he hardly moved, just swaying on the couch next to me.  “You stole my cookie, cookie monster.  No fair.”
“Ready to call Joe?” he asked, pulling the cell phone out of his pants pocket.
I nodded, snatching another cookie but eating it without licking it this time.  “You do it.”  I wanted to text Jasmine, but I wasn’t sure what to say to her.  I wanted to spill my guts, tell her my exciting news.  I think I had an orgasm last night.  Two of them.  But I didn’t know her well enough to confess something like that, so instead I decided to do nothing.
I shook my head, chasing the thoughts of my friend and my confessions away.  Now was not the time to be girl-talking, especially when her parents and who knew who else would read about it too.  Nothing was private, and there was no one other than Malcolm I could trust to keep my intimate secrets.  I really wished I could tell someone, though.  This was the biggest thing that had ever happened to me.  Bigger than running away and being on a road trip to who knows where.  I felt like a different person today.  Older, more mature.  Like I’d been let in on a big, important secret that only the most sophisticated people could know.  I’d be willing to bet that my next conversation with an adult would go differently than they normally did, before I’d had those stolen moments with Malcolm in the next room over.  I felt like one of them now, on almost equal footing as the adults who were running my life, telling me what to do and how to do it.  After today, after we bought those condoms and used one, I’d no longer be a child; I’d be a woman.
I giggled.
“What’s so funny?” asked Malcolm, looking at me askance as he scrolled down the contacts in his phone.  There were only three.
I shook my head.  “Nothing.  Tell ya later.”  I probably wouldn’t.  He’d laugh at my weirdo belief that having sex was some kind of rite of passage for me as a girl.  It had always been that way in my head, ever since I’d finally figured out that touching another person could never happen.  It was the one thing that I could never have, so it became the one thing in my mind that would signal a quantum shift in my life path.  And now I saw the fork in the road just hours ahead of where I sat here with Malcolm on this couch, and I couldn’t wait to get there.  It was rash and stupid and wild and I totally didn’t care.
“Hello, Joe?” Malcolm held the phone to his ear while staring at me.
We both reached out at the same time and held hands.  I loved the feel of his bigger palm pressed against mine, his thick fingers forcing mine apart.  I couldn’t wait to walk outside with him in the sunshine, hand in hand, strolling down the sidewalk like we were an ordinary couple just out having fun.  The idea made butterflies go mad in my stomach.
“Yeah, we were just wondering what the plan is for today.”
I could hear Mr. Butts responding but not what he was actually saying.
“Okay.  Well, we’re still pretty tired from that long drive, so we were thinking about taking naps after lunch, is that okay?”  Malcolm nodded as he listened.  “Yeah, we know.”  He rolled his eyes for my benefit.  “No going out, no calling anyone, not answering the door. Yeah, we read all the instructions.” There was a pause and then Malcolm responded.  “Thanks for everything.  See ya.”  He closed the phone and put it on the table.
“What’d he say?  Can we take naps?”
“Yep.  Someone’s supposed to get here tonight to move us to another location, so we can relax, take naps, watch TV or movies, whatever … until about eight o’clock or so.  Then we’ll be on the road for another long trip, he said.”
“Where to?”
“Didn’t say.  I got the impression we won’t know where we’re going until we arrive.”
I nodded, wondering if all the spy kid mystery stuff was really necessary.  My earlier mind-images of being an adult woman who could have mature conversations with parents was fading in the wake of these new visions of being put in the backseat of a car and told to just shut up and ride.
“Are you hungry?” asked Malcolm.
I shrugged, feeling mopey now.  “Not exactly.”
“Great!  Because I have just the thing.”  He leaned in and whispered, “Sushi,” but out loud he said, “Peanut butter and jelly.  A classic American delicacy.”
I grinned, now that he’d confirmed our plan for escape also included my favorite lunch food.  “Sweet.  Whip me up one while I go to the bathroom.”
I rushed to the bathroom and did whatever I could to fix my hair and face.  I brushed my teeth a second time and pinched my cheeks, trying to make it look like I had blush on.  I used some of the makeup Jasmine had included for me in the duffel bag and pushed the sunglasses from my disguise up onto my head to keep the hair out of my face.  I looked like the same old Rae, but then again, not exactly.  I looked more worldly, maybe.  Definitely a little glowy.
Is this what love looks like?
I hesitated, the word flowing over me. Love?  Do I love him?  Is it possible to love someone you just met?
I processed the thought, the idea.  Examining it in the light of day, no longer tangled up in the heat and the passion that Malcolm so easily ignited in me, it still seemed like it could be true.
Is it possible to love a person who you’ve waited your whole life for?  The one person in the world you could live with and be safe with … a boy or almost-man who makes you feel like the world is exploding into a million star shards when he pushes his lips and body against you?  I smiled, a secret grin shared with my reflection.
Yes.  I think it’s possible.  No … I know it is.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four: Malcolm
 
WE MADE A BIG FUSS about being tired and going to sleep, doing our best to make noises in the bedrooms and near the bugs that sounded like two stupid teenagers too tired to do anything but obey the many rules they’d been left.
We stood at the front door, both of us holding the cell phones Mr. Butts had provided.  I looked down at mine, and then after hesitating only a few seconds, put it on the front hall table.  Rae held onto her phone for a few more seconds and then did the same.  She looked worried, but we couldn’t discuss what we were thinking so near the bug that would transmit our every word.  I couldn’t tell her that I didn’t want them tracking our movements and that we wouldn’t need the phones anyway since we were together.  Who else would we want to call besides each other, anyway?
I eased the door open as silently as possible, letting Rae out ahead of me.  It took practically a full minute to get through myself and close it without a sound.  It was only after the latch clicked into place that I finally breathed again.
“Come on,” whispered Rae, taking my hand.  “Let’s go get some sushi.”
Rae gave me a questioning look when I pressed the button for the parking garage.
“No, we’re not taking the car,” I said, responding to her unspoken concern.  “I just don’t want to walk through the main lobby and have someone see us leaving.”
“Oooh, I see.  Very sneaky.  I like it.”  She smiled up at me, and I couldn’t help but pull her close.  She was so pretty when she thought she was being bad. That dimple was dangerous.
“I’ve had lots of practice running away from people,” I said.
“Not anymore,” she said, squeezing me around my waist.  “Not from me, anyway.”
“No, not from you.”  Thank God, not from her.  I was pretty sure at this point I wouldn’t be able to run from her, even if my life depended on it.  Somehow in the space of forty-eight hours, she’d gotten deep under my skin.  The idea of being without her made me feel desperate, scared.
I pushed those thoughts away.  We were together and we were staying that way.  It was the only option as far as I was concerned, and felt pretty confident Rae felt the same way.
We got out of the elevator in the basement, walking past all the parked cars and up the ramp to street level.  It went from quiet and spooky to loud, bustling, and colorful, all at once, as soon as our heads came up above the surface of the street.
“Wow.”  Rae stopped at the top of the ramp, her head swiveling in every direction.  “This city is amazing.  I wish I could live here.”
“Yeah, it’s pretty cool,” I agreed.   “Which way to the sushi place?” I was suddenly feeling very alive for some reason.  A breeze ruffled my hair, and the sun was warm on my face.  It felt safe here in this big, strange place.  Anonymous.  I wanted to spend the entire day just walking out in the sunshine among people who didn’t know me and, at least for today, wouldn’t be affected by me.
“This way,” she said, tugging me towards the nearest street corner.
Five minutes later we were sitting down at a sushi bar, watching a guy make food into edible art.  I’d only had sushi once, about three years ago, and it had been from the grocery store.  That stuff was no comparison to this.  Rae showed me how to mix the spicy wasabi paste with the soy sauce and use my chopsticks to pick up the little circles and squares of rice and fish.  After downing about ten pieces of salmon mixed with a bunch of stuff I didn’t even recognize, some of it possibly seaweed, I decided it wasn’t my favorite thing in the world, but it wasn’t the worst thing I’d ever eaten either.
“Do you love it?” she asked, swallowing the rest of her California role with a big grin on her face.
“Yeah.  Love it,” I lied.  No way was I going to ruin her fun and tell her it was kind of meh.  I still preferred a big, juicy hamburger and a pile of fries.
“No, you don’t.  I can tell by the look on your face.”  She pouted, poking me with her chopstick.
“Okay, maybe not love, but like.  I do like it, I promise.”
She leaned in close and whispered, “I like you too.”
It both scared me and made me happy to hear that.  “Me three,” I said, tweaking her nose for fun.  Something about her little nose, how it sat there all small and turned up a little, just begged to be messed with.  And something about her made me act like a love-sick fool, saying and doing things I’d mock another guy over if I ever saw it.
“So what’s next?” she asked, slurping up the last of her soda very loudly.
“Drugstore and then back to the apartment, right?”
She shrugged.  “Says who?  We can do whatever we want, right?  We have cash, we have time … and we don’t have parents.”
I sat there silently for a little while, digesting what she was saying.  It made me uneasy.  “You have parents, Rae.”
She frowned, going still.  “Yes.  I have parents.  Thanks for reminding me.”  She got up off her stool and put her glass down on the counter, preparing to walk away.
I grabbed her by the elbow and stopped her, pulling her to my side.  “Don’t walk away.  I didn’t mean to be a jerk about it.  Please?”
She sighed.  “I know.  I’m not walking away.  Come on.  We can talk about it outside.”
We left money on the bar to pay for the food and left the restaurant, holding hands as we walked down the sidewalk, neither of us paying much attention to where we were going.
“That thing you said … about me having parents …”
“Yeah, sorry,” I said.  “Just ignore me when I’m stupid.”  I wanted to kick myself.  Looking back on my words and tone, I knew now that I’d sounded scolding, and the last thing I wanted to do was come off like some asshole parent.
“No, it wasn’t stupid.  It’s true.  I have parents, or at least people who’ve pretended to be my parents for most of my life, and they’ve taken care of me the best they could.  I’m not ungrateful for that.”  She took big steps when necessary, avoiding stepping on cracks in the sidewalk.
“Do you really think they could be total strangers?  ‘Cause that’s totally messed up if it’s true.”  I purposely stepped on every crack I got to, ignoring the alleged threat to my mother’s back I’d always been warned about.  She was already dead. No matter how many cracks I stepped on, I couldn’t hurt her anymore.
“I don’t think my mom’s a stranger.  We look too much alike.  But my father?  It’s very possible.  I look nothing like him.  And I’ve been thinking about it all night and this morning … there was always something holding me back with him.  Something I sensed, I guess, I don’t know.”
“Why?  Because you could tell he wasn’t your father?”
“No, not really.  I mean, I never said that to myself, never questioned that he was.  But I always wondered why I felt distant from him, more so than I did my mom.  I had to keep them both away from me, but with her, I felt bad about it.  With him, it just seemed fine.  Like it was a good thing, and I didn’t need to feel bad about it.”
“Maybe you remembered something from when you were little.  Like maybe he showed up later, a long time after you were born.”
She thought about it for a little while before responding.  “Nah.  I have no memory of him not being there.”
“I don’t think we have memories of anything before like four years old, anyway.  Unless your mom tells you, there’s no way you’ll ever know, probably.”  I looked at her as we continued walking.  “Does that bother you?  To not know?”
She shrugged.  “Maybe.  I don’t know.  It feels like my entire life right now is all about not knowing anything.  Sometimes I think I should just get comfortable with everything being unknown and just move on from there.”
I squeezed her hand a couple times.  “I know exactly what you mean.  My dad’s out there somewhere maybe, but I have no idea for sure if he’s alive, dead, right down the street or living in China.  He could be that guy right over there.”  I pointed to a man walking on the opposite side of the street.  He looked in a hurry to get somewhere, a big backpack on his back, and then he disappeared into a hole in the ground.  A very large woman in a bright purple dress and a beehive hairdo went down just after him.
“Whoa, check out that lady.  Talk about bold.  And … what the heck … is that a subway entrance?” said Rae, as the beehive hair disappeared below the street.  “Oh em gee, I have to go on that!” She squealed with excitement, taking a step off the curb.
I yanked her back just in time to keep her from being hit by a cab.
“Hey!” I yelled at the same time as the car’s horn blared out at us, Rae’s body slamming into mine.  “Not until we’re at the crosswalk, you maniac.”
She had her hand on her chest, her eyes wide with fright.  “Holy crap.  I almost just killed myself.”  Her breath was coming in gasps.
“Yeah.  Please don’t do that,” I said, feeling sick at the idea of Rae being hurt or worse.  “Come on,” I said, leading her over to the crosswalk as she collected herself mentally.  “Let’s check out the subway or whatever it is.”  I didn’t really care about the subway, but I wanted to make her happy and take her mind off her near-miss.
“I thought Chicago only had above ground subways,” she said, still a little breathless.
“I think they’re called elevated trains, not subways, but yeah … that’s what I thought, too.”
We reached the entrance to the underground, and the nearby sign confirmed it was indeed part of the elevated train transport system; it was just one of the small parts of it that did go underground.
“Come on,” Rae said, all excited again.  “Let’s go check it out.”
I followed a little reluctantly.  I was cool with breaking rules, but what if we got lost?  What if we were late getting back?  I looked at my watch.  Two o’clock.  We have plenty of time.  I shoved my misgivings to the back of my head.  This was a once in a lifetime opportunity I was not going to pass on.  Rae’s enthusiasm was contagious.
“We only have one day here, might as well live it up,” I said.
“That’s the spirit,” she said, linking her arm in mine as we walked up to the ticket machine.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five: Rae
 
I WANTED TO SQUEAL WITH delight.  We were actually going on a subway!  Or an elevated train or whatever.  Who cares what it is.  I’ve wanted to ride a train my whole life!  Trains were always too public for my parents’ comfort, allowing for too much close contact with others for them to permit me to go on one before.
Malcolm paid for two tickets with the spare change left over from the day before.  We’d each been given a hundred dollars spending money, but some of it had already gone to groceries.  It wasn’t enough money to survive in the city for more than a week or so, but since we were leaving with an escort soon, I didn’t let it worry me.  No matter what, I knew Malcolm and I would find a way to survive.  I wasn’t alone anymore, and he was smart.  No way would we starve.
“Hey, look,” I said as we pushed through the turnstiles and approached the platform where the train was waiting.  “There’s that guy we saw across the street.  Your dad.”  I smiled, thinking how funny that would be if one of us actually bumped into our real parents out in the middle of a huge city like this.  Not funny exactly but definitely interesting.
“I hope that’s not my dad.  He looks a little weird.”
“Yeah,” I agreed.  “Nervous or something.” The guy’s gaze darted left and right, like he was afraid someone was going to come after him.
We stood in the crowd of people waiting for the doors to the train car to open and the people to come off so we could get on.  I was grinning like a fool for no reason, maybe just happy to be in Chicago riding a train.
My smile disappeared the moment I turned my head back to the doors of the car, when the man with the backpack turned around and looked right at me.
Embarrassed he’d caught me looking at him, I turned away.  He probably thought I was smiling at him.  The guy was obviously already nervous enough; he didn’t need me making him feel more paranoid.
“That guy is staring at you,” Malcolm said close to my ear.  “The one you said was my father.”
“I know,” I said, trying not to look at him again.  But I did anyway; it was impossible not to.  The doors to the train opened, and the man cast one last look back in our direction before he got on.
“Let’s wait for the next one,” I said, feeling a little sick to my stomach.  This shouldn’t mean anything right now, this guy focusing on me so hard.  Malcolm and I were together which should have been canceling out any Rainbow effects.  Maybe he was just surprised by my spastic smiling all the time.  Maybe I made him nervous.
Most of the people in front of us pushed forward and got on the train.  But their advance was interrupted by the man with the backpack reappearing, coming off the train now.  And he was looking right at us as he moved forward through the other would-be passengers.
“What the hell …?” said Malcolm, pulling my hand so he could drag me behind him.
I stood my ground, refusing to hide back there.  “Don’t try and protect me, Malcolm.  We do this together,” I said in a loud whisper.
As the guy got closer, he zeroed in on us, pushing people out of the way, making them shout out obscenities at him.
When he got close he spoke directly to us.  “Get out,” he said.  “Don’t get on that train.”
His words made my heart feel like it was plummeting down to my knees.  My legs turned to jelly as I stood there fully expecting a knife to come out and slash across my neck.  He was a raving lunatic, his eyes bugging out of his head and his expression murderously intense.
“Where’s your backpack?” asked Malcolm, sounding angry.
For the first time, I noticed the guy was no longer carrying the big, black bag.
“Never mind about the backpack.  Just run.”
And then he was gone.  He took off at a jog, not caring who he shoved out of the way in his hurry to leave.
“He put a bomb on there,” said Malcolm, really loud.
Several people turned around to look at us.
My face turned white when I heard the word bomb come out of Malcolm’s mouth, I know it did; I could feel the blood draining out of my head, and I got dizzy from it.  Dizzy and sick.  The man was disappearing into the tunnels and people were filling up the train car.  It would be leaving in seconds, and it had a huge unattended backpack on it now, left there by a lunatic.
“Get off the train!” yelled Malcolm, leaving me alone on the platform as he advanced towards the door.  “There’s a bomb on the train, get off the train!”
I was torn.  I wanted to help Malcolm convince these people they needed to abandon ship, but I also didn’t want the man to get away.  I made the only decision I could have in my mind.  “I’m going to follow him!” I shouted at Malcolm’s back, taking off after the stranger.
I didn’t give a single thought to the danger of tracking down a potential bomber; all I could think about was how many more bombs he could leave in other places if he got away with it.  We had to get out.  We had to get safe.  But we had to make sure this murderer wouldn’t get away.  Assuming that’s what he was.  As I ran down the hallway, I questioned whether I was overreacting to something that might be totally innocent.
I could just barely make out his shiny head about fifteen feet away from me, as he was carried along in the middle of a wave of people.
I tried to run, but there were too many obstacles in my way.  People, luggage, big shopping bags, and strollers slowed me down.  He got farther and farther ahead, until we got to a big main artery that had several tunnels going in different directions.  He got there well ahead of me, and I wasn’t able to see where he went; but I did see cameras all over the place.
My eyes darted left and right until they landed on a bright yellow phone box.  I ran over and pressed the red button on the front of it.  A garbled voice came over the line a few seconds later, and I just started yelling, hoping they’d be watching the camera feed monitors and be able to track the man leaving before he got too far away.
“Hello!  I just saw a man leave a backpack on a train!  He told me not to get on!  I think it was a bomb!  He’s bald and about five foot eight … or nine.  I don’t know!  But he’s getting away!”  I desperately searched for a sign telling me where the guy had gone, but I couldn’t see any with all the people in the way.
Several people standing or walking nearby looked at me aghast.  One lady grabbed her child and dragged him away, disappearing up a staircase in a big hurry.
The voice came back over the speaker.  “Say again?”
I wanted to scream with frustration.  “I said that a man just left a bomb on a train …”
I never got the chance to finish my explanation.  A huge BOOM blasted out of the tunnel where I’d come from, and the whole underground system shook.  Pieces of stuff from the ceiling came down and landed on my head and shoulders, and the main lights went out.
“Malcolm!” I screamed, abandoning the phone box to go back to the train.  “Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod, why did I leave him there?! … Malcolm!”
It was pandemonium.  Lights flickered on and off again, emergency lighting taking their place.  People were running towards me in a huge crowd, many of them falling and getting trampled by others coming up from behind.  Women and men were crying, some of them screaming like maniacs on fire, even though I could tell they weren’t hurt.
“Malcolm!” I screamed as loud as I could, trying to see through the crowd and dim lighting to find his familiar face.  Tears were streaming down my cheeks and my lungs were burning both from exertion and dust particles in the air.  I have to get to him.  I have to get there.  Please, God, let him be okay!
It was like being in quicksand.  I tried to push forward, but the crowd carried me back, erasing any progress I was able to make.  I screamed and pushed against people with everything I had, but they were too strong for me.  I wept with frustration.
I was ready to give up and just fall to the ground when firm arms wrapped around my body and pulled me against the wall, shielding me from the mass of crazy people trying to escape.  I struggled at first until I realized who it was.
“Rae!” he yelled, right in my face.  “Oh my god, you’re okay!”
“Malcolm!” I yelled, my voice sounding like I’d lost my mind, a wildwoman’s shriek.  I threw my arms around him and held onto him for all I was worth.  “You’re alive!” I was crying into his shirt, my words coming out muffled.  I couldn’t believe how close I’d come to losing him forever.  Uncontrolled trembling took over my body, making my cries quiver right along with my limbs.
“Thank God, so are you,” he said.  “Holy shit, I thought that guy … I thought you … fuck I don’t know what I thought.  But it wasn’t good.”  He took my face in both hands and kissed me hard.
I don’t know how long we stayed there like that, but it was long enough to ease the ache in my heart and the shaking in my legs.  As the crowd died down, we separated, Malcolm pulling us out into the flow and leading us towards the nearest exit at a slower pace than before.  My legs were on fire, but I pushed on, using every ounce of willpower I had to make them carry me to safety.  My heart was going so fast I was certain I was going to have a heart attack at any second.  Maybe there are more bombs down here.  We need to get out and run away!
The closer we got to our destination, the big staircase leading to the street, the more shouting we heard, not just from people in the tunnel but from people outside of it.  The sound of sirens came too.
“Come on,” said Malcolm, holding me tight against his side.
I gripped him hard around the waist, taking a fistful of his shirt in my hand and promising myself that no matter what, I wouldn’t let it go.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“To the apartment.  We never should have left.”
We walked up the stairs in tandem, taking each step together at the same time.
I nodded, saving my breath for oxygen delivery.  I was feeling lightheaded and sick.  A headache pounded at my temples.
We made it past the group of people at the stairs, but that was as far as we got.  The police and transit authority had cordoned off the area just beyond the exit and we were trapped inside it.
“What the hell?” asked Malcolm, clearly angry.
A nearby officer said, “Stay right there.  We need to organize this evacuation so no one gets hurt.  You’ll be out in just a few minutes.”
“If you want to make sure no one gets hurt, maybe you should go down in the tunnels instead of standing outside it,” said Malcolm.  “There are people who got trampled down there.”
“We’re aware.  We have emergency personnel on the way.  Now please step over to the side there with the others and wait for further instructions.”  He turned his back on us and signaled for the next people coming up to do the same.  He ignored their complaints too.
“I’m freaking out right now, Malcolm.”
“Yeah, me too,” he said in a low voice near my ear.  “I don’t want any cameras picking us up out here so any of our friends can see us on the news or whatever.  The Butts group will know we left the apartment and then maybe they’ll tell us to go to hell and not help anymore.  Just try to keep your face down and don’t make eye contact with anyone.”
I still had my sunglasses by some miracle, so I pulled them down over my eyes and looked at the ground.  I sure wished I’d bothered to wear that stupid wig.  I felt naked and vulnerable out here in the open like this.
Malcolm and I did our best to blend into the group of people waiting for the police to let them go.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six: Malcolm
 
I THOUGHT WE WERE IN the clear when they opened up the barricaded area and started letting people out, but I should have known it wasn’t going to be that easy.
“Wait. You, there.  Stop.”  A man in a suit was pointing at Rae.
She pretended not to notice, pushing forward to get out behind a guy in a t-shirt ahead of us.
“Stop that girl.  The one in the glasses!” he yelled at the officer standing near the barricades, while pushing through a crowd of officers and other people in suits to reach us.
“Oh, crap, Malcolm.  What should I do?” she asked, panicking.
I grabbed her hand and held it tight.  “Just chill.  We didn’t do anything wrong.  They don’t know us.  We stick together.  We have nothing to hide.”
She barked out a laugh or a cry, I’m not sure which.  “Ha!  Yeah right.  Nothing to hide.  Relax.  That’ll happen.”
The officer at the barricade held out a hand in a stop gesture.  “Wait right here.  The detective wants to talk to you.”
“We need to get going,” I said.  “Our parents will be really worried.”
The cop frowned.  “You can contact your parents when he’s done with you.”
Rae opened her mouth to protest, but was cut off by the detective’s arrival.  “That’s the girl we want to talk to.  Bring her over to the car.”
The officer looked at her and then me.  “Please don’t give me any trouble about this.  You just have to talk to him for a couple minutes and it’ll be all over.  You can go home to mom and dad when he’s done asking you what you saw or heard down there, okay?  Now move along.  You have people behind you who want to get home too.”  He waved us away dismissively and turned his attention to the next people in line.
“Hi.  I’m Detective Brinkley,” said the suit.  “I’d like to talk to you for just a couple minutes.  Follow me, please.”
“Are we under arrest?” I asked, using the stuff I’d learned from watching TV to guide me.
He hesitated in the middle of turning around.  “No.  You’re just being asked a few questions.”
“Do we have to go with you or can we refuse?” I asked.
Rae squeezed my hand and looked at me with concern in her eyes.  I squeezed her back to let her know I had things under control.
He stopped trying to leave and completely turned around.  “Listen, don’t gimme any shit, kid, okay?  We just had a bomb go off in the middle of the city, people were hurt, maybe even killed, and we’ve got a fucking bomber running around who knows where planning to do who knows what.  I just want to ask you some questions and be done with it.  Are we cool here or do I have to get ugly about it?”
None of the TV shows I’d seen had prepared me for this.  “Uh … yeah.  Fine.  Whatever.  We can give you five minutes.”
He flashed a grin at us.  “Make it fifteen, and I’ll toss in a donut.”  He pushed through a crowd of uniformed officers and led us over to an SUV parked at the curb.  It had tinted windows that were so dark it was impossible to see if anyone was inside.
“Go ahead and hop in,” he said, opening up the back seat door.  There was another person in the front seat who didn’t even bother looking at us.  The back seat was empty.
I hesitated before following his orders, putting my arm out to block Rae from going into the car ahead of me. “I’d prefer to answer questions outside the car, actually.”
“Sorry, no can do.  Procedure.”  He smiled, gesturing towards the car.  He seemed completely non threatening, but I wasn’t going to take the risk.  In every TV show I’d ever seen, the guy driving the SUV worked for the federal government or the bad guys, not the local police department.
“I want to stay outside too,” said Rae, crossing her arms over her chest.  “Procedure, you know.”  She gave him a wise-ass smile that made me want to hug her.
He frowned, staring at each of us in turn for several seconds.  I looked at Rae and she shrugged her shoulders at me, just as mystified as I was.  It’s like he was trying to laser beam us with his eyes or something.
“Why aren’t you getting in the car?” he finally asked.
“Dude, are you deaf?  We just said we’re not getting in.”  I was losing my patience with this guy.  He either had a screw loose or he wasn’t used to being told no.
He stared at us hard again, screwing up his eyebrows in concentration or constipation or something.
“What’s his problem?” Rae asked, whispering near my shoulder.  The guy had to have heard, but he didn’t respond.  Instead, he started looking around, tapping his foot, like he was waiting for someone to arrive and this mystery person was late.
I got tired of the weirdness real quick.  “Yeah, well, it’s been interesting, man, but we’ve got a lot of things to do before we go home, so … later.”  I grabbed Rae’s hand and took off at a fast walk, yanking her behind me and stiffening my arm so she wouldn’t fall.  Her sunglasses clattered to the street when we started running, but she didn’t stop.  We kept pace with one another, zig zagging around people and in between cars, my goal to reach the sidewalk on the other side of the street.
“What are we doing?” she said through gasping breaths.
“There was something wrong with that guy,” I said, doing a quick side step to fit between two car bumpers.
“Hey!  Come back!  I just want to talk to you!”  The guy didn’t even attempt to come after us.  His voice was far behind, and when I looked back, I saw him still standing next to the car.
Our feet pounded down the sidewalk.  I took turn after turn as the blocks went by, not even sure I was going in the right direction but not caring.  We needed to put enough distance not only between us and that horrible bombing thing but also the weird cop, before I would be able to feel comfortable and safe again.
Ha.  As if we’d ever been safe.  I slowed down when a drugstore came into view, guiding Rae into the door behind me.
“Why are we going in here?” she asked, panting.  We stood just in the entrance, trying to get our breath back.
“I don’t know.  Just to chill for a minute.  Get a coke.  Whatever.”
She let go of my hand and slapped me on the butt.  “I can’t believe you’re thinking of whatever at a time like this.”
I frowned at her, confused.  Then I saw the look on her face and understanding dawned.  My neck started burning red.
“Oh, shit.  No, Rae, it’s not like that.  I swear to God!”  My face turned bright red too, now that I realized she thought I’d come in here after a bombing and being chased by lunatic cops to buy condoms.  What a dick she must think I am.
“Suuuuure, it’s not like that.  I believe you.”  She grinned.
I couldn’t help but smile back a little in response.  As uncomfortable as I was, the closeness that we’d shared earlier made even embarrassing moments not so awful.  It was a revelation to me that I could be that comfortable around another person after only knowing her for such a short time.  “Seriously.  I think about that stuff a lot, but not usually when I’m running from a pack of wolves.”
She raised an eyebrow.  “Did I miss the wolves?”
“No,” I said, taking her hand again and walking down one of the aisles.  “Packs of wild train riders and freaky cops.  They’re all wolves.”
“Are we ever going to be safe?” she asked, sounding forlorn.
I stopped in front of big bags of candy, draping my arm across her shoulders.  “Someday, yes.  Right now, probably not.  We need to get some supplies and get back to the apartment.”
“Where is it?”
“I have no idea.”
“What kind of supplies?”
“I don’t know.  Food?  Bandaids?”
Even though I was more focused on the candy than her face, I could hear the smile there in her voice.  “You’re like the worst commando survivalist ever.”
“Thank you for that vote of confidence.”  I wasn’t offended by her evaluation.  She was totally right.  The way my mind worked, candy and bandaids were all we needed.
“I remember the address of the apartment,” she said.  “We can just ask someone for directions.”
“Or take a cab,” I said, pulling a bag of Smarties off the shelf and then moving down to snag some Hershey kisses from the bottom row.
“Old school,” she said, looking at my selections.  “I like it.”
“You get something too,” I said.  “I might not share.”
She went into another aisle with me following behind and grabbed some breakfast bars and water.  “In case we escape to Witch Mountain and need to survive for a few days without dying of sugar overdoses.”  She eyed my candy with pursed lips.
I gave her breakfast bars an equally disgusted look. “Later when you want to trade my candy for a lump of dried oatmeal mixed with nasty prunes or whatever, you’re going to have to beg.”  I moved toward the cash register, holding our purchases against my chest, confident I had the best emergency rations in the place.  Rae snagged something off the end of an aisle, and it was only when we got to the front of the store that I realized it was a box of Trojans.  My face went red all over again.
Rae stared straight ahead and refused to look at me, even when I jabbed her with my elbow.  I willed my mind not to stray into the danger zone of picturing her naked.  Imagining the feel of her soft skin.  Remembering how her lips felt on mine and what they might feel like if they were ever …
“Shit,” I said, dropping candy bags all over the floor at my feet.  My fingers had apparently forgotten how to hold things.  What an idiot.
Rae and I bent down at the same time to get them and bonked heads.
She collapsed into a fit of giggles on the floor, landing on the box of breakfast bars and crushing it.  I heard one of the bags inside pop open.
“Oh my god,” she hissed, still laughing, “my big butt just busted the entire box!”
All the pressure that had built up inside me over the bombing and running from that cop came bubbling up and spilled over in the form of laughter.  There may have been a snort or two mixed in.
“Do you wanna get another box?” came a lazy voice from behind the counter.
I looked up at the stoned-out guy standing there with the drug store’s blue apron uniform on, and the laughter kind of faded away.  He was staring at us with a half-vacant look, very non-threatening but still a mood breaker.
“Uh, yeah,” I said, standing up.  I left Rae on the floor.  “I’ll be right back.”  I walked away, returning to the back of the store where the healthy stuff was.  After grabbing the same kind of box we already had, I turned to go back to the front of the store.  I was in a perfect position to see the main door open and the detective with the SUV come in with another man.  This other guy was taller.  His eyes roamed the store, and I ducked down just in time to miss being seen.
Holy shit!  Rae!  I ran to the end of the row and moved two aisles over, hoping to see her down at the other end still on the floor.  Maybe she’d have a chance of not being seen if she were still there, since the view of that spot was blocked by displays near the front door.
The bags of candy were still on the floor, but she wasn’t.  What the …?
“Hello, we’re with the Chicago police.  Did you see two teens come in here, a guy and a girl, brown hair for both of them, about eighteen years old?”
“Uhhhh … maybe,” said the stoned cashier.  “Not sure.”  He was fiddling around with something on the counter near the register, not even looking at the men.
“Did you or didn’t you?” said the other voice.
He looked up and finally acknowledged them.  “Dude, I already told you.  I’m not sure.  It’s been really busy today.”
“Yeah, right.”  The man walked over, pulling something out of the inner pocket of his jacket.  “Here’s my card.  Call me if you see them in here in the next hour.  They’re in the neighborhood.  Don’t approach them, just call.”
The clerk took the card and examined it closely.  “Whoooa, are they like dangerous or something?”
“Yes.  They could be.”
“Whoooa, dude, no way.  Like, axe murderers or something?  No, wait.  Not axe murderers.  Bank robbers!  Yeah, bank robbers.  There are banks all over the place here, man.  One on every corner.  The Man, just taking all our dollars and turnin’ ‘em into pennies, know what I’m sayin’?”
“Jesus, kid, lay off the weed.”  The cop who tried to question us earlier paused and then addressed his friend.  “We’re not going to get anything out of him.  He’s not even in tune with his own brain.  It’s just mush in there.”
“Whoa, dude.  Harsh,” said the clerk, his expression pure offense.
They left without another word, a bell banging and clanging against the door when it shut.
“Dicks,” the cashier said at their backs, just before starting to whistle like one of the seven dwarves.
I ran up to the front of the store and searched the immediate area, looking for Rae.  I nearly had a heart attack when she popped up from behind the photo developing machine at the end of the counter.
“Holy crap, Rae.  I didn’t see you there.”  I rested my hand on my chest, feeling like I had to keep it there so my heart wouldn’t leap out from between my ribs.
“Whoa, jumpin’ jack flash it’s a gas, gas, gaaaaasss,” said the cashier, catching sight of her just after I did.  He was laughing at his own joke, barely able to talk.  “I toootally didn’t even see you there, chica.  Were you there the whole time, just hangin’ out, or what?”  He suddenly focused on the photo developing machine.  “Oh, hey … you need help with developing some pictures?  I got skills in that area if you need me.”  He looked at us expectantly, his half-closed eyelids making him appear to be falling asleep standing up.  “I can totally do it all discrete and shit … if you have pictures you don’t want people to see.”  A lazy smile lit up his face.
Rae just stood there, mesmerized or something, maybe embarrassed that the guy thought we were developing naked pictures of each other.  “Nah, man.  But thanks for offering.”  I threw the bags of candy and the squashed box of breakfast bars on the counter.  I’d left the other one somewhere behind me, losing it in the heat of the moment.  “This is all.”
He ran the scanner over the bar codes and then pressed a button on the machine.  After standing there completely still for a full ten seconds, he said, “That’ll be nine bucks fifty-eight.”
After counting out the change and handing it to him, I bagged the stuff up, taking the receipt he offered.  “Thanks.  For everything.”  The guy didn’t have to help us out, but whether he realized it or not, he had.
“Hey, man, it’s all good, right?  Power to the people.”  He raised up a fist halfway and then let it drop.  “By the way … The Man’s out there lookin’ for ya.  Better watch your six.”  He pushed the business card he’d taken from the cop over in my direction.  His eyes opened wider for a second and he winked at us.
I took the card from the counter, gratitude filling my every pore.  “Thanks, man.  Seriously, thanks.  That was really cool.”
“Yeah, man.  Cool.  We’re all cool.  D’ya need anything else?  Some weed maybe?  Some X?”  He grinned at Rae, making me think he might have taken both at some point this morning.
I shook my head, smiling, since Rae didn’t seem capable of speech right now.  “No, but that’s nice of you to offer.  See ya.”  Rae’s hand slipped into mine.  It was cold and clammy.
“Later, tater,” said the clerk, waving at us.  “After a while crocodile.  See ya, wouldn’t wanna be ya…”  His various goodbyes followed us out the door as we did our best to blend into a group of people moving down the sidewalk, our destination the corner where a couple of taxis were parked on the side of the road.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven: Rae
 
WE WERE RIDING IN THE back of a cab, headed to the apartment when I finally got my voice back.  Everything had happened so fast back there I’d gone temporarily speechless.
“Who were those guys?”  I looked at Malcolm, noticing he had a worried expression on his face.  I was glad to not be the only one freaking out.
“I have no idea, other than what it says on their card.”  He held it out so we could both look at it.
Matthew Brinkley.
“That’s it?  No company name?  No title?”  This made no sense.  “He’s not really a cop, is he?”
Malcolm shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  Maybe he is, but I agree … this is messed up.”  He turned the card over; the back was blank.  When we got out of the car five minutes later, he shoved it in his back pocket.
The cab driver dropped us off in the underground parking garage and we rode the elevator up to our floor.  Malcolm unlocked the door as quietly as he could and we went inside, both of us going directly to our bedrooms and pretending we were waking up from a nap.
The sound of a cell phone ringing had both of us running from our rooms.  I got there first.  Looking down at the screens to figure out which one was ringing, I noticed that both of them had missed calls.  Oh, crap.  I opened the one that was buzzing.
“Hello?”
“Where have you been?” said the male voice on the other end of the line.  I didn’t recognize it.
“Taking a nap?”
“Bullshit.  You were seen outside.  Did you have anything to do with that bombing?”
My jaw dropped open as the shock went through me.  Someone actually thought we could have something to do with a bombing?  Like we actually did the bombing?
“Hello?  Did you hear me?”
“Uh … yeah.  Yes,” I stammered.  “And no, we didn’t do any bombing, are you crazy?”
“We know you didn’t do the bombing, but were you involved?  Did you see anything?”
My heart dropped.  “Maybe,” I said weakly.
A string of cussing and ranting followed, most of which I missed since the phone wasn’t exactly near the person’s mouth anymore.
“Rae?”  A woman’s voice came on the line.
“Yes.  Is this Mrs. Butts?”
“Yes, it is.  So what’s going to happen is this:  Stay calm, take the cell phones, and go hide in the closet in the bigger bedroom.  There’s a false back panel in there you can get behind.  The latch is on the floor under a box that’s in there.  It’s not a panic room, but it’s better than nothing.  Stay together.  Don’t make a sound.  We’ll send someone as fast as we can.”
“What?!”  I looked at Malcolm, my eyes bugging out of my head.
“What’d they say?” he asked, stepping closer to me.
“Mrs. Butts, I don’t understand,” I said, gripping the phone so hard it made my hand hurt.
Her voice went serious, almost cold.  “You left the apartment.  You’ve been seen by someone who wants to get their hands on you.  We have to try and get to you first.  We didn’t know this before, but apparently they have a strong presence in Chicago.  Had we known that, we never would have sent you there.”
“But who is it?” I asked, confused and scared and angry at myself for leaving.  What a stupid thing to do for sushi and condoms of all things.
“We’re not sure. We’re working on finding out, though.  Just get in the closet and stay safe.  If they get to you first, do what you can to stay together, but if you have to … and I hate to say this … separate and use your influence to get away.”
“What?”
“You know what I mean,” she said, frustrated with me.  “Use your power over people to get away.”
I handed the phone to Malcolm, not wanting to hear any more of it.
“Hello, Mrs. Butts?” he said.
I wandered into the kitchen to get a bottle of water out of the fridge.
“Yeah, this is Malcolm.  What exactly is going on?”
I came back into the front hall, trying to listen in on what she was saying to him, but all I could hear were mumbles.
“And who are these people?”  He frowned while the answer came over the line.
“Why us, though?  And why the bomb?  What’s that got to do with anything?”  He shook his head slowly from side to side for the next minute or two, listening to whatever Mrs. Butts had to say.
“Okay, fine.  We’ll go in the closet for now.  But after this we want a full explanation.  I know you’re helping us, but it’s kind of not cool letting us run around only knowing half the story.”  He nodded a few times before hanging up.  “Okay.  Bye.”
He hit the red button and slid the phone into his front pocket.  “Come on. We have to get into the closet.”  He sounded resigned to our fate.
I took the other phone off the table and picked up the bag of stuff we bought at the store, following him into the bigger bedroom.  “What’d she say?”
“I’ll tell you in the closet.”
After taking a quick bathroom break, we went into the bigger room and fumbled around inside the closet until we found the button that would release the latch on the false back wall.  Swinging the small door in revealed a space just big enough for about three people sitting down, possibly four if they were standing.  They’d have to be dwarves, though, because the space was only about five feet high.  Malcolm had to practically bend in half to get inside.
I jerked a string hanging from the low ceiling and a lightbulb went on, the wattage so weak it only managed to put out a faint orange light.
Malcolm pulled the door shut and latched it from our side.  It didn’t look strong enough to stop anyone who was really determined to get in, but it was better than nothing at all.
“What’d she say?” I asked once we were settled with the candy bag and water bottle between us.
“She said that they picked up some transmissions and conversations about us and that bomb.”
“I don’t get how they’re related at all, except that we saw the guy do it.”  I flicked the bags of candy in front of me absently, trying to make the connection in my head.
“She didn’t give me all the info, there wasn’t time … but she said that apparently someone was supposed to do that bomb thing without anyone seeing, but that something we did screwed it all up.”
“All we did was see the guy.”
“I think that’s the point.  Like no one was supposed to see him.”
“That makes zero sense!” I said, immediately embarrassed that I’d yelled.  “Zero sense,” I whispered.
Malcolm nodded.  “Want to know what I think?”
“Of course.”  I reached over and took his hand, making him smile.
“When you saw that guy with the bomb, did you notice that he kept looking at us and getting mad?  Like we were giving him a hard time or something?”
“Yes.  That’s what it seemed like to me too.”
“Maybe we did something to mess up his plan,” said Malcolm.  “Maybe just us being here messed it up somehow.”
“What about those other two guys … do you think they were really with the police?” I asked.  Now that we knew there was some kind of behind-the-scenes chatter about us, everyone was looking suspicious to me.
“No, I don’t.”  Malcolm stopped and cocked his head, going silent for a few seconds.  “Did you hear anything?” he whispered.
“No,” I whispered back, straining to hear but getting nothing other than our breathing.
“Anyway,” he continued, speaking in very low tones, “I think that bomber guy knew we were there and that we weren’t like other people.  And it’s possible those two guys in the SUV were with him.”
Something the second man in the SUV said in the store sparked in my memory.  “Do you remember that guy in the store?” I asked.  “What he said about the clerk?”
Malcolm frowned in concentration.  Then he shook his head.  “No.  I was a little too freaked out at the time to really think about what they were saying.  Sorry.”
“He said something, I can’t remember the exact words, that made me think he was in the guy’s head.  Remember?  He said something like he wasn’t getting anything, that it was mush in there.”  I shook my head.  It sounded so crazy, I couldn’t believe I was actually saying it out loud.
“Okay, so if he was in that guy’s head, how come he wasn’t in ours?  I mean, how come he didn’t know we were there in the store if he can see in heads?”
“I don’t know.  I think …”
Malcolm grabbed my arm and squeezed it a little, putting his finger to his lips.  He shook his head and pointed at the door.
I reached up slowly and pulled on the string, clicking off the light and making the little space go black.  Listening carefully, I was able to pick up the sounds of something other than our breathing.  They’re here!
Muffled voices came from somewhere out in the bedroom or the hallway possibly, there was no way to know for sure.  The louder they got, the more I squeezed Malcolm’s arm.  He pried my hand off when the nails started digging into his skin.
“Sorry,” I said as softly as I could, leaning over to kiss him in apology.  I was touching my lips to his nose just as someone kicked the door of our hiding spot.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight: Malcolm
 
THE BANG ON THE DOOR made me jump.  It was either someone’s fist or their boot, but either way, they knew we were in here.
“Come out!” said the voice.  “Don’t make me kick it in.”
Rae’s grip on my arm started again, but this time I didn’t bother peeling her off.  Her panic was understandable.  I felt like I was going to piss my pants with the stress.
I leaned in really close to her ear and whispered as softly as I could.  “Just wait.”
She wrapped her arms around my neck and crawled into my lap, smashing the candy bags in the process.  The sound was thankfully muffled by our legs.  I welcomed her warmth and closeness, hugging her tight to me.  We waited in silence, both of us breathing rapidly.  I shivered despite the massive body heat we were sharing and steaming up the room with.
“I’m not kidding,” said the angry voice on the other side.  “I’ll destroy the door and probably hurt you too, and I really don’t want to do that.  You need to unlock it and come out right now.”  I couldn’t tell if it was one of the cops or someone new we hadn’t seen yet.
Rae’s head was shaking no, and I completely agreed with her.  The longer we could stall, the more time we could give the Butts group to get here.
Some muffled voices came through the door and then another one spoke to us, very clear this time.  He must have been on hands and knees, putting his face right up to the door.
“Rae, honey, you need to come out.”
She grabbed me in a strangle hold, cutting off my air, a squeak of breath coming out of my throat just before it was totally blocked.
I took her arms and pried them away a little, just so I could breathe.  “What’s … the … matter,” I grunted out.
“That’s my dad,” she whispered, her voice so high she sounded like a crazed mouse.
I dropped my hands to her waist and held her against me tighter, completely confused and feeling terrible that she was in this position.
I sighed heavily and leaned my face against hers, knowing we were out of choices now.  I couldn’t expect her to ignore her father’s order and go with the Butts group.  The game was over.  We were going to be split up and she’d be sent way.  My heart felt like it was breaking in half.
I reached out to unlock the door, leaning around Rae to get there.
She wrestled around until she found my arm and grabbed it hard. “No!” she whispered loudly, jerking it away from the door.  “Do not open that door!”
“But it’s your dad,” I said right by her ear, my hot breath bouncing back and hitting me in the nose.  “We can’t go with the Butts group now that he’s here, right?”
“Heck yes, we can.  He might not even be my dad!”
“I can hear you in there, Rae,” came her father’s voice.  “I need you to come out right now.  Enough playing around and hiding from me.  It’s time to come home.  You want to come home, don’t you?  Your mother’s worried, you know.  So am I.  Very worried.  You’re mixed up in a lot of bad business right now, Rae.  Very bad business.”
I could feel Rae’s body tensing, but not in time to stop her from shouting out her response.  “You’re not even my father, are you?”
At first there was nothing but silence.  Then an angry tone came through the wood door.  “Rae, I don’t even want to hear that talk right now.  Get out immediately or I’ll break the door in.  I mean it, young lady.  Right now.”
“He means it,” she whispered.  “I know that tone of voice.”
I nodded, reaching out once more towards the lock.  “Don’t claw me, okay?  I’m just going to open it.  We stick together, right?”
“Yes.  Absolutely.  If they try to separate us, I’m going to scream bloody murder.”
“Take ‘em out by the balls,” I said, unlocking the door and allowing it to swing in.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine: Rae
 
THE FIRST THING I SAW when I came out of the hiding space and into the bedroom was my father’s face, and all I wanted to do was punch it.  It took every ounce of willpower I had to just hold back and wait for Malcolm to join me at my side.
“Rae, what were you thinking?” my father asked, using a condescending tone, talking to me like I’m just a stupid baby.
I was ready to let him have it, to tell him exactly what I thought about his bullcrap, when Malcolm cut in.
“Sir, I don’t mean to be rude, but you need to just step back a little and give us some space.”  He held out an arm, his fingertips touching my dad’s chest and pushing on it a little.
My father glared at Malcolm, shoving his hand away.  “Young man, you’re lucky I don’t have the police in here arresting you for statutory rape.”  He pointed a finger at Malcolm’s face.  “Very lucky.”
My mouth dropped open in shock.  “Are you …”  The words wouldn’t come out, I was so pissed. How dare he suggest things about my sex life that are totally none of his business! How humiliating!  The two men from the drugstore were standing in the doorway of the room, smirking at each other.
Malcolm put his arm around me.  “Are you threatening me?”  Malcolm’s voice came off very tough, even though it was calm and cool.  I could tell how upset he was by the trembling I felt in his arm, but he showed no other signs of it.  My heart soared with pride.
“Yeah, you’re damn straight I am.  What’d you think you were doing kidnapping my daughter and dragging her across the country?”  He reached out to take me by the arm, but I jerked back so he couldn’t reach me.
“Don’t touch me!  You have no right to touch me, you jerk!”  All I could think about was him putting Malcolm in jail for the amazing way he’d made me feel.  For the first time in my life somebody was with me just because he wanted to be, and now his freedom was being threatened.  My dad totally picked the wrong day to get involved in my private life.  I was prepared to scream down this whole building if I had to, because there was no way I was going to let Malcolm go to jail.
“I have every right to touch you and take you home, Rae. I’m your father.”
“Bullshit,” I spat.  “ You’re not my father.  You think I don’t know who you are?”  I was bluffing, but it didn’t matter.  The more I stared at him the more I felt it.  He wasn’t my real dad.  He was just an imposter.
“I’m the only father you’re ever going to have, and I’ve sacrificed almost half my life to your care, so you’d better appreciate it, dammit.”
I was taken aback by his easy confession and emboldened by the idea that I could get some answers out of him.  “Why’d you do it?  Why all the lies and the bullshit?”
He opened his mouth to answer, but one of the turds at the door stopped him.  “Not now.  We need to get them out of here before those assholes get here.”
My father lunged forward and grabbed my upper arm.  “We’ll discuss this later.  Come on.”
I tried to get away but he had an iron grip on my arm.  I snagged Malcolm’s hand and dragged him with me towards the door.
“Let him go,” ordered my dad, shaking me hard.
“No!” I shouted, struggling to get free.  “I’ll go with you, but not without him.  Let me go!  I’m going to scream if you keep manhandling me like this.”
He dropped my arm.  “Scream and I’ll knock you out.  Come on, we need to leave.”  He strode to the front door, not even looking to see if we were following.  But he didn’t have to.  The other two men were right behind us, corralling us into the front hallway.
My father stuck his head out the front door to check the hallway first.  Then he stepped out, leaving the front door open.  “Leave your cell phone here. I know they gave you one,” he said, looking at me.
I prayed Malcolm still had his in his pocket.  I hadn’t seen him put it down anywhere, but he could have at any point.  Taking my phone out of my pocket slowly, trying to stall, I caught Malcolm’s eye.  He nodded just the slightest bit, giving me hope that he did have his phone on him.  Hopefully the Butts team would trace us down and find us before anything terrible happened.  Visions of my father in surgical gear with a scalpel in his hand made me shiver with dread.  Maybe he was going to give me a lobotomy.
We went down to the parking garage in the elevator, the close contact with the jerks who were kidnapping us making me want to climb the walls and escape out the ceiling hatch.
Any ideas I had for disappearing in the maze of cars downstairs ended when my father clamped onto my arm with the grip of a frigging steel handcuff and dragged me over to the black SUV we’d seen earlier.  “Get in,” he said, pushing me roughly towards the back door.
I looked at Malcolm just before getting in, holding onto his hand so they couldn’t separate us.  We settled into the last row of seats, our captors taking the row in front of us and my dad at the wheel.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty: Malcolm
 
THIS WHOLE THING WAS BULLSHIT.  Kidnapped?  By Rae’s father and a couple of goons in suits?  It couldn’t possibly be real.  This was all just one big mistake, an over-protective father trying to get his daughter to come back home and finish her senior year.  That’s it.
“Where are you taking us?” I asked as we pulled out into traffic.  No one did me the courtesy of answering, which only pissed me off more.
“I said, where are you taking us?”  I didn’t bother hiding my anger.
“Shut up or you’ll get thrown out of the car.  And I won’t stop first, either.”  Rae’s father meant business, I could tell from his tone.  It took a lot of the wind out of my sails.
“Dad!  You can’t say crap like that to Malcolm!”
“I can say whatever I want to that kid.  All he’s done is cause problems for our family, and I mean to put a stop to it.”
“Malcolm’s done nothing wrong.  Nothing!  That was you that caused all the problems, not him.”
Rae’s father twisted around in his seat, his face screwed up in anger.  “Me?  I caused the problems?”  He snorted, turning back to face the windshield.  “That’s rich, coming from the girl who caused us to have to pack up and move over twenty times in half as many years.”  He glared at her in the rearview mirror, shaking his head.
“Low blow, man,” I said, totally disappointed in him as a person.  He might not be her dad in reality, but he’d been like a dad to her, and that meant his words could really hurt.
Tears ran down Rae’s face, but she didn’t say a word.
“That’s not a low blow, it’s reality,” he argued, a sneer in his voice.  “You have no idea how many people have been inconvenienced, who’ve bent over backwards and jumped through hoops for you, Rae.  You’re oblivious.  Selfish.  All you think about is yourself and never the greater good.”
“Maybe if you hadn’t kept all those secrets from me all those years I wouldn’t have been so selfish or so oblivious … such a crappy daughter.”
Her voice broke on the last words, and it just killed me to hear it.  I scooted closer to her and wrapped my arm around her shoulders.  I had so much to say to this total douchebag of a pretender-father, but I didn’t even know where to start.  And more than anything, I just wanted Rae to stop crying. He totally wasn’t worth it.
“The secrets were kept for your own good.  But now the cat’s out of the bag and instead of helping us, you’re getting in the way.  That’s going to end today.  Right now.  As of this moment, you are under my care and control and no one’s going to interfere in what I’m doing.”
“Easy now, Livingston,” said one of the guys.  It was the one who’d approached us in the crowd for questioning, the smaller of the two.  “You don’t make those decisions.”
“Fuck you, toad.  You don’t talk to me like that.  I make any decisions I need to for the cause.”
Rae flinched at the expletive, making me think her father didn’t swear much at home.
“Who do you work for?” I asked.
“Don’t tell him anything.  He’s not a part of what we’re doing,” said the larger fake cop.
“He doesn’t matter,” said Rae’s father.  “We’ll be getting rid of him here shortly, so whatever I tell him will go to the grave with him anyway.”
“Grave!”  Rae shrieked, leaping forward to climb over the seats.  She made it all the way to her dad’s shoulder and grabbed his shirt, yanking back on it with everything she had.  “You asshole!”
The car lurched to the side, causing the person next to us in traffic to lean on his horn and yell out the window at us.
“Get her off of me!” Rae’s father shouted, righting the car and putting it fully back in the correct lane.  The other driver was still shooting a bird out his window at us and yelling something I couldn’t hear.  I kinda wished we had crashed into him.  The idea of meeting my grave anytime soon was making me scared shitless.
The two guys both grabbed Rae and pulled her back, shoving her roughly into the backseat.
“You see!  You see!”  Mr. Livingston was furious.  “This is what I’m talking about.  Years you were groomed.  Years.  And this is how you thank us.”
“Groomed?!  Are you completely mental?!  I’m not a poodle!”
“Yes, you are,” he growled, glaring at her in the rearview mirror.  “You’re my lap dog and you’re going to do exactly as I say, or I’m going to take your nice little boyfriend back there and pull his fucking eyeballs out.”
My heart leaped up into my throat, and I felt like it was clogging up my airway, making it very difficult to breathe.  I cleared my throat several times to clear it out.  My eyeballs?
Rae sat back slowly, her spine stiff and her chin up.  Her face quivered with fear and tears ran down her cheeks, but she stared him down in the mirror, her expression defiant.  “You touch one hair on his head and I’ll make you the sorriest Rainbow that ever lived.”
“You already have,” he said back in a flat tone, staring at her in the mirror.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One: Rae
 
MY FATHER’S WORDS CUT ME right to the bone, and I could tell by the expression on his face that he knew exactly what he was saying and doing to me.  Any residual loyalty or love I might have had for him disappeared in that moment, and all I could think about was getting information out of him and then getting the hell away.  I never wanted to see him again for as long as I lived.  Whether I still wanted to see my mom would depend.  If I found out that she was involved in this crap, then she would be out of my life forever too.
A mission was forming in my mind as I stared at his ugly expression.  Anger fueled my thought process, sending it into overdrive.  I had to figure out all I could about this group of people he was a part of, and after that I’d disappear with Malcolm to a place where they’d never find us.
“You can’t hurt me, you know,” I said, faking the confidence that wasn’t quite there.  “I know who you are.  I know what you’re doing.  And you need to know right now that no matter what, I’m not going to cooperate with anything you’ve got planned.  You can’t use me to hurt people.”
“Please don’t challenge him,” said the smaller fake cop, the one who’d tried to question us before.  “You’ve already got him worked up enough.”  He sounded annoyed with either me or my father, but not overly angry.
“She doesn’t have anybody worked up,” said the other bigger guy.  “Her shit’s not working.  Neither’s mine.  I can’t figure it out.”  He seemed frustrated, just like he had been in the drugstore when he was talking about the clerk’s muddled mind.
“What are you talking about, Hansen?” asked my fake father.  I refused to think of him as my dad anymore.
“I’m talking about a blocking mechanism of some sort,” said the big guy.  Hansen, I guess.  “That’s why Dumbass wasn’t able to pull off the explosion like he was supposed to in the tunnel.  She shut off his shit and everyone saw him, plain as day.  They snagged him outside on the street because as usual he was too stupid to just walk away when he had the chance.”  He sighed loudly, obviously very disappointed in this Dumbass person.  He had to be talking about the man Malcolm and I had seen with the backpack.  That meant that maybe without Malcolm and me there, people didn’t normally see him.  What?  Did that mean he was invisible?
“That’s not possible,” said my former father.  “No one sees that pain in the ass if he doesn’t want them to.  Rae’s not blocking anything.”
“Oh, yeah?  Then explain why you’re all upset right now, why don’t you.”  Hansen snorted a laugh, mocking my fake father who I was getting the pretty clear idea he didn’t like much.  I was with him on that.
Everyone in the car went silent, leaving me a few precious seconds to figure out what was going on.  It was quickly becoming apparent that they still didn’t know about Malcolm.  They didn’t know he had powers or that we somehow played off each other, canceling our stuff out.  I had to be sure they never found out, too.  He’d be safe if they let him out of the car.  I just hoped it would be with his eyeballs still in his head and no other body parts missing or damaged.
“I don’t know.  It’s a good point.”  My fake father looked at me in the mirror, frowning.  “Did they give you something to block the Influencers?”
 I gritted my teeth to keep from saying anything back.  Let him think what he wanted.  Better he blame the Butts group than the boy I loved.
Love?  Do I love him?  Would I take a bullet for him?  Go with these men to let them lobotomize me in exchange for letting him go?  Yes.  I’d do that.  My heart raced with the implications.
“I asked you a question, Rae.”
“Yes.  They gave me a blocker.  I’m blocking everyone, including you.”
Hansen snorted.  “You can’t block what doesn’t exist.”  He sounded really happy about being able to say that, like he was mocking my fake father.
The car squealed to a stop, all of us flying forward with the sudden lack of movement.  The guys in front of me barely flinched when my fake father turned around and pointed a gun in their faces.
“You shut the hell up, do you hear me?  You Influencers are only as good as your handlers allow you to be, get it?”  He jabbed the gun first at one and then the other.  “You.  Belong to me.  That’s the way it works here, you fucking freaks.”
The car was silent, but outside there was a chorus of horns blaring, telling us to move because we were blocking traffic.
“You are really lucky right now, Livingston,” said the smaller cop.  “If we weren’t being blocked right now, I’d have a really hard time not giving you a little taste of my influence.  Then we’d see what kind of twisted secrets you’ve got swimming around in that head of yours.”
The hand holding the gun shook just the slightest bit before my fake father jabbed it at the man’s chest, his arm extending out as far as it could from the front seat.  “Just give me one reason to pull this trigger, Brinkley.  Just one.  That’s all I need.”
This guy who used to be my father was a complete stranger.  I could not believe the things coming out of his mouth or his behavior.  It was like he was possessed by an alien or something.  Maybe my influence had made him a nice person when he was normally a total douche.
“Anyone ever tell you you’re a real piece of shit when you’re not all jacked up on Influencer love?” asked Hansen in a totally calm voice.
I barked out a laugh.  This guy was so right.  “He’s addicted,” I said.  I couldn’t help it.  These two guys in the middle seats were just like me and Malcolm.  I finally got it.  My fake father was the only one in the car who had zero influence on anyone and he was obviously jealous.  He’d been jealous of me all my life.
Hansen smiled at me.  “Totally addicted.”
“What the hell?” asked Malcolm, his voice going soft.  “You guys … you’re Influencers?  Like … Rae?”
They both nodded, now twisted sideways to look at us and totally ignoring the gun pointed at their sides.
“Shut up!  Don’t talk to them!” said my fake father, getting more agitated by the second.
“What can you do?” I asked, breathless over the idea that this situation was so much bigger than I’d ever realized before, even just five minutes ago.  Malcolm and I aren’t the only ones!  There are others out there like us!
Hansen shrugged.  “Get in heads.  Fuck around a little.”
“Both of us.  We’re brothers.”  Brinkley smiled big, leaning over to punch the bigger guy in the chest.  His brother just grunted a little but didn’t retaliate.
“Wow,” I said, totally impressed.  “I can’t do that.”
“Yeah, but you can do other stuff.  Seriously powerful stuff.”  Hansen jerked his thumb towards the front seat.  “That’s why he’s got his dick in such a twist over you getting away and telling him to go screw himself.”
Brinkley grinned big and said in a musical falsetto voice, “Handler fuck up.”
“Shut up, I said!”  My fake father hit Brinkley in the shoulder with the gun, coming completely out of his seat to make contact.
More horns blared and people were getting out of their cars.
Brinkley flinched with the pain and turned slowly to face his attacker.  “Man, if you hit me again, I’m going to shove that thing up your ass.  I’m not kidding.  Fuck the cause, I didn’t sign up for pistol whipping from a dunhead like you.”
“That’s what we call ‘em.  Dunheads.  Like your boyfriend over there.  No influencer skills.”  Hansen was still grinning.
“You can’t talk to me like that!” shrieked my former dad, hitting Brinkley again several times and then Hansen once too.  “I’m your handler!”
“That’s it, I’m outta here,” said Hansen, opening his door.  “Come on, bro.  Let’s blow this popsicle stand.”
Brinkley, the fake-cop-Influencer-slash-mind-fucker shoved my wanna-be father back into the front seat before opening his door.  He turned around and flashed us a smile before getting out.  “See you soon, maybe.”  And then he left, not even bothering to shut the door behind him.
Malcolm looked at me and then the open door.  He read my mind and was scooting over to make a break for it when the siren started.  It was just behind our car … a police officer on a motorcycle with his lights flashing.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two: Malcolm
 
WITHIN THIRTY MINUTES WE WERE at the police station, escorted there by an officer in a squad car, and Mr. Livingston was in custody, arrested for carrying an unlicensed firearm and driving erratically.  We gave a statement saying we had no idea what was wrong with him, and when we told the police officer that we had friends coming to pick us up, they let us sit in the waiting room.  I took my phone out of my pocket and dialed Joe.
He picked up in one ring.  “Where are you?”  He sounded stern and possibly angry.
“We’re at the police station on La Salle Street.  Can someone come get us?”
“Yes.  Stay put.  Don’t wander off. We’ll have someone there in less than an hour.  We just have to deal with traffic.”
“Okay, we’ll wait.  We’re in the main waiting room.”
“No, that won’t work.  Find an empty office or break room not open to the public.  Wait for us there.  We’ll call when we’re close so you can come out.”
I didn’t argue.  Before I might have, before a lunatic waved a gun around and threatened to pull out my eyeballs.  Now I was ready to do anything Joe said without question.  “Fine.  See you soon.  But wait … how will we know this person is with you guys?  The other group has people who are looking for us too.”
“You’ll know.  That’s all I can say.  Talk to you later.  Oh, and tell Rae that Jasmine says when she gets back, they’ll go get some cotton candy together.”
“Ooookaaaay,” I said, hanging up the phone when I heard the disconnecting click from Joe’s end.
I frowned at the phone.
“What’d he say?” Rae asked, leaning on me, looking down at the phone too.  The smell of her hair wafted over and made me feel protective of her all over again.  She was all girl, flowery-smelling and easily made sad.  Her father was such a jerk.
I put my arm around her and kissed her on the head.  “Come on.  We have to go wait somewhere not so public.  And he told me to tell you that Jasmine said she’d take you for cotton candy or something when you get back.”  I grinned at her.  “Makes no sense, I know.”
“Oh, no … it makes perfect sense.  It’s part of our code.  What else did he say?”
“He said someone on their team would be coming to get us and we’d know them when we saw them.”
Rae grinned like a loon.  “It’s going to be Jazzy Butts.  I’ll bet you a thousand dollars.”
Talk about nuts.  “Bull.  No way they’d send their daughter into this crap.”
Rae moved away from me and held out her hand.  “Bet me.”
“You don’t have a thousand bucks,” I said, taking her hand and pulling her to her feet.  “Come on.  Let’s go find a place to chill out while we wait.”
“Excuse me … I need to speak with you.  Rae, is it?”  A police officer we’d spoken to earlier was standing in the waiting room.
Rae frowned.  “What about?  We already told you everything we know.”
“I just need to show you something.  It won’t take very long.  Ten minutes maybe.”  He gestured to the inner offices, expecting us to precede him.
Joe’s earlier advice about finding a safe place to wait was ringing in my head, banging around like a pinball.  Why didn’t we leave when we had the chance?  I stared at the guy, wondering if he was some kind of mole.  Derek and Mr. Holder sure had fooled us, so there wasn’t any reason to think this guy couldn’t too.
Rae took a tentative step forward.  “Am I under arrest?” she asked meekly.
The cop shook his head.  “No.  Not at this point, anyway.  Please just come with me.”
Rae did as she was asked and I followed, holding her hand, more nervous with every step.
We went ahead of the cop into a small room that had a television on the wall.  A scene was frozen on it, like a video on pause.  I could see the inside of the subway station there on the screen, people in the process of running.  Oh shit.  They have video of us in the subway near the bomber.  Sweat broke out under my arms.  The expression out of the frying pan and into the fire suddenly made a lot of sense.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three: Rae
 
WE SAT DOWN IN SEATS around a conference table.  Malcolm and I were next to each other, and the police officer was across from us.  We waited in silence for someone to join us.  The officer just stared at us the entire time, making me want to scream with nervousness.  The ticking of the clock made my mind wander to other places.  Like where Malcolm and I might end up after all this was over.  Would it be the mountains?  The desert?  A big city?  An island?  A jail cell?  A grave?  Anything was possible at this point.
About ten minutes later, about the point that I was contemplating running out of the room and never looking back, a woman in regular clothes walked in and stood next to the chair with the cop in it.  She had a badge on her belt and a gun at her hip.  It was really big and definitely threatening.  I swallowed hard, staring at it, wondering if she’d ever shot anyone with it.
“Hello, I’m Valerie, a detective with the department.”  She tossed her long black hair over her shoulder.  “We’d like to ask you some questions about this video here.”  She picked up a remote control from the tabletop and pressed a button.  A video began to play on the wall-mounted TV monitor.
I squeezed my hands together under the table to keep them from trembling too much.  I looked at the screen, feeling sick over what I saw there.
“This is the L,” she explained, “the underground portion at The Loop.  This is you in the picture, isn’t it?” She froze the frame and walked over to point at the screen.  The picture showed Malcolm and me going down the stairs and descending into the tunnel that would take us to the train.
I nodded, feeling numb.  This was bad.  This was really bad.  I was going to be put in jail right along with my fake father.  Sweat trickled down my back.
She fast forwarded a few seconds and then pressed the play button again.  “Okay, and here you are standing in line on the platform, right?”
I nodded again.  “Yes.  That’s me and Malcolm.”  I nodded at the screen.  “But it was my idea to go down there, not his.”
“Okay, and now here you are talking to someone.”  She pointed to the backpack man.  “Who is this?”
I  opened my mouth to speak, but the words didn’t want to come out.  “Uhhh … uhhh …”
“We have no idea who that guy is,” said Malcolm, angry.  “He’s the jerk that put the bomb on that train, though, I can tell you that.”
“And how would you know that?” asked the woman, folding her arms across her chest, the remote sticking out near her bicep.    The video was frozen on us talking to the stranger.  “Were you with him?  Did you participate in this bombing?”
“Hell no!” said Malcolm.
All the blood drained out of my face, but I stammered out an explanation, trying to head off the horrible train wreck that I sensed coming.  “Of course not.  No … no … we would never … we were trying to help you catch him!”  I gripped the edge of the table, my fingers going white with the pressure.  “Just look at the video, it will show you!”
“That’s the problem,” Valerie said. “The video isn’t clear.  You don’t need to panic, kids, we just want to get some answers, that’s it.  If I thought you had anything to do with the bombing you’d already be under arrest.”
I took a deep breath, trying to get my racing heart under control.   “Okay, fine.  Play the video, and I’ll explain what happened.”
She rewound it until it showed a single person going down the stairs.  The large woman in the purple dress.
“That’s the woman!  The one with the beehive!”  I looked at Malcolm for confirmation and he was nodding.  He was frowning too.
“Don’t you remember her?  I mean, how could you forget, really?  She was so bold.  That dress was amazing.”
“I remember her,” he said, “but there’s something wrong with the video.”
I looked back at it, realizing I’d missed the last few seconds.  “Could you rewind it, please?  Back to the spot before the woman comes down the stairs.”
The detective looked at the remote, pushing buttons to move the video back to a frame about ten seconds before the beehive lady came down the stairs.  We sat there in complete silence, waiting to see the man with the backpack come down.
The lady with the beehive appeared on the screen alone.
“What the heck?” I asked in a soft voice.  My brain was trying to understand the information my eyeballs were delivering.  Where’s the backpack guy?
“What’s wrong?” asked the police officer.
“There’s something missing.  Back it up again,” said Malcolm, voicing my thoughts.
I looked at him while the detective pressed buttons again.  “Where is he?” I asked.
Malcolm shook his head slowly.  “I have no idea.  He should be there.”
“Who?” asked the detective, her thumb hovering over the play button.
“The guy.  The bomber,” I explained.  “He went down those stairs in front of that woman with the big hair.”
“Rewind it some more,” said the cop, gesturing at the screen.
“No, he was like, right in front of her.  They were practically touching they were so close,” said Malcolm.
“That’s exactly how I remember it,” I said.  “First he went down, and then her, almost at the same time.  They might have even been together, except I don’t remember them looking at each other or acting like they were.”
The detective pressed a button that rewound the video even more and hit play.  We watched as several individuals and a couple came down the stairs and then eventually the woman and her hair.
“Where’s the bomber?” I whispered, getting up and walking over to the screen, reaching out to touch it.  “There’s nothing.  Not even a shadow.”
“Are you saying he was there?  That you saw him enter that subway entrance?” asked the detective.
“Yes, that’s what I’m saying,” I responded, turning to face her.  “I swear to God and everything that’s holy, I saw him go down those stairs right in front of that lady.”  I could feel the pulse pounding hard in my neck.  This just wasn’t possible.  I felt trapped.  Like I was being punked in the worst possible way.
“Maybe you have the wrong entrance.  You’re combining memories from two places, possibly,” suggested the cop.
I looked at Malcolm, wondering if I was losing my mind.
He was shaking his head. “Nope.  We only saw one entrance today.”  He pointed at the screen.  “That one.  And that guy was there, I swear too.  I saw it with my own eyes.”
“Okay, so explain this, then,” said the detective, fast-forwarding through the arrival scene and moving to the train platform one again.
The video showed Malcolm and I standing there, looking at the train car and then the man approaching us.  He stopped, stayed for two or three seconds, and then left us standing there.  Malcolm was clearly upset, his arms flopping around, and then he was looking out towards the crowd.
“That’s where the man told us not to go on the train.”  I looked at the detective and then Malcolm.  “Malcolm told everyone there was a bomb on the train.”
“How’d you know that?” asked the cop, leaning towards Malcolm.
“We saw him go down those stairs with a huge backpack on his back,” explained Malcolm.  “And then he went onto the train.  But then he got off again, and he wasn’t wearing the backpack anymore.  He caught us staring at him before he got on, and then he came right at us when he got off.  We weren’t the only ones who saw him.  He was walking into all kinds of people on his way.  He told us not to get on the train.  To run.”
“I saw that he stopped and talked to you,” said the female detective.  “What I don’t understand is how he got on there in the first place without any of our cameras picking him up at any other station, and why he came to you specifically and warned you away.  And I also don’t understand how you knew he’d left a bomb on the train.”
Malcolm shrugged.  “It just added up.  First a big backpack then not a big backpack.  He obviously had left it on the train.  And then he told us to run.  What else would it be?”
“Show them the other part,” said the cop.  “After this.”
The detective stared at us for a few seconds and then aimed the remote at the screen.  The video started playing again, and we watched the scene play out. They’d spliced some segments from different cameras together, showing me running through the tunnel.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four: Malcolm
 
I WAS PISSED.  WE WERE practically being accused of having something to do with the bombing when all we’d done was try and save people.  We’d seen on the news in the waiting area that no one had died, but that several people had been injured.  They credited an early warning with the lack of casualties.  That was me giving that warning, but here I was feeling like I should be locked up and put away forever.
The video was tracking Rae’s movements through the tunnel, in the moments after she’d left me.  She was chasing after the bald man, but the farther she got from me, the weirder the video became.
“Where’d he go?” I asked.
The detective froze the screen, backed it up, and played it again.  “That’s what we’d like to know.”
I watched again as the backpack man slowly but surely disappeared from the screen.  It was like someone had taken an eraser and slowly scrubbed it over his image until it wasn’t there anymore.
“Invisible man,” whispered Rae.
“What?” asked the police officer.
Rae sat up really tall and shook her had.  “Nothing.  I didn’t say anything.”
“You said invisible man,” said the detective, stopping the video again.
Rae pressed her lips together but said nothing.  I tried to distract them with the first thing that jumped to mind.
“So what’s the deal?  Are we in trouble or what?”
“Not exactly,” said the detective.  “But we need to find out what you know about this man and how he was able to cloak himself or get into our video feed and remove his image from it.”
“We have no idea.” I put my hands up in a gesture of surrender, trying to look as innocent as possible.  “I swear, we really don’t know any more than you do.  We saw the guy, he looked creepy, and then with the backpack thing … we just didn’t want anyone getting on that train when it looked so bad.  That’s why I told people to get off.  I figured the worst thing that could happen is I’d be totally wrong and maybe people would be late to work or whatever.”  Being late to work after lunch was better than being blown into bits.
“And did you see him after this point?” asked the detective.  She was looking at Rae but gesturing at the point in the video where he’d disappeared completely.
“No.  When I got there, I’d lost him.  I looked everywhere, but he was gone.  That’s when I saw the telephone and got on it to call.  I thought maybe someone above the subway on the street could stop him.”
“We did stop him, actually.”  The detective pressed a button on the remote and the screen went black.  She put the device on the table and sat down across from us.  “After you came up out of the subway and stood in line to leave, he appeared on one of our feeds again.  He was taken into custody right there on the scene.”
“So why don’t you ask him what happened?” I asked, wondering why all the cloak and dagger stuff had to go on with Rae and me in the middle of it.  Totally lame.
“Because he disappeared again,” said the cop.  “He was there in the squad car one second and gone the next.”  He snapped his fingers and looked at Rae.  “Just like the invisible man.”
Rae swallowed hard.
I laughed really loud, trying to exaggerate my response to make them feel stupid.  It was our only hope of getting out of this Twilight Zone bullcrap.  Influencers were one thing, but disappearing men?  No thanks.  “Ha! Ha!  Are you kidding me?  You actually think there’s such thing as an invisible man?  Geez, you guys are hilarious.  Can we go now?  I’m late for an X-Men convention.”
“Very funny,” said the detective, standing up.  “I need to get going.”  She looked at Rae first and then me.  “Make sure to leave your contact information with Officer Geedy here.  We’ll be in touch.”
“We can go?” asked Rae.
“Yes, you can go.  But like I said, be prepared to be contacted again.  I have a feeling you know more than you realize, but I don’t think you did anything wrong and I do think you’re telling us what you know about this guy.  My instincts are usually on target, and right now they’re telling me that you’re just two kids in the wrong place at the wrong time.”  She looked over at her colleague.  “You good here?”  She was pointing at us.
“Yeah.  I don’t have any reason to hold them right now.  We’re still working on the video feed to see if it was hacked from outside or possibly even inside.  I’ll get you the results of that later. Should be done by tonight or tomorrow morning.”
“Good.  Later, then.”
She left without saying goodbye to us, but I didn’t care.  I just wanted to get the hell out of there and never look back.  “Come on, Rae,” I said, standing and reaching out for her hand.  It soothed my temper and nerves a ton just feeling her fingers slide up against mine.
“I have your information from earlier, so you’re free to go.  Thanks for your help,” said the officer, standing and walking to the door.   He held it open for us as we walked through.  “If you think of anything else that you forgot, give me a call.”  He handed me a business card.
I shoved it in my pocket without looking at it.  “Sure.”  The chances I would call him anytime in the future were about ten million to one.  I wanted nothing to do with the law, invisible men, or putting myself in the spotlight.
Rae and I walked through the administrative area of the station and pushed through the door leading to the waiting area.  Two people were standing in there, facing the other direction.  As soon as I heard their voices, I knew our rescue party had arrived.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five: Rae
 
“JAZZY BUTTS!” I SQUEALED, RUNNING across the waiting room and grabbing her in a bear hug.
“Ack!  Public display of affection!  Help!”  Jasmine patted me on the shoulder a few times and then backed away, trying not to smile.  “Miss me that much, eh?”
“Oh, God, you have no idea.”  I wanted to pinch her cheeks but resisted the urge.
“Malcolm boring you to tears?  I knew that would happen.  All he ever does is go to the bathroom.”  Kootch held his arms open.  “Come to papa.”
I slapped his hands away and grinned.  “Careful.  My boyfriend might not like you being so touchy feely.”
Kootch’s face fell.  “You’ve lost that lovin’ feelin’, I guess.”  He sighed heavily and then shrugged, turning his attention to Malcolm and perking right back up again.  “Oh well.  What up, dude?  Looks like you got a promotion while I was gone.  Guess you owe me one for letting her go with you.”
“Yeah, sure,” said Malcolm, walking over to fist-bump Kootch.  “Thanks for letting Rae go with me.”
“OMG, JB, you have no idea how happy we are to see you,” I said, bouncing on my toes, my hands gripped in fists at my sides.  “The last two days have been ridiculous.”  I glanced over at Malcolm to see if he was listening.  I leaned in and whispered in her ear.  “I need to girl talk.”
Jasmine nodded.  “Later.”  She looked over at Malcolm and reached up a hand.  “Skin me.”
He gave her a high five and then backed away.  A shadow moved across his face, and I had a feeling he was remembering what he’d done to her dad not that long ago.  It made me feel even more special to know I was the only one he could touch without feeling guilty or afraid.
“We need to get outta here, like now,” said Jasmine.  “We can chat in the car.”
“Dude, we got serious wheels.  Sick ones.  Wait ’til you see.”  Kootch held the door open for us girls and then cut Malcolm off on his way out.  He was right on my heels.
“It’s probably better if I drive, though.  Butts was the driver on the way up and we had a couple near-misses.  Tell her to let me drive, Rae.”
“Shut up, Kootch, I did just fine.  We made it here, didn’t we?”  Jasmine pushed open the main door to the outside, turning left on the sidewalk.
I waited for Malcolm to catch up so we could walk together.  I didn’t want him getting too far away from me.  I was totally paranoid that someone was going to swoop in and steal him away and I’d never see him again.  My father might be in custody, but none of his other friends were.  They could be anyone, anywhere.  The paranoia was almost suffocating.  Having Malcolm near made it bearable.
“Aw, aren’t you guys so cute together,” said Kootch in a gay voice.  “Let me take a little picture of that.”  He took a shot with his camera before Malcolm could push him away.
Jasmine lifted up her key ring and pressed a button.  The lights of an SUV flashed up ahead.
I nearly vomited in my mouth when I saw it; it looked exactly like the one we’d barely escaped from.
“Whose car is that?” asked Malcolm, suspicion lacing his voice.
“Someone in our group.  I don’t know who.”  Jasmine stood at the driver’s side door out in the street, frowning at us over the hood.  “What’s wrong?  Why do both of you look like you just saw a ghost?”
“Because,” explained Malcolm, “her father trapped us in one of these earlier today, and we’d be really happy never to be in one like it again.”
“It’s not the same one, dude,” said Kootch, opening the front passenger door.  “Trust me.  I’ve been clinging to life in this thing for the past two hours, and before that it was in the airport parking lot.”
I walked up to the back door and got in, once Malcolm had opened it for me.  I could tell immediately that Kootch was right.  It wasn’t the same car.  The interior was slightly different, and the dashboard wasn’t the same.  It was a newer model with more gadgets to play with.  The stereo looked especially awesome.  “It’s okay,” I said to Malcolm.  He was standing outside, looking very nervous.  “It’s not the same car.”
He gestured for me to scoot over and joined me in the back.
“How come it was only two hours that you were in the car when it took us fourteen or whatever?” I asked, buckling my seatbelt.
“We flew into O’Hare and took the car from there.  Got stuck in traffic.  Talk about a nightmare.  My life flashed before my eyes about five times along the way, and believe me, it was depressing.  I need to get laid more before I die.”
Jasmine started the car and moved the shifter into Drive.  “Cone of silence, Kootch.  No one wants to hear about your dry spell.”
“Psshhhh, dry spell.  I’ll have you know there’s no such thing as a dry spell in my world, Butts.  The ladies are texting me twenty-four seven to get a piece of my action.”
“Oh yeah?” she asked, pausing long enough to snatch his phone out of his hand. “We’ll see about that.”
“Hey!  Give it back!”  He reached over to take it from her, but she tucked it under her left leg before he could get it.
“Hands off the driver,” she ordered.  “I’m pulling into traffic now.”  She put on her left blinker and turned the wheel.
“Oh, shit.” Kootch rushed to buckle his seat belt.  He grabbed the handle above the window and put his other hand on the console between the two front seats.  “Hang on, guys.  Things are about to get interesting.”
“Shut up, ding dong,” Jasmine said, pulling out into traffic.  The blaring of a horn caused her to slam on her brakes.
Malcolm and I were thrown forward a little, our heads flopping forward and back with the unexpected stop.
“A-hole!” Jasmine shouted at her closed window.  “Totally wasn’t my fault.”  She was speaking to anyone listening, all her concentration focused outside at the lane of traffic she was attempting to merge into.
I looked at Malcolm and caught him smiling.  I guess there’s nothing like Jazzy Butts and her terrible driving to wipe away the fear of Influencers coming after you.  I grinned at him and accepted the sweet kiss he leaned forward to give me.
“Happy?” he asked, mouthing the word at me.
I nodded.
“So what happened with you guys?” asked Kootch as Jasmine finally pulled succesfully into traffic.  “We were all set to go to school today and then Mr. Butts pulled the plug on it and asked Super Kootch to come out and save the day.”
The car jerked a couple times and horns blared once again.
“Um, well, we kind of ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time,” I said, borrowing the detective’s words.
“That’s not what I heard,” said Jasmine.  “I heard you guys didn’t follow orders.”  She shook her head in disapproval.  “You’re always supposed to follow orders.  Don’t you know anything about working with military people?”
“No.  We don’t, actually,” said Malcolm.  “It was no big deal.  We just went out for sushi.”
“How’d you end up in the subway with a bomber?” asked Kootch.  “Do they serve sushi in the subway now?”
“How did you guys find out about that?” I asked, wondering how they could possibly know something that the rest of the world was just finding out.
“Eyes and ears, Rae, eyes and ears.”  Jasmine looked at me in the mirror and winked.
“Why did they ask you guys to come?” asked Malcolm.  “No offense, but it seems kind of risky for a couple of kids to come out here and get involved in this.”
“Yeah,” I added.  “Are your parents aware of the fact that we were kidnapped?  I mean, that’s not something most parents would involve their daughter in.”
“And the neighbor,” said Malcolm.
Jasmine went right at the intersection, not using a turn signal and pissing off someone behind us.  I felt like ducking at the sound of the horn.
“There’s been a breech of some sort,” Jasmine explained.  “I don’t know what exactly, but somehow your dad’s group found out about where you were and how to get to you.  My parents couldn’t risk sending someone who might be the problem.”
“Your dad could have come himself,” Malcolm said.
“Ha!  After what you did to him in the panic room?  No way.  He’s too vulnerable to the mind-fuckers.  I’m not.”  She looked over her shoulder and gave us a sly smile. “I’m a Neutral, remember?”
“Kootch isn’t,” I said, my face getting a little hot over the memory of him attacking me during our innocent kiss experiment.
“True.  But he is persistent and a huge pain in the ass when he wants something.  Picture the attack he launched on that poor Ding Dong at my house and you’ll understand how impossible it was to keep him from going on this trip.”
“My dad’s gone for a week.  He’ll never know I’m missing.”  Kootch reached over to mess with the radio buttons but Jasmine slapped his hand away.
“Unless you get killed,” said Malcolm, sounding angry.  “Then he’ll notice you’re missing.”
“No one’s going to get killed,” said Jasmine.  “The threat level is minimal, otherwise they never would have bought him the ticket to come with me.  They figured he could carry my luggage and crap like that.”
“Which I did.  I’ve earned my keep.”  Kootch turned around and grinned at us.  “Threat level’s a little higher than that cuz Butts is driving, but I’m planning on wearing her down and taking the wheel pretty soon, here, so no worries.  Just relax and we’ll get you to your new home in no time.”
“Where’s that?” I asked.  “Our new home?  You guys are taking us?”
“Rooooaad triiiip!” yelled Kootch, putting both hands in the air.  “Roller coaster, whoooo hoooo!”
Jasmine went over a small bump in the road.  “I’m going to log onto a secure site later and get our destination,” she said.  “My parents are putting it together on their own without the involvement of the group.  They want to be sure the location won’t be compromised.  This one, here in Chicago, was a seriously bad choice.  They’re coming up with the game plan alone … no outside involvement.”
“What about the scientists and crap they wanted us to talk to?” asked Malcolm.
“That’s on pause right now.  They said maybe after everything blows over.  Right now we just need to get you to your safe place and leave you alone for a while.”
“I guess that’s good,” I said, feeling a little sad that our time with Jasmine and Kootch would be short-lived, but happy that Malcolm and I were going to be left alone.  I hoped it would be for a really long time.
“No one will know where you are but us,” said Kootch.  “And don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”
Jasmine reached over and patted him on the shoulder.  “Agent Double-oh-Ding-Dong on the case, people.”
He pushed her hand away, hanging onto her finger a little longer than necessary.  “Hands off the merchandise, Butts.  Unless you want a piece of it … then maybe we can negotiate.”
She yanked her hand away and put it back on the wheel.  “Ew.  Vom-alert.”
She turned the wheel to the right, but even before the turn was halfway done, I could tell something was off.  Malcolm took one look out his window and leaned over against me, cringing.
Kootch leaned over far to the left too.  “Jesus, Butts!  You nearly took the side of the car off!  Watch it, would ya?!”
She jerked the wheel to the left, pulling the car away from the vehicles that were parallel-parked on the side of the street. We narrowly missed taking off someone’s door, I think.
“Stop freaking me out!  It’s your fault!  I was fine!”
Malcolm whispered in my ear.  “I feel like we’re being rescued by Lloyd Christmas and his friend Harry.”
I giggled, covering my mouth when Jasmine looked at me in the rearview mirror.
“Anyway, we have intel if you’re interested,” said Jasmine, picking up speed.  We were getting to the outskirts of the city, where the roads were wider and less congested.  The entrance to the highway hopefully wasn’t too far away.  I knew I would feel a lot better about Jasmine’s driving when there were fewer obstacles to get in her way.
“I’m interested,” said Malcolm.
“Me, too,” I added.  I hated being in the dark.  I felt like I had half the story, which wasn’t enough to put it all together.
“Okay good.  Because I’ve been carrying these secrets around in my head all day and it’s about to kill me.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” asked Kootch, clearly offended.
“Because, you didn’t have a need to know.”
“What’s different now?”
“Nothing.  But if I tell you to plug your ears, I’m sure you’re going to refuse and tell me no, so I won’t bother.”
“Good.  Because I’m telling you no frigging way am I not listening to this.”  He folded his arms and leaned into the corner of his seat.  “Go ahead, Buttsy.  Impress us with your badass intel.”
“So, after you left, we found out that Rae’s dad is part of this group.”
“He’s not my dad.”
“Whatever.  Your dad-who-isn’t-a-dad is part of this group.  They’re funded by a corporate think tank of some sort.  At least that’s what they look like on the outside.  It’s some kind of brain trust that analyzes the economy and the stock markets around the world.  But what they really do is search for evidence of psychic influence.  We think their plan is to use people who can mind-screw to affect the financial world. Maybe even politics.”
“Say what, now?” asked Malcolm, moving so he was closer to the space between the front seats.
“She’s saying if they find out about you, they’ll want to recruit you for their Dr. Evil pit crew,” said Kootch.  “Kind of badass when you think about it.  Can you imagine?  Some dude wants to be president and he shakes Malcolm’s hand at a rally or something and falls into a pile of quivering tears two seconds later.  Not very presidential material, you know?  They could totally bust up a campaign.”  He was snorting at the image he’d created, but I could tell Malcolm didn’t find it any funnier than I did.
“Are you kidding me?” Malcolm asked.  He sounded lost and angry at the same time.
“No,” said Jasmine, all business.  “As uncool as that little image was - thanks for that, Kootch - we think it’s exactly what they’re trying to do.  It’s limitless, really.  With Rae they could influence the moods of voters, investors, world leaders … anyone.”  She looked at me in her mirror.  “The power they’re talking about is scary shit.  Super real and super awful, all at the same time.”
I nodded, feeling sick to my stomach.
“We’re not the only ones,” said Malcolm.  “There are others kind of like us out there.”
“Yeah.  We know,” said Jasmine.
“What?  Why didn’t you tell me that, Butts?”  Kootch was sitting up straighter, leaning towards her.
“I told you, Double-Oh … need to know.  You ain’t got the need, so you ain’t got the know.”
“Man, that’s bullshit.”  Kootch slumped back in his seat and looked out his window.  “You guys are always shutting me out.”
Jasmine patted him on the leg.  “Not anymore.  Look at you now … riding in the rescue vehicle … being the muscle of the operation.”  She grinned, knowing full well what she was doing.  She handed him his cell phone, only letting it go when he yanked on it.
“I am the muscle of this operation,” he mumbled, sitting a little straighter.
“No doubt.  Hopefully we won’t need it for anything but lifting luggage, but you never know.”
One second after the last word was out of her mouth, Jasmine bumped into the car in front of us that had slowed down without her noticing.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six: Malcolm
 
MY UPPER BODY FLEW TOWARDS the seat in front of me, my seatbelt locking up and keeping me from going too far.  My neck was going to be sore later from the whiplash for sure.
I saw Rae’s belt doing the same for her out of the corner of my eye.  Her hair flew forward and covered her face.  At the same time two big booms rang out in the car, hurting my eardrums.
“Ahhhh!  Shit!” yelled Jasmine, batting the fully inflated airbag that was pressing against her face.  A poof of smoke or dust rose up around her.
“Goddamn, Butts!” yelled Kootch, doing the same thing, knocking the deflating mess off to the left side to get it off his face.  “You totally rear-ended that guy!”
I was completely unprepared when Rae’s door flew open and a man was suddenly there with a big knife in his hand.
She screamed and reached out for me.
My brain had no time to react.  I instinctively grabbed for her wrists and pulled, but it did no good.  The guy sliced through her seatbelt and forcibly yanked her out of the car, Rae’s fingernails scratching down my arms as she went out.  She disappeared from the doorway before I could get loose from the belt holding me captive.
“Rae!” I yelled, panic taking over my movements.  My fingers were slipping off the buckle, unable to press the button they were so spastic.  “Fuck, fuck, fuck!  I can’t get out!”
I watched through the windshield as Rae struggled with her captor.  I continued to fumble with my belt, desperation and panic making my heart nearly explode.  She was being dragged into the car that we hit.  They must have forced the accident just to get her.
“They took Rae!”  I yelled, my voice going up several notches.  “They took her!  We have to get out!”  I was going insane with the idea that she’d be gone and I’d never find her again.  They’d hurt her.  They’d make her do things that would break her.  She’d never be the same again, and maybe she’d never forgive me for letting her go. 
As soon as I felt the slack in my released belt, I threw the door open and jumped out of the car.  “Rae!” I screamed.  I tripped on the pavement and half crawled, half stumbled to my feet, trying to get to her before it was too late.  The guy who’d taken her was just shutting the back door to his car and opening the front passenger door.  Rae wasn’t there.  I couldn’t see her.  “Rae!”
“Go!” the man growled out, addressing the driver.
Rae’s face popped up in the back window, her mouth open in a silent scream as she grabbed the door and tried to open it.
“Rae!  Rae!” I yelled, running to the car, trying to grab onto the back of it.  I was in the process of climbing onto the trunk when it took off, leaving me to fall onto the asphalt on my face.
A car stopped next to me and the driver just stared, his mouth hanging open.  I debated running over and carjacking him, but he took off before I could even get up.
I ignored my bleeding knees and skinned chin, running back to the SUV and climbing into the back.  “Go, Jasmine, go!  They took Rae!  Follow them!”
She’d batted the airbag to the side, holding it down with her elbow, and managed to shift the car back into Drive.  “I don’t know if the car’s going to go!”  She sounded as panicked as I felt.
The engine roared as she pressed on the accelerator and the car leaped forward.  She didn’t bother looking out her side window, she just went.  Several horns sounded behind us, and something bumped the back panel of the car, but we ignored it.  This was no time for blinkers and defensive driving.  Rae was disappearing ahead of us on the long road out of town.
I kept my eyes stuck on the green sedan that had my girlfriend’s face plastered in the back window, tears running down her cheeks.  I could read her lips.  She was screaming my name.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven: Rae
 
I ABANDONED LOOKING OUT THE window and turned around, wild with fear and anger at being taken from my friends and especially Malcolm.  We were on a long road that had no other cars on it.  No witnesses.  No chance of being rescued.
They were going to get me back to their company and probably take part of my brain out or dose me up with drugs so bad I’d never get back to reality.  I was losing Malcolm.  I could feel him slipping away.  Energy surged into my system and a rage took over my emotions, blocking everything out including thoughts of my own safety.
Not stopping to consider the consequences, I bashed the driver in the head and the side of the face as hard as I could with my fists.  I caught part of his ear with my nails too, raking it as hard as I could, almost wishing I could rip it off, I was so desperate to get him to stop.  If I could have reached his eyes, I probably would have scratched them out, too.  I was fighting for my freedom and my life, I knew I was.
The driver wasn’t expecting the sudden onslaught of violence from the backseat.  The car swerved sharply to the left, going directly into the oncoming lane.  There was no traffic there, otherwise I probably would have been launched through the windshield.
“Owww, fuck!  Get off me!”  The driver swung out at me, but missed, hitting his friend instead.  It was a good thing he did too, because that guy had been in the process of coming after me in retaliation for the attack on his partner, and he had a knife.
“Sit down!” he yelled, shoving at me awkwardly over the seat backs.
Instead of following his orders, I leaped towards the front seat again and started punching like a maniac, giving him and the driver everything I had.  I was a tasmanian devil, a berserker, a wild thing without fear.  I didn’t care if I hurt myself or made them wreck the car.  Malcolm was getting farther and farther behind.  I couldn’t lose him.  I couldn’t live without him.  Malcolm and I were meant to be together, and no way were these jerks going to change that.  I’d waited too long with too little hope to let that happen.
The driver ducked, using his forearm to guard himself against the majority of my blows.  I got one in on his bleeding ear before I was stunned by a fist to my face, delivered by his partner.
Falling back into the seat, partially on the floor, I stared up at my attacker.  His face was flaming red and his expression furious.
“Stay down, or I’m going to fucking cut you, you bitch.”  His knife was out now, hanging menacingly over the seat and pointed at my face.
“You’re not going to cut her, but feel free to knock her out,” said the other guy.  He looked over his shoulder at me briefly, wiping blood from his nose as he spoke.  “Just sit back there and don’t do anything else stupid.”
I was just about to reply when the car was smashed from behind, throwing me the rest of the way onto the floor.  The vehicle fishtailed around before getting straightened out again.  Both guys were freaking out, yelling.  My head had hit something behind the seat when I got thrown forward, and my neck was bent at an uncomfortable angle.  I had to struggle to get into a position where I could breathe again.
“What the hell!” shouted the one in the passenger seat, looking around behind us.
“They fucking rammed our car!”  The driver was incredulous.
“Lose ‘em, man!  Get outta here!”  The kidnapper banged the back of his friend’s seat, urging him on.  “Come on, come on, come on!”
“I’m trying, but … goddamn it … they did something to the tirewell.  You smell that?”
Just after he said it, the odor of something awful rushed into my nose, like burned rubber maybe.  A thrill ran through my bones.  They can’t escape with a burned-out tire!
“Pull over before we have a blow out.”  The passenger held his knife over the seat at me again.  “Stay put or get stuck.  That’s all I’m gonna say.”
I frowned at him but didn’t move from the floor.  As soon as he was out of the car, though, I climbed up on the seat, scrambling around until I could see out the back window.  The driver was too busy freaking out about his car to worry about what I was doing.
The hulking form of the SUV with my friends in it sat against the back of the car I was in, and its doors were opening.  My heart leaped into my throat as I realized my friends were coming to my rescue and were probably going to get hurt or killed because of it.
“Don’t even think about it.  You’re not going anywhere,” said the driver, reaching over the seat and grabbing the back of my shirt.
I spun around and punched him right in his already bloody and bent nose.   “Get off me, asshole!”
He screamed and grabbed his face, letting go of my shirt, a big spurt of blood coming out of his nose and pouring over the seat and his chin.  I took advantage of the distraction to jump out of the backseat.  The door flew open with my unexpected strength, and I tripped and fell onto the ground on my knees.  I looked up and saw the passenger guy with the knife advancing on Kootch, holding the weapon out like he was going to stab him as soon as my friend got close enough.
I didn’t think, I just reacted.  Jumping up, I ran at full speed, leaping onto the kidnapper’s back and grabbing his head at the front, both hands on his forehead.  I yanked his head back and poked my fingers into his eyes as hard as I could, trying not to think about how they were sinking into his skull.
“Aahhhhh!”  He screamed, reaching up with the knife.
I saw it coming and leaned as far to the left as I could to get away from it, but I didn’t let go of his head though, and that was my mistake.  The blade caught me in the upper arm, stinging as it easily penetrated my flimsy t-shirt and slid across my skin.  Warm blood poured out and ran down to my elbow.
A roar came from somewhere, I couldn’t tell where exactly, and then something hit us.  After the impact, I was flying like a bird, airborne.  Half a second later, two hundred or so pounds of man and muscle landed on top of me, pushing out all my air and stunning me so badly I no longer knew where I was or what was happening.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight: Malcolm
 
KOOTCH GOT OUT OF THE car first and did a flying tackle on the guy who’d taken Rae.  She was hanging onto his back like a spider monkey, pushing his eyeballs into his brain when it happened.  I cringed as I watched all three of them go down in a big pile, knowing Rae was going to be on the bottom and was definitely going to get hurt.
“Rae!” I yelled, running over to pull her out of the tangle of arms and legs.  Kootch was busy punching her attacker over and over in the face, never giving the guy a chance to do anything but suffer the pain.  The knife the man had been holding clattered to the ground and I kicked it away as soon as I was close enough.  It slid under the car, out of everyone’s reach.
I grabbed Rae under her armpits and pulled as hard as I could straight back, praying over and over that she’d be okay.
“Rae!  Are you alright? Rae!”  Her eyes were closed and she was limp.  “Goddamn it, Rae, are you okay?!”  I put her down on the ground several feet away from the fighting duo and leaned over her, tapping her lightly on the face.  “Come on, babe, wake up.  Please wake up.”  On my knees, I leaned down and kissed her, feeling stupid for doing it.  I’m not a prince who can wake up a princess in a sleeping curse, but I couldn’t think of anything else to do.  Tears pricked my eyes and my throat hurt, making my voice rough.  “Come on, Rae, please be okay.  I don’t want to do this shit without you.  We need to stick together, right?  Stick with me, Rae.”  I leaned down and put my cheek near her mouth.  She was still breathing; I could feel the feathery lightness of her breath of my skin.
She’d been stuck by the kidnapper and his nasty-looking blade.  I glanced at her arm; there was a lot of blood there and a gaping wound in the skin.  It wasn’t enough to kill her, I knew that, but it was going to need some serious stitches.  I pulled my shirt off and ripped part of it off the bottom, using it to wrap around the cut.  I tied it off right where the cut was, trying not to hurt her but doing my best to stop the bleeding.
Jasmine showed up, dropping down next to us, breathing heavily.  “Is she okay?  What’s going on?”
“She’s knocked out or something.  She’s breathing at least.”
Jasmine checked her neck.  “Yeah, her pulse is good.  I think.  Shit, I have no idea if it’s good, but it’s there.”  When she slapped Rae on the face, it took everything I had not to punch her for it.
“Stop!  Shit, don’t hit her, Jasmine.”
“We have to get her up.”  She leaned down in Rae’s face.  “Rae!  Get up, bitch!  Stop napping while the rest of us are kicking ass out here on the side of the road!”
Rae’s face scrunched up a little and then her voice came out, very meek, but definitely alive.  “What’s that smell?  Is it garlic?”
“No, it’s onion.  I had some sour cream and onion chips for lunch.  Come on.”  Jasmine put her arm under Rae’s shoulders with me and helped her sit up.
“You okay?” I asked Rae, relief pouring through me.  I wanted to bawl out of sheer relief, but I held it back.  Kootch was being such a badass, there was no way I could go all pansy on everyone like that and still keep my man-card.
Rae put her hand up to her head.  “I think so.  What happened?”  Reaching over to touch her injured arm, she inhaled sharply at the pain, wincing when she noticed my repair work.
I grabbed my dirty shirt and threw it on.  It was shorter now since the bottom part was wrapped around Rae’s arm, but it felt better than running around completely shirtless.  I looked up to see what Kootch was doing.  He’d climbed off Rae’s kidnapper who he’d beaten senseless, but was sitting on his butt, looking up at another guy.  The driver.  He had a gun pointed at Kootch’s face.
“Oh, shit,” I said softly, my heart stopping for a few precious seconds.
“What?” asked Jasmine, as she was turning around.  Her voice came out strained.  “Oh, fuck me sideways.  Please don’t shoot him, dude.  Please don’t.”  She wasn’t talking loud enough for him to hear; more like she was praying out loud.  It was the first time I’d ever heard her sound scared.
“Okay,” said the only conscious kidnapper, wiping off his upper lip, “everyone in the SUV.  Come on.  Get in.  And put my friend in the back while you’re at it.”  He waved the gun at Kootch and then at us.
I stood.  “What are you talking about?”
“Are you deaf?  You speak English?  I said, get in the fucking SUV or get killed.  Now!”  He backed up, giving us space to follow his orders.
Jasmine leaned over to help Rae to her feet.  Rae winced but didn’t cry out or complain.  I was so in awe of her bravery at that moment.
Once Rae was upright, I put my arm around her and gave her the support she needed to walk.  We limped our way over to the car.
“What are we going to do?” I asked under my breath.
Jasmine got in front of us and walked backwards to answer me so the kidnapper wouldn’t hear her.  “Follow his orders until we get a chance to get away.”
Kootch got to his feet and worked with Jasmine to put the battered kidnapper into the trunk part of the vehicle, being sure not to be gentle at all.  The guy’s head got dragged in the dirt, and I was pretty sure he’d have the abrasions to show for it for a long time.
I walked Rae over to the back seat and helped her climb in, getting in right behind her.  No way did I want to be left behind with Rae driving off into the sunset again.  It had actually made me physically ill to see her leaving, and I knew for a fact it wasn’t Rainbow-itis making that happen.  Rae was a part of my life now.  A part of my heart, even.  I didn’t ever want to be away from her, ever again.
“Cell phones out and on the ground,” he said, pointing at each of us in turn.
Everyone did as he said, throwing the phones down in Kootch’s direction.
The kidnapper frowned at us as he walked over.  Stomping on all of them, he made sure they were just a pile of electronics and plastics.”
“You too,” he said to Kootch.
“Dude, you just mashed mine!  Look, it’s right there!”  He pointed to a red battery cover.  “Fuck, that had all my chicks’ numbers in it, man.  What’d you do that for?”
“Shut up,” the guy said, sounding annoyed.  “Turn out your pockets.  I only counted three phones.”
Kootch complied.  “Look, dude.  No phone.  You fucking wrecked it.”  He bent down and started picking pieces up and examining them.  “Maybe I can save the SIM card and keep the contacts.”  He held parts up to the light, acting like we weren’t in the middle of being carjacked.  I shook my head at his ridiculousness.
“You in the front seat,” he said to Jasmine.  “You’re driving since you like to ram cars so much.”  He pointed his gun at Kootch.  “You stay.”
Kootch stood, dropping the phone part he’d been holding.  “What?  I ain’t stayin’ back here while all a-them go with you, dude!  That’s not cool!”
The kidnapper looked at him like he was crazy.  “Cool?  You want me to be cool?  How about this … I won’t shoot you before we drive away, how’s that for cool?”
Kootch’s eyebrows went up and his tone did a one-eighty.  “Ahhh, yeah, that’s cool.  I can hang with that.  Not getting shot.  That would be good.”
“That’s what I thought.  Now back the hell up and don’t even think about coming near me.”  The kidnapper waited until Kootch had moved well away from the SUV before getting into the front passenger seat.  Once we were all in, he rolled down his window.  “You do anything stupid, and I’m gonna shoot your girlfriend, got it? You tell no one what you saw here today and maybe I’ll let her go when I’m done.”  He pointed the gun at Jasmine, sitting in the driver’s seat with her hands on the wheel.  Her jaw tensed but other than that, she gave no sign that her life had just been threatened.
Kootch nodded.  “Yeah.  I got it.  But can I say one thing to her before you go?”
“No.”
“Aw, come on, man.  What if you kill her later?  I need to tell her this just in case.”
The guy sighed.  “Fine.  Famous last words, let’s hear ‘em.”
Kootch took a step sideways so he could see her through the open window, around the profile of the kidnapper.  “Yo, Butts,” he said, aiming his voice at her, lifting his chin a little.
“Yo, Kootch,” she said, staring through the windshield.  Her jaw tensed again.
“I just wanted to say that I’m sorry about your eye.  I take full responsibility.”
“It’s about time,” she said, her voice rough.  “I’m scarred for life you know.”
“Yeah, I know.”  His voice was shaky.  “Good thing you’re still pretty.  I’ll catch you on the flip side, ‘kay?”
“Yeah.”  She still wasn’t looking at him.
“I’m gonna work on my ninja skills.”
“You do that,” she said.  And then she turned to look at him once and nodded slightly before going back to staring out the front windshield.
“Are we done here?” asked the kidnapper, sounding bored.  He didn’t wait for an answer, he just rolled up his window.  “Drive,” he ordered, pointing his gun at Jasmine’s ribs.
As we pulled away, I stared at Kootch, getting choked up at the expression on his face.  He looked exactly like I would have, watching Rae disappear in the distance, only he wasn’t looking at Rae.  He was looking at the driver.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine: Rae
 
WE HAD TO STOP ONCE so I could vomit on the side of the road.  I had a splitting headache, but no one would let me sleep.  My arm was killing me.
“She might have a concussion.  Don’t let her even close her eyes,” said the kidnapper for the third time, looking back at me while keeping his gun trained on Jasmine.  “We don’t have much farther to go.”
“Where are we going, anyway?” asked Jasmine.
We’d been driving for a half hour, working our way through light traffic, out of the main part of the city and into an industrial area.
“You’ll see when we get there.  Just drive and shut up.”
“What’s the point of kidnapping all of us?” Malcolm asked.  “We can stop and let Jasmine out right here.  I can drive if you want.”
“Nope.  She’s my insurance that your buddy back there keeps his mouth shut.”
“We can be your insurance that she keeps her mouth shut,” Malcolm offered.
“Sorry, no can do.  I have orders to bring her with us, so she goes.  I don’t question orders, I just do what I’m told.”
“Former military?” Jasmine asked, glancing at him.
“Maybe.”  He sounded proud.
“I’m from a military family,” she said.  “But we’re a different breed than you.”
“Oh yeah?  How so?”
“We’ve got pride.  Honor.  Shit you obviously know nothing about.”  She didn’t even duck when she said it.  I’ve never known anyone as brave as Jasmine, or Kootch for that matter.  How did I get so lucky having friends like this?
“Oh, shut the hell up.  What would you know about pride and honor anyway?  You’re a fucking teenager.”
“I know that honor means you don’t kidnap people … use kids to control other people.”
“No, that’s where you’re wrong.  Honor means doing what has to be done for the greater good.  A few sacrificed for many.  Honor is having the balls to do what needs to be done, even when it’s hard to do it … when people have to die because they get in the way of what needs to happen.”
“Iiii’m pretty sure what you just described there is actually the definition of terrorism, soooo, yeeahhh.”
He punched her hard in the upper arm.  “Fuck you.  Shut up and drive.”
She rubbed her arm with her opposite hand, her expression murderous.  “You’re going to pay for that later.  I promise.  I so fucking promise.”
He laughed.  “Yeah, right.  I’ve gotta say … you’ve got guts, even though you’re stupid as shit.”
“Pot meet kettle,” I said, before I could stop myself.
“What’s that?” he asked, looking back at me and frowning.
“I said, stop that prattle.  You’re giving me a headache.”
“What’s prattle?”
“The shit coming out of your pie hole, that’s what prattle is,” said Jasmine, snorting in disgust.
The kidnapper punched Jasmine in her arm again.  “I can do this all day, bitch.  Just keep it up and pretty soon that arm will be useless.”
She did nothing this time.  She just stared out the windshield.
I kept my mouth shut too because I didn’t want her to suffer for my sins anymore than she already had.
Ten minutes later we pulled up to a chain link fence topped with barbed wire.  Someone came out of a small guard shack nearby, and after waving at the kidnapper through the front windshield, he opened the gate, closing it behind us after we rolled through.
“Pull up to that hangar,” said the kidnapper, pointing with the gun at the building on the left.  There were several others just like it beside it and behind it too.  We were in some sort of complex, and many of the buildings were connected by tubes or enclosed hallways.  It looked very space agey.  What are the chances that we’d get sent to the city where they had such a big place?   I felt even sicker knowing someone working for the Butts must have suggested we go up here.  Someone they trusted.
Jasmine drove up to the door of the hangar and put the car in Park.  “Now what?” she asked, sighing heavily at the guy like she didn’t have a care in the world.
“Now you get out and keep your mouth shut.  There are other people here not as nice as I am.  Better keep your opinions about honor and all that shit to yourself if you want to live.”
He exited the vehicle and stood back, giving us plenty of space to get out and not be in a position to mess with him.
I stepped down from the high back seat and took Malcolm’s hand, holding onto my injured upper arm with my other hand.  He looked worried, staring at me like he was trying to see into my head.
“I’m fine,” I assured him.  “Just a little dizzy from the head banging I did earlier.”
“The football tackling, you mean,” he said, smiling faintly.  “Please don’t do that again, Rae.  You’re going to give me a heart attack before the day is finished.”
I glanced up at the sky, noticing the fading light.  “Not much more of the day left, is there?”
“No.  I hope this will be over soon.”  He walked with me to the front of the car.  People were coming out of the hangar, heading towards us.
“Over in a good way,” I added, knowing it was just wishful thinking.  These people didn’t mean anything good for us.  Get ready to get used by terrorists.  I just prayed nothing bad would happen to Jasmine.  I couldn’t see any way out of this for her except in a body bag.  She knew too much.  She knew where they were located.  She’d seen faces.  I swallowed the lump in my throat, steeling myself to be strong for her.  I had to protect her, no matter what.  Her and Malcolm.
“Hello, Rae,” said an older woman, walking up and stopping in front of me.  “My name is Helen.  Welcome to the compound.”  She held her hand out.
I refused to take it, looking at it in disgust.  “You kidnapped me.  Please don’t insult me by welcoming me here like I’ve answered a dinner invitation.”
She nodded once.  “Fair enough.”  She turned her attention to Malcolm.  “And who might you be?”
“I might be Bill.  Then again, I might be Frank.  I guess you’ll just have to wonder about that.”  Malcolm stared her down, making me so proud to be with him.
“A wise mouth.  Interesting.”  She moved past him and stopped in front of Jasmine.  “And this young lady … a friend of Rae’s, I imagine?”
“I’m just the driver.”  Jasmine stared her down, revealing nothing but distaste.
Helen looked at me and smiled.  “Okay, then.  We have Bill Frank and The Driver.”  She looked over her shoulder at a big guy who appeared to have very close DNA links to the silverback gorilla family.  “Put them in a cell.”  She looked at me.  “Rae, you may come with me.”
“I don’t want to come with you.  I want to go with Mm… Bill Frank and The Driver.”
She gave me a tight smile that didn’t reach her eyes.  “In here you get what I want, not what you want.  Come.”  She turned and left me standing there, assuming I’d follow.
“Just go. We’ll find you later,” whispered Jasmine, keeping her voice so low no one but me would hear.  “Do whatever you can to get away, and don’t worry about us.”
I bugged my eyes out at her, but didn’t have time to respond, since another man had come forward and taken me by the elbow.  This one was younger and very FBI-ish, with a dark suit and sunglasses.  His face was bland, boring.  Something that would blend into nothingness in a crowd.  He was big around the middle.
“Catch you on the flip side,” I said as I was pulled away, trying to be brave when all I wanted to do was curl up in a ball and cry.  I caught Malcolm’s eye and didn’t let the contact go, staring at him with all the feeling I had for him beaming out, hoping he’d understand what I was trying to say.  I’ll find you, Malcolm.  I’ll get back to you, and then we can leave this place and never come back.  Never be apart again…
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty: Malcolm
 
A COUPLE OF GOONS LED Jasmine and me to a room with a table and four chairs in it.  They removed two of the chairs and locked the door behind them after leaving.  Something told me at least one of them would be sitting right outside in the hallway, making sure we didn’t get out.
“What the hell, man,” said Jasmine, dropping down into one of the chairs, “talk about a total mission fail.”  She leaned over and put her forehead on the table, leaving her hands in her lap.  Her voice came out muffled being so close to the tabletop.  “My parents are going to shit biscuits over this.”
“I think we’ll be lucky if that’s all they do,” I said, going to the door and knocking on it.  “Excuse me!” I said loudly, testing to see if anyone was out there.  “Can we get some water in here?  We’re really thirsty.”
No one responded.
“Do you think they’re out there?” I asked, coming back to the table and taking the other seat.
“Probably.  Who knows?”  She lifted her head up, and for the first time I noticed how bloodshot her eyes were.
“You okay?” I asked.
She lifted an eyebrow.  “Okay?  Are you mental?  I’m facing spending the last few hours of my life in a hangar outside Chicago with the agent of darkness as my last companion.  What do you think?”
I half-smiled.  “I think your life pretty much sucks ass right now.”
“Yeah.  You can say that again.”  She put her forehead back down on the table.  “I’m going to sit here and think about all the regrets I’ve built up over seventeen years so I can go to my grave really miserable.  Then maybe I’ll have enough juice in the spirit world to haunt some of these bastards later.”
“Is that how it works?” I asked, putting my chin on my crossed arms on top of the table.  “The last thing we do is what we carry with us?”
She brought her arms up to the table and propped her chin on her arms like me.  “I don’t know.  I hope so.”
“So what do you regret most?” I asked softly, wondering if she’d tell me.  She was so tough, I knew she rarely let anyone into her head like that.
She pursed her lips for a few seconds before answering.  “I regret not sleeping with Kootch.”
My jaw came a little unhinged and fell off to the side.  “Uhhh … what?”
She put her elbows on the table and leaned her chin on her hands.  “Yeah, I just said that out loud.”  She shook her head and closed her eyes.  “I must be losing my mind.”  Opening her eyes again, she looked at me, the saddest expression on her face.  “I’ve spent most of my life giving him shit and mocking his ass hard.  But the last year or so … I don’t know.  Things changed.  His mom left and his dad started beating him up … he got different.  Went softer or something.  Showed me a part of himself he never let out before.  A guy who can do that is okay in my book.  Plus, he’s got all those damn muscles now too.  Those don’t hurt.”  She smiled.
“Wow.  I don’t know what to say to all that.”  I had totally not expected her to unload all that girl stuff on me.  I was lost.
“You don’t have to say anything about it.  I just needed to hear myself say it out loud.”
“What’s he going to do, do you think?” I asked, sitting up straight and leaning back in the chair a little.
“What can he do?  He doesn’t have a phone, no wheels, no phone numbers.  He’s out there in the weeds.  At least he’s not going to die.  I can leave this dimension knowing that.”
“He’s got numbers,” I said, unable to hold back my sneaky grin.
“Where?  In his head?  Don’t count on it.  His memory’s not the greatest.”
“No, in his phone.  His didn’t get smashed.  He had it in his back pocket.”
Jasmine sat up straighter.  “Are you serious?  What was all that shit about losing his chick numbers?”
“Smoke screen, I guess.  Isn’t that what you would’ve done?”
“Yeah, but I have training.  Kootch is just … Kootch.”
“Kootch is a guy who’s got your back, that’s who Kootch is.”  I stood, feeling just a little bit better about our situation.  “He’ll find a way to get your dad and get some people out here to find us.”
“There’s no tracker on the car.  I made sure of it.  I didn’t want any mole following us to your final destination.”  She dropped her head again.  “Why oh why did this have to happen like this?  You’re apart from Rae … I’m apart from Kootch.  None of this was supposed to happen.”
“Yeah.  We’re apart,” I said, something niggling the back of my mind.
Jasmine lifted her head.  “You don’t sound all that upset about it.”
“I’m not.  I mean, I am, but right now, I’m kind of not.”  I grinned at her.
“What’s so funny?  Are you losing your last bit of sanity right now?  Am I watching you actually go insane in front of me?”  She stood up slowly.
“No.  Think about it, Jasmine.  Jazzy Butts.  Rae and I are apart.”  I walked around the table and stood next to her, waiting for her to figure out what I was telling her.  The idea was blooming like a great big firework flower in my head.
She turned to face me.  “You’re apart.”
“Yeah.  We’re apart.  I’m in here, and she’s way over somewhere else.”  I reached out and took one of her hands in mine, covering it with my other hand until it was totally enclosed.  “Do you feel me, dog?”
She frowned, looking down at my hand.  “If you put my hand on your dick right now, I’m going to punch you in the head.”
I laughed.  “No, dummy.  That’s not what I meant.  Can you feel me?”
She stared at our hands for a few seconds and then looked up at me.  I could tell the moment she got my drift when the smile moved across her lips.
“Ooohhhhh, can I feeeeel you.  I get it.  No, as a matter of fact, I can’t feel you.”
I cocked my head to the side.  “And why’s that, I wonder…?”
“Because I’m a Neutral, that’s why.”  Her grin went from ear to ear.  “But I’ll bet none of those other fuckers are.”
I pulled her into a hug.  “Time to get all touchy feely with the natives,” I said.
She pulled away and started doing a bad imitation of an eighties dance all over the room, singing her new and improved lyrics to the tune of Olivia Newton John’s Let’s Get Physical.  
“Let’s get miserable, miserable … I wanna get miserable … let’s get into miserable … lemme see your body shock, your body shock … lemme see your body shock …”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-One: Rae
 
“WHERE ARE YOU TAKING ME?” I asked, following behind Helen and keeping pace with her bodyguard or whatever he was.  Sexy suit guy.  I was scared and worried for my friends, but that didn’t make me blind.  I don’t know why I’d thought he was bland earlier.  Or fat?  Boring?  Able to disappear?  Hell-to-the no way.  Crap. This man could have been on the cover of a magazine.  Helen must like the idea of having pool boys as assistants.  I found it hard not to steal glances at him or even stare openly, he was that attractive.  Wowza.
“We were just in the middle of a meeting with our benefactors.  It’s a perfect opportunity for them to meet you and see what their money is accomplishing for the cause.”  She lowered her voice to a condescending tone.  “They do so love to talk about their ROI.”
We went down several hallways and through two doors before arriving at our destination.  Helen turned to face me and her expression went mean, all the fake niceness melting away.  “Do what you’re told when you’re told to do it, and your friends will live.  Deny me or give me any problems and they won’t, it’s that simple.  Do you understand?”
I nodded, my blood frozen in my veins.  She was serious.
“Don’t mistake my calm demeanor for lack of dedication.  I care nothing for those outside my sphere, and that’s where your friends live.  They’re not even on the same planet as far as I’m concerned.”  She smiled so sweetly, I almost believed she was happy.  “And just in case you were curious about how they’d die … let’s just say … it won’t be pleasant or quick.  Do you get what I mean, dear?”
I nodded again, this time having to work very hard at not throwing up on her pink silk blouse and perfectly tailored lady-suit.  I completely believed what she was saying.  She had the glint of insanity staring out at me from her eyes, and it was only getting worse the longer she was near me.  She was definitely not a Neutral.
She pushed open the double wood doors and beamed at me over her shoulder before facing the men around the table.  “Good evening, gentleman.  Please allow me to interrupt for just a brief moment while I introduce our honored guest.”  She turned and held out her hand towards me.  “This is Rae Livingston, the Influencer you’ve heard so much about.  She’s just recently been released by her handler to join us here at the compound.”
An old man with a big stomach looked me up and down, his second and third chins resting on his chest, his neck nowhere in sight.  “This is the Livingston project?  Why is she here?  She’s not ready yet, is she?”  He sounded worried.
“We decided it was time to put some of our plans in motion, and yes, she’s ready.”  She looked back at me, her expression warning me not to correct her version of events.
“Are you sure?  She looks too young,” said another man, this one about a decade younger and not as big in the middle.
“We’ll do some fine tuning after we’ve done some testing with her, but I’m confident everything will go very smoothly.  She’s highly motivated to help us, aren’t you, Rae?”
She lifted an eyebrow at me, waiting for my answer.  Her threat was clear.
“Yes,” I said, my voice catching in my throat, cutting the word off halfway.  Nobody seemed to care.  They all shifted their attention to Helen.
“Everything is ready for the green light,” Helen continued, her gaze sweeping the room.  “You just need to make your final investments and we’ll be ready to execute.”  She walked around the table, gesturing for me to follow her.  “As you can see, her influence is quite powerful.  I can already feel the effects.  Can’t you?”  She looked around the table, staring at all twelve men one at a time, nodding her head slightly.
I looked at them too.  The tell-tale Rainbow magic was doing its thing.  Wrinkled foreheads were going smooth, lips were turning up at the corners, and folded arms were dropping down onto chair arms.
“I can feel it,” said another younger man.  He looked like a banker.  His suit seemed painted on, it fit so perfectly.  “Is it a good idea for her to be in here with us?”
Helen waved his concerns away with a flick of her hand.  “Of course it is.  She’s perfectly harmless …” She paused for effect, “…unless we don’t want her to be.”  She grinned triumphantly.  “Get out your checkbooks, gentleman.  We have a mission to fund.”
Several of the men looked at one another, whispering amongst themselves.  Helen turned to face me, her expression going serious as she moved closer and closer.  When she was so near that I started to feel like I should back up, she spoke.  Only I could hear her, her voice was so low.
“Do you see the man with the blue handkerchief in his suit pocket?”
I looked around the table until my gaze landed on the fat man.  I nodded at her.  “Yes.”
“Send him a jolt of your energy.”
I frowned at her.  “What?”
“If you want your friends to walk out of here alive, you’ll send a bolt of energy into that man over there, and you’ll do it now.”
“That’s not how it works,” I said, desperate that she believe me.  “I can’t shoot it out like a laser beam!”
“Then get close to him.  Do what you do, but get him happy.”  She pushed me a little, pinching my skin in the process.  It was definitely on purpose.
I walked slowly around the table, staring at the old man as I went.  I needed to get him smiling or Malcolm and Jasmine would be gone forever.  I was pretty sure I could trust Helen to kill when she said she’d kill; she was that kind of person.  Please, God, please let this work.  Stopping when I was behind him, I slowly snaked my hand around his chair and rested it on his shoulder.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Two: Malcolm
 
JASMINE BANGED ON THE DOOR and started yelling.  I was lying on the floor, pretending to be passed out.  Both of the chairs were on their sides, one on the table and one on the floor, props in our fake attempted-escape scene.
“Hey!  Somebody out there!  We have a problem!  My friend is passed out in here.  He hit his head!  Hey!  Can someone come in here and make sure he’s okay?!  I think he needs a doctor!”
The door jiggled as someone unlocked it and she backed up.  I quickly shut my eyes and schooled my features to appear slack and unconscious.
“What?”  The guy sounded annoyed.
“My friend was trying to escape into that hole in the ceiling up there and he fell and hit his head.  Can you see if he’s okay?”
The door squeaked as it swung inward.  “Get back in the corner of the room,” he growled.  His footsteps stopped right by my head.  “I’m not going to look at him until you’re all the way over there, so hurry up.”
Lighter footsteps retreated.  I heard the material of his pants swish as he bent towards me.  The air quality changed as soon as his breath was close enough to invade my space.
Just a little closer, man.  A liiiittle closer.
“What the hell was he doing trying to get out of that vent?  It’s way too small for that.”
My eyes flew open as soon as I was reasonably sure he was close enough to grab.  He was looking over his shoulder at Jasmine, waiting for her explanation, completely oblivious to his mistake.
I snagged his wrist and clamped down on it as hard as I could, while simultaneously sending every Miserable vibe I could muster into his body.  I thought about Rae and her being trapped and abused at the hands of these monsters … of her crying out for help and no one hearing … of being without her for the rest of my life and the heartache that instantly weighed me down and made me feel like jumping off a cliff in despair.
I sent it all to him and watched him crumble at my side, writhing in agony on the floor.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Three: Rae
 
I THOUGHT OF EVERY BIT of happiness I could bring up in my mind and sent it into the fat man’s arm through my hand.  Visions of Malcolm kissing me and holding me in his arms danced before my mind’s eye, both of us bending down to pick up something dropped and bumping heads, collapsing in giggles.  I brought back memories of the party and the bedroom and every other intimate moment spent with him, reveling in the warm feelings and the happiness that bloomed inside me.  We were meant to be together.  None of this could stop that from happening; I wasn’t going to let it.
The fat man stopped talking as soon as I touched him.  I glanced down and saw a smile come over his face.  His hand that was in the middle of a gesture flopped down and landed on the arm of the man next to him.  That second man’s face lit up at the contact and he smiled hugely, looking around the room in a daze.
Helen was nodding, smiling and looking disturbingly like a serpent with her angular face and slanted eyes.  I almost expected a forked tongue to come out and test the air for my Rainbow vibe, she was so convincingly slithery.
The vibe was making its way around the table.  The man I was sending the power into was like a signal hub, blasting rays out all around him.  They hit people sitting at the table with him along with Helen and her pool boy, too.  The talking ceased and the smiles increased.
“Leave the room,” Helen ordered, not looking at me, but at the fat man.
I pulled my hand off his arm, confused, stepping away from the table until my back hit the wall.
“Leave!” she said louder, still not looking at me.  She only had eyes for the fat man for some reason.
I pointed to myself and she nodded once, somehow seeing me without looking at me.  She gestured absently at the bodyguard assistant guy, signaling him to go with me.
“I’ll be out shortly,” she said to her assistant, finally breaking her gaze to look over her shoulder at him.  “Bring her to my office.”
Her assistant hesitated, like he was in a fog, not computing what she’d said.  She reached around and put her hand on the back of his neck, speaking to him in a voice I couldn’t hear.   He snapped out of his trance and went to the door, motioning for me to go ahead of him.
We stepped out of the room and into the empty hallway.
He stood there, staring at me.  He was like a mannequin the way his face had no expression on it at all, his skin so perfectly smooth and unblemished.  I knew girls who’d kill for skin that luminous.  He wasn’t real.  He couldn’t be.
He was feeling the Rainbow vibe way too much.  “Please stop staring at me like that,” I said, backing away a little.  Helen was stupid sending him out here with me; she obviously lacked a full appreciation of the side effects of my display in that meeting room.
“What did you do to me?” he finally said.
I caught glimpses of really white teeth under his dark red lips.  The way he said it made me feel sorry for him.  Maybe he wasn’t a mad murderer-user like the rest of them.  Maybe he was just a stupid pretty-boy who’d gotten mixed up with the wrong kind of people.
“I didn’t do anything,” I said, trying to dissuade him from wanting to get to know me better.  “Aren’t you supposed to bring me somewhere?”
“Yeah, but…”  He took a step towards me, lifting a hand up towards my face.
I stepped back.  “Please don’t touch me.  It’s a mistake to do that.  You’re already in trouble enough as it is.”
He tipped his head to the side, like a confused dog would as it tried to understand its master.  “Trouble?”
“Yes, trouble.  Getting close to me is a problem.  You don’t realize it, but right now you’re under my influence.  I need you to stay back from me so you don’t get hurt.”  Or so you don’t hurt me.  He looked pretty lean under his suit.  I had a feeling there were muscles involved.
“You’re an Influencer,” he said in a flat tone.  “Like the others.”
It suddenly struck me that I had an insider standing right in front of me, and he was under my spell.  I repressed the evil smile that wanted to come to the surface.  Grabbing onto the bold thought, I took a step closer to him.  “Why don’t we talk about it on the way to Helen’s office?”
I thought about asking him to take me to the exit, but I was afraid that would be pushing it too much.  Maybe after I found out some intel, I’d give it a shot.  At least then I’d be leaving with ammunition we could use to rescue Jasmine and Malcolm.  The Butts group couldn’t be that far away.  I just needed to get my hands on a cell phone and I’d be able to find a way to track them down.
“Do you have a phone?” I asked as we walked down the hall.
“Not here.  No one is permitted to have a phone or any electronic devices inside the compound.”
“Oh, that’s smart.  They don’t want outsiders to know what goes on in here.”
“No, they don’t.  What happens in here, stays in here.  Just like Vegas.”
“So you said there are other Influencers in here, right?”  I tamped down the surge of fear that threatened to overtake me, and slipped my hand in his, giving him a shot of my happy vibe.  Please don’t let this backfire!
He squeezed my hand gently and looked down at me, gracing me with the most beautiful smile I think a human is capable of giving.  He really was a stunning-looking man.  Too bad for him I was already in love with someone else.
“Yes, there are other Influencers.  A few.”
“Are they here?” I asked, reaching up and touching his arm with my other hand, pretending like I wanted to be close to him.
He patted my hand with his free one.  “Some are.  Some are out with their handlers.”
“Like I used to be,” I said.
“Yes, like you used to be.  I’m glad you’re here now, with us.”
“Me too.”  I forced a smile.  It probably came out more like a grimace, but he wouldn’t care so I didn’t worry about it.  All he’d see looking at me right now is beauty and perfection, my flaws hidden beneath the hues of the Rainbow fantasy.
“That man that was my handler … do you know him?”
“Yes.  Everyone knows Mr. Livingston.  He’s one of the founders of Greater Good.”
“Greater Good? Is that the name of this company?”
He nodded, smiling again. He stopped and dipped his head towards me.
I stepped away and did a twirl, pretending not to notice he was trying to kiss me.  “I love to dance, don’t you?”
“Yes.  Sometimes.”  He followed behind me.
I made sure to stay a few steps ahead, dancing like a crazed ballerina.  “Do you know anything about my real parents?”
“What do you mean?” he asked, reaching out for me, but missing.
“I mean, Mr. Livingston’s not my real father.  What happened to my real dad?”
“I don’t know.  Don’t you know?”  He looked confused for a second.
“No.  They never told me.  I was just curious.  Mr. Livingston is awesome.”  I almost gagged on that last lie.  Dirty rotten jerk … lying to me all those years, handling me for these lunatics.
“Yes, he is a visionary.  I’m proud to work for him.”
“I’ll bet you are,” I said, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice.  What an idiot this guy was.  I changed my mind about giving him the benefit of the doubt.  With that face he could probably get away with anything and work anywhere, but instead he was here with these users bent on controlling the world.  How lame can a person get?
“Turn right.  We’re almost at Helen’s office.”  He paused and waited for me to realize he wasn’t right there with me before continuing.  “…Unless you want to go somewhere else.”
I stood dead still in the hallway watching him approach.  He came towards me with slow measured steps, giving me the impression of a jungle cat stalking its prey.  Jerry with the big basketball player hands flashed across my mind, his strong arms pushing me down to the floor, his heavy body getting on top of mine, pressing himself against me…
“No!  That’s okay,” I said, breathless with fear as I moved backwards.  Running would be a mistake; he’d tackle me for sure.  “Could you please tell me about the Influencers?”
“What are you going to do for me, if I tell you what you want to know?” he asked, a sly smile replacing the pretty one from before.
Oh, crap.  His libido is taking control and he knows I’m fishing for information.  I warred with myself.  I could take advantage of the situation or keep running away.  Stay or go?  Stay or go?  I had the advantage; I knew no matter how Rainbowed out he got, a shot to his nuts would stop him cold, and Rainbows never covered themselves around me, never worried I’d do anything but cooperate.  They always fantasized that I was as in love with them as they felt themselves in love with me.
In the seconds before he was against me, I made the decision.  I only had one shot at figuring this out and getting into a position of power.  I had to take it.
He cornered me in the turn of the hallway, getting so close there were only inches between us.  I could feel his hot breath on my forehead.  It smelled minty, and the cologne on his chest tickled my nose with its sweetness.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Zane.  It’s Zane.”
I almost said, Inzane, maybe, but I didn’t.  “I want to know the answer to my question, Zane,” I said, my words coming out very airy.  I was trying to breathe normally but having a hard time with it.  Panic was setting in, and I was battling it with everything I had.  Please don’t let this turn into rape.  Please don’t let me be raped.
“You want to know about the other Influencers?  Kiss me and I’ll tell you what you want to know.”  He smiled and leaned towards me, closing his eyes in anticipation of our lips meeting.
I pushed on his chest to get him away from me.  “Wait!  I call the shots here, not you.  Tell me the info first and then you get the kiss.”  Sometimes me taking charge bought me a few minutes.  Something about a perfect-looking and bossy girl got them really hot and bothered.
His eyes flew open and the smile was back.  “I want more than just a kiss.  This information is top secret.  If I tell you and they find out, they’ll kill me.”
He said it casually, as if his potential murder was just a regular fact of life in his world.  That chilled me more than anything he’d said or done so far.  What is he?  A robot?  It was a crazy thought, but the more I considered it, the more real it seemed.  He was so perfect-looking he was almost too handsome.  And now with this jacked-up Rainbow love coming out of every pore, he was becoming decidedly ugly in my eyes.  Robo-jerk.
“Fine, Zane.  I’ll trade you all the secrets for the hootchie.  Is that what you want?”
His eyebrows went up.  “If by the hootchie, you mean we can make love, then yes.  That’s the deal.”  He looked back down the hallway and then at me.  “Follow me.”  He took off down the corridor, leaving me behind.
“Where are we going?” I asked, hurrying to catch up.
“To my room.  There are no cameras there.”
I looked up in the corners of the hallway.  “Are we on camera now?”
“No. There are no cameras leading to Helen’s office or inside it, but I can’t make love to you there.  She’ll catch us.  She’ll get very jealous.”
I didn’t know whether to be happy or sad that we weren’t going there.  Being in his room made the odds of my future rape occurring much greater, but it also gave me a possible opportunity to incapacitate him and then get away.  When he stopped and put his hand on the knob of a nondescript door, I decided that it was worth the risk.
“This is my room,” he said, taking me by the hand and pulling me inside.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Four: Malcolm
 
BY THE TIME I LET the guy go he was unconscious.  His face was frozen in a mask of despair so awful it was painful to look at.  My heart actually ached for him; I felt really terrible about doing that to him.  Turning someone into a Miserable in that short of a period of time couldn’t be good for their brain.  Maybe he’d never come back from it.
“Come on.  No time for regrets now,” said Jasmine, feeling around the guy’s body and taking a gun from his hip.  She also pulled out a ring of keys that she shoved in her pocket.  “Follow me, stay close, and if anyone tries to take us, fry their asses.”
“Fry their asses?” I asked, following her to the door.
“Yeah.  Turn them into boo-hooing bitches on the floor like you did to that guy.”  She glanced at him once before putting her hand on the doorknob.  “You ready to find Rae and kick ass if necessary?”
“As ready as I’m ever going to be.”  I took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves.  We had no idea of there was someone out there waiting for us or even whether people would shoot first and ask questions later.
“Good.  Use hand signals, avoid cameras, and don’t wait for people to attack.  Be on the offense, got it?”
I nodded, praying I wouldn’t see anyone and could just sneak out with zero conflict.  I knew the chances were slim, but that wasn’t going to stop me from hoping otherwise.
“All we have to do is find Rae and get out.  I can drive the truck through that gate no problem.”
“Assuming they left the keys in the car.”
“Yeah.  Whatever.  Failing to do anything is failing by default.  I’d rather try first before I fail, know what I mean?  Now, come on.”  She opened the door and stuck her head out.  Signaling over her shoulder that the coast was clear and we had to move.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Five: Rae
 
HIS ROOM WAS SPARE.  THERE was a bed, a dresser, and a nightstand with a lamp on it.  There were no personal effects, no decorations, no blankets with color or anything.
“This place looks like a prison cell,” I said, before I could think to stop myself.
He stood in front of me and took his jacket off, throwing it down on the bed.  “Looks don’t mean everything.”
I snorted.  Hearing him of all people say that was just a little ridiculous.
“You don’t agree?” he asked, continuing with the strip tease.  The tie was coming off now, and when he undid the top button of his shirt to loosen it, I got a glimpse of his bronzed skin underneath.
When does he find time to tan?  Isn’t he too busy trying to rule the world?  I nodded.  “Yeah, I agree.  It’s just … it sounds funny coming from you.”
He stopped the undressing momentarily, his tie pulled halfway out of his collar.  “Why from me is it funny?”
“Because you’re so … beautiful, I guess.”  My face burned with heat.  I felt totally stupid standing here telling him he was good-looking, as if he didn’t already know it and hear it on a daily basis probably.
He pulled the tie the rest of the way out.  “So are you,” he said.  “You’re the most lovely girl I’ve ever seen in my entire life.”  The tie dropped to the floor and his hands were at his wrists now, removing cufflinks that he deposited on his dresser top.
“You only think I’m pretty because you’re under my influence.  It’s the only reason we’re in this room right now.”  For some reason it was important to me that he know that.  It was like full disclosure, maybe so I wouldn’t feel so guilty about using my influence over him to get what I wanted.
“Maybe you’re suffering the same problem,” he said, unbuttoning his shirt slowly, one black button at a time.
I frowned.  “I don’t suffer from my own influence, thank God.  Otherwise I would have been committed to an insane asylum a looong time ago, believe me.”
“I’m not talking about your influence,” he said.
I looked at the door.  “Are there others here?  Others who are influencing me right now?”
He shrugged, pulling the shirt off his shoulders to reveal the most perfectly-sculpted body that ever existed.  Drool actually formed in my mouth over it, and I had to swallow hard to get rid of it.  I tore my gaze away and stared at the floor, walls, and ceiling.  Malcolm.  Think of Malcolm and his beautiful brown eyes, his bristly cheeks that get just a spot of color in them when he’s upset.  Think of his warm, strong hand in yours … how he protects you when others threaten.
It worked to snap me out of my trance, at least for now.
“You are not the only Influencer here, I already told you that,” he said, throwing his black shirt on the bed.
“Yes.  And you were going to tell me the rest of your secrets, before I give it up.” I cleared my throat as he unbuckled his belt.  “You’d better start talking or you’re going to be completely naked before I get what I want.”
He smiled just the tiniest bit.  “I promise, you’ll get everything you want and then some.”
I swallowed again and looked away.  This was a bad idea.  Bad, bad, bad, bad, bad.  This guy was focused.  A beautiful Rainbow, so beautiful it almost hurt my eyes to look at him.  Malcolm!  Where are you?!
“What would you like to know?” he asked, his belt gone now and his pants unbuttoned at the top.  His arms hung at his side and I breathed a sigh of relief that at least for now he’d stopped with the whole strip tease thing.
“How many Influencers are there here in the compound?”
He looked up at the ceiling in contemplation for a few seconds.  “Four or five.  I’m not sure.  I don’t know everyone, and I’m not privy to many of the details.”
“I thought you were Helen’s right hand man.”
He smiled, a little bitterly if I was reading his expression right.  “I am often at her right hand, but I wouldn’t say I’m her man or that she shared her confidence with me as the expression suggests.”
“Are you human?  Like totally, one hundred percent human?”  My mouth had a mind of its own.  Or my good-manners brakes weren’t working today.  Did I just ask this guy if he’s a cyborg?  “Sorry, that was rude.  Never mind.”
His nostrils flared and his lips went thin for a few seconds, before he answered.  “Yes.  I am human.  Although being here, it’s often that I question whether I am.  I don’t mind that you asked.  Ask me anything.  I want to feel your skin on mine.”
He said it so matter-of-factly, it took a moment for my brain to totally appreciate what he was saying.  If I didn’t have the image of Malcolm’s face swimming in my brain and my intense feelings of caring towards him, everything Zane was saying combined with his looks would have had me shoving my virginity in his face and demanding he take it.  What the hell?
“What are they doing here at Greater Good?” I asked.  “What’s their mission?”
“They are for sale to the highest bidder.  The Influencers are used to achieve the goal paid for.”  He shrugged.  “It’s all very simple on the surface.  I don’t get involved in the logistics.  I hear they are complicated.”
“Logistics?”
“Yes, the execution of the plan.  All the pieces that must fit together for the goal to be achieved.”
“There was a bombing…”  I wondered if he knew anything about the subway thing.
“Yes.  That was a test-run.  An Influencer was sent out into the field.  He did not come back.”
“He was caught, wasn’t he?”
“Yes.  He was caught.  His influence failed to work consistently.  They are trying to find out why.”
“What do you mean, it didn’t work consistently?”
Zane took a step closer to me.  “His influence on others allows him to be unnoticeable.  He can be present without anyone seeing him.”
“Like the invisible man?” I asked, my voice very soft as I considered the possibility.
“Not exactly.  He’s there, he is not invisible.  He just cannot be seen because he makes himself unnoticeable. Negligible. Like he doesn’t matter.”
“Invisible,” I said.
He took another step, now just inches from me, his naked chest so close I could feel the warmth coming from it and see the light sprinkling of hair that led down into his pants.
He put his hand up and touched some of my hair, holding it up and putting it to his nose.  He breathed in deeply and then said, “All of the Influencers are invisible, aren’t they?  No one sees who they really are.  People just see what they want to see, what they’re forced to see.  Being an Influencer is like being a ghost in your own skin.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Six: Malcolm
 
NO ONE WAS IN THE hallway where we were being kept, but as we moved through the compound, following a maze of corridors and passing closed doors, we heard plenty of voices and footsteps.  We ducked into empty closets, rooms with beds in them, and other  unoccupied spaces to avoid being seen, getting almost to the entrance where we’d first come in before finally running into another person.  This time, there were no closets or other places to hide.  Panic made my insides turn to liquid as his gaze took us in.
“Who the heck are you?” he asked.  A skinny guy wearing ugly glasses and a button-down, short sleeved shirt with a pocket on the front stared us down.  There were two pens and some clear plastic sticking out of the top of it and a white plastic card hanging over the front.  “Do you have authorization to be here in the IT section?  I don’t think so.  Let me see your ID badges.”
That’s what was hanging from his shirt.  It had his picture on it, with his hair slicked sharply to the side.  I looked down at my chest, wondering if I should pretend I forgot mine somewhere.  My three-quarter t-shirt didn’t exactly look office-worker quality.
“We don’t have badges.  We’re special guests,” said Jasmine.
“Be that as it may, you have no authorization to be in IT.  I’m going to report this.”  He moved to go around Jasmine, but she stepped in his way and blocked him from leaving.
“I have a better idea.  Why don’t you help us get un-lost?  That way you don’t get in trouble for allowing a security breach, and I don’t miss dinner.”  She smiled big.
He hesitated.  “I’m supposed to report every irregularity to the head office.”
“Every irregularity?” Jasmine laughed.  “You’d be calling the head office all day long if that were the case.”  She leaned in closer to him.  “You know … with all the weirdos wandering around in here.”
He smiled back and then stopped, looking almost guilty.  “I wouldn’t call them weirdos.”
“What would you call them?” she asked, cocking her head.
I waited breathlessly to see what he’d say.
His lips pressed together and his nostrils flared.  Then he shook his head.  “I keep my opinions to myself, just like you should.  Follow me.  I’ll bring you to the guest quarters because I’ve already got enough to deal with and I don’t need another meeting about the need for additional controls.  If they want more controls they need to hire more personnel and I’m going to tell them that next time they bring it up, too, mark my words.”  He turned around and shot us a quick frown before turning back and continuing his walk.  “If anyone finds you after I leave you in the guest wing, don’t you dare tell them I found you out here.  I don’t have time for this junk.”
Jasmine walked quickly to keep up with him.  I let them get a little bit ahead, trying to catch a glimpse into some of the rooms we were passing.  There wasn’t much to see at first, but as we got closer to our destination, the activity picked up.  Doors were open and sounds were coming out of some of them.  We passed several people in the hallways, but they were all too busy to pay attention to us.  Apparently, having an IT escort was all it took to look like we belonged here.
“You have a lot of high end security here,” said Jasmine, looking up in a corner of the hallway where a security camera’s red light blinked.  “You all on one platform or subsystems?”
“Our security platform integrates what are usually separate subsystems like video management, access control, VoIP and video analytics into one platform.  It’s state of the art.”  He stopped and looked at her, back to frowning.  “Why are you asking these questions?”  He put his hands on his hips.
“Oh, no reason.  I do a lot of gaming at home and we have a security system too, but they’re separate.  I was wondering if there was a way I could hook it all together so I wouldn’t have to get off Halo to answer the door.”
The IT guy snorted.  “Yeah, right.  Better stick to your gaming.  It takes serious skill to do what I do.  And we’re the only facility in the world that harnesses psychic energy to power our systems.  There’s no gaming console in the world that can do that.”  He left us standing there and continued his journey.
I grabbed Jasmine’s arm and squeezed it.  “Don’t,” I said quietly.
“He has no clue about IT skills.  I could disable his system in two minutes, max.”  She glared at the security camera that was up ahead, the tenth one I’d seen since we left our jail cell.  “Especially if they’re using people like you and Rae to power shit.  What a bunch of idiots.  Anyone in IT knows you don’t put human elements in places where computers can do the work.  That’s a hole, dude.  That’s a fucking trap door as big as the front door that I could walk through and bring an army in with me.”
“You know that and now I know that.  But do we want him to know that?”  I stared her down, waiting for her common sense to kick in and push her pride out of the way.
“Fine.  I’ll keep my mouth shut.  But he’d better not talk to me like I’m stupid.”  She left me to follow the guy around a corner.
I hurried to catch up, reaching them when they stopped at the end of a long corridor that had several doors on either side.
“This is the guest wing.  I’m not sure which rooms are yours, though.  You’re on your own.  I have work to do.  Important work,” he said, giving Jasmine bug-eyes as he walked past her.
She flipped a bird and stuck her tongue out at his back.
I held back a smirk until he was gone around the corner.  “Okay, so here we are,” I said, slinging my arm over Jasmine’s shoulder.  “Now what do we do?”  I looked down at her, waiting for her response.
She opened her mouth to say something, but the words never made it out.  A door flew open and a shirtless fat guy fell out onto the ground in the middle of the hallway, his pants down around his knees.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Seven: Rae
 
ZANE SNAPPED OUT OF THE trance he’d been in, playing with my hair or feeling sorry for the Influencers or whatever, and put his hand on my shoulder.  “Time to pay the piper,” he said, giving me another stunning smile.  He bent down, his lids dropping down as he got nearer.
I slid out of his grasp and moved closer to the door, wondering if I’d be able to outrun him.  He was tall with long legs.  I was willing to bet he jogged a lot too.  He was too in-shape to think otherwise.
“What are you doing?” he asked, turning around. He didn’t look quite as happy as he had two seconds ago.  If I didn’t know better, I’d say my Rainbow grip was slipping.
“Nothing.  Just … getting some space between us.  I get nervous when people get too close.”
“Why?” he sneered.  “You too good for other people?”
I was shocked by his quick change of mood.  He’d gone from sexy to assholey in the space of three seconds.
“No, I don’t think I’m too good.”  It was stupid, but his words hurt my feelings.  I’d always thought the exact opposite about myself.
“Too pretty, then?  You’re too pretty for a guy like me to touch?”
“What?  No!  Don’t be ridiculous.”  I stared at him, noticing something weird, and it wasn’t just his change in attitude.  The angrier he got at my rejection, the quicker he lost that attractive quality that’d made me go gah-gah over him earlier.  His skin wasn’t quite so smooth-looking now and his hair not so perfectly shiny and styled.  His jaw was weak and pointy where it had once appeared strong and square.
His pants started to slide down, his big gut expanding the loosened waistband until it couldn’t take the pressure anymore.
Gut? Since when did Zane have a gut?  What happened to that glorious six-pack?
I looked back up at his face and my mouth dropped open.  “What’s happening to you?” I whispered.
He took three steps towards me, a malevolent smile taking over his expression. “What’s the matter, Rae?  You don’t like what you see anymore?”
I moved back until my hand was on the door.  “Stop right there, Zane.  I’m not kidding.  I don’t know what the hell’s going on, but there’s something wrong with your face.”
He tipped his head back and laughed; it had a distinctly bitter quality to it.  “Something wrong with my face?  That’s a good one.”  He glared at me again.  “There’s never anything wrong with my face!  My face is perfect!  Look at it!  Can’t you see?”  He picked up a hand mirror from the side table and threw it at me violently, making it crash against the wall right next to my head.  Big shards of glass bounced off my arm and landed at my feet.  “Of course you can’t see,” he growled.  “No one can.  I’m invisible.”
Suddenly two and two made four in my brain.  The math added up, and I realized what had been staring me in the face all along.
“You’re an Influencer, Zane, aren’t you?”
He glared at me, angry tears shining in his eyes.  “What was your first clue?”  He took one more step, now almost close enough to reach out and grab me.
I turned the handle of the door, preparing to yank it open.  I prayed the reason I could see Zane for who he really is was standing just outside in the hallway.
“My first clue was this.”  I bent down hurriedly and picked up the biggest shard of glass I could reach, holding it up and reflecting his image back at him.
His feet froze in place as he lifted his fingers slowly to his face and touched his cheek in silence, rubbing it and moving the skin around.  Then he lowered his gaze to his belly and used his other hand to rub the furry layer of fat that lay over his pants.  When his eyes came back up to meet mine, they revealed a very unhappy man.
“What have you done to me?  What have you done?!”
He came at me like a charging bull, roaring his displeasure at losing his beautiful looks.
I did the only thing I could think of to save myself.  Jumping to the side, I opened the door and stuck my foot out, leaning my upper body away so he couldn’t grab me.
He reached out a hand for me but missed.  I used my shoulder and back to shove him through the doorway with everything I had.
The side of his foot caught my toe, sending him into a heap on the floor of the hallway with his pants around his knees.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Eight: Malcolm
 
“YOU BITCH!” THE FAT GUY yelled.  He scrambled to get up, but his pants kept getting in the way.  I was about to help him to his feet when Rae stuck her head out of the room he’d fallen from.
“Malcolm!” she said, clearly relieved.  “And Jazzy.  Oh my God, you have no idea how happy I am to see you guys.”
She tiptoed around the fat guy to avoid stepping on him and then rushed over to us, grabbing me into a huge hug with her good arm and gesturing for Jasmine with her other hand.
I held her to me tightly, a little too choked up to speak at first.  I couldn’t believe our luck at finding her in this huge maze of a place.
“What the hell was going on in there?” asked Jasmine, pulling out of our group hug and staring at the guy on the ground.  “Why are his pants off?”
I leaned back a little to look at Rae.  She didn’t meet my eyes at first, but when she finally did, I saw something that looked like guilt.
“Please don’t be mad at me,” she said, anguish in her voice.
I clenched my jaw to keep myself from blurting anything out.  I didn’t want to jump to conclusions.  She and I cared about each other and that was no small thing for people like us.  As far as I was concerned, nothing had changed in the few hours we’d been apart, no matter what this looked like.
“Well?  Who is this guy?” asked Jasmine, moving back from him as he stood and fixed his pants.
“I’m Zane,” he said, pulling up his zipper.  “Who the hell are you?”
“Zane, this is my boyfriend Malcolm and my best friend Jasmine.”  She looked at me and then Jasmine with a worried expression.  “Guys, this is Zane.  He’s an Influencer.  I think he makes people see him a certain way.”
“No, wrong, know it all.  I make people see beauty.  That’s what I do.  That’s who I am.”
“Could-a fooled me,” said Jasmine under her breath.
“He’s right,” Rae said, stepping away from me and towards him.  I got the impression she felt sorry for him.  “His influence is really strong.  He’s beautiful, really truly.”
Zane looked at her, maybe angry at first but then a little less so.
“I don’t get it,” said Jasmine.  “All I see is an overweight, fuzzy potato with legs.”  She looked at me.  “What do you see, Malcolm?”
“Hey!” said Zane.  “Watch the language.  I ain’t no potato.”
“I just see a guy,” I said, a little disgusted to be checking him out like that.  I looked up the hallway and down.  “We need to go.  Zane, do you know how to get out of here?”
“Of course I do, but I’m not telling you.  I’m going to tell Helen you’re running around without an escort.  Your ass is going to get baked.”  He smiled like he really enjoyed the idea.
Jasmine walked over and went toe to toe with him.  “You tell that bitch anything and I’m going to put your balls in a vice and shut ‘em down, you know what I’m sayin’?”
Doubt flashed across his face.  He looked at Rae.  “Is she serious?  Is she an Influencer too?”
“Uh, yeah,” Rae said.  “Ball shriveler.  Don’t make her mad or they’ll turn into raisins.”
“Black raisins.  And then they fall off,” Jasmine added, nodding.
I cupped my hands over my jewels and shook my head at him.  Just the idea made me get a stomach ache.
Zane put his jewel protector hand-cup on too.  “Yeah, okay, I won’t say anything to Helen.  But you need to smash me over the head or something and knock me out.  If she finds out I didn’t bring Rae over to her office out of choice, she’ll kill me.  I don’t want to get baked.”
“I’m not sure I even what to know … but what does getting baked mean?” I asked.
Zane shivered.  “Ugh.  It’s bad.  There’s a temperature Influencer in the compound somewhere, and he can make you feel like you’re on fire on the inside.  Nasty stuff.  People tear their skin off to make it stop.  One guy even drowned himself.”
“Yeah, let’s not get baked,” said Jasmine, rolling her eyes, possibly in fear.  “Is this your love nest?  Go on in, I’ll be happy to bash you over the head with something.”  Jasmine pushed on his back a little, making him trip into the room.
“What are you going to use?” he asked.
“How about this chair?”  Jasmine grunted as she said it, so I pictured her with it over her head.  It must have been an accurate assumption, since the next thing I heard was a loud bark of pain and then the sound of a large person falling to the ground.
I walked to the doorway and saw Jasmine putting a chair down on the floor next to an unconscious Zane.
“You actually hit him with a chair?”
She frowned at me.  “Of course I hit him.  Asshole was going to rat us out.  What’d you expect me to do?”
“But we didn’t ask him how to get out of here yet,” said Rae.  “I don’t know how to get out, do you?”  She looked at Jasmine and then me, desperation in her eyes.
“Uhhh, no.  We don’t know exactly,” said Jasmine.  “But we do know where the front door is, so why don’t we just go there?”
“Oh, so we’re going to just waltz right out of here without anyone saying anything?” I asked.  “I’m pretty sure that’s not going to work.”
No sooner had the words left my mouth than an alarm started going off.  A light was flashing in the corner of the room and the door began to close on its own.
“Holy crap!  Help!” said Rae, throwing herself against the door to keep it open.
I grabbed the chair Jasmine had just put down and shoved it in between the door and the frame, blocking it from closing.  It strained against the steel furniture, and I wasn’t sure how long it would hold.
“Come on!” I yelled at Jasmine.  Rae was in the hallway, wringing her hands and looking to towards the end of the hall where we’d entered this part of the compound.
“Hurry!” she said.  “People are going to catch us out here!”
“Hold on a second,” said Jasmine, pulling open drawers and throwing things around.
“What are you doing?  We have to go.”  I went over to grab her, but she shrugged me off.
“I’m looking for an ID badge or something.  He has to have one.  We can use it to get out.”
I grabbed the suit jacket off the bed and searched the pockets.  “This what you’re looking for?” I asked, pulling a hard plastic card out of the inside pocket.
“Perfect,” she said, snatching it from my hand and attaching it to my shirt.  “You’re our escort.  Now escort our asses out of here.”  She pushed me to the door and I jumped over the chair, joining Rae in the hallway.  I took her by the hand and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek as we waited for Jasmine to join us.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Nine: Rae
 
JASMINE KICKED THE CHAIR INTO the room and the door finished closing on its own.  The sounds of a lock engaging followed, and I tested the handle just to be sure.  The door was sealed shut.
“Damn, they don’t mess around,” said Jasmine.  She looked up at the corner of the ceiling as we approached the end of the corridor.  “They have cameras.  They see us now.  Everyone else is probably trapped in rooms, so it’s not going to take them long to get to us.  We need to get to that front door and just go out guns blazing.”
“Do you have guns?” I asked, hoping she was just being figurative.
“We have one.  We’ll go out gun blazing not guns,” said Jasmine. “The good news is, with you two together, that fucking Blood Boiler isn’t going to be able to do anything to us.”
“Thank God,” I said, jogging along while holding Malcolm’s hand.  “That sounded awful.”
“Yeah, and I thought making people depressed was bad.”  Malcolm squeezed my hand and pulled me closer.  We bumped into each other, but I didn’t care.  Just feeling him near made me feel better, even if it did make running more difficult and hurt my cut arm.
“Turn here,” said Jasmine, slowing down to take a right when we got to a point where there were three hallways to choose from.
“Are you sure?” asked Malcolm, coming to a stop, breathing heavily.
“No.  But unless you have a better idea…?”
We both shook our heads.
“Fine.  Come on.”  Jasmine took off again, leaving us behind.
“Hurry,” said Malcolm, “we can’t let her get too far ahead.  I’m supposed to be her escort.”
I tried to speed up, but my legs wouldn’t cooperate.  They felt like they were made of lead.  “I’m about to collapse,” I said, barely able to get the words out.  I was so out of shape it wasn’t even funny.  The blood loss definitely wasn’t helping.
Malcolm put his arm around my waist, giving me a boost of speed.  His head was down as he helped me, so he missed Jasmine’s epic crash right into a guy coming from another hallway.
“Oooph!” she yelled, as her body ricocheted across the corridor, banging into the opposite wall.  She fell to the ground, her arms and legs splayed out around her.
The man fell on the ground too, face first, his gun skidding across the floor towards us.
Malcolm let go of me and scooped it up, running over without missing a beat to get to Jasmine and help her on her feet.
“Sorry about that,” he said to the guy.
“What the hell’s going on?” the stranger said, standing up and brushing himself off.  “What are you running around like that for?”  He glared at Jasmine.  “Who are you?  Where’s your badge?”
Malcolm held his out.  “Here’s mine.  I’m escorting her out of here.”
“Who is she?” asked the guy.  “And give me my gun.”  He held out his hand.
Malcolm held it down at his side.  “Let me see your badge first.”
“What?”  The guy was clearly offended.
“Let me see your badge, I said.  You heard me.  Show it.”  Malcolm waved at the guy with the gun.  He was totally pulling it off, acting like a cop or security guard or something.
“Here,” said the guy, pulling a card out of his pocket and shoving it in Malcolm’s face.  At the same time, he stared at Malcolm hard.  After a few seconds he frowned.  “What the hell?” he asked, as if waiting for an explanation.
Malcolm backed his chin up into his neck.  “What the hell, what?  Are you asking me a question?”
“Yeah, I’m asking you a question.  What the hell are you doing to me?”
“I’m not doing anything.  I just asked to see your badge.  It looks good.  Why don’t you go ahead and continue on with what you were doing.”  He waved the gun carelessly, gesturing down the hallway.
I walked over quickly, getting between them.  The guy was trying to use some kind of influence over Malcolm, but it wasn’t working and he knew it.  Maybe he was the Blood Boiler.  I needed to make sure that Malcolm’s powers didn’t get discovered in here and that this guy would get lost quick.
“I can see you’re an Influencer,” I said.  “Right now you need to get to your quarters and let us get to ours. There are intruders in the building who are trying to kidnap us.”
“No shit, Sherlock, that’s who I’m looking for.  It’s you, isn’t it?”
I laughed at him as genuinely as I could.  “Yeah, right.”  I moved in closer, putting my best scary expression on my face.  “I’m no kidnapper.  I’m an Influencer.  You’re being influenced right now, can’t you feel it?  I’m sucking your influence right out of your body.  That’s my skill.”
He backed up a step.  “Say what?”
“You heard me.”  I moved even closer, ignoring Malcolm’s panicked look. “I’m a Soul Sucker.  That’s my influence.  Can you feel it?  Can you feel your soul leaving your body?”  I opened my eyes really wide and then slowly shut them for effect.  Then I opened my mouth really wide and inhaled loudly, letting out a horror-film-worthy whine, the best imitation of a soul sucker I could come up with on the spur of the moment.
“Fuck this,” he said, and took off running down the hall in the opposite direction.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty: Malcolm
 
JASMINE WAS DYING LAUGHING.  WE were trying to run, but she kept falling behind and bending over to catch her breath.
“Soul sucker …  whooaaarrrrooohhh …”  She was imitating the horrible asthmatic sound Rae had made while she was pretending to suck that idiot’s soul out.  “Classic, Rae, classic.”  She stood up, her face flushed with humor and exertion.
“Are we almost there?” Rae asked, pinching a stitch in her side, ignoring Jasmine’s amusement at her expense.
“I think it’s just through those doors,” Jasmine said, pointing to big double doors with no windows on them ahead of us.
Rae walked up to them and pushed.  “They’re locked.”
“Maybe we should shoot them open,” I said.
“Oooor, we could use your badge to open them,” said Jasmine, rolling her eyes.  She snatched the plastic off my shirt and waved it in front of a black box next to the door.  A light on the box went from red to green and the doors moved just slightly, unlocking.
Jasmine pushed on one a little, looking through the crack.  She waved us over, whispering as she stared into the lobby.
“There are two guys in the main area out there.  That’s it.  Aaaand … holy shit … is that …?  No… no no no no noooo…”
“What,” I asked, trying to look through the crack above her head.
“Fuck me backwards, it’s Kootch.  Kootch is out there.”
“Where,” I asked, “I can’t see.”
“Is he okay?” asked Rae.  “Is he hurt?”
“He’s fine,” said Jasmine, pulling away from the doors.
I kept looking and finally saw what she’d seen.  Kootch was on the driver’s side of a truck, standing up on the running board while hanging onto the open door and roof, talking to someone standing in front of the truck.  I couldn’t tell if Kootch was alone or if he had someone with him.  If he did, they were staying out of sight.
I pulled away from the doors and looked at the girls.
“What are we going to do?” Rae asked.  She was trembling, so I pulled her up against my side, trying to take the tremors into my body.
“We’re going to walk out there with the same game we played earlier.  Malcolm, you’re the escort, sent to get Kootch and bring him in.  We’ll be there as Soul Suckers or whatever to protect you.”
“You think they’ll buy it?” I asked.  It seemed like people guarding the front door ought to know more about who belonged in the place than that.
“I’m open to suggestions,” she said, shrugging, and checking the chamber of the gun she’d taken from me earlier.
“I’ve got nothing,” I said, sighing heavily.  “I just don’t want to get shot.”
“Well, we can split you guys up and then you can whammy them like you did that other guy,” Jasmine suggested.
“What’d you do?  What other guy?” asked Rae.
“I’ll tell you later,” I said, feeling the shame all over again.  My face went red.
“I’d rather stay together,” said Rae.  Her ice cold fingers snuck into mine.  “As long as we’re together, there are no Influencers around here.  If we break apart, everyone gets their powers back.”
“Okay, then, party people.  Time to break out of this place in style.”  Jasmine shoved the gun into the back of her pants and pushed on the door.
“In style?” I asked.
I didn’t get an answer.  I was forced to follow Jasmine through the doors and out into the lobby, trying to put on a mask of authority and confidence I definitely wasn’t feeling.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-One: Rae
 
I WALKED NEXT TO MALCOLM, but let his hand go.  It would have been too hard to convince the guards at the front of the building that I was his prisoner if we were cuddling.
I saw Kootch right away.  He was standing next to a big truck, talking to a guy about ten feet away from him, near the front doors.
“What’s going on out there?” asked Malcolm, walking across the lobby like he belonged there.
“Hey!  What are you doing out here!” said one of the guys, standing up straighter and turning to face us.
“Relax, I have a badge.”  Malcolm held it up and then shoved it in his pocket before they could look too closely.  “I’ve been recruited.  I was taking these girls to a holding room when all the doors locked on me.  I got a little lost and ended up here.”  He turned to the front doors. “Who’s that?”
The guy looked confused, but he turned to follow Malcolm’s gaze.  “That’s some dumbshit that busted through the gate.  We’re taking care of him now.”
“Oh yeah?  What’s going to happen to him?”
The guard smiled.  “Same thing that happens to anyone who wanders in here uninvited.”  He went over and sat down next to the other guard.  “Go see for yourself.  You’re new here, so you haven’t had the pleasure.”
We began to walk to the door.  I was freaking out the entire time, wondering how it was possible that they were just going to let us out.
“Not you two,” said the guy, motioning to Jasmine and me.
My heart plummeted.
“Guests stay inside.  Badge holders can go outside.”
“They’re with me.  My responsibility,” said Malcolm, a note of authority in his voice.  “They’re valuable.  Influencers.  I’m a handler now.”
The second guy finally looked over at us, frowning.  “They don’t use Influencers as handlers.”
“I know.  I’m not an Influencer.  I was just brought in with one.”  He gestured at me.
“How’s that work?” asked the second guy, standing up now.  Both of the guards had their guns out and they looked twitchy.
I moved closer to Malcolm, thinking I’d shield him if they tried to shoot.  And then I pulled out my ace card, the only thing I thought that might scare them.  “How about if I ask Helen to fill you in?” I said, overriding whatever Malcolm was going to say.  “I’m sure she’d be happy to take time out of her busy schedule to get you up to speed.”
“The Cobra?  No thanks,” said the second guy, sitting down and looking the other way.  “Go do what you want.  I’m not getting involved.”
The Cobra?  What the heck does that mean?  I walked over to stand next to Jasmine.
“Ready?” she asked very quietly.
“Ready,” I said.
Malcolm nodded.
We moved as a group to the front doors.  The entire time we walked across the space to join Kootch and the last man standing between us and freedom, I fully expected to get a bullet in the back.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Two: Malcolm
 
I WALKED UP TO THE guy facing off against Kootch, leaving the girls slightly behind me.
“What’s up, man?”
He glanced in my direction briefly before going back to staring at Kootch.  “Does he look sweaty to you?” he asked.
“Who, that guy near the truck?”
“Yeah, who else would I be talking about?”
I shrugged.  “Maybe a little.  Why?”  This was the weirdest conversation I’d ever had.
“Because.  My shit isn’t working.  I don’t know what’s wrong.  He should be pulling his eyeballs out by now.”
I swallowed hard.  Blood boiler!  Shit, I’m standing next to the Blood Boiler!  “Maybe you should go inside.”
“What for?”  He stopped concentrating on Kootch and stared at me instead.  “Who are you, anyway?”
“New handler.  Watching over those Influencers over there.”  I gestured to Jasmine and Rae who looked ready to make a break for the truck.  Just wait ten more seconds…
“Huh.”  He shifted to get a better look at them.  “What’s their damage?”
“What?’’
“What’s their influence, man.  Their poison.  Their power.  Their shit.”
“Oh.  Yeah.  Um, the one with the brown hair is a Soul Sucker and the one with the green hair is a … uh …”  My mind blanked.  All I could see was her goofy green hair and the frown on her face.   What’s her power?  I said the first thing that popped into my head.  “She’s a Constipator.”
The guy laughed a little.  “A what, now?”
“A Constipator.”  Jasmine was going to kill me if she ever found out.  “She makes it so people can’t take a shit.”
He looked fascinated and disgusted at the same time.  “That’s fucked up.”
“I know, right?  People have died from it.  With pain.  She’s dangerous.”
The Blood Boiler looked at Jasmine with new respect.  “Damn.  I like dangerous girls.  Dangerous is sexy as hell, even when it has green hair.”
“Yeah, well, that’s her boyfriend there by the truck, so I have to go deal with him.  I’m going to escort him off the property and then have the Soul Sucker take care of him.”
The guy held up a hand for a high five.  “Daaaamn, dude, I like your style.”
I slapped his palm with mine, trying not to cringe over the fact that I was touching a guy who murdered people by making them think they were on fire.
“Need any help?” he asked, taking a step towards the truck.
I grabbed his arm to hold him back.  “Nah.  Let me do this.  She’s gonna get all emotional and shit.  You don’t want her thinking you killed her guy.  I’ll tell you what, though … go hang out inside and when she comes back in, I’ll send her your way.  You can comfort her and stuff.”
“Dude, you are diabolical.  I like it.  Let’s hang out tonight at dinner.”
I shook his hand and bumped fists.  “Yeah, let’s do that. Later.”  Never in a million billion years, assmunch.
I gestured to the girls to follow me over to the truck.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Three: Rae
 
WE SCRAMBLED INTO THE CAR, Malcolm forcing Kootch to take the back seat with Jasmine.  I jumped into the front passenger seat.
“Yo!  Constipator!” yelled the Blood Boiler.  He was standing by the front doors of the compound, getting ready to go in.
“What’d he say?” I asked, pushing the button to roll my window down.
“Just ignore him,” said Malcolm, quickly starting the truck up and shifting into Reverse.
“Hey, guys, what the hell?” asked Kootch, leaning into the front seat from the back.  “What’s that guy doing?  What’s he yelling?  He was freaking me out the way he kept staring at me out there.  Thanks for coming to my rescue.”
“Yo, Constipator!” yelled the guy again.  His voice carried very clearly across the space between us, even as Malcolm was revving the engine and moving away.
“What’s he saying?  Constipator?  What’s that?” asked Kootch.  “Ow!” he yelled next, twisting around to look at Jasmine.  “Hands off, crazy lady!”
“Sit back, Ding Dong!  I can’t see.”  Jasmine pulled Kootch back and leaned into the front.  “What’s that guy saying?”
“Yo, I love your green hair, Constipator!  I got you!  I got you!”  He was holding up his fist in what looked like a sign of triumph or teamwork or something.  Maybe, possibly admiration, even.
“What the hell?” she asked, watching him, even as the truck pulled around and faced away from the building.  “What’s he calling me?”
“Just ignore him and help me get out of this place.”  Malcolm moved the gear shift lever into Drive.  “How do I do this?”
“Just bust through, man.  That’s what I did,” said Kootch.
Malcolm pulled forward, and the closer we got to the entrance, the clearer things became.  The chain link fence that had looked so intimidating before was hanging all lopsided, the gate totally smashed and on the ground.
“Where the hell is everyone?” Malcolm asked, the engine roaring as he gave it some gas.
I tightened my seatbelt down until it was as tight as I could make it.  “Hang on you guys!  I hope you have your belts on!” I yelled.
The tires bumped over the gate, throwing Jasmine and Kootch around in the back.
“Slow down!” shouted Jasmine.  “Make sure you don’t hit any barbed wire!”
Malcolm blasted past the empty guard shack and tore off down the street, sending dust and gravel up to the sides of and behind us.  He swerved and slid around corners, looking like a racecar driver as he leaned into the turns.
“Did you call my parents?” Jasmine asked Kootch.
“Yeah.  They’re coming, but I couldn’t wait.  I was too worried.”
I could see what looked like a main thoroughfare ahead and pointed it out to Malcolm.  “There!”
“You had your phone, didn’t you?” asked Jasmine.  She sounded thrilled.
“Hell yeah, I had my phone.  No dickwad’s gonna smash my shit into the dust.”
Jasmine threw her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek.  “You are my hero, Caden Kucharski!”
I watched his face turn hot pink and for the first time in his life, he was speechless.
Jasmine let him go and then leaned into the front seat again.  “Keep driving until you see a mall or big shopping area.  Pull in and we’ll get out and blend.  We can wait there for my parents to pick us up.”
A buzzing came from somewhere.  “What’s that?” I asked, panicking that we were being tracked or that a missile was coming for us.
“That’s my phone.”  Kootch pulled out his cell and put it to his ear.  “Yo, this is Kootch.”  He paused.  “Oh, hi, Mr. Butts.  Yeah, she’s here, you wanna talk to her?  Okay, hold on.”  He handed the phone to Jasmine.  “It’s your dad.”
Jasmine talked to him for a few seconds, giving him our location from some roads we passed, and then tapped Malcolm on the shoulder, pointing to a side street.  He took the turn and then followed her instructions for five minutes until we were turning into a public parking garage.  “Okay.  See you soon.  Love you, Dad.  Tell Mom I love her too.”  She hung up the phone and put it in her bra.
“Hey!” protested Kootch.
She put her hand over his mouth to shut him up.  “Shoosh, Ninja Boy.  Malcolm, go up to the second floor and pull into the first available space.  My parents will be there to transfer us to another car.”
Kootch pulled her hand away from his mouth, but didn’t let it go.  They held hands all the way there, and didn’t stop until we parked.  It warmed my heart to see both of them so embarrassed over it but still not giving up on the feeling they so desperately wanted to share.
Life is too short to play games with love.  A person has to grab it and hold on, and just hope that no one comes around to suck out their souls or boil their blood in the meantime.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Four: Malcolm
 
WE STOOD OUTSIDE THE CARS in the parking garage for a good half hour getting a debriefing and directions for our next trip.  Rae and I were almost done with our adventure, but there was just one more piece left.  Thank God the Butts family was working so hard to help us.
“Why was it so easy for us to get away?” Rae asked.  “I mean, it wasn’t nothing, but I was so sure I was going to get shot in the back when we were leaving.”
“We were able to pick up a lot of chatter over the last couple days, once we knew who was involved and where they were located,” said Mrs. Butts.  “Apparently their system wasn’t running on regular power or had some odd components that didn’t hold up like they expected.”
“They were using Influencers,” said Jasmine.  “I don’t know who or how, but they had Influencers working as part of the security system.  The geek we talked to seemed pretty proud of it.”  She leaned against the back bumper of the car, next to Kootch.
“That makes sense, then,” said Mr. Butts.  “If Rae and Malcolm were there canceling out all their power, it would have completely failed.”
“Zane told me that they weren’t allowed to have electronic devices of any kind there.  That they kept their place secret that way.”
“Well, maybe that’s what they told Zane, but we found plenty of signals coming out of there,” said Mrs. Butts.  “And the person in charge, I’m not sure what his actual name is, he was the worst offender with the chatter and talking too much about what was going on with outside sources.”
“I wonder if it was that man I saw in the meeting room,” said Rae, looking up at me.
I shrugged, not having any idea who she was talking about.  We hadn’t yet had time to talk about what happened when we were apart in the compound.
“His code name was Cobra.”  Mr. Butts laughed.  “Very spicy for a brain trust, but whatever.  It probably intimidated some of the people involved.”
“Did you say Cobra?” I asked.
“Yes.  Do you know who it is?”
“It’s Helen,” I said.  “She’s the Cobra.  And I don’t think it’s just a … spicy nickname or whatever.  She was very slithery.  I’ll bet she’s an Influencer herself.”
“You don’t mean shape shifter, I hope,” said Jasmine.  She pushed off the back of the car and looked into the tinted window to the trunk area.  “Maybe she shifted and slithered into the car.”
“No, don’t be silly.  I mean she was sneaky and she had this face like a serpent.  And she would just stare at you and … well, it was creepy.  Just trust me on that.”
Mr. and Mrs. Butts looked at each other, a silent message passing between them.
“So where are we going?” asked Jasmine.
“You are going home, young lady.  And you can look forward to fifty hours of additional training that starts at oh-six-hundred tomorrow morning,” said her father.
“What?  Why?  What’d I do?”
“You took too many risks.  We just need to work on your tactical training, that’s all.”
“Tactical training?” I asked, not sure I completely understood what I was hearing.
“Yeah, you know.  So I can become a certified badass,” Jasmine said, smiling.  She didn’t seem too upset about the training, really.
“I want in on this training,” said Kootch.  “I was totally fucked when those guys hit us up.  I didn’t know my butthole from a hole in the ground.”
Mrs. Butts laughed, putting her hand on Kootch’s shoulder.  “We’d be happy to include you, if Jasmine’s okay with it and your father is too.”
“My father’s not even going to know.  I’ll tell him I’m doing extra hours of phys ed.  He’ll be fine as long as I’m out of the house.”  He looked down at Jasmine who’d settled in next to him again.  Elbowing her, he said, “You mind if I join the fun?  Show you a thing or two about being a badass?”
She snorted.  “Huh.  Yeah, right.  You can come, but be prepared to be schooled, not be giving lessons.”  She looked over at Rae, shaking her head.  “Stupid guys.”
Rae stepped a little closer and put her arm around my waist.  “I just want to know what you think Malcolm and I should do.  I don’t want to go back home.  I can’t.  Not with a handler there waiting to brainwash me or whatever.”
“No, you can’t go home,” agreed Mr. Butts.  “We’re hoping you’ll take us up on our offer of shelter.  We can’t risk getting you involved in what we’re doing now … not until we take care of the Greater Good problem, anyway.”
Mrs. Butts snorted in disgust.  “Greater Good.  How obnoxious can anyone be?  As if they know what’s good for all of us.”
“Seriously,” I agreed.  “Those people in there … I want nothing to do with them.”
“There are other influencers in there,” said Rae.  “A boy who can make people think they’re on fire…”
“A guy who’s apparently so gorgeous you ask him to take his clothes off,” said Jasmine, winking at Rae.
“Stop, that’s not what happened.”  Rae put her head down.  Even in the meager parking garage lights I could see her face was red.
“What did happen?” I asked.  I didn’t mean to put her on the spot, but I had a feeling the Butts group should know.  If they were going to deal with the Greater Good team, they needed to be totally updated on the Influencers they might go head-to-head with.
“He was the most gorgeous man you could ever imagine.”
“Did we see him before he got all ass-ugly?” asked Jasmine.
“Yes.  But I think because Malcolm was close to me, you just saw what he really looks like, not what he influences people to see.  And I’m not even sure we’d see the same person if we both looked at him without Malcolm around.  Maybe he was just my version of gorgeous, I don’t know.”
“But why were his clothes off, that’s what I want to know,” said Kootch.
“Because … he was suffering the Rainbow love first of all, and second of all, I made him kind of a deal.”  Rae pulled away from me, folding her arms across her chest.
“What kind of deal?” I asked.  I put my hand on her arm gently.  “Don’t worry about me.  I’m cool with it, whatever it is.”
She looked up at me.  “It’s … a little embarrassing.”  She looked over at the Butts family.  “I was trying to help, in case you guys came with a rescue team.”  She sighed heavily before continuing.  “I told him if he gave me the answers to my questions, I’d have sex with him.”
Jasmine choked out a laugh and Kootch had to whack her on the back several times to help her breathe again.
“Well, Rae … that was very dedicated.  Thank you,” said Mrs. Butts.  She walked over and gave Rae a hug.  “I hope he didn’t hurt you, sweetie.”
“No, he didn’t.”  She was shaking her head over Mrs. Butts’ shoulder.  “He might have, but it didn’t get that far.  Malcolm showed up and blew his cover.”
“And you were like, yo! Deal’s off!  I’m not having sex with you, ugly boy!” said Kootch, laughing along with Jasmine.  The two of them were bent over, holding their stomachs and hooting.
She stepped back from Mrs. Butts and scowled at Jasmine.  “It wasn’t like that.”
I pulled her to me by her t-shirt.  “Get over here and hug me,” I said, forcing her to put her arms around me.  “You did awesome.  You were completely brave and came up with a killer plan.  And it totally worked, right?  You got all the secrets and didn’t have to give anything in return.  It was perfect.”
She looked up at me.  “You mean it?  You’re not mad?”
I shook my head, one-hundred percent honest when I replied.  “No. Not at all.  I’m proud of you.”  It’s a phrase I’d never heard anyone say to me, but she needed to hear it.  Her father had disappeared to be replaced by a madman, her mother had rolled over and let it happen for some reason, and now she was left with no one but me.  It was my job now to take care of her and let her know what a great person she is.
“Okay, kids, so here’s the deal.  We have a car full of gas for you over there.” Mr. Butts lifted up the keychain and pressed a button, making the tail-lights and headlights on a mini SUV light up and a beep sound twice.  “There’s food in the back to get you to your destination.  The car’s a hybrid, so you should be able to make it as far as you need to without stopping.  There’s a paper map in the glove box for you to follow - no GPS in this baby, okay?”
We both nodded.  I was excited knowing we had a plan.
“We’ve got funding to keep you supported for the next two years, got it?  That means money for food, clothing, shelter, that’s it.  You’re going to have to live very frugally to survive on this budget, do you understand?”
We both nodded again.  I felt like a bobble head.
“Where is it?” Rae asked.
“You’ll know when you get there,” said Mrs. Butts.  “The rent is paid and the contract is in another name.  No one will bother you there.  Stay away from the public as much as you can.  You can go online, but don’t contact anyone you used to know.”
“Except me,” said Jasmine, walking over to stand next to her parents.  “She can contact me, right?”
Her mother nodded.  “Yes.  You’ll be able to reach us via secure online video chat.  We have it set up for you.  There will be instructions at the house.  You’ll be able to order your groceries online and have them delivered, and anything else you need, you just contact us.”
“Why are you doing all this?” I asked, pretty much blown away by the generosity.  They didn’t even really know either of us, but they were treating us like we were their kids.
“First of all, we want to help you get your lives ironed out,” said Mr. Butts.  His voice had gone a little gruff.  “Every teenager deserves a relatively stress-free life before joining the adult ranks, and you haven’t had that.  Neither of you have.  Consider this a birthday present from our family.”  He put his arm around his wife and daughter.
Jasmine nodded, obviously proud of her parents.  I would have been too, if they were mine.  Right now I was just grateful.
Mrs. Butts picked up the explanation.  “We estimate it’ll take about eighteen months to root out all the players in this scheme so that we can get them reported and the evidence gathered for some kind of prosecution.  We want you to lie low and stick together until we’re free to bring you back or introduce you to our team.  We have a lot to learn from you, but not just yet.”
  “You stay in contact with me,” said Jasmine.  “I’ll let you know what happens at school with Holder and Derek.”
“Nothing’s going to happen with them,” said Mr. Butts.  “They’re gone.”
“But I don’t understand,” I said.  “I heard them talking about Rae in the bathroom. They’ve been at that school for years.  It doesn’t make sense.”
“The best we can figure out is that the Greater Good had some internal struggles going on.  Or they had some people who didn’t agree, who fractured off and started their own thing.  We’re not totally sure yet,” said Mr. Butts.
“And the ones that fractured off had a lot of IT support, apparently,” said Mrs. Butts. “I’ve traced all kinds of activity that links over to Mr. Livingston.  I believe what happened is they manipulated his data files to draw him over to this school specifically, where they had people in place already, people like Derek and Mr. Holder who’d been trained to deal with Influencers.”
“So they wanted Rae for themselves,” said Jasmine.
“Yes.  She was the golden goose, it appears,” said Mrs. Butts, looking at Rae apologetically.  “Of all the Influencers, her powers were considered the most valuable.”
“Why?” asked Rae.  “Why not Malcolm?”
“They didn’t even know about Malcolm,” said Jasmine.  “They thought he was just some kid.”
“I’m not sure how they identified the other Influencers,” said Mr. Butts, “but it’s clear that Malcolm was not on their radar.  There is no mention of him anywhere.”
Rae looked up at me and whispered, “The invisible man.”
It was too creepy to smile at.  I’d been invisible all my life until now, and I was okay with that, as long as Rae never looked through me.  She squeezed me as the thought was going through my mind, making a rush of warmth spread through my chest.  Then I smiled.
“So they wanted Rae - Holder and Derek - so they somehow tricked Mr. Livingston to come to our town and enroll Rae in our school?”  Kootch nodded.  “He’s got skills.  Can’t deny that.”
“Are you going to be able to find all of them?” I asked, wondering if eighteen months was long enough to close something of this size down, especially knowing there were two separate groups of them out there.
“Maybe, maybe not.  We’ll see.”  Mr. Butts leaned over and handed me the keys.  “Time for you two to head out of here.  Anything else you need?”
Rae and I shook our heads.  “No.  That’s all,” I said.  “But thanks.  Thanks so much for everything you’ve done and for what you’re going to do to help us.  We’re really grateful.” I cleared my throat when it got difficult to speak.  “No one’s ever had my back like this, so I know what a big deal it is.”
Mr. Butts grabbed me and hugged me roughly.  “Son, life doesn’t have to be about being alone.”  He pulled away and shook me by the shoulders a little.  “You’ve got the Butts family behind you too.  Never forget that.”
I shook my head.  “I won’t.”  It was the best I could do.  If I said anything else I’d bawl for sure.
Rae hugged Mr. and Mrs. Butts for a long time, crying and thanking them over and over.  Then she did the same with Kootch and Jasmine.  Kootch pretended to be enjoying it a little too much, but one punch from Jasmine made him quit.  I knew now that it was all an act to get her attention, making me wonder if they’d find happiness together like Rae and I had.
“Don’t forget to chat me up,” said Jasmine.  “I’ll be online all the time!”
I opened Rae’s door for her and waited to make sure she was all the way in before shutting it again.  I got in next to her and smiled, seeing the fuzzy dice hanging from the mirror.
“How much you want to bet that these are from Kootch?” I said, reaching up to flick one.
“No deal.  It had to be him.”  Rae smiled big, her eyes bright.
“So where are we going?”  I asked.
She opened the glove compartment and pulled out a stack of papers.  She read the first page.  “Leave out of the parking garage and turn right.  Follow the signs to the interstate highway, going north.”
“North, huh?” I said, starting the car and reversing out of the parking space.  “Maybe we’re going to Canada.”  I grinned at her, leaning over for a quick kiss before moving out of the garage.
“Maybe we are.  Or maybe they’ll send us over to Oregon or Washington,” Rae said, looking through the rest of the things they’d left.
I pulled out onto the main road and followed the instructions Rae gave me.
We tried to go the entire way without stopping but it just wasn’t possible.  After two uneventful rest stops, one for bathroom breaks and one for a quick nap, we made it to our destination, somewhere in Montana.  One of the most beautiful places I’d ever seen.
Unpacking and settling in was a breeze.  The attention to detail and comforts the Butts family had put in place made it so easy.  And playing house for real with Rae couldn’t have been more magical.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Five: Rae
 
“IT’S EXACTLY HOW I PICTURED it,” said Malcolm, joining me out on the porch.  It was lunchtime and I had two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on a plate next to me. I was curled up in a porch chair with a blanket around my feet.
“I can’t believe we’ve been here a week and a half already,” I said, taking a sip of tea.  I’d started drinking tea here.  It made me feel more mature, grown up.  And now that I was living in a house with Malcolm and we were our own little family, it seemed like the thing to do.  To grow up.  To start taking control of my life and doing what I wanted and not necessarily what people expected of me.
“How long are we going to stay?” asked Malcolm, sitting down next to me.  He pulled one of my feet into his lap and rubbed it with one hand while he wolfed down a PBJ with the other.
We’d discussed this a lot over the past ten days and still hadn’t come up with the answer.  “Let’s just wait and see.  We don’t have to decide now.”  I stretched my arms out above me, reveling in the beautiful weather and the nice breeze that blew through the trees.  The mountains were way more beautiful than I ever imagined they could be.
“Have I told you yet today how pretty you are?”
I pulled my arms down and smiled at him, feeling that warmth building down low again.  We were sharing the same bed now, and every day was a new discovery in pleasure for us.
“No, not today.  Not yet anyway, but yesterday you told me five times, so I can just use one of those.”
He got off the chair and dropped to his knees in between my legs.  “No, I’ll give you a new one for today.  Rae … you’re beautiful.  The perfect girl for me.  The yang to my yin.”
“I think I’m the yin to your yang.”
“Whatever.”  He grabbed my hand and kissed the back of it.  Then the palm.  He knew how much that tickled.
 I leaned down to capture his lips with mine.  “No tickling.”  I smiled against his mouth, feeling his lips move up into a grin too.
“Yes, tickling,” he said, sneaking his hands around to my sides and messing with my ribs.
“No!” I said playfully, pushing him back.  I jumped up and ran to the door, but he was hot on my heels.
“Tickle fest!” he shouted, coming up behind me and sweeping  me up into his arms.
I started kicking my feet, but he went suddenly still.
“What?” I asked, all the laughter dying out into stillness.
“Did you hear that?”
“Hear what?”  My heart spasming in fear.
“A … bell maybe?”  He dropped my legs to put me back on my feet.
I heard it then too.  “It’s the computer,” I said freezing in place for just two seconds before I realized what that meant.  “Jazzy!” I yelled, taking off for the bedroom.
Malcolm and I raced up the stairs, hoping to get to the computer in time to connect with the call coming in.
“Hello!” I said breathlessly as I pressed the button.  “Hello, are you there?”  I pushed my messy hair out of my eyes.
Jasmine’s face was filling the screen.
“Yo, peeps, what’s up?”  She had a big grin and brown hair. She didn’t look like herself at all, really.  Kootch was sitting next to her, putting bunny ears behind her head with his fingers.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Six: Malcolm
 
“HEY GUYS, WHAT UP?” SAID Jasmine.  ‘We don’t have a lot of time, but we wanted to say hi.”
“Hi Jazzy, hi Kootch,” said Rae, beaming smiles at everyone.
Kootch waved.
“You’ll never believe what Kootch did the other day after you guys left,” said Jasmine, barely holding back laughter.
“Shut up, Butts,” he said, sighing heavily.  It was apparently a story he was already tired of.
“No, tell us,” said Rae, bouncing on the bed in her excitement.  “We want to hear.”  The computer was on a desk right next to our bed, but I’d already taken the only chair available.  The bed was more comfortable, so I let her have it.
“Okay, check this…”  Jasmine leaned in closer, her face getting bigger on the screen.
“Butts, I’m warning you…,” said Kootch from behind her.
“Pffft, you’re warning your own ass.  Here’s what happened.  So Kootch here gets this idea in his head the other day to be nice to the garbage man.  Like a week ago or so.  The Tuesday after we got back.”
“Everyone should be nice to the garbage man!” Kootch protested, fighting for space in front of the screen but losing.  “They’re good guys!”
“Yeah.  You should be nice to the garbage man, we know.  But you shouldn’t try to kill him.  So as I was saying, Kootch decides to go all Huckleberry Farms and make friends with the garbage man.  So he wakes up real early one day and puts a cold soda out on the curb by the trashcans.  That was like, Wednesday.”
“It’s hot out.  Soda’s awesome when it’s hot,” grumbled Kootch.
“Getting to that,” said Jasmine, reaching over without looking to slap at him a little.  “So Kootch is watching out the front window, all excited about making friends with the garbage man, and he sees the dude drive up, get off the back of his truck, and then look at the soda.”
“He stared at it.  Who just stands there and stares at a Coke?”  Kootch was clearly offended that this man didn’t pick up his offering.  That in itself was funny, but I was trying to be cool and not laugh at him.
“What happened?” Rae asked.
“Save all your questions for the end, geez,” said Jasmine, “just chill and let me tell the story.  Okay, so the guy stares at it for a while, looks at the house, looks at the soda one more time … and then picks it up and throws it into the trash can before dumping it in the back of his truck.”
“The dick threw out a perfectly good Coke,” said Kootch.  “I could-a drunk it.”
Jasmine holds up a finger and brightens up.  “But the good neighbor Kootch is not swayed from his mission, ladies and gentlemen!  He tries again the next garbage day, Friday, but this time he gets smart.  He puts a note on the can.”
“Anybody would!  It’s totally normal!”  He tried to shove Jasmine to the side, but she wasn’t budging.
“What’d the note say?” asked Rae, barely able to contain herself. She was already laughing, and she didn’t even know the punchline.
“The note said just two words: Drink it.”
“Simple.  I like it,” I said.
“Thank you, Malcolm.  See?  Dudes get it.”  Kootch nodded, a satisfied smile coming across his face.
“Anyway, he’s spying through the curtains when the guy comes around, and he sees the guy look at the soda, back away from it, and then just leave without taking the soda or the garbage.”
“Which my dad blamed me for and then beat my ass over, thank you very much, so I really don’t think it’s all that funny.”
“Stop being so dramatic.  He totally swung, missed, and fell down passed-out drunk.  He didn’t touch a single hair on your giant head.”
“Well, he tried to beat my ass.  It was traumatic.  I’m traumatized now.  Look at my face.”  He leaned in towards the camera.  “See?  I’m messed up.”
Rae nodded.  “He looks definitely messed up.”  She snorted after.
“See?  Rae noticed.”
“Can we get to the end of the story?” I asked.  Kootch looked totally fine.
“Yeah.  So next week, Kootch is waiting on his front door step, and the garbage truck comes by and stops, but the guy doesn’t get out.  He just sits there in his truck.  So Kootch goes out to talk to him and demand to know why the guy isn’t taking his gifts.  It’s at this point that I’ve joined the party, because when he told me about his grand gesture, I just had to see what was going to happen.  It’s been super boring around here without you guys, trust.”
“Anyone would-a gone out there and seen what was up.  It’s totally normal!”  Kootch was getting wound up now.  I felt the end of the story coming.
“So, Kootch says, ‘Hey, man, why aren’t you drinking those Cokes I left?’  And the guy says, all offended, ‘What’d I ever do to you?’  And Kootch is like, ‘What’s your problem, man?  Can’t a guy give another guy a Coke when it’s hot out and he’s lifting cans?’  And then the guy looks at him like he’s nuts and says, ‘Not when that guy’s got diabeetus!  You tryin’ ta kill me, boy!  What you wanna do that for!  I got kids!  I gotta wife!  I ain’t slinging garbage around all day for my healf!”
“The guy was nuts,” said Kootch. “How the hell do I know he’s got diabeetus or whatever.”
I tried the hold the laughter in, but it was impossible.  Kootch was so put-out about it.
“As you can imagine, I’m peeing my pants out in the middle of the street, but Kootch isn’t done.”
“I was offended, okay?!  Wouldn’t you be?”  He looked at me.  I just shook my head in disbelief, biting the insides of my cheeks to keep from laughing at him.
Jasmine continued the story.  “Kootch starts yelling, ‘Why didn’t you just take the garbage last week?  You didn’t have to skip our house over it!’  And the Garbage Man’s like, ‘What?  You tryin’ to kill me, man!  Maybe next time you’re gonna put a rattler in there or somethin’, finish me off!  You people livin’ in these cul-de-sacs are all the same!  Only one way in, one way out.  Nutjobs, every one-a y’all.  You don’t like the way I put your can back on the curb?  Go ahead and try to kill me, then!’”
Kootch joined in with the storytelling.  “I was like, ‘A rattlesnake?!  Come on man, where am I gonna get a friggin’ rattlesnake?!’  And guess what … he didn’t have an answer for that.”  Kootch shook his head.  “Ridiculous.  A friggin rattlesnake.  Guy thinks I’m gonna kill him with a poisonous snake when all I wanted to do was give him a fucking Coke.”
Rae was laughing her butt off.  I had a smile that wouldn’t go away and my stomach hurt with the pain of keeping the laughs in.  “So how did it end?” I asked.
Jasmine responded.  “Well, after I peed my pants and rolled around in the street in hysterics for a little while, we convinced the guy to pick up the garbage.”
“I had to swear on my mother’s life that there were no snakes in the can.”  Kootch smiled evilly.  “Little does he know I could give a crap about my mom since I don’t even know where she is, and I’m in the market for a boa right now.”  He rubbed his hands together.  “I couldn’t find a rattlesnake.”
“No you’re not, shut up.  That’s bad karma.”  Jasmine pushed him away.  “So, as you can see, you’re missing some seriously good entertainment, the kind you can’t even pay for … Kootch setting up his own punking.”  She looked over at him and put her hand on his cheek tenderly.  “Have you ever met anyone so adorably stupid in your entire life?”
He shoved her hand away and put his face right in the camera.  “Sorry, guys.  Butts has to go.  She’s about to get a wedgie so far up her ass crack that she’ll have to get it surgically removed.”
The computer bounced around and then turned sideways before shutting off entirely.
“Well,” I said, looking at the blank screen for a few seconds and then at Rae, “I guess Jasmine and Kootch are doing okay.”
We both started laughing then, collapsing into a heap of stupid giggles on the bed.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Seven: Rae
 
MALCOLM AND I WERE IN bed together, the darkness enveloping us in its velvety shroud and making me feel bold and sexy.  Being naked next to the cutest guy in the world didn’t hurt either.  I moved my legs against his muscular hairy ones, reminded again what a strong man he is.  He makes me feel petite and cared for, but not because I’m weak.  He takes care of me because he feels lucky and knows what it’s like to be alone.  Just like I do.
“Are you sure you’re ready?” he asked me for the tenth time, his hand resting on my hip.
“Yes.  I am really truly ready, I promise.  Are you?”
“I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve been ready since the minute I laid eyes on you in Mr. Adams’ class.”
I pushed on his chest, but he didn’t go anywhere.  We were too close together for me to have any strength, and I didn’t want him to move away, anyway.  I wanted him here.  Naked.  Next to me.  Ready to take the plunge.  We’d waited all this time, making sure it was right, making sure we weren’t going this far out of desperation or fear.  We both wanted to be as intimate as a couple can be, but only after all the other garbage had fallen away.  Tonight was the night we were finally free.
“Do you have any regrets?” he asked me kissing me once and pulling away.
“No way.”
“Are you sure?  If you’d never gone to that party, you could be going to school right now, going to gym class…”
“Beating your butt in basketball again.”
“Please,” he said, kissing my neck.  “You know we beat you girls.  Jasmine was cheating.  Points off for cheating.”
I moved my head so I could kiss him back.  His hands had roamed up to my chest and he was doing that thing I loved.  I pressed against him, begging him silently to do more.  I was ready to go all the way this time.  No more holding back and waiting for me.  I was going to seize life and live it like a normal girl.
“Rae, I have to tell you something.”  He pulled away a little, looking me in the eye.  I could barely make out his features in the dark.
“Confession time?”  My heart raced, wondering if he was going to say what had been on my mind for days.  Since almost the first moment I saw him.
“Yeah, I guess. It’s just … I need to tell you something before we do this.”  He swallowed loud enough that we both heard it.  He was nervous. “All my life I’ve wondered if I’d find someone I could be with.  Like I am with you.  And for the most part, I’d given up on it.”
“I know,” I said, reassuring him so he wouldn’t be nervous and think he was alone in this.  “That’s how it was for me, too.”  I ran my hand up and down his arm, reveling in the muscles I felt there.  All mine.  He’s all mine.  How did I get so lucky?
“And then there you were, and I tried to ignore the feelings or make them go away, and it didn’t work.  I was worried it was your Rainbow stuff making me feel so strongly about you.”
“But it wasn’t.”  I clung to him, praying he knew that to be true.
“No, it wasn’t.  It was just … it was just love.  I guess that’s what I’m trying to say.  I love you, Rae.  I hope that doesn’t freak you out.”
The tears came rushing out of my eyes.  I couldn’t have stopped them if I wanted to.
“Oh, shit.  I made you cry.  That can’t be good.”
He tried to pull away, but I wouldn’t let him. “No, it’s good.  I’m happy.”  My breath hitched.
“I’d hate to see you sad,” he said, kissing me on the mouth and wiping my tears away with the edge of the sheet.
“I love you too, Malcolm.  I really do.  I’ve waited for you my whole life.”  I kissed him quick, desperate for him to know I meant it.
“You do?  Oh my God, that’s such a relief.  I was so worried you’d tell me to go away.”   He kissed my neck, sucking on the skin a little and making a chill move over my body.
“Go away?  Never.  You’re stuck with me.” My breath was coming quicker as my pulse began to accelerate.
“I think love is a bigger deal for people like us,” he said, pulling me over to lie on top of him.
“I agree.”  I knew exactly what he was saying.  “I’ve always been at the far end of the spectrum of emotions.  Happy, happy, happy … all the time, people around me happy.”  My hair fell down over his cheeks.  He reached up with one finger and touched one of my dimples. 
“And I was at the other.  Sad, sad, sad.  People miserable around me.  Until I met you.”
“Together we meet in the middle.”
“The middle’s good,” he said, rolling me over onto my back.  His voice dropped lower to almost a growl.  A shiver of anticipation ran up my spine.  The friendly part of Malcolm left and only his sexier self remained.  “But right now, I don’t want to be in the middle … I want to be somewhere else.”
I wiggled my hips around, totally ready to give him whatever he wanted, ready to hear what he was going to say.
His breath came across my face and tickled my neck when he whispered, “I want to be inside.”
I fell into the emotions we made together, letting them take me over and smother me.  For the first time in my life, I wasn’t afraid of the happiness that overwhelmed us both.  Being with Malcolm taught me everything I needed to know about life:  Happy is good.  Sad is good.  And everything in between is definitely worth waiting and fighting for.
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